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Although it is increasingly acknowledged that social
interactions may provide support at times of adversity,
whether or how such interactions can buffer distress remains
unclear. The objective of the present study was to examine
whether naming the emotions of our partner in aversive
situations can effectively reduce distress and whether the
regulator’s empathy contributes to its effectiveness. We
utilized a novel performance-based interpersonal affect
labeling (IAL) paradigm. Seventy-four romantic couples
were randomly divided into targets and regulators. The
targets watched aversive pictures with low and high
intensity and rated their level of distress after: (1) simply
viewing the picture (control trials) (2) choosing a label that
describes their emotional reaction (self-labeling trials), (3)
viewing a label chosen for them by the regulator, their
partner (IAL trials). It was found that IAL significantly
reduced distress compared to self-labeling. Moreover, the
effectiveness of IAL increased as a function of the regulator’s
level of empathy. The results highlight the importance of
empathy in social support and suggest that as simple an
action as naming our partner’s emotions may be effective in
reducing their distress. Moreover, it emphasizes the
potential contribution of nonprofessional help in emotion
regulation.
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STUDIES ON EMOTION REGULATION have demonstrated
that verbally labeling the emotional content of a
stimulus, such as writing a narrative describing our
distress (Hayes & Feldman, 2004) or labeling a sad
facial expression we see as “sad” (Hariri,
Bookheimer, & Mazziotta, 2000; Hariri, Mattay,
Tessitore, Fera, & Weinberger, 2003; Lieberman
et al., 2007; Lieberman, Hariri, Jarcho,
Eisenberger, & Bookheimer, 2005;), is an effective
self-regulation strategy that may attenuate negative
emotions. Yet, while the effect of labeling our own
emotional state has received much research atten-
tion in recent years (Constantinou et al., 2015;
Creswell, Way, Eisenberger, & Lieberman, 2007;
Lieberman, Inagaki, Tabibnia, & Crockett, 2011;
Niles, Craske, Lieberman, & Hur, 2015; Torrisi,
Lieberman, Bookheimer, & Altshuler, 2013), little
is known about its effectiveness in interpersonal
situations. The aim of the present study was to test
if interpersonal affect labeling (IAL) can reduce
distress in aversive situations.
We define IAL as conditions in which one

person's feelings (the target) are labeled by another
person (the regulator) in order to diminish levels of
distress (see Figure 1 for an illustration). Effective
IAL may involve two parallel processes: sharing
emotions with others and feeling understood by
them. Rimé (2009) suggests that individuals desire
to share their emotional states with others and that
emotional sharing frequently attenuates distress
(see also Greenberg & Stone, 1992; Pennebaker,
1997). Importantly, recent studies imply that the
act of sharing itself may be rewarding, even when
such sharing is associated with minimal or no
feedback (Zaki & Williams, 2013). A prominent
example is the increased tendency of individuals to
share their feelings and experiences in social
networks (Settanni & Marengo, 2015).
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FIGURE 1 An illustration of the IAL model, demonstrating the
self and the interpersonal conditions.

456 shamay - t soory & levy -g ig i
Feeling understood by others is also very
valuable and found to play a critical role in
advancing personal and social well-being (Cahn,
1990; Morelli, Torre, & Eisenberger, 2014; Oishi,
Krochik, & Akimoto, 2010; Reis, Collins, &
Berscheid, 2000; Reis & Reis & Shaver, 1988;
Swann Jr., 1990). People who feel that others
understand their feelings report elevated levels of
life satisfaction (Lun, Kesebir, & Oishi, 2008; Reis
et al., 2000), decreased levels of distress and better
ability to cope with pain (Seehausen, Kazzer,
Bajbouj, & Prehn, 2012). Notably, in order to
establish feelings of understanding, it seems as if the
label provided by the regulator should accurately
reflect the emotional state of the target. Providing
an inaccurate label may signal that the regulator
fails to understand the emotional state of the target.
Moreover, it may be viewed as emotion invalida-
tion, implying that the target’s feelings are incorrect
or inappropriate and hence they are dismissed,
ignored, and even criticized (Zielinski, 2013;
Zielinski & Veilleux, 2018). Therefore, in the
current study we will test not only the levels of
distress following IAL but also the similarity
between the emotional labels provided by the
target and those provided by the regulator.
The possible role of sharing and understanding in

IAL may suggest that empathy, the ability to share
and understand the emotions and intentions of
others, is also crucial for this process. Well-accepted
theories of empathy divide this ability into two
factors: emotional empathy (i.e., feeling the emo-
tions of others) and cognitive empathy (i.e.,
understanding the thoughts and motivations of
others) (Gonzalez-Liencres, Shamay-Tsoory, &
Brüne, 2013; Shamay-Tsoory, 2011; Smith,
2006). Emotional empathy is believed to be a
more spontaneous, lower-order phenomenon (evo-
lutionarily wise) than cognitive empathy (de Waal
& Preston, 2017; Shamay-Tsoory, 2011), while
cognitive empathy requires higher-order cognitive
abilities, such as theory of mind (de Waal &
Preston, 2017; Smith, 2006). While it is widely
agreed that both cognitive and emotional empathy
contribute to distress regulation, it is not clear how
empathy of a regulator (emotional and cognitive)
affects a suffering target. It was recently suggested
that empathy contributes to regulating one’s own
emotions as well as others’ emotion (Zaki, 2019).
Indeed, it was argued that empathy is critical in
interpersonal situations and may mediate the
effectiveness of social support (Zaki & Williams,
2013). Studies on interpersonal emotion regulation
revealed that the empathy level of the regulator
predicts not only prosocial motivation (e.g.,
O'Callaghan et al., 2016), but also the effectiveness
of pain reduction during touch (Goldstein, Shamay-
Tsoory, Yellinek, & Weissman-Fogel, 2016). In
addition, recent reports indicate that the regulator's
empathic abilities predict the effectiveness of
interpersonal cognitive emotion regulation (Levy-
Gigi & Shamay-Tsoory, 2017) as well as pain
regulation (Goldstein et al., 2016). Taken together,
these findings highlight the crucial role of empathy
in interpersonal interactions. Therefore, we pre-
dicted that empathy may facilitate IAL.
To investigate the effect of IAL, we designed an

interactive performance-based paradigm that en-
ables interpersonal emotion regulation, and tested it
in romantic couples (for similar interpersonal
design see Levy-Gigi & Shamay-Tsoory, 2017). In
this paradigm, couples are randomly divided into
targets and regulators (Figure 2). Targets are
exposed to aversive pictures from the International
Affective Picture Set (IAPS; Lang, Bradley, &
Cuthbert, 2008) and are asked either to choose a
label describing the emotion they feel while
observing the picture (self-affect labeling condition)
or to observe the label the regulator chose for them
(IAL condition; for similar affect labeling manipu-
lation see Levy-Gigi and Shamay-Tsoory, in press).
Level of distress in these conditions is compared to
baseline distress, measured when the target neu-
trally watches the pictures but makes no overt
response (control condition). We predicted that
affect labeling would reduce baseline distress with
an advantage to the interpersonal compared to the
self-labeling conditions. Moreover, similarity be-
tween the self and interpersonal labels would
positively correlate with the effectiveness of the
interpersonal condition. Finally, we hypothesized
that the regulator's level of empathy would
correlate with the efficacy of the IAL.

Image of Figure 1


FIGURE 2 An illustration of the emotion regulation task where participants were instructed either: (a) to choose
between different frames and simply view a series of distressing pictures or (b) to choose and apply different
regulatory strategies (i.e., distraction or reappraisal).
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Methods and Materials
participants

Seventy-seven romantic couples volunteered to
participate in the study (see Table 1 for a detailed
description of the sample). Sample size was
determined based on the average participants
number of similar studies in the field (Levy-Gigi
& Shamay-Tsoory, 2017), in order to detect a
medium size effect (Cohen's f= .25) in the study,
with a 5% significance level (α) and 80% power
level (1-β) (Cohen, 1992). Since this is a first step
towards understanding the effect of IAL, we applied
strict exclusion criteria to minimize possible con-
founds in the emotion regulation process for all
participants, as follows: current or past diagnosis of
psychiatric disorders; risk of suicidal/homicidal
ideation; any substance dependence or abuse within
the past 6 months; a history of concussion or other
clinically significant head injury, including loss of
consciousness for over 10 minutes; or a history of
neurological disorders such as epilepsy, multiple
sclerosis, stroke or encephalitis. All of the partici-
pants were involved in a heterosexual romantic
relationship for at least 1 year (mean years in
relationship = 9.36; 47% of the couples were
married). Participants completed the Short
ENRICH Scale (Fowers & Olson, 1993), a 10-
item Likert-type scale assessing the respondent’s
perceived quality of the romantic relationship.
Based on the norms of the questionnaire, a
sufficient satisfaction score was set as N 31
(Fowers & Olson, 1993). All participants in the
current sample reported average to high levels of
relationship satisfaction and reached a score that
was above the cut-off point (M = 59.12; SD = 7.59;
Range 38–70; internal consistency α = .86). One
couple quit in the middle of the study. Two other
couples were excluded due to technical problems.
The data from the remaining 74 couples was
analyzed. The study was carried out in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki and was approved
by the university ethics board. All participants
provided written informed consent prior to the
beginning of the experiment.

measures and procedure

The experimenter randomly assigned one partner
from each couple as the target and the other as the
regulator. These roles remained consistent through-
out the experiment. Both participants were present
in the room during all testing sessions. The target
and the regulator sat next to each other and were
asked to avoid any verbal communication or eye
contact throughout the experiment (Figure 2).
Visual stimuli were presented simultaneously on
two computer screens, one for the target and the
other for the regulator.
The paradigm began with a short initial training

session. Following the training session, participants
completed four testing sessions (described below).

Image of Figure 2


Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Individuals That Participated
(as Targets) in the Study (Means and Standard Deviations/
Frequency)

Mean (SD)

Age (years) 32.98 (9.98)
Female/male (Ns) 38/36
Education (years) 15.37 (2.26)
Depression ⁎ 6.17 (5.21)
Anxiety ⁎⁎ 64.04 (15.84)

⁎ Depression was measured using the Beck Depression
Inventory (BDI-II; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996) (α = .85). 90.3%
of the participants reported minimal depression (0-13 scores),
7.3% reported mild depression (14-19 scores) and 1.4% reported
moderate depression (20-28).
⁎⁎ Anxiety was measured using the State–Trait Anxiety Inventory
(Spielberger, 1983) (α = .87). 93.1% reported minimal-mild
symptoms and 6.9% of the participants reported clinically
significant symptoms.
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The order of the sessions was randomized across
participants. In each session the participants viewed
40 pictures from the International Affective Picture
System (IAPS; Lang et al., 2008) with high negative
intensity as indicated by the IAPS scales of arousal
(1-low, 9- high, mean arousal of the presented
pictures = 6.5) and valance (1- highly negative and
9-; mean valence of the presented pictures = 1.76).
The order of the pictures within each session was
randomized. An experimental trial involved (1)
viewing a brief (500 ms) preview of each picture; (2)
a choice screen. This was made by pressing right
(the letter Z) or left (the letter M) on a standard
qwerty keyboard; (3) viewing the picture for an
extended duration (5000 ms); (4) rating the level of
distress (by the targets) on a 9-point Likert scale
(with higher numbers indicating greater distress)
(Figure 2).
The study conformed to a 2 (protagonist type:

self vs. interpersonal) by 2 (regulation strategy:
affect labeling vs. control look) design in which
protagonist type and regulation strategy were
compared in a within-participant manner. This
sums up to four experimental sessions: self-affect
labeling; self-look; interpersonal affect labeling;
interpersonal look (see also Levy-Gigi & Shamay-
Tsoory, 2017).
In the self-affect-labeling condition targets chose

a label (from two possible emotional labels) that
best described their emotional reaction to the
picture (e.g., fear vs. disgust), while in the
interpersonal-affect-labeling condition regulators
chose a label that described their prediction of the
target's emotional reaction to the picture. In the
self-look condition, targets selected their preferred
color for the frame (e.g., green or blue), while in the
interpersonal look condition regulators chose the
frame's color for the target. In all experimental
conditions, after the decision was made, the selected
label/frame was highlighted on the target’s com-
puter screen. Preliminary analyses revealed no main
effects of the sessions order or of the interaction
between sessions order and the other variables (all
Fs b 1). The average level of distress was calculated
for each of the four sessions.
Stimuli preparation: The emotional labels were

selected based on a preliminary study in which 10
participants viewed the IAPS pictures and provided
two potential labels for each picture (e.g., sadness
and fear). The two most frequent labels were
selected for each picture (for a detailed description
and information on the manipulation check see
Levy-Gigi and Shamay-Tsoory, in press).

Assessment of Empathy
In order to assess the regulators' empathic abilities,
each regulator completed the Interpersonal Reac-
tivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1980). This is a widely used
self-report questionnaire (e.g., DiGirolamo, Simon,
Hubley, Kopulsky, & Gutsell, 2020; Schuler et al.,
2019; for review and meta-analyses see Bonfils,
Lysaker, Minor, & Salyers, 2017; Konrath,
O'Brien, & Hsing, 2011; for significant associa-
tions between the IRI measure and actual behavior
see Israelashvili, Sauter, & Fischer, 2019) that tests
empathic abilities using four subscales: Perspective
Taking, Fantasy, Empathic Concern, and Personal
Distress. The questionnaire includes 28 items
ranked on a 1–5 Likert scale. The internal
consistency in the current study was α = .85.

Data Analysis
We used SPSS version 25 (Chicago, IL) to analyze
the results. In order to compare the effectiveness of
self vs. interpersonal affect labeling on levels of
distress, we conducted a within-subjects repeated-
measures ANOVA analysis. To indicate the added
value of IAL we calculated a new measure (i.e., IAL
added value) by subtracting the level of distress in
the IAL trials from levels of distress in the matched
self-affect labeling trials (see also Levy-Gigi &
Shamay-Tsoory, 2017). This measure represents
distress reduction in the interpersonal conditions
above and beyond the reduction in self-regulation.
Higher values indicate a greater contribution of IAL
in reducing distress. We then carried out Pearson
correlations between the partner’s empathy levels (as
measured by the IRI) and value of IAL. Finally, we
examined whether the accuracy of the label contrib-
utes to the effectiveness of IAL by comparing the
labels given by the target in the self-emotion-
regulation conditions to those given by the regulator
in the interpersonal conditions.



FIGURE 3 Levels of distress as a function of regulatory strategy (labeling vs. look) and
registration type (self vs. interpersonal).
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Results
the effectiveness of affect labeling

To test the effectiveness of self vs. interpersonal affect
labeling on levels of distress, we conducted a within-
subjects repeated-measures ANOVA analysis: regu-
latory strategy (affect labeling vs. look) × protagonist
type (self vs. interpersonal). The results revealed a
significant interaction between regulatory strategy
and protagonist type, F(1, 73) = 7.35, p = .008, η2p =
.10. Follow-up paired-samples t-test analyses re-
vealed that in the look condition there were no
significant differences between the self and the
interpersonal conditions, t(73) = 1.27, p N .05,
while in the affect labeling condition interpersonal
regulation significantly reduced the level of distress
compared to the self-regulation conditions, t(73) =
3.75, p = .0001 (Figure 3).
In addition, we found that a significant main

effect emerged for protagonist type, F(1, 73) =
10.18, p = .002, η2p = .12, indicating that
interpersonal conditions resulted in lower levels of
distress compared to self-regulation conditions. Yet
no significant main effect emerged for regulatory
strategy, F(1, 73) = 1.81, p N .05, indicating that
contrary to previous studies, affect labeling does
not have an overall effect on reducing levels of
distress.

the contribution of regulator empathy to
ial

In order to estimate the relationship between the
different types of empathy and IAL, we conducted
Pearson correlation between the added value of IAL
and the four empathy sub-scales: perspective taking,
fantasy, empathic concern, and personal distress.
The results revealed a significant positive correlation
between the added value of IAL and measures of
partner’s perspective taking (r = .30, p = .01) and
empathic concern (r = .25, p = .04). The correlations
between the added value of IAL and levels of fantasy
and personal distress did not reach significance.
Finally, number of years in the relationship and
satisfaction from the relationship did not correlate
with either levels of partners’ empathy nor the added
value of IAL (all ps N .05).

the similarity between self and
interpersonal labeling
To examine whether the accuracy of the label
contributes to the effectiveness of IAL, we compared
the labels given by the target in the self-emotion-
regulation trials to those given by the regulator in the
interpersonal trials. The results revealed a low
average of agreement (M = 50%, SD = 8.7.5%).
Moreover, opposed to our prediction, no correlation
emerged between consistency level and effectiveness
of interpersonal affect labeling (r = .15, p N .05). The
results indicate that while IAL has significant added
value, this value is independent of the similarity
between self and interpersonal labels.

Discussion
The aim of the present study was to test whether
IAL is effective in reducing distress. The main
results revealed that for aversive events, labeling of
negative emotions by a romantic partner signifi-
cantly diminishes the level of distress relative to self-
affect labeling. The results are in line with
developmental and psychotherapy studies which
show that reflecting the emotions of others by
means of verbal labeling can decrease aversive

Image of Figure 3
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feelings and promote well-being (Hemenover,
2003; Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). A possible
explanation for these findings may be found in the
basic need of individuals to feel understood. Thus,
when a partner labels the target's emotion, the
target may feel that his/her emotions were effec-
tively communicated and recognized.
The added value of IAL positively correlated with

the regulator’s level of empathy. Specifically, higher
empathic concern and perspective taking scores
resulted in more effective interpersonal regulation.
While the perspective taking scale represents a
measure of cognitive empathy, the empathic con-
cern scale taps "other-oriented" feelings of sympa-
thy and concern for unfortunate others, which is
considered a more emotional form of empathy
(Dziobek, Bahnemann, Preissler, & Heekeren,
2007). These findings support and extend previous
studies that demonstrated a central role of empathic
abilities in interpersonal situations (Levy-Gigi &
Shamay-Tsoory, 2017).
While previous studies have focused mostly on

situations that required deliberate effort, the current
study highlights the importance of empathy in
incidental forms of interpersonal emotion regulation
that require only minimal efforts (Goldstein et al.,
2016; O'Callaghan et al., 2016; Zaki & Williams,
2013). It may imply that empathic partners are not
only better at understanding their partners’ feelings
and feel compassion towards their emotions, but also
can regulate emotions in a more natural and intuitive
way. Moreover, in more deliberate forms of inter-
personal emotion regulation (Levy-Gigi & Shamay-
Tsoory, 2017) only the regulator’s cognitive empathy
was associated with reduced distress, here, both
cognitive and emotional empathy were positively
associated with the added value of IAL, suggesting
that both the abilities to feel and to understand the
emotions of others contribute to IAL. From a clinical
point of view, the results assign an important role to
the development of the regulator’s empathic skills as
a key to successful coping with aversive events.
Future studies may aim to test not only self-report
empathy but also how the target perceives and
assesses the empathy of the regulator, and whether
a positive perception further facilitates the interper-
sonal emotion regulation.
Interestingly, opposed to our prediction, the

results show no significant similarity between the
labels chosen by the targets in the self-regulation
condition and the labels chosen by the regulators in
the interpersonal condition. Moreover, the level of
similarity did not correlate with the effectiveness of
the IAL in reducing distress. One possible explana-
tion for these results is that the regulator's chosen
label is more accurate. Considering that the
regulator is not directly involved with the aversive
situation, it is more likely that he/she is capable of
providing an accurate label for the target, as
opposed to self-labeling in which the target's direct
emotional involvement may impair the ability to
select an appropriate label. Indeed, it has been
repeatedly suggested that an outside perspective is
important for emotion regulation (e.g., Levy-Gigi
& Shamay-Tsoory, 2017; see Bishop et al., 2004,
for review) and may diminish the levels of
ambiguity and refine one's appraisals of that
emotion (Frattaroli, 2005; Kircanski, Lieberman,
& Craske, 2012; Lieberman et al., 2011;
Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). A possible support
for this claim can be found in the neural mechanism
underlying affect labeling. Specifically, in condi-
tions of affect labeling there is an increased
ventrolateral prefrontal cortex activity and de-
creased amygdala activity (Hariri et al., 2003;
Lieberman et al., 2005, 2007; Ochsner, Bunge,
Gross, & Gabrieli, 2002). This mechanism suggests
that language-related prefrontal activity inhibits
emotion-related amygdala activity. When people
regulate their own emotions the operation of this
mechanism might be challenging since it requires
the recruitment of the prefrontal cortex. In condi-
tions of IAL it is possible that the regulator's label
facilitates amygdala inhibition, which provides an
outside perspective of the emotional situation and
improves the clarity of the target’s emotional state.
Alternatively, the lack of similarity between the

target’s and regulator’s labels and the null correla-
tion between levels of similarity and perceived
distress may suggest that sharing the negative
experience itself is beneficial (Rimé, 2007, 2009;
Tamir & Mitchell, 2012; Zech & Rimé, 2005).
These results are also in line with other studies,
which show that people feel satisfied after sharing
emotions on social media regardless of the useful-
ness of the feedback (Bazarova, Choi, Schwanda
Sosik, Cosley, & Whitlock, 2015) and that a
partner who provides a challenging feedback is
more helpful in reducing distress compared to a
partner who provides a validating feedback
(Lepore, Fernandez-Berrocal, Ragan, & Ramos,
2004). Moreover, it is important to note that most
of the studies which show associations between
emotion invalidation and negative affect tested
clinical populations including individuals with
borderline personality (Benitez, Southward,
Altenburger, Howard, & Cheavens, 2019), chronic
pain (Linton, Boersma, Vangronsveld, & Fruzzetti,
2012) and eating disorders (Haslam, Arcelus,
Farrow, & Meyer, 2012). Moreover, in most
cases these associations were tested in clinical
settings that focus on therapist-client relationships
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(e.g., Edmond & Keefe, 2015; Hayes & Smith,
2005; Lynch, Chapman, Rosenthal, Kuo, &
Linehan, 2006). The current study, on the other
hand, focused on romantic partners with satisfac-
tory relationship, a factor that significantly con-
tributes to overall better emotion regulation
(Marroquín & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2015). It is
possible that in these situations, even when the
label is not accurate (e.g., we feel sad and our
partner thinks we feel angry), we will not experi-
ence emotion invalidation. Rather, since the act of
labeling was done by our partner, it would be
valuable for us and reduce distress independent of
its specific content. These results may suggest an
advantage of nonprofessional in-home interperson-
al emotion regulation. However, future studies may
aim to further study the associations between
sharing and understanding in conditions of IAL—
specifically, testing various relationships and set-
tings while assessing the moderating role of
different clinical symptoms.
Finally, it is possible that in line with the load

sharing approach, IAL may result in distribution of
the burden associated with the negative pictures
and hence regulate the emotions and reduce distress
(Beckes & Coan, 2011). In this case, the label's
accuracy does not contribute to the effectiveness of
IAL. One interesting finding is that labeling the
aversive affect was found to be beneficial above and
beyond the mere presence of the partner. The
results add to the inconsistency in the field. While
Master et al. (2009) showed that even a picture of a
partner may reduce distress, Hedden et al. (2017)
showed that the participation of cancer patients'
partners in an education session did not affect the
patients' pre-or post-session distress or the success
of the session in alleviating distress. Similarly,
handholding with a partner was found to reduce
the level of pain (Goldstein et al., 2016; Lougheed,
Koval, & Hollenstein, 2016) and minimize distress
(Coan, Schaefer, & Davidson, 2006) under threat-
ening conditions, while the mere presence of the
partner did not yield a similar effect. Taken
together, these findings suggest that while in mild
conditions the mere presence of the partner may be
beneficial, in highly aversive situations such as
experiencing physical pain or observing highly
aversive pictures, mere presence is not enough and
only adopting a strategy such as touch or IAL
reduces distress. Nevertheless, it is important to
note that in the current study the regulator was
present in the room under all experimental condi-
tions. Future studies may aim to add conditions in
which the target views aversive picture with low
and high intensity alone or in the presence of the
partner and compare the level of distress across
conditions to reach more conclusive results regard-
ing the effect of mere presence (Master et al., 2009).
Surprisingly, the level of distress did not differ

between self-emotion regulation and baseline-
control conditions. While these results do not
contradict the conclusion regarding the effective-
ness of IAL, they do raise the need to further clarify
the effectiveness of self-affect labeling. The findings
contradict those of previous studies that showed a
significant reduction of distress after self-affect
labeling (Constantinou et al., 2015; Creswell
et al., 2007; Lieberman et al., 2011; Niles et al.,
2015; Torrisi et al., 2013). One possible explana-
tion for this inconsistency may relate to the fact that
in the current study baseline distress was measured
in a safe environment, while classic affect labeling
studies tend to use more stimulating and threaten-
ing conditions, including confrontation with spi-
ders and public speaking. Moreover, in our study
the regulator was present in the room while in
previous studies the participant had to confront the
emotional situation alone. Finally, classical studies
may have more ecological validity since the
participants had to actually face the object of fear
and not only watch pictures describing it. Taken
together, these conditions may have reduced the
levels of baseline distress and decreased the
differences between control and self- labeling
conditions. However, the fact that despite this we
found a significant effect to IAL only strengthens
our conclusions regarding its beneficial influence.
The current study has several limitations. First,

we did not assess the effectiveness of IAL as a
function of target-regulator label similarity. Future
studies may aim to compare the effectiveness of
matched and unmatched trials to shed further light
on this relationship. In addition, it might be helpful
to add a comprehensive assessment of the target’s
feeling during and following IAL, in order to ensure
he/she felt as being understood and to rule out
possibilities of emotion devaluation (Zielinski &
Veilleux, 2018). Second, while we used a
performance-based paradigm that imitates real life
and reduces biases, future studies may aim to add
physiological and neuroimaging assessments to
support the data and shed further light on the
neural mechanisms of IAL.
In summary, the results of the present study show

that merely naming the emotions of our partners in
aversive situations significantly reduces distress.
The results add to the growing body of literature on
interpersonal emotion regulation, showing that
significant others can play an important role in
this process. Note, however, that while partner
empathy contributed to this process, levels of
similarity between self and interpersonal labeling
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did not have a consistent effect. Hence, looking
through a mirror, regardless of whether it provides
a more or less precise reflection of one’s feelings, is
the most important act.
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