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Abstract 

Having shared or similar attributes with others in need has been shown to increase observers’ 

empathic response, willingness to help and prosocial behaviour. We tested whether a subtle 

similarity, namely of observers’ and targets’ self-regulatory orientation in terms of a promotion 

or prevention regulatory focus (i.e., interpersonal regulatory fit), would entail similar effects. 

Interpersonal regulatory fit and misfit was conveyed through focus-congruent or -incongruent 

emotional reactions which targets facing distressing situations expressed. We predicted that 

when observers’ regulatory focus fits with targets’ negative emotional reaction (i.e., promotion 

focus and dejection reaction or prevention focus and agitation reaction), they would be more 

likely to express empathy, willingness to help, and to engage in prosocial behaviour towards this 

target compared to conditions of misfit. Five studies examined observers’ chronic and 

situationally induced regulatory focus (Studies 1, 3, & 4 and Studies 2 & 5 respectively) and 

presented different distressing scenarios with targets conveying focus-congruent or focus-

incongruent negative emotions. Inconsistent results emerged across studies, which indicated 

misfit, fit and no effects. An internal meta-analysis across all studies indicated that overall there 

was no evidence of either a fit or a misfit effect. Two further studies (Study 8 & 9) including a 

stronger portrayal of target’s regulatory focus and attempted replication of a previous study also 

yielded inconsistent findings. A systematic review was carried out to examine the important 

moderators affecting the interpersonal regulatory fit phenomenon. Lastly, we explored further 

divergent avenues of research, as informed by regulatory focus theory broadly, with two studies 

addressing social projection and empathy, as well as violation of expectations and social 

perception (Study 6 & 7). Overall, this work sheds light on the technical challenges when 
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exploring relations between subtle interpersonal regulatory (mis)fit and prosocial reactions. 

Implications for future research are discussed, including the importance of creating stronger 

interpersonal (mis)fit experiences by exploring other mediums of presentation and emphasising 

distressed targets’ hindered goal pursuits in addition to negative emotional reactions. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction 

1.1. Regulatory focus theory 

People have a shared and universal motivation to approach pleasure and avoid pain. This 

tendency is referred to as the hedonic principle (Higgins, 1997). Approaching pleasure and 

avoiding pain, however, can be achieved using different strategies. Regulatory focus theory 

asserts that underlying these different strategies are systems of self-regulation driven by two 

basic needs: nurturance or security-based needs (Higgins, 1997, 1998). Across individuals, 

depending on which of these needs is prioritized, different corresponding strategies will be used 

when achieving a goal. A nurturance-driven regulation involves a promotion focus, which 

emphasises advancement, accomplishment, growth and obtaining positive outcomes. Individuals 

with a promotion focus will pursue goals using eagerness strategies. For example, a promotion-

focused student who wants to achieve a high mark in class may read extra material to achieve 

their goal. Moreover, promotion-focused individuals emphasise the presence or absence of 

positive outcomes, or in other words, gains versus non-gains. A promotion focus is also 

concerned with strong ‘ideals’ in which there are a set of maximal goals to be attained or a 

standard one aims to achieve (Brendl & Higgins, 1996; Higgins, 2000).  

Conversely, a security-driven regulation involves a prevention focus, which emphasises 

obligation, responsibility, safety and avoiding negative outcomes. Individuals with a prevention 

focus will pursue goals using vigilant and cautious strategies. For example, a prevention-focused 

student who wants to achieve a high mark in class may became detail oriented and pay attention 
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to meeting all module requirements to achieve their goal. Moreover, prevention-focused 

individuals emphasise the presence or absence of negative outcomes, or in other words, losses 

versus non-losses. A prevention focus is also concerned with strong ‘oughts’ in which there are a 

set of minimal goals expected to be completed or a standard one must achieve (Brendl & 

Higgins, 1996; Higgins, 2000).  

Although different individuals may have the same goal, how they pursue this goal is 

determined by their regulatory focus. To illustrate, a promotion-focused individual aiming for a 

job promotion may approach this goal through seeking out developmental opportunities at work 

and discussing opportunities for promotion with their supervisors. On the other hand, a 

prevention-focused individual aiming for a job promotion may approach this goal through 

ensuring that they have met all of the requirements of the job and will avoid taking on 

assignments that might deter their chances for consideration (Ritchie, 2009). A further example 

would be two individuals with the goal of completing a marathon. A promotion-focused 

individual will eagerly try new kinds of training and nutritional supplements, whereas a 

prevention-focused individual might opt for following tried-and-true training and nutrition 

programs (Bohns, 2008).  

That is, an eagerness strategy of the promotion-focus means ensuring the presence of 

positive outcomes (e.g., through looking for means of advancement) and ensuring against 

absence of positive outcomes (e.g., through not closing off new opportunities or possibilities). 

On the other hand, a vigilant strategy of the prevention-focus means ensuring the absence of 

negative outcomes (e.g., through being careful) and ensuring against the presence of negative 

outcomes (e.g., through avoiding mistakes; Higgins, 2000). Of course, these strategies are not 

mutually exclusive, however, the extent of a person’s promotion or prevention focus may also 
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vary, with a stronger focus implying greater commitment to the corresponding strategy. Table 1 

offers an overview of the differences between promotion and prevention focus (see Table 1, 

Higgins, 1997).  

Table 1  

Concepts that differentiate promotion focus and prevention focus  

Promotion Focus Prevention Focus 

Nurturance need  Security need 

Strong ideals Strong oughts 

Gain versus non-gain situations Loss versus non-loss situations 

Presence or absence of positive 

outcomes 

Presence or absence of negative 

outcomes 

Eager strategy Vigilant strategy 

 

An important feature of regulatory focus theory can be considered in terms of how it 

builds on an earlier pre-cursor, known as the self-discrepancy theory. Self-discrepancy theory 

asserts that individuals have representations of three main aspects of the self (Higgins, 1987, 

1989, 1998). The ‘actual self’ includes attributes of the person that they actually or currently 

possess. The remaining two selves, referred to as ‘self-guides’, are the ‘ideal self’ and the ‘ought 

self’. The ‘ideal self’ refers to attributes that one would ideally like to possess, while the ‘ought 

self’ refers to attributes that a person thinks they ought to possess. A self-discrepancy occurs 
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when the actual self does not match either the ideal or ought selves. People’s motivation is to 

reduce the discrepancy between their current state (‘actual self’) and their desired end-state 

(either ‘ideal self’ or ‘ought self’). In other words, they are motivated to reach a state in which 

their actual-self matches their most personally relevant self-guide. Strategies to reduce this 

discrepancy are different based on the self-guide (i.e., the ideal or the ought self-guide). 

Specifically, the actual-ideal discrepancies tie strongly to a promotion focus, while the actual-

ought discrepancies tie strongly to a prevention focus.  

Regulatory focus theory builds on this work further and outlines more explicitly how the 

regulatory foci influence goal-pursuit, motivation and emotional experiences. For example, 

regulatory focus theory delineates explicitly how individuals approach pleasure and avoid pain 

(i.e., the strategies of goal-pursuit related to each foci; Higgins, 2012). This constitutes a 

distinguishing feature of this theory: that individuals with promotion and prevention foci each 

pursue goals in distinct strategic manners. Furthermore, as Higgins (2012) asserts, regulatory 

focus theory is involved in two distinct self-regulatory foci (i.e., promotion and prevention) that 

vary with both individuals and situations. By contrast, in self-discrepancy theory, the ideal and 

ought self-guides vary chronically across persons only. In essence, regulatory focus theory 

moves beyond its early precursor because it is not just a personality theory but explicitly 

considers the situational successes and failures of individuals induced with a promotion or a 

prevention focus (Higgins, 2012).  

1.1.1. Chronic and situational regulatory focus 

As mentioned above, in regulatory focus theory, regulatory foci are not only chronic 

states but can also be induced and vary depending on the situation (Higgins, 2000). That is, there 
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are both individual differences as well as situational differences in regulatory focus. At any 

moment, a person can be pursuing a goal with a promotion focus or a prevention focus. 

Nevertheless, Higgins proposes that each individual has a predominant focus, which is likely to 

become stable throughout adulthood with time (Strauman, 1996). It is proposed that chronic foci 

develop through socialization and may stem from differences in early parental influence (Higgins 

& Silberman, 1998; Higgins, 2000). For example, primary caregivers may emphasise 

achievement and withdraw love upon failure, making children more sensitive to the presence and 

absence of positive outcomes, thereby instilling a promotion focus (Higgins, 1998). By contrast, 

primary caregivers may emphasise duties and assign punishment upon failure, making children 

more sensitive to the presence and absence of negative outcomes, thereby instilling a prevention 

focus (Higgins, 1997; Manian et al., 2006). These regulatory styles communicate distinct 

concerns and priorities about managing oneself in the world (Higgins, 2000). 

Beyond parental influence, the immediate impact of the cultural surroundings is also 

palpable (Lee et al., 2000). Specifically, it was found that more individualistic societies tend to 

encourage achievement and aspiration resulting in a higher concentration of primarily 

promotion-focused individuals. By contrast, more collective societies tend to encourage group 

memberships and relationships, resulting in a higher concentration of primarily prevention-focus 

individuals (Gelfand et al., 2011; Lalwani et al., 2009).  

There are several self-report measures of chronic regulatory focus across the literature 

(e.g., Higgins al., 2001; Lockwood et al., 2002; Neubert et al., 2008; Wallace & Chen, 2006). 

Chronic regulatory focus has been measured most commonly with two scales: the General 

Regulatory Focus Measure (GRFM; Lockwood et al., 2002) and the Regulatory Focus 

Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins al., 2001). The former is tailored more towards an undergraduate 
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student population and inquires after experiences with academic goals. The RFQ, on the other 

hand, assesses individuals’ past success at promotion and prevention tasks throughout their lives 

and has been used with emotional outcomes (e.g., guilt; Camacho et al., 2003) as well as 

cognitive outcomes (e.g., language use; Semin et al., 2005). A study by Summerville and Roese 

(2008) investigated whether the two scales (i.e., RFQ and GRFM) are measuring the same 

construct and showed that findings on one measure cannot be extended to the other. Specifically, 

the disparity in the measures stems from the conceptual level as a result of differences in the 

definition of regulatory focus. In addition, the GRFM was strongly and unexpectedly correlated 

with affect. They concluded that the RFQ served as a more accurate measure of individual 

differences in regulatory focus.   

Regulatory focus can also be situationally induced through different environmental cues. 

Most commonly, regulatory focus has been induced through: asking participants to write about 

hopes and aspirations (promotion focus) versus duties and responsibilities (prevention focus), or 

ideals (promotion focus) versus oughts (prevention focus), completing word tasks related to 

terms of promotion or prevention focus, or framing task instructions or requirements in either 

promotion or prevention focus terms (Higgins et al., 2001; Freitas & Higgins, 2002; Higgins et 

al., 1994). For example, participants’ attention can be directed to a specific aspect of the self; 

either ideal or ought aspect (Higgins et al., 2001). Specifically, participants were induced with a 

promotion focus by asking them to, “Please think about something you ideally would like to do’ 

versus a prevention focus, “Please think about something you think you ought to do.” (Freitas & 

Higgins, 2002; study 2). In another induction technique, task instructions were framed in either 

promotion or prevention focus terms through instructing participants to either achieve more 

profit (promotion) or avoid more losses (prevention; Peng et al., 2015). In summary, research on 
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regulatory focus has involved a variety of studies considering both chronic and induced 

regulatory focus and adopting various measures and induction tasks to this end. The different 

measures and different induction techniques of regulatory focus are detailed more thoroughly in 

the systematic review (see Chapter 6). 

1.1.2. Regulatory focus and emotional experience  

According to regulatory focus theory, a person's emotional response to whether or not a 

goal is attained is related to their regulatory focus with respect to that goal (Higgins et al., 1997). 

Put simply, people can feel bad or feel good in different ways. That is, responding to success and 

failure will differ depending on one’s regulatory focus (i.e., promotion or prevention) and its 

degree (i.e., highly promotion-focused or highly prevention-focused). Positive and negative 

events are appraised in different ways by these two foci: positive events are appraised as gains in 

a promotion focus but as non-losses in a prevention focus; whereas negative events are appraised 

as non-gains in a promotion focus but as losses in a prevention focus (Higgins et al., 1994; Idson 

et al., 2000). Because of these differences in the appraisal of situations, differences in emotional 

reactions to these situations emerge (Crowe et al., 1997; Higgins et al., 1997).  

Particularly, promotion-focused individuals report dejection-related emotions such as 

sadness after negative outcomes or events and report cheerfulness-related emotions after positive 

outcomes or events. By contrast, prevention-focused individuals report agitation-related 

emotions such as anxiety after negative outcomes or events and quiescence-related emotions 

such as calmness after positive outcomes or events (Crowe et al., 1997; Higgins et al., 1997; 

Shah et al., 1998). Dejection-related emotions experienced by promotion-focused individuals 

include disappointment, dissatisfaction, and discouragement. Agitation-related emotions 
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experienced by prevention-focused individuals include feeling uneasy, afraid, tense or threatened 

(Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997). Taken to the extreme, promotion focus may lead to a 

vulnerability to depression whereas prevention focus may lead to a vulnerability to generalized 

anxiety disorder (Klenk et al., 2011; Scott & O'Hara, 1993; Strauman, 1989; Strauman & 

Higgins, 1988). The same variation in emotional reactions holds for the self-discrepancies 

explained above: the actual-ideal self-discrepancy relates to feelings of cheerfulness and 

dejection whereas, the actual-ought self-discrepancy relates to feelings of quiescence and 

agitation.  

Differences in emotional responses across different regulatory foci were demonstrated by 

Higgins and colleagues (1997; Study 4), in which regulatory focus was induced by asking 

participants to complete a task where they could either gain money (i.e., increments of 1$ from a 

baseline of 5$), inducing a promotion focus, or lose money (i.e., decrements of 1$ from a 

baseline of 6$), inducing a prevention focus. When participants were told that they performed 

below the standard, they expressed different emotional reactions depending on their regulatory 

focus.  Promotion-focused participants expressed dejection whereas prevention-focused 

participants expressed agitation. In a similar experiment, Roney et al. (1995) manipulated 

regulatory focus by the way in which the performance goal and its consequences were framed: 

feedback to the performance either emphasised the presence or absence of positive outcomes in 

the promotion reaction condition; or emphasised the presence or absence of negative outcomes in 

the prevention reaction condition. The feedback for the promotion focus included, for example, 

in response to a success “you got that one” or failure “you didn't get that one.” On the other 

hand, the feedback for the prevention focus, included, in response to a success or failure “you 

didn't miss that one” and “you missed that one,” respectively. Participants reported the emotional 
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reaction at the outset of the study and during the task as they received feedback. As expected, for 

the failure feedback, agitation-related emotions increased from the outset more so for prevention-

induced participants than for promotion-induced participants. By contrast, for the failure-

feedback, dejection-related emotions increased from the outset more so for promotion-induced 

participants than for prevention-induced participants. 

Emotional responses also vary in intensity. The positive emotion resulting from a success 

on a task was experienced more intensely for promotion-focused than prevention-focused 

individuals (i.e., cheerfulness is more intense than calmness). By the same token, the negative 

emotion resulting from a failure on the task was experienced more intensely for prevention-

focused than promotion-focused individuals (i.e., agitation is more intense than sadness). That is, 

a stronger promotion focus entails a stronger experience of cheerfulness-related emotions, 

whereas a stronger prevention focus entails a stronger experience of quiescence-related emotions 

(Higgins et al., 1997). The same applies for the negative emotional responses. 

Furthermore, the emotional responses reviewed above directly feed into the strategies 

favoured by the two foci (Molden & Higgins, 2008). Specifically, the positive feelings elicited 

by success in a promotion focus will maintain or strengthen the eagerness strategy used; and this 

strengthened eagerness is experienced as cheerfulness or joy. Conversely, the negative feelings 

elicited by failure in a promotion focus will weaken the eagerness strategy used; and this 

weakened eagerness is experienced as sadness (or other dejection-related emotion). Similarly, in 

a prevention focus, the positive feelings elicited by success will weaken the vigilance strategy 

used; and this weakened vigilance is experienced as calmness (or other quiescence-related 

emotion). Conversely, the negative feelings elicited by failure in a prevention focus will maintain 
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or strengthen the vigilance, and this strengthened vigilance is experienced as tenseness or 

anxiety.  

1.2. Regulatory fit  

As stated above, based on their regulatory focus, individuals will adopt certain strategies. 

Notably, when individuals use the preferred strategies that sustain or reinforce their regulatory 

focus, that is using eagerness strategies for promotion-focused individuals and using vigilant 

strategies for prevention-focused individuals, an experience called regulatory fit occurs (Higgins, 

2000; 2005). Importantly, regulatory fit produces numerous positive consequences. For example, 

greater regulatory fit between a person and an activity increases the person’s motivation and 

engagement with the task, improves performance and positively impacts the evaluation of the 

product, task, activity or message at hand (Avnet & Higgins, 2006; Camacho et al., 2003; Freitas 

& Higgins, 2002; Spiegel et al., 2004; Keller & Bless, 2006; for a review on fit regarding 

consumer’s choices, see Avnet & Higgins, 2006; for a meta-analysis on intrapersonal regulatory 

fit, see Motyka et al., 2014). Regulatory fit also increases the persuasiveness of a message: 

people are more convinced by messages framed in line with their promotion focus (e.g., 

emphasising gains or nurturance goals) or prevention focus (e.g., emphasising the avoidance of 

losses or security-related goals; e.g., Cesario et al., 2004; for a review see Cesario et al., 2008). 

In a systematic review, Ludolph and Schulz (2015) also demonstrated that regulatory fit 

increases the effectiveness of health communication. Below we review in more detail some 

studies demonstrating the positive consequences of regulatory fit in terms of improved 

performance and motivation as well as value.  

1.2.1. Regulatory fit consequences: Increased performance and motivation 
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The positive impact of regulatory fit on task performance was demonstrated by Shah et 

al. (1998). Participants were asked to complete an anagram task in which they could either gain a 

dollar (promotion reaction condition) or avoid losing a dollar (prevention reaction condition). 

Those with a promotion focus performed better on the task with the eager framing condition (i.e., 

fit) than the vigilant framing condition (i.e., misfit). The reverse was true for the participants in 

the prevention reaction condition. In another study, Higgins et al. (2003) asked participants to 

think of suggestions to ease students’ transition to middle school. A group of participants were 

asked to think of suggestions to add to ensure a positive experience (promotion reaction 

condition), whereas the other group was asked of suggestions to avoid negative experiences 

(prevention reaction condition). Those who experienced fit with the task instructions produced a 

longer list of suggestions, denoting greater motivational engagement with the task.  

In a separate study, participants were more likely to turn in a report when they were 

asked to write it in a way that corresponds to their regulatory focus (Spiegel et al., 2004). 

Specifically, those in the promotion reaction condition were asked to think of convenient times 

and places to write the report, whereas those in the prevention reaction condition were asked to 

think of inconvenient times and places to avoid. In another study, participants primed with a 

prevention-focus enjoyed performing a vigilance-framed task (such as crossing out “harmful” 

four-sided figures) more so than an eagerness-framed task (circling “helpful” four-sided figures; 

Freitas & Higgins, 2002). The reverse was true for promotion-focused condition. Additionally, 

they were also more likely to want to repeat that task and reported a higher perceived as well as 

future success in task performance. 

1.2.2. Regulatory fit consequences: Value and evaluation 
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Apart from task performance and motivation, regulatory fit has also been found to 

increase the value ascribed to the task or object. For example, participants were more likely to 

assign greater monetary value to objects chosen under conditions of fit (e.g., promotion and 

thinking about gains vs. prevention and thinking about losses) compared to a condition of misfit 

(e.g., promotion and thinking about losses vs. prevention and thinking about gains; Higgins et al., 

2003). This included, for example, valuing a coffee mug at a higher price. An experience of fit 

also increased the value ascribed to an activity or message (Cesario et al., 2004; Freitas & 

Higgins, 2002). For example, an afternoon school program was judged more favourably when 

the terms used to describe it fit participants’ regulatory focus (Cesario et al., 2004). Specifically, 

terms emphasizing eagerness included a focus on the ‘advancement of student’ and terms 

emphasizing vigilance included a focus on the ‘safeguarding of students.’ In another study 

(Camacho et al., 2003), participants were asked to recall past conflict resolution strategies, 

resolved through either vigilant means (in which undesired behaviours were cautioned against) 

or eager means (in which desirable behaviours were encouraged). A fit between participants’ 

regulatory focus and the conflict resolution strategy recalled resulted in evaluating the strategy as 

more appropriate and right. In sum, the literature thoroughly demonstrates the effectiveness of 

regulatory fit across an array of outcome variables. Below we discuss an important mechanism 

of regulatory fit.  

1.2.3. Feeling of rightness 

When regulatory fit occurs, a positive feeling is derived from the fit experience, often 

referred to as a ‘feeling of rightness’ (Higgins, 2000; 2005). This subjective experience of 

rightness is best characterized as a mechanism underlying regulatory fit. With fit, individuals feel 
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right about their experience; it is associated with a feeling of correctness, greater confidence, and 

ease (Camacho et al., 2003; Cesario et al., 2004). For example, this feeling of rightness may 

serve to indicate whether a particular self-regulatory strategy is effective or not (Higgins, 2011). 

Individuals may be using feelings as a source of information by which to judge their experiences; 

if something feels right then it must be right. Using ‘feeling as information’, however, is not 

necessarily explicit or consciously registered (Schwarz & Clore, 2003). Importantly, feeling right 

is distinct from negative or positive mood states. A positive mood may dampen a negative 

experience and a negative mood may dampen a positive experience. However, a feeling of 

rightness serves to intensify or validate a negative reaction or positive reaction. Across the 

literature, feeling of rightness has typically been assessed by explicitly asking participants 

whether the experience feels right (e.g., Righetti et al., 2011; Liu et al., 2016).  

1.3. Interpersonal regulatory fit  

The previous section described the positive consequences of regulatory fit, more recent 

research, however, has begun to investigate the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit, which is 

when two individuals share the same regulatory focus (e.g., Righetti et al., 2011). A feeling of 

rightness also emerges in cases of interpersonal regulatory fit. This is partly because interacting 

with others who adopt the same regulatory strategies allows individuals to engage in their more 

‘natural’ tendencies that feel right (Sassenberg et al., 2007). Studies have demonstrated the many 

benefits and effects of interpersonal regulatory fit across several domains, which will be reviewed 

below:  

1.3.1. Interpersonal regulatory fit with strangers 
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The positive impact of interpersonal regulatory fit has been documented on participant 

interactions with unknown others. In one study, individuals were more likely to forgive another 

person who committed a transgression when the transgressor repented in a manner fitting the 

participant’s regulatory focus (Santelli, et al., 2009).  In this case, interpersonal regulatory fit was 

created by priming participants with a promotion or prevention focus and presenting them with 

messages of repentance framed in either foci (e.g., promotion: “I will strive to do whatever it takes 

to gain back your trust”; versus prevention: “I feel obligated to do whatever it takes to not lose 

your trust”). The transgressions included imagined as well as real-life scenarios, while using both 

self-reported and behavioural measures of forgiveness (the latter included how participants’ 

allocated money within the experiment).  

Furthermore, interpersonal regulatory fit has been found to intensify liking of others (Liu 

et al., 2016). When participants read a vignette about an undergraduate student’s behaviour 

demonstrating either eager or vigilant strategies, their evaluation of how much they liked the target 

was higher under conditions of fit. Likewise, in graduate school admission interviews, candidates 

who expressed eager strategies were rated as more likeable and competent by promotion-focused 

interviewers and were more likely to be admitted, when compared to assessments of prevention-

focused interviewers. Notably, a prevention fit did not result in positive ratings on liking, 

competence, or admission decision, suggesting that a promotion fit (i.e., a fit between two 

individuals sharing a promotion focus) is stronger than a prevention fit (i.e., a fit between two 

individuals sharing a prevention focus; Liu et al., 2016). This is referred to as the asymmetrical fit 

hypothesis (Righetti et al., 2011); potential reasons for this phenomenon are discussed in the next 

section.  
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In another study investigating the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit on the intensity of 

person evaluation (Hamstra et al., 2013), participants were asked to complete the regulatory 

focus questionnaire (Higgins et al., 2001) and were then presented with a job application letter 

written in either promotion or prevention terms. As predicted, under conditions of interpersonal 

regulatory fit, liking for the applicant was greater. The interpersonal regulatory fit effect also 

emerged when inducing regulatory focus through asking participants to recall past events in their 

lives related to a promotion or a prevention focus (Higgins et al., 2001). This study also 

demonstrated that inducing interpersonal regulatory fit intensifies an initial judgement of a target 

person, be it liking or disliking. That is, fit can augment liking for an originally liked person but 

enhance disliking for an originally disliked target person (i.e., intensity rather than valence).  

In line with the same findings, when asked to recall people who have motivated them in 

the past, individuals with a promotion focus (as measured by the regulatory focus questionnaire; 

Higgins et al., 2001) were more likely to generate examples of role models who emphasised eager 

strategies, whereas individuals with a prevention focus were more likely to generate example of 

role models who emphasised vigilant strategies (Lockwood et al., 2002). Similarly, in a separate 

experiment of Lockwood et al. (2002), those primed with promotion goals were more motivated 

by role models who emphasised ways to achieve success (promotion strategy), whereas 

participants primed with prevention goals were more motivated by role models who emphasised 

ways to avoid failure (prevention strategy). Overall, these studies point to the impact of 

interpersonal regulatory fit in the domain of interpersonal judgements of unknown others.  

1.3.2. Interpersonal regulatory fit in close relationships   
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Interpersonal regulatory fit has also been applied to the context of interactions with close 

others. For example, promotion-focused participants who judged their partner as having the same 

regulatory focus as themselves viewed them as more instrumental in their own goal-pursuit, 

compared to cases of misfit (Righetti et al., 2011). In the domain of close relationships, however, 

interpersonal fit was most commonly experienced by promotion dyads rather than prevention 

dyads. In other words, these same benefits, were not experienced in cases of prevention fit; which 

is referred to as the asymmetrical fit hypothesis. The asymmetrical fit hypothesis predicts that the 

benefits of interpersonal regulatory fit will be evident for promotion-focused individuals but not 

for prevention-focus individuals. By contrast, the symmetrical fit hypothesis predicts that the 

benefits of interpersonal regulatory fit will be experienced in a similar fashion for both promotion-

focused individuals and prevention-focused individuals. Particularly when explained in the context 

of receiving interpersonal support from a close other, two explanations are offered as to why an 

asymmetric promotion fit is found. The first explanation relates to the fact that one’s regulatory 

focus affects one’s openness to accepting and reaching out for support. Promotion-focused 

individuals are open to information that helps them ensure their goals, including interpersonal 

support, which is perceived as a way to gain more information to help them achieve their goal. 

Additionally, promotion-focused individuals are more likely to detect similarities between their 

own approach to goals and their partners. By contrast, a prevention-focused individual may 

perceive an opportunity as a potential threat and need to focus on specific information in order to 

maintain security. Moreover, they may insulate themselves from new information in the process 

(Förster & Higgins, 2005), and fail to recognize the benefits in seeking external source of support 

or information. They are also less likely to seek this advice as well as less likely to be receptive to 

it once it is offered. In this case, this negatively interferes with recognizing similarities between 
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themselves and others and by consequence experience fit with others. Failing to recognize the fit 

will not allow prevention-focused individuals to experience its benefits (Righetti et al., 2011). A 

second related explanation by Righetti et al. (2011) is the differences in the processing styles of 

the two foci. Specifically, the global processing style of promotion orientation allows for the 

perception of similarities, whereas the local processing style of prevention focus allows for the 

perception of dissimilarities. Differences in asymmetric versus symmetric fit findings across the 

interpersonal regulatory fit literature is thoroughly addressed in the systematic review (see Chapter 

6).   

In a separate study investigating the impact of family functioning on the work domain, it 

was found that cohabiting partners with the same promotion focus (i.e., promotion fit) reported 

greater developmental possibilities at home, specifically, having more opportunities during one’s 

free time to develop new skills (Demerouti et al., 2012). Similarly, partners with the same 

promotion focus experienced more family-work facilitation, which refers to having one’s 

performance at work facilitated by resources from the home domain (Demerouti et al., 2012). On 

the other hand, cohabiting partners who share a prevention focus (i.e., prevention fit) reported 

having reduced demands at home. That is, household obligations are more readily accomplished 

with partners of a prevention-focus, which is in line with the fact that prevention-focused 

individuals are driven by obligations and duties. 

1.3.3. Interpersonal regulatory fit in the workplace  

In addition to interpersonal regulatory fit in close relationships, another area where the 

effects have been addressed is workplace relationships. Particularly, an interpersonal regulatory fit 

between supervisor and follower led to greater commitment and improved relationship quality 
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(Johnson et al., 2017). This was assessed through measuring both the supervisors’ and followers’ 

regulatory focus. Additionally, under conditions of fit, increased leader effectiveness and follower 

performance was detected (Stam et al., 2010). Furthermore, followers reported feeling more 

valued, expended greater effort at work and perceived leadership as more effective in cases of fit 

with their leader (Hamstra et al., 2014). Also, turnover intentions of employees were reduced when 

there was a fit between leader’ and followers’ regulatory focus (Hamstra et al., 2011). Specifically, 

this has been studied in the context of transformational and transactional leadership styles which 

map onto promotion and prevention focus, respectively. The former style stresses ideals while the 

latter stresses rules. Participants reported how often their supervisors engaged in these types of 

styles as well as their own regulatory focus. Taken together, these studies point to the growing 

literature on the benefits and effectiveness of interpersonal regulatory fit in the workplace domain.  

1.4. Summary of regulatory focus, regulatory fit, interpersonal regulatory fit and 

existing gap 

In the section above, we introduced regulatory focus theory, and the related concepts of 

regulatory fit and interpersonal regulatory fit. Regulatory focus theory provides a comprehensive 

perspective on motivation and regulation, whilst considering the cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral aspects that are specific to the different regulatory foci adopted by individuals. In sum, 

regulatory focus theory asserts that individuals can have either a promotion or prevention focus, 

which can also be situationally induced. Individuals with a promotion focus will prioritise 

achievement needs and growth opportunities and adopt an eager goal-pursuit strategy. Conversely, 

individuals with a prevention focus will prioritise security needs and fulfilling obligations and 

adopt a vigilant goal pursuit strategy. Regulatory focus can be characterized either as a measurable 
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individual trait or can be primed by the situation. When an individual’s regulatory focus and the 

strategies used to pursue an activity fit (i.e., regulatory fit), numerous positive effects arise. More 

recent studies assess the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit, which is when two individuals have 

the same regulatory focus. Overall, interpersonal regulatory fit has been found to have positive 

consequences in diverse domains. However, one area that has not yet been investigated is the effect 

of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy, willingness to help and prosocial behaviour. 

Interpersonal regulatory fit can potentially be a new antecedent of these variables and help explain 

people’s different reactions to distressed others. Before describing the rationale for connecting the 

two, it is first important to provide a fuller account of empathy, its antecedents and link with 

prosocial behaviour, which is presented below.  

1.5. Empathy: The appraisal theory of empathy  

Numerous conceptualizations of empathy have been proposed and there is currently no 

single consensus on a definition (Cuff et al., 2016). Despite this, empathy is most commonly 

referred to as the ability to understand and vicariously experience the affect of others (Eisenberg 

& Fabes, 1990). A greater emphasis on the affective experience of empathy, sometimes called 

empathic concern, has been put forth by Batson (1991). Batson (1991) conceived of empathy as 

an internal, emotional response, towards and elicited by another person, that is congruent with 

the other’s welfare. The congruent emotion can entail such feelings like sympathy, compassion, 

softheartedness, and tenderness (Batson et al., 1987). Empathy refers to feelings such as 

compassion and sympathy for the person in need.  

Of greatest relevance to the current work is the explanation of empathy presented by the 

appraisal theory of empathy (Wondra & Ellsworth, 2015). The appraisal theory of empathy 
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proposes that based on the appraisal of a given situation someone else is experiencing (i.e., how 

one evaluates or interprets that situation), second-hand emotions towards others are formed; just 

as first-hand emotions are based on how one evaluates situations one is experiencing. That is, an 

appraisal of a target’s situation determines the emotional experience that an observer would have 

if they would find themselves in the same situation. If an observer’s appraisal of a situation is 

congruent with that of a target, this will result in observers feeling empathy. However, if an 

observer appraises the situation differently, this will result in the observer feeling either a 

different emotion from empathy that does not match with what the target feels or showing a 

relatively unemotional reaction. In other words, empathy is driven by the interpretation of the 

target’s situation and if the observer’s appraisal and the target’s appraisal match, then empathy 

occurs; if not, another vicarious emotional experiences may occur (such as feeling scared for 

someone who is sad). 

The appraisal theory of empathy is originally rooted in the appraisal theories of emotion 

(Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Lazarus, 1991; Roseman et al., 1990; Roseman, 1984; Scherer, 

1984; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985; Siemer et al., 2007). Appraisal theories of emotion propose that 

the emotions we experience depend on how we evaluate or appraise the situations we are in. 

Additionally, they outline specific appraisals that are crucial in terms of differentiating between 

emotional experiences. For example, Smith and Ellsworth (1985) found that participants 

differentiated 15 emotion labels (e.g., happiness, pride, anger, guilt) with six appraisals. These 

included, situational control which is an appraisal of how much the situation is within the 

person’s control; or self-other agency which is the appraisal of how much the person was 

responsible for the situation. An additional claim of the appraisal theory of emotion is that if two 

individuals appraise situations similarly, they will feel the same emotion (Scherer, 1997).  
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According to the appraisal theory of emotion, if you appraise a situation that happened to 

yourself, that is a first-hand emotion; whereas if you appraise something that happened to 

someone else, that is a vicarious or second-hand emotion. The appraisal theory of emotions for 

others states that there are some basic conditions to be met if an observer is to feel an emotion 

for a target (Wondra & Ellsworth, 2017). First, the target’s situation needs to catch the observer’s 

attention. In other words, the observer cannot react if s/he are distracted, uninterested or simply 

unaware of the target’s situation. Second, the observer must have sufficient information in order 

to appraise the target’s situation. Although the information the observer has does not necessarily 

need to be complete in order to feel something for the target, it does need to be enough for the 

observer to feel confident in their own appraisal of the situation. Lastly, the observer needs to 

appraise the target’s situation as something that is either good or bad; and not to appraise the 

situation as neutral. If these three conditions are not met, then the observer will respond 

unemotionally, irrespective of what the target feels.  

The appraisal theory of empathy utilizes or extends the same reasoning to argue that how 

people appraise others’ situations determines their vicarious emotional experiences, including 

empathy. In sum, similarity in appraisal is crucial since the appraisal theory of empathy asserts 

that empathy is particularly likely to occur when an observer appraises a situation in the same 

way as the target. Empathy is distinguished from other vicarious emotions when an observer 

appraises a target’s situation and appraises it in the same way as the target (Wondra & Ellsworth, 

2015). Importantly, the theory proposes that the interpretation of events is personal and 

subjective, and that the same objective attributes of a situation are appraised and perceived 

similarly or differently depending on attributes that observers and targets share or do not share. 

For example, differences in psychological states, schemas for interpreting information, power 
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status or goals all might incur differences in situation appraisal. This is called the different states 

hypothesis: the observer’s and target’s emotions will not match if their psychological states will 

influence them to appraise the same information differently. For example, there is research to 

suggest that individuals of high power and high social class tend to be less empathic and 

compassionate than individuals with low power or low social class (Kraus et al., 2010; Piff et al., 

2010; van Kleef et al., 2008). Additionally, since past experiences influence how people appraise 

their own and others’ situations, this explains why people are especially empathetic with others 

when they themselves have experienced similar situations in the past (e.g., Hodges et al., 2010).  

In the current work, differences in one’s regulatory focus are expected to influence the 

appraisal of the situation (Higgins, 1997). Based on this account, it is expected that if there is 

similarity between an observer’s and target’s regulatory focus, this will likely result in a similar 

situational appraisal and also similar emotional reactions to that situation. By contrast, having 

different regulatory foci between an observer and target will likely result in a dissimilar appraisal 

of the situation (despite having the same information about the situation) and also dissimilar 

emotional reactions.  

1.6. Prosocial behaviour and its relationship to empathy  

Empathy has been intimately connected to prosocial behavior (DeWaal, 2008; Eisenberg, 

2000; Batson, 1991; Eisenberg et al., 2006). Prosocial behavior is generally defined as 

voluntarily performed actions which aim to increase the welfare of another person or people 

(Eisenberg et al., 2006). Prosocial behavior could include a range of possible actions such as 

helping, sharing, cooperating, and comforting. Essentially, it is a response or reaction to 

observing and interpreting a target’s need, be it physical or psychological (Dunfield et al., 2011). 

In previous studies, prosocial behavior has been measured in several ways including 
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volunteering (Foster et al., 2001), donating money (Frey & Meier, 2004) or giving blood (Piliavin 

& Callero, 1991).  

Although empathy is often followed by a behavioral reaction, whether or not empathy is 

invariably accompanied by a behavioral outcome is contentious in the literature (Cuff et al., 

2016). This could be affected by other situational or personal factors including, for example, 

competing interests (Polaschek, 2003). Nevertheless, empathy is understood as a necessary 

precondition to engaging in prosocial or helping behaviours (De Waal, 2008; Singer & Lamm, 

2009). Studies note that empathy and prosocial behavior are closely tied both at the empirical 

and conceptual level (e.g., Batson, 2011; Eisenberg, 2000), and a positive relationship between 

the two has been frequently documented (e.g., Batson, 1991; Batson et al., 2007; Davis, 1996; 

Stocks et al., 2009). In studies examining the empathy-helping relationship, a target person is 

often presented as describing a need-causing event, like coping with a serious disease or illness, 

losing a family member, or experiencing an accident, which is followed by an emotional reaction 

to that event, and lastly a measure of empathy and prosocial response (e.g., Batson et al., 1989; 

Cialdini et al. 1997; Schroeder et al., 1988).  

To further delineate the relationship between empathy and help, one study showed that 

when participants are prompted to feel empathy for those in distress, they are more likely to 

behave prosocially (Batson, 2011). Additionally, participants primed to feel empathy behaved 

more cooperatively in a game of one-trial prisoner’s dilemma than participants who were not 

(Batson & Moran, 1999). In another study, after being primed with empathy, participants were 

likely to allocate more funds to an agency for a stigmatized group (Batson et al., 2002) or 

volunteer more hours posting letters in the mail asking for financial contributions for a young 

woman in need (Batson et al., 1997).  
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1.7. Similarity as antecedent of empathy and prosocial behaviour 

Importantly, empathy has been shown to vary depending on features of observers’ 

situations, experiences, and relationships to the target. Similarity on various attributes has been 

shown to increase empathy, prosocial intentions and behaviour towards distressed others, even 

when the attribute of similarity is not related to the need. Similarities are wide-ranging and may 

include social group membership, interests, values, attitudes and past experiences (e.g., Hoffman, 

2000; Locher et al., 2014; Stürmer et al., 2006). 

With regards to social group membership, participants of the same cultural background 

were more likely to help and empathise with a vignette of a student struggling to adapt to 

university life (Stürmer et al., 2006). In another study, participants read vignettes of targets’ 

work or social struggles and expressed less empathy to targets whose vignettes reflected 

unfamiliar cultural norms (Nelson & Baumgarte, 2004). In a separate study, Korean participants 

reported greater empathy when watching scenes of ingroup rather than outgroup members in 

emotional pain (Cheon et al., 2011). 

Effects of similarity in social group memberships on helping behaviours are also reported 

in the literature. A meta-analysis concluded that individuals were more cooperative (i.e., behaved 

more prosocially) towards ingroup rather than outgroup members in situations of the dictator 

game, social dilemmas, and trust games (Balliet et al., 2014). Supporters of similar sports-teams 

(as indicated by their t-shirts) were more likely to stop and help a fellow supporter in an 

emergency situation after an ankle injury (Levine et al., 2005). When nationality was made 

salient, participants were more likely to offer both financial and political help towards those of 

the same nationality, after natural disasters in either Europe or South America (Levine & 

Thompson, 2010).  
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Having a previous similar experience is also an antecedent of empathy (Barnett et al., 

1987). Participants expressed greater empathy after reading a vignette of an adolescent facing 

rejection from a long-term partner when they had reported having a similar experience in the past 

(Batson et al., 1996).  Furthermore, women who had given birth expressed more empathic 

concern for new-mothers and rated themselves as understanding these targets better than women 

who had not given birth (Hodges et al., 2010). Another kind of similarity entails having similar 

interests and values as the target person, which was also found to increase empathy in 

participants. In one study, participants were told that their personal values and interests aligned 

with the target’s, based on questionnaires they were asked to complete earlier. Readiness to help 

and increased empathy towards the target in need was higher in similar versus dissimilar 

conditions (Batson et al., 1981; Batson et al., 1995). 

  One explanation suggests that detecting a similarity in the other makes the other seem 

more relevant to the self (Cunningham, 1986; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992). In cases when a target’s 

need is unclear, similarity helps to form a basis for inferring the nature and extent of that need 

(Batson et al., 2005). As such, a person’s own reaction may become a valuable source of 

information to draw upon to better understand the target’s reaction and situation. Notably, these 

studies show that participants can be aware of only one aspect they share with the target person, 

without having much further information about them or their circumstances. Consequently, 

differences in empathy, helping intentions and prosocial behaviours can, at least in part, be 

ascribed to perceived similarities regarding only the shared characteristic in question. Taken 

together, this body of work demonstrates that similarity with others in need regarding various 

attributes has been shown to increase individuals’ empathic responses and prosocial behaviour. 
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More closely related to our aims is the work of Houston (1990), which investigated the 

effects of similarities in self-discrepancies on empathy. In this study, participants’ self-

discrepancies were assessed and they were then presented with targets describing a distressing 

incident as a result of shyness and expressing either dejection or agitated-related emotions. 

Results indicated that sharing a self-discrepancy with targets increased observers’ perceived 

similarity and enhanced empathic responses. The current work builds on this research in specific 

ways outlined in more detail below.  

1.8. Aims of the current research 

The current work seeks to add to the emerging literature on the impact of similarity on 

empathy and prosocial responses by considering a novel attribute, namely similarity in terms of 

observers’ regulatory focus and targets’ focus-congruent emotional response to their distressing 

situation (i.e., interpersonal regulatory fit). In summary, our rationale for the present programme 

of research is jointly informed by the research areas explained above: 1) interpersonal regulatory 

fit literature, in which we extend the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on a set of variables 

previously unexplored, 2) the appraisal theory of empathy, in which we consider similarity in 

regulatory focus as leading to similarity in appraisal of situation, thereby increasing empathy and 

prosocial behaviour and 3) similarity as antecedent of empathy and prosocial behaviour, in which 

similarity in regulatory focus is tested as novel antecedent. As such, we tested whether a 

similarity between observers’ and targets’ regulatory focus (i.e., interpersonal regulatory fit), 

would lead to similar effects on empathy, help, and prosocial behaviour. Interpersonal regulatory 

(mis)fit was conveyed through focus-congruent or -incongruent emotional reactions which 

targets facing distressing situations expressed. We hypothesized that when observers’ regulatory 

focus fits with targets’ negative emotional reaction (i.e., promotion focus – dejection reaction or 
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prevention focus – agitation reaction), they would be more likely to express empathy, 

willingness to help, and to engage in prosocial behaviour towards the target compared to 

conditions of misfit (i.e., promotion focus – agitation reaction or prevention focus – dejection 

reaction). The below figure outlines the main model and theoretical framework under 

examination (Fig. 1): 

 

 

Figure.1. The model under investigation in diagrammatic form. 

 

To the best of our knowledge, the only work investigating a similar question is the study 

of Houston (1990). Although the present work in part builds on this research, there are a number 

of differences between the current work and that of Houston. Apart from being concerned with 

self-discrepancies rather than regulatory focus, which is a new and distinct theory, Houston 

included only participants with extreme scores on self-discrepancy measures (i.e., participants 
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were pre-selected to have either very high or very low ideal and ought self-discrepancies). 

Contrary, the present work considered normal distributions of participants’ promotion and 

prevention foci based on their responses on the regulatory focus measure. Moreover, to test for 

causal evidence, the current work also induced regulatory focus in several studies. Furthermore, 

the present work goes beyond that of Houston in that in addition to empathy it considers 

willingness to help and prosocial behaviour. Finally, seeking to speak to generalizability of 

effects, various scenarios in diverse contexts are relied upon across the different studies.  
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Chapter Two  

The impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy, 

willingness to help and prosocial behaviour 

2.1. Introduction  

 This set of studies (1-4) aimed to test our hypothesis that interpersonal regulatory fit 

increases willingness to help, empathy, and prosocial response as measured by the level of 

engagement in writing message of advice to a distressed person. Specifically, it investigated this 

in the context of a fit or misfit between observers’ regulatory foci (promotion or prevention) with 

a target expressing promotion-congruent negative emotions (dejection) or prevention-congruent 

negative emotions (agitation). 

2.1.1. Sample size and inclusion criteria for studies 1, 2, 3, and 4 

In the present studies (1-4), participants’ regulatory focus was measured or induced, and 

they were subsequently presented with a scenario (differing in content across studies) in which a 

distressed target expressed an emotional reaction of dejection or agitation in response to the 

situation conveyed in the scenario. Participants were told they were randomly allocated to read 

the scenario text, which allegedly had been written by a participant in a previous qualitative 

study; they thus believed that the target response they read stemmed from a larger pool of 

responses. Participants were invited to indicate to what extent they felt empathy with the target, 

would be willing to help them, and to provide help. The current set of studies, in this chapter, 

thus sought to the test the hypothesis that interpersonal regulatory fit would increase empathy, 
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willingness to help and prosocial behaviour, providing correlational (Study 1, 3, & 4) and 

experimental evidence (Study 2) across different distressing scenarios.  

For all studies, sample sizes were determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for 

small to medium size effects (Studies 1, 3, 4 f2=0.08; Study 2, f= 0.2), with α=.05 and 90% 

power (1-β). For Study 1, with the current design, required 300 participants whereas for Study 2, 

a total of 245 participants was required. For Study 3 and Study 4, 250 participants were required.   

All studies obtained ethical approval under the procedures of the University of 

Roehampton Ethics Committee. Participants in all studies were informed that the respective 

study involved personal past experiences and reactions to distressed others. If they provided 

informed consent, they were only allowed to take part if English was their native language and if 

they were 18 years of age or older. Participants completed all studies online, taking an average of 

12 minutes, for which they were paid GBP 6 hourly wage. Participants took part on Prolific 

Academic (www.prolific.ac). Participants from this and similar platforms have been shown to 

provide reliable responses (e.g., Buhrmester et al., 2006; Mason & Suri, 2012). The only 

exception to the above is Study 2, in which student participants took part online and were 

rewarded with course credit.  

All data analyses were conducted on Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, Version 

25. In studies relying on regression analyses, outliers with studentized deleted residuals SDR > 

|3| were removed, and in studies relying on ANOVA, outliers with studentized residuals 

greater than SRE > |3| were removed (Cohen et al., 2003). This resulted in the removal of 

participants as follows: In Study 1 n=4 (1.3%), Study 2 n=6 (2.4%), in Study 3 n=3 (1%), in 

Study 4 n=8 (3.2%) (including the outliers in the analyses does not alter significance levels). We 

report all manipulations and all measures in all of the studies as well as all exclusions (if any). 
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2.2. Study 1 

2.2.1. Introduction 

The first study tested the hypothesis that fit between observers’ regulatory foci 

(promotion or prevention) with a target expressing promotion-congruent negative emotions 

(dejection) or prevention-congruent negative emotions (agitation) or no emotions (control 

condition) would increase willingness to help, empathy and prosocial response as measured by 

level of engagement in writing a message of advice to a distressed person. Similarly, it also 

investigated this in the context of a fit or misfit between observers’ self-discrepancies (actual-

ideal self or actual-ought self) with a target expressing ideal-congruent negative emotions 

(dejection) or ought-congruent negative emotions (agitation) or no emotions (control) condition. 

Participants’ regulatory foci and self-discrepancies were measured before they were 

confronted with a scenario of a target in distress. The scenario described a person struggling to 

adjust to a new and challenging work environment. The scenario was created in order that it 

would be equally plausible for the target to express dejection or agitation in response to the 

situation. We hypothesised that participants under conditions of fit (i.e., promotion-dejection 

reaction or prevention-agitation reaction) would report greater perceived fit with the person, 

greater willingness to help, greater empathy, and greater engagement with a message of advice 

they wrote to the target compared to cases of misfit (i.e., promotion-agitation reaction or 

prevention-dejection reaction) or the control condition.  

Similarly, we hypothesized that participants under conditions of fit (i.e., actual-ideal -

dejection reaction or actual-ought -agitation reaction) would report greater perceived fit with the 

person, greater willingness to help, greater empathy, and greater engagement with a message of 
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advice they wrote to the target compared to cases of misfit (i.e., actual-ideal -agitation reaction or 

actual-ought -dejection reaction) or the control condition.  

2.2.2. Methods 

2.2.2.1. Participants and design 

A total of 303 participants took part in an experiment with three experimental conditions 

(target emotional reaction: dejection, agitation, no emotional reaction – control). Participants’ 

regulatory focus and self-discrepancies were measured. The dependent variables included 

perceived interpersonal regulatory fit, willingness to help, empathy, and level of engagement (as 

measured by time spent) in writing a message of advice to the person in the scenario. Beside the 

exclusion criteria mentioned above, 115 participants were excluded because they failed a 

question probing their attention to instructions (n=12; Oppenheimer et al., 2007) and/or a 

manipulation check probing if they correctly recalled the emotion expressed by the target (i.e., 

either dejection or agitation or no emotional reaction, n=103). All but 7 participants who failed 

the manipulation check were in the control condition and thus read about a target who had not 

expressed any emotional reaction. As such, the control condition was removed from all analyses. 

The final sample thus comprised participants (116 females, 62 males; Mage=32.74, SDage=10.72), 

with 91 participants in the target dejection emotional reaction condition and 88 in the target 

agitation emotional reaction condition. 

2.2.2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants filled in the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins et al., 2001), an 

11-item questionnaire containing a promotion focus subscale (6 items; α=.72; M=3.34, SD=.66, 

e.g., “How often have you accomplished things that got you psyched to try even harder?”) and a 

prevention focus subscale (5 items; α=.85; M=3.24, SD=.88, e.g., “Not being careful enough has 
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gotten me into trouble at times”, reverse-scored). They rated each item on a 5-point scale ranging 

from 1 (never or seldom; certainly false) to 5 (very often; certainly true).  

Next, they filled in the Self-Discrepancies Questionnaire (Higgins et al., 1997), which 

measures the discrepancy between one’s ideal and actual self, respectively one’s ought and 

actual self. Participants reported 5 traits or attributes associated with their ‘ideal’, respectively 

their ‘ought’ self. They were then asked to rate to what extent they ideally would possess and 

actually possessed each ideal trait on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (fully). 

Similarly, they rated to what extent they ought to possess and actually possessed each ‘ought’ 

trait on the same scale. To calculate actual-ideal discrepancy, we subtracted the actual-self from 

the ideal-self extent rating for each “ideal” attribute listed and computed the average (M=1.41, 

SD=.86) and did the same for the actual-ought discrepancy (M=1.38, SD=.82).  

Participants were then presented with a scenario of a person struggling to adjust to a new 

and challenging work environment (see Appendix A), ostensibly written by a participant in a 

previous qualitative research study assessing people in distressing situations. For example, the 

target stated that: “It’s been sort of a really tough transition for me because I am used to a 

smaller and more tight-knit working environment, with much clearer guidelines and tasks. I do 

not feel as appreciated as in my previous job and I am feeling much less motivated as a result. 

Sometimes I think I should not have changed jobs, but it’s too late now.” The scenario was 

constructed with the aim that it would be equally plausible for the target to express dejection or 

agitation in response to the situation. In all conditions, participants read the same scenario, which 

did not mention any emotional reaction of the protagonist. Only afterwards participants were 

randomly assigned to an emotional reaction of the target expressing either dejection or agitation 

(e.g., “I am actually feeling very sad (nervous) about this transition. It’s been really hard to stay 
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positive (calm down) and focus because I feel so unhappy (tense)”; see Appendix A). To 

measure interpersonal regulatory fit (α=.89; M=4.92; SD=1.02), participants subsequently 

reported their liking of the person (3 items; e.g., “I like the person”) and their feelings of 

rightness regarding the person (3 items; e.g., “I feel that the person and I would fit together 

well”). These questions were based on items from Hamstra et al., (2014) and Righetti et al., 

(2011). Participants responded on a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree). 

Subsequently, they filled in a 4-item measure of empathy (i.e., to what extent they felt 

sympathetic, moved, compassionate, and warm towards the target; α=.83; M=4.85, SD=1.13), 

based on Batson et al., (1983). Responses were given on a 7-point scale (1=not at all, 7=very 

much). Willingness to help was measured with one question: “To what extent would you be 

willing to help this person?” (M=5.68, SD=1.10; 1= not at all, 7= very much).  

In order to include a behavioural measure of help, participants were asked to write a 

message of advice to the person in the scenario on how best to deal with their situation. The time 

spent on the message was used as an indicator to assess their level of engagement with this 

message in seconds (M=248.43, SD=498.41). We assessed several variables in order to 

potentially control for the different emotional reactions of the target leading to different 

perceptions of the severity of the situation (“How severe did you find the situation of the person 

in the text?”; M=4.07, SD=1.37) and of the intensity of the negative emotion (“How intense was 

the negative emotion the person was expressing in the text?”; M=5.17, SD=1.23), Additionally, 

in order to ensure that the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit go beyond the effects of 

similarity, we assessed for resemblance with the protagonist (“How much does the person in the 

text resemble you?”; M=4.02, SD=1.71; Liu et al., 2016).  Participants responded to each item on 

a 7-point scale (1=not at all; 7=very much). Participants’ current positive mood was assessed 
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with 12 items (Shah et al., 1998), asking participants to rate, for example, how tense (reversed), 

relaxed, discouraged (reversed), and happy they felt on a 7-point scale (1=I do not at all feel like 

this; 7=I very much feel like this; α=.91; M=4.60, SD=1.18). Finally, a manipulation check asked 

them to recall what kind of emotional reaction the target in the scenario they had read expressed 

(dejection or agitation or no emotional reaction). Participants were then fully debriefed and 

remunerated. 

2.2.3 Results 

2.2.3.1. Preliminary analyses with regulatory focus questionnaire (RFQ)  

Each control variable (i.e., severity, intensity, resemblance, and current positive mood) 

was regressed on participants’ z-transformed promotion focus and prevention focus, the target 

reaction condition (coded 1=dejection, -1=agitation), the promotion by condition, prevention by 

condition and the promotion by prevention two-way interactions, as well as the promotion by 

prevention by condition three-way interaction. (Not including the promotion by prevention two 

way and three-way interaction as predictors did not alter the results in this study, nor in Studies 

3 and 4 with similar designs. The same z-standardization and condition coding is applied in 

Studies 3 and 4, which also rely on chronic regulatory focus).  

A main effect of target reaction condition (B=.15, SE=.10, t=-2.02, p=.045, 

CI95%:[.01,.42]) indicated that in the dejection reaction condition the situation was perceived as 

more severe (M=4.27, SD=1.32) compared with the agitation reaction condition (M=3.85, 

SD=1.41). A further main effect of target reaction condition (B=-.23, SE=.12, t=-3.23, p=.001, 

CI95%:.[-.62, -.16]) indicated that in the agitation reaction condition the target was perceived as 

more similar (M=4.32, SD=1.73) compared with the dejection reaction condition (M=3.74, 

SD=1.64). Additionally, participants with a stronger promotion focus were significantly less 
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likely to perceive the target as similar (B=-.39, SE=.12, t=-5.59, p<.001, CI95%:[-.91, -.44]) and 

more likely to report higher positive mood (B=.46, SE=.08, t=6.56, p<.001, CI95%:[.36, .70]). No 

other significant effects emerged (all other ts< 1.81, all other ps>.07). Given these unexpected 

effects, in the main analyses below we control for severity, resemblance and current positive 

mood.  

2.2.3.2. Main analyses with RFQ  

Willingness to help, empathy, perceived fit, and time spent writing a message of advice 

to the protagonist were regressed separately on the same predictors as in the multiple regression 

above, while controlling for severity, resemblance and current positive mood. The stronger 

participants’ promotion focus, the more they reported willingness to help (B=.25, SE=.09, 

t=3.05, p=.003, CI95%:[.13, .45]). No other significant effects emerged (all ts<1.84, all ps>.07)1. 

(The main effect remained significant and no other effects emerged when not including the 

control variables). 

2.2.3.3. Preliminary analysis with self-discrepancies questionnaire (SDQ)  

A multiple regression analysis was conducted in which each of the control variables (see 

above) were regressed on participants’ z-transformed actual-ideal discrepancy, actual-ought 

discrepancy, the target reaction condition (coded 1=agitation, -1=dejection), the actual-ideal 

discrepancy by condition, actual-ought discrepancy by condition, and the actual-ideal 

 
1 A measure of autonomous motivation, adapted from Pavey, Greitemeyer, and Sparks (2012), explored the motives 

or reasons for participants helping the person. Pavey and colleagues (2012) note that autonomous motivation is a 

different type of motivation that is activated by empathetic concern and that in turn affects helping behavior. It 

consisted of three items (e.g., “The reason I would help the person in the situation described is because I personally 

believe it is a good thing for me to do” and “The reason I would help the person in the situation described because it 

is an important choice I really want to make”), assessed on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= not at all true, 7= very 

true), and showed good reliability (α=.81; M=5.04; SD=1.26). No significant effect emerged for autonomous 

motivation while controlling for severity, similarity and the current affect for both SDQ and RFQ. 
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discrepancy by actual-ought discrepancy two-way interaction, as well as the three-way 

interaction (actual-ideal discrepancy by actual-ought discrepancy by condition).  

A significant effect emerged whereby the target reaction condition was positively 

associated with resemblance, (B=.17, SE=.13, t=2.76, p=.01, CI95%: [-.08, .46]), with those in the 

agitation condition (M=4.28, SD=1.78) rating the person as significantly more similar to them 

compared to those in the dejection condition (M=3.66, SD=1.64). The actual-ought discrepancy 

was predictive of overall affect (B=-.16, SE=.08, t=-2.26, p=.029, CI95%: [-.31, -.01]), indicating 

that those with a high actual-ought discrepancy were likely to score lower on the positive affect 

scale. No other significant effects emerged (all other ts<1.92, all other ps>.06). Given these 

effects, the following regressions for self-discrepancies below controlled for resemblance and 

current positive mood.   

2.2.3.4. Main Analyses with SDQ 

Willingness to help, empathy, perceived fit and time spent on writing the message were 

regressed separately on the same predictors as in the multiple regression above, but additionally 

controlling for resemblance and current positive mood. The target reaction condition was 

predictive of willingness to help, (B=.21, SE=.09, t=2.10, p=.039, CI95%: [.03, .39]), with those in 

the agitation condition reporting to be significantly more likely to help (M=5.78, SD=1.23) than 

those in the dejection condition (M=5.46, SD=1.09). Similarly, target reaction condition was 

predictive of overall fit, (B=.22, SE=.08, t=2.56, p=.01, CI95%:[.06, .38]), with those in the 

agitation condition significantly more likely to report overall fit (M=5.09; SD=.99) than those in 

the dejection condition (M=4.69, SD=1.08). No other significant effects emerged (all ts<1.13, all 

ps>.19). 

2.2.4. Discussion 
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Contrary to the hypothesis, this study found no significant effects of interpersonal 

regulatory fit between an observer and a person in distress displaying regulatory focus-congruent 

emotions on perceived fit, empathy, willingness to help or time spent on a message written to the 

person (neither in terms of regulatory focus, nor in terms of self-discrepancies). Participants 

under conditions of fit (i.e., promotion-dejection or prevention-agitation and actual-ideal 

discrepancy-dejection or actual-ought-discrepancy agitation) did not report significantly greater 

perceived fit with the person, willingness to help, empathy, or greater engagement with the 

message of advice compared to cases of misfit (i.e., promotion-agitation or prevention-dejection 

and actual-ideal discrepancy-agitation or actual-ought-discrepancy-dejection). Some important 

imitations of this study served as helpful considerations for future studies. They will be 

considered in what follows. 

 Firstly, this study used the self-discrepancy questionnaire, which requires participants to 

include a total of 10 attributes related to their self. However, several participants responded with 

a random string of letters or included the attribute twice or more times in their lists and thus 

either did not follow instructions or apparently misunderstood them. As such, compliance with 

this questionnaire was not ideal. Additionally, a correlational analysis of the RFQ and the SDQ 

revealed that the two measures did not correlate as expected (Higgins et al., 2001; a negative 

rather than a positive correlation was found). As a result, for future studies we decided to remove 

this measure altogether. 

Importantly, participants perceived the scenario resulting in the target expressing 

dejection as more severe than the exact same situation resulting in agitation. Such increased 

perceptions of severity may be due to reactions of dejection generally conveying a sense of loss, 

a lack of coping potential and suggesting that there is little hope for redress (Hareli & Hess, 
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2010; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). Ideally, the distressing scenario should have produced similar 

levels of perceived severity, and also of resemblance in participants – independent of targets 

expressing dejection or agitation. Since the current scenario led to differences in terms of 

perceived severity and resemblance as a function of the target’s emotional reaction, it may not be 

adequate for the purposes of this research. Ideally, a distressing scenario is needed in which it is 

likely to experience dejection or agitation in equal measure. The scenarios need to be more 

comparable in terms of severity, intensity and resemblance across both emotional reactions. In 

order to ensure this, pre-tests of the scenarios were used in future studies (Study 2 was run before 

data analysis for Study 1 was completed and thus the scenario was not pretested).  

It is also noteworthy that the vast majority of participants in the control condition (93%) 

failed the manipulation check, in which they had to select what kind of emotional reaction the 

person in the scenario had expressed (dejection or agitation or no emotional reaction). Even 

though participants in the control group only read the descriptive situation scenario but not an 

emotional target reaction, the majority still reported that the target had conveyed a dejection or 

agitation emotional response, rather than correctly selecting that there was no emotional reaction 

expressed by the target (i.e., “the person did not express any emotions”). Although no emotions 

were mentioned in the scenario, participants may have inferred or deduced the presence of 

emotions. They may have assumed that emotions were involved, filled in the blanks or projected 

emotions themselves (Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015). It thus seems that participants attributed an 

emotion to the protagonist. Participants who failed this manipulation check were ultimately 

excluded from the data analysis, which further renders the study underpowered. Accordingly, 

and given that a no-emotion control condition does not seem to serve its function, this control 

condition was removed in subsequent studies. 
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2.3. Study 2 

2.3.1. Introduction  

Study 2 tested the same hypothesis, however, three changes were incorporated in this 

study compared to Study 1. First, participants’ regulatory focus was manipulated rather than 

measured because this might provide clearer evidence. Second, participants were recruited from 

a student population rather than on Prolific Academic. Even though Study 1 ensured participants 

were attentive by means of an attention check, this change aimed to ensure the lack of effects in 

Study 1 did not stem from participants taking part for monetary gain. Third, a different scenario 

was used. On the one hand, this change was implemented as the scenario in Study 1 might not 

have been suitable to test our hypothesis; on the other hand, the new scenario was targeted to the 

student participant population. Specifically, participants read about a student finding it difficult 

to adapt to university and expressing either dejection or agitation as a result. 

2.3.2. Methods 

2.3.2.1. Participants and design 

Participants were randomly assigned to conditions in a 3 (observer regulatory focus: 

promotion, prevention, control) x 2 (target emotional reaction: dejection, agitation) between 

subjects design. The same dependent variables as in the previous study were assessed. A total of 

245 participants from an undergraduate psychology student pool at a UK University completed 

the study for course credit. In addition to the exclusion criteria mentioned above, a total of 84 

participants who failed the attention check and 49 participants who failed the manipulation check 

probing the kind of emotional reaction the target expressed in the scenario they had read 

(dejection vs. agitation), were excluded. The final sample comprised 132 participants (107 

females, 25 males; Mage=21.8, SDage=6.96).  
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2.3.2.2. Materials and procedure 

The same procedure as in Study 1 was used with the following exceptions. First, rather 

than measuring regulatory focus, participants were exposed to either a promotion or prevention 

focus induction, or were not exposed to such an induction (i.e., the control condition; Higgins et 

al., 2001). In both the promotion and prevention focus induction conditions, participants were 

asked to report three past events, two entailing promotion or prevention success and one 

entailing promotion or prevention failure. For example, the promotion reaction condition entailed 

reporting on “a time in the past when compared to most people you were able to get what you 

wanted out of life.” Similarly, the prevention reaction condition entailed reporting on “a time in 

the past when you stopped yourself from acting in a way that others would consider 

unacceptable.” Participants in the control condition were simply asked to report on three recent 

past events unrelated to regulatory focus concerns (i.e., taking public transport, going to the 

supermarket, describing their most recent purchase). 

Second, participants were subsequently presented with a scenario of a distressed student 

struggling to adjust to university life (see Appendix B). For example, the target stated that “I find 

adjusting to university life difficult. It is so different from college and being at home. Sometimes 

I think I should not have come to university”. As in Study 1, and depending on the experimental 

condition, the target expressed either dejection or agitation in light of the same situation (e.g., “I 

am actually feeling very sad (nervous) about living away from home… Also, I’m really 

discouraged (worried) about making new friends – and sad (afraid) about losing touch with my 

friends back home”). The dependent variables were assessed as in Study 1 and again included 

perceived interpersonal regulatory fit (α=.75; M=4.75, SD=.93), empathy (α=.85; M=4.95, 

SD=1.41), willingness to help (M=5.88, SD=1.11), and time spent writing a message of advice to 
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the person in seconds (M=426.55, SD=341.81). The control variables were also assessed as in 

Study 1 and again included perceived severity of the situation (M=4.63, SD=1.30), perceived 

intensity of the negative emotion (M=5.39, SD=1.25), perceived resemblance (M=4.92, 

SD=1.94), and current positive mood (α=.74; M=4.23, SD=.87). 

2.3.3. Results 

2.3.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Each control variable was subjected to a 3 (observer regulatory focus: promotion, 

prevention, control) x 2 (target emotional reaction: dejection, agitation) between-subjects 

ANOVA. A significant main effect of target reaction for perceived severity, F(1,126)=8.24, 

p=.005, ηp2=.06, CI95%: [.2, 1.09] indicated that the situation was perceived as more severe in the 

dejection reaction condition (M=4.94, SD=1.17) compared with the agitation reaction condition 

(M=4.29, SD=1.36). No other significant effects emerged (all other Fs<2.45, all other ps>.12). 

Given these effects, the main analyses below control for perceived severity. 

2.3.3.2 Main analyses 

To test the differences between the groups whilst controlling for the covariates, 

participants’ reported willingness to help, perceived fit, empathy, and time spent on 

writing a message of advice to the protagonist were subjected to a between-subjects ANCOVA, 

with the independent variables regulatory focus and target reaction and perceived severity as a 

covariate. Importantly, the observer regulatory focus by target reaction interaction was 

significant for participants’ willingness to help, F(2,125) =4.30, p=.016, ηp2=.06, CI95%: [6.08, 

6.93]. No other effects emerged (all other Fs<2.69, all other ps>.07). Simple effects analyses 

revealed that there were no effects of target reaction in the prevention focus and the control 

observer conditions (all Fs<.77, all ps>.39). However, in the promotion focus observer 
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condition, participants presented with an agitated target were more willing to help (M=6.41, 

SD=.73) compared with those presented with a dejected target (M=5.61, SD=1.10), F(1,125) 

=8.97, p=.003, ηp2=.07, CI95%:[.31, 1.49]. This indicates a misfit effect. Furthermore, 

participants in the promotion focus condition expressed greater empathy (M=5.28, SD=1.34) 

compared with those in the control condition (M=4.52, SD=1.43), F(2,125)=4.59, p=.012, ηp2
 

=.07, CI95%: [.16, 1.48]. No significant effects emerged for the other measures (all Fs<2.25, all 

ps>.14)2. (The interaction effect remained significant and no other effects emerged when not 

including the control variables). 

2.3.4. Discussion 

A regulatory focus by target emotional expression interaction emerged that ran counter to 

our hypothesis. Specifically, for observer promotion focus, a regulatory misfit resulted in greater 

willingness to help: Participants induced with a promotion focus and presented with an agitated 

target reported greater willingness to help compared with those presented with a dejected target. 

There were no results for observer prevention focus. Similar to Study 1, however, participants’ 

perceptions of the scenarios in terms of perceived severity were not uniform across the target 

emotional reaction conditions. As mentioned before, in order to ensure scenarios would be 

perceived equally across target reaction conditions, we ran a pretest of the scenarios used in 

Studies 3-53. A further limitation of this study is the fact that a large number of participants 

 
2 For the same measure of autonomous motivation (Pavey et al., 2012; α =.83; M=4.97; SD=1.43), a significant 

effect of induction condition emerged F(2,130)=4.25, p=.016, ηp
2=.06,whereby those in the prevention reaction 

condition (M=5.19;SD=.18) scored higher than those in the control condition (M=4.49; SD=.19). No other effects 

emerged (all Fs<2.29, all ps>.13). Exploring the motives behind helping, as measured by autonomous motivation 

has not yielded significant effects in the three studies thus far and the variable was removed for the future studies. 
3 Five scenarios were pretested to ensure they would elicit similar reactions on relevant control variables across the 

dejection and agitation target reaction conditions (see Appendix C). On Prolific Academic, a total of 35 participants 

(15 males, 20 females; Mage=31.71, SDage=11.25) were recruited and took part online in a 5-minute study for which 

they were reimbursed with £0.50. They were presented with the five scenarios, and for each scenario two emotional 
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(34%) failed the attention check and were excluded, thus reducing the sample size. The students 

in the study completed the questionnaire at their own pace, unobserved, and as part of a course 

requirement, which may have lowered their level of engagement and attention (Lefever et al., 

2007). Consequently, all following studies relied on paid participants. Participants from this and 

similar platforms have been shown to provide reliable responses (e.g., Buhrmester et al., 2011; 

Mason & Suri, 2012). 

2.4. Study 3 

2.4.1. Introduction 

 The third study again tested the same hypothesis regarding interpersonal regulatory fit. 

The same procedures as Study 1 were implemented but a different and pretested scenario of a 

person suspicious of their partner potentially cheating on them was used in the current study in 

 
target reactions were presented. Whilst the order of the scenarios was not varied, the emotional reaction was 

counterbalanced. In other words, this pretest had a 5 (type of scenario) by 2 (emotional reaction) within-subjects 

design. Participants were asked to rate each emotional response on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= not at all to 7= 

very much) on the following variables: severity (“How severe did you find the situation of the person in the text?”), 

intensity (“How intense was the negative emotion the person was expressing in the text?”), natural (“How natural 

did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”), appropriateness (“How appropriate did the reaction of the person 

in the text seem?”), and adequacy (“How adequate did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”). Paired-samples 

t-tests were conducted to compare judgments on the control variables across target reactions for each scenario. 

Significant or marginal differences between the two target reactions emerged for only two of the scenarios 

presented. For scenario 1 (unemployment scenario), the agitation response (M=5.86; SD=1.03) was judged as 

significantly more appropriate than the dejection response (M=5.43; SD=1.34), t(34)=2.22, p =.03. For scenario 5 

(Kidney failure scenario), the dejection response (M=6.14; SD=1.17) was judged as significantly more intense than 

the agitation response (M=5.80; SD=1.11). For this scenario, a marginal effect was also detected regarding the 

reaction being natural, with the dejection response (M=6.31; SD=.96) judged as slightly more natural than the 

agitation response (M=5.91; SD=1.44), t(34) =-1.98, p=.05. However, no significant differences emerged for the 

remaining three scenarios. That is, for scenario 2, 3, and 4 no differences on all the assessed control variables 

emerged (all ts>-1.61, all ps>.12). Notably, however, scenario 3 (motor neuron disease) was judged as highly severe 

for both the agitation response (M= 6.40; SD=1.06) and for the dejection response (M=6.20; SD=1.12) and therefore 

it was not considered for future studies. Scenario 2 (cheating partner) and scenario 4 (grandmother’s failing 

memory) seem to be the most appropriate scenarios for the purposes of this research as they showed similar means 

on severity (scenario 2: agitation M=4.71; SD=1.36; dejection: M=4.94; SD=1.33; scenario 5: agitation M=5.94; 

SD=.68; dejection: M=5.91; SD=.92).  
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order to rule out lack of effects, or contradictory effects, stemming from perceived differences 

related to the emotional reactions. That is, a different pretested scenario was used in order to 

mitigate problems of participants perceiving the same situation differently due to different 

protagonists’ emotional reactions to it.  

2.4.2. Methods 

2.4.2.1. Participants and design 

Participants’ regulatory focus was measured, and they were randomly assigned to one of 

two experimental target emotional reaction conditions (dejection vs. agitation). A total of 276 

participants completed the study. In addition to the exclusion criteria mentioned above, a total of 

10 participants who failed the attention check, probing their attention to instructions and 28 

participants who failed the manipulation check, probing the kind of emotional reaction the 

person expressed in the scenario they had read (dejection vs. agitation), were excluded. The final 

sample thus comprised 235 participants (152 females, 82 males; Mage=33.48, SDage=11.59). The 

same variables as in the previous studies were assessed. 

2.4.2.2. Materials and procedure 

The same procedure as Study 1 was used except that a different scenario was presented. 

Participants filled in the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins et al., 2001) comprising 

of the promotion focus subscale (α=.72; M=3.37, SD=.63) and the prevention focus subscale 

(α=.81; M=3.24, SD=.83). They were then presented with a scenario describing a person 

suspicious of their partner potentially being unfaithful (Appendix D). For example, the target 

stated that “There’s also been a change in my partner’s behaviour towards me, and I think my 

partner is confiding in and relying on work colleagues and friends – rather than me – more and 

more. Even worse, I have noticed that my partner has been spending a lot of time with a 
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particular colleague lately and I can’t help but think there’s something going on between them.” 

As before, and depending on experimental condition, the target expressed either dejection or 

agitation in light of the situation equally described to all participants (e.g., “I am actually feeling 

very discouraged (anxious) about the state of our relationship. It’s been really hard to stay 

optimistic (calm down) and address my situation because I feel so unhappy (tense). I’m very sad 

(worried) about the growing distance between us.”). Participants then reported their perceived 

interpersonal regulatory fit (α=.83; M=4.69, SD=.84), empathy (α=.82; M=4.98, SD=1.04), 

willingness to help (M=5.17, SD=1.13), and they were invited to write a message of advice to the 

scenario’s protagonist with their time writing this message being recorded in seconds 

(M=231.03, SD=204.19). The time spent on the message was again used as an indicator to assess 

their level of engagement with this message.  

They also reported their perceived severity of the situation (M=4.40, SD=1.24) and 

intensity of the negative emotion (M=5.51, SD=1.14), as well as their perceived resemblance to 

the scenario’s protagonist  (M=3.41, SD=1.81). Their current positive mood was also assessed as 

before (α=.87; M=4.45, SD=1.01). Finally, as a manipulation check, they were asked to recall 

what kind of emotional reaction the person expressed in the scenario they had read (dejection or 

agitation). Participants were fully debriefed and remunerated. 

2.4.3. Results 

2.4.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Each control variable was regressed on the same predictors and interactions as in Study 1. 

The stronger participants’ promotion focus was, the less likely they were to report resemblance 

with the target (B=-.14, SE=.12, t=-2.07, p=.041, CI95%:[ -4.76,- .01] and the more likely they 
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were to report overall positive mood (B=.39, SE=.06, t= 6.55, p<.001, CI95%:[.27, .51]. No other 

significant effects emerged (all other ts<1.89, all other ps>.06). Given these unexpected effects, 

in the main analyses below we control for resemblance and current positive mood. The results 

indicate that both emotional reactions in the scenarios were perceived as equally severe. 

2.4.3.2. Main analyses 

Willingness to help, perceived fit, empathy, and time spent on writing a message of 

advice to the protagonist were regressed on the same predictors as in the multiple regression 

above, while controlling for resemblance and current mood. The prevention focus by target 

reaction interaction effect was significant for willingness to help (B=-.16, SE=.07, t=-2.53, 

p=.012, CI95%: [-.323, -.04]). No other effects emerged for willingness to help (all other ts<1.25, 

all ps>.21). Simple slopes analyses (Aiken et al., 1991) revealed that in the agitation reaction 

condition, the stronger participants’ prevention focus, the more they reported being willing to 

help (B=.24, SE=.11, t=2.17, p=.031, CI95%:[.02,.46]), but this reversed – though not significantly 

so – in the dejection reaction condition (B=-.12, SE=.09, t=-1.34, p>.18). This indicates a fit 

effect, albeit only for prevention, and not promotion, focus. Furthermore, the stronger 

participants’ prevention focus was, the more time they spent writing a message to the target 

(B=.15, SE=13.94, t=2.22, p=.027, CI95%: [3.61, 58.56]). No other effects were found regarding 

other measures (all other ts<1.63, all other ps>.10)4. (The interaction effect and main effect 

remained significant and no other effects emerged when not including the control variables). 

2.4.4. Discussion 

 
4 For the same measure of autonomous motivation, (Pavey et al., 2012; α = .82; M=4.45; SD=1.26), no significant 

effect emerged while controlling for similarity and current affect. Because no significant effects emerged with this 

measure, it was removed from subsequent studies.  
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Partially supporting predictions, participants with a stronger prevention focus and 

presented with a target expressing agitation rather than dejection reported greater willingness to 

help this target. However, no such fit effects were found for promotion focus. Furthermore, this 

fit effect was limited to only one of the prosocial variables considered; it did not emerge for 

empathy with and time spent on writing a message to the target. Moreover, participants with a 

stronger prevention focus did not report greater perceived fit with the target expression of 

prevention-congruent negative emotions.  

The present results are inconsistent with those of Study 2, where a promotion misfit 

effect occurred such that participants induced with promotion focus reported being more willing 

to help a target expressing agitation. Although they ultimately do not explain the diverging 

effects, some differences between these studies are worth pointing out. Firstly, in Study 2 

students took part for course credit, a large portion of whom failed a simple attention check, 

whereas the current study relied on paid Prolific Academic participants, of whom a much lower 

number failed the same attention check. This clearly suggests better engagement with the current 

study and, in turn, greater confidence in the present effects. Secondly, the present scenario was 

pretested. Indeed, the only differences regarding potential control variables were found for 

regulatory foci, but not for experimental target emotional reaction conditions, indicating that the 

current scenario ensured that the emotional reaction of the target did not influence the control 

variables. This also suggests more confidence in the current effects. To potentially generalize the 

present effects, Study 4 also relied on a pretested scenario, albeit describing a different situation. 

2.5. Study 4 

2.5.1. Introduction 
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As with the previous studies (Study 1 and Study 3) , participants were recruited via 

Prolific Academic, their regulatory focus was measured and they were presented with a target 

expressing dejection or agitation following a negative event. The same procedures as Study 1 

and 3 were implemented but a different and pretested scenario of a person struggling to cope 

with their grandmother’s failing memory, expressing either dejection or agitation, was used in 

the current study, with the aim to generalize effects to a different situation.  

2.5.2. Methods 

2.5.2.1. Participants and design 

A total of 254 participants completed the study. In addition to the exclusion criteria 

mentioned above, one participant who failed the attention check and 25 participants who failed 

the manipulation check probing the nature of the emotional reaction the person expressed in the 

scenario they read (dejection vs. agitation), were excluded. The final sample thus comprised of 

220 participants (151 females, 68 males; Mage=34.94, SDage=12.09). Participants’ regulatory 

focus was measured and they were randomly assigned to one of two experimental target 

emotional reaction conditions (dejection vs. agitation). The same variables as in the previous 

studies were assessed. 

2.5.2.2. Materials and procedure 

As Studies 1 and 3 was used, participants filled in the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire 

(RFQ; Higgins et al., 2001) measuring their promotion focus (α=.73; M=3.28, SD=.66) and 

prevention focus (α=.81; M=3.33, SD=.79). They were then presented with a scenario of a 

protagonist describing their struggle to cope with their grandmother’s failing memory (Appendix 

E). For example, the target stated that “It has been very tough for me to witness her memory 

deteriorating – and her basically ‘disappearing’ before my eyes bit by bit.” As before, and 
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depending on the experimental condition, the target expressed either dejection or agitation in 

light of the same situation presented to all participants (e.g., “Since she started losing her 

memory, it’s been really hard to stay positive (calm down) when I am around her and for me to 

live a normal life because I feel so down (tense).”  

Participants subsequently reported their perceived overall interpersonal regulatory fit 

(α=.86; M=5.36, SD=.85), empathy (α=.85; M=5.69, SD=.98) and willingness to help (M=5.14, 

SD=1.28) before being invited to write a message of advice to the scenario’s protagonist 

measured in seconds (M=246.47, SD=204.94). Also, participants again reported their perceived 

severity of the situation (M=5.10, SD=1.01), intensity of the negative emotion (M= 5.51, 

SD=1.15) and their perceived resemblance with the protagonist (M=4.04, SD=1.61), as well as 

their current positive mood (α=.91; M=4.12, SD=1.12). Finally, as a manipulation check, they 

were asked to recall what kind of emotional reaction the person expressed in the scenario they 

had read (dejection or agitation). Participants were then fully debriefed and remunerated.   

2.5.3. Results 

2.5.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Each control variable was regressed on the same predictor variables and their interactions 

as in Studies 1 and 3. Two significant main effects emerged: the stronger participants’ prevention 

and promotion focus were, the more overall positive mood they reported (promotion: B=.32, 

SE=.07, t=5.08, p<.001, CI95%: [.22, .49]; Prevention: B=.21, SE=.07, t=3.27, p=.001, CI95%: [.09, 

.39]). There were no other significant effects (all other ts<|1.79|, all other ps>.07). Given these 

unexpected effects, in the main analyses below we control for current positive mood. 

2.5.3.2. Main analyses 

Empathy, perceived fit, willingness to help and time spent on writing a message of advice 
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to the distressed protagonist were regressed on the same predictors and their interactions as in the 

multiple regression in the previous studies, while controlling for current positive mood. The 

prevention focus by target emotional reaction interaction was significant for empathy (B=.17, 

SE=.07, t=2.45, p=.015, CI95%: [.04, .33]). No other significant effects regarding empathy 

emerged (all other ts<.95, all other ps >.34). Simple slopes analysis (Aiken et al., 1991) revealed 

that the stronger participants’ prevention focus was, the more empathy they reported in the 

dejection target emotional reaction condition (B=.21, SE=.09, t=2.29, p=.023, CI95%: [.03, .41]). 

This reversed, though not significantly so, in the agitation reaction condition (B=-.13, SE=.12, 

t=-1.23, p>.22). The nature of this interaction indicates a misfit effect. Furthermore, the stronger 

participants’ promotion focus was, the less time they spent on writing a message of advice (B=-

.19, SE=14.6, t=-2.72, p=.007, CI95%: [-68.58, -10.89]). No other significant effects for writing a 

message of advice or for any other measure emerged (all other ts<1.73, all other ps>.09). (The 

main interaction effect and main effect remained significant and no other effects emerged when 

not including the control variables). 

2.5.4. Discussion 

The current findings do not support the hypothesis. Participants with a strong prevention 

focus who were presented with a dejected target were more likely to report greater empathy. This 

indicates that contrary to the hypothesis, a misfit – rather than a fit – between observers’ 

regulatory focus and the target’s emotional reaction increased (similar to Study 2 where 

regulatory focus was manipulated) empathy.  

  This is the first study where effects for empathy and not help emerged. One reason for 

the significant effect for empathy and not help may be due to specifics of this scenario. In the 

case of a person struggling with their grandmother’s degenerative illness, there may be a more 
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limited opportunity for the observer to offer useful help or intervene practically. If helping may 

be viewed as infeasible or even impossible, empathy may then seem as the only available 

reaction. Indeed, compared to Studies 2 and 3, the mean of empathy for this scenario is the 

highest; conversely, the mean for helping for this study is the lowest of the studies. 

Notably, a misfit effect also emerged in Study 2 in which people induced with promotion 

focus hearing about a target expressing agitation reported greater willingness to help. Although 

the misfit effect here is different (prevention focus and dejection reaction), a few speculations 

may be put forth to address the misfit effect. First, participants viewing an emotional reaction 

that does not align with what they would predominantly feel might make them perceive the 

person to be thus more in need of help (as in Study 2) or empathy (as in the current study). In 

other words, individuals may perceive the person to be in a more urgent situation, and thus more 

in need of help. That is, since the reaction seems ‘unwarranted’ to the observer, this likely 

signals to the observer that the target distress is stronger. 

Another potential explanation for the misfit effect may be related to the unconscious 

process of emotional contagion, in which exposure to an individual’s emotional state creates 

similar emotional states in the observer (Hatfield et al., 1992). In cases when participants are 

presented with a familiar emotional reaction, they may disengage from a particular task or 

scenario in fear of emotional contagion. But in the case of encountering a person identifying with 

a different emotion, the influence of emotional contagion is perceived as less potent (or less of a 

potential threat), and thus relating to the person becomes easier. This then facilitates helping.  

In the next chapter, we aimed to understand the mixed and contradictory findings 

obtained thus far through: first, introducing in Study 5, a new situational appraisal element to 

strengthen the emotional reactions and similarity in how the scenario would be appraised by 
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observer and target; and second, through conducting an internal meta-analysis taking into 

account the effects of all the studies conducted, in this thesis, testing the impact of interpersonal 

regulatory fit on empathy and willingness to help. 
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Chapter Three  

The impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy, willingness 

to help, and prosocial behaviour: Study 5 and Internal Meta-

Analysis  

3.1 Study 5 

3.1.1. Introduction 

In the previous studies, participants may not have perceived and appraised the situation in 

a similar way to the target because some details about the situation may not have been 

sufficiently clear. Importantly, the appraisal theory of empathy asserts that an observer must 

have sufficient and adequate information about the target’s situation to make the relevant 

appraisals. If the observer does not have sufficient information about the target’s situation, then 

the observer might not feel confident in their appraisal of the situation (Wondra, 2017; for a 

similar claim on firsthand emotions, see Tong et al., 2014). Appraisal and consequently 

similarity in appraisal is critical because empathy is particularly likely to occur when an observer 

appraises a situation similarly as a target (Wondra & Ellsworth, 2015; See fig. 1 for the 

illustration of the relationship between situational appraisals and perceived regulatory fit). As 

demonstrated by the figure, enhancing the factor of situational appraisal can potentially facilitate 

perceived regulatory fit effects between observer and target.  

Thus, we hypothesised that providing more details regarding the situational appraisal 

should increase the likelihood of observers and targets appraising the situation similarly. One 

such situational appraisal is perceived control, or the target person’s potential to influence a 

given situation, which when varied results in different emotional reactions to situations (Lazarus, 
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1991; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). In other words, how a negative situation is appraised in terms 

of perceived control impacts emotional reactions. Specifically, a perceived lack of controllability 

has been shown to entail reactions of sadness or dejection, whereas the perception of some 

degree of controllability of a negative situation more likely results in a reaction of agitation 

(Roseman et al., 1996). That is, when faced with negative situations and perceiving no or a loss 

of control, higher levels of dejection can be expected (Jerusalem, 1990). Similarly, in situations 

in which one experiences helplessness, dejection is the most common reaction (Alloy et al., 

1990). Therefore, manipulating situational appraisals more concretely regarding control can help 

ensure that situations are appraised similarly, conveying certain emotional reactions as more 

plausible, which in turn increases the likelihood of empathy emerging. In other words, we 

attempt to increase the similarity in appraisal with the use of perceived controllability. 

In sum, we consequently aimed to facilitate any potential fit effects by making the 

emotional reactions appear more plausible and fitting to participants as a result of variations in 

controllability. For example, in a situation where there is no control (versus some control), a 

reaction of dejection (versus agitation) is expected which will fit with a promotion-focus 

(prevention), and result in an increase in empathy, willingness to help and prosocial response. 

Furthermore, adding the controllability factor allows us to investigate an additional explanation 

for the emotions (through testing the process by interactions) which should influence the 

interpersonal regulatory fit process (Jacoby & Sassenberg, 2011). As such, in addition to 

inducing regulatory focus (as in Study 2), we also manipulated the target’s situational control. In 

the no control condition, the protagonist had no control over the situation; in the control 

condition the protagonist had some control to change the situation. We expected that given some 

changes in control, regulatory focus and target emotional reaction would interact, such that fit 
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effects would most likely emerge for promotion-focused participants reading about a dejected 

target not having control; and for prevention-focused participants reading about an agitated target 

having some degree control.  

In the current study, participants’ regulatory focus was induced, they were randomly 

assigned to one of two endings of the same scenario conveying different levels of control (no 

control vs. control), and they were also randomly assigned target emotional reactions conditions 

(dejection vs. agitation). The situation in the scenario was pretested5 and entailed a person 

struggling to adjust to their grandmother’s sudden injury.  

3.1.2. Methods 

 
5 The scenario for study 5 was pretested to ensure it would elicit similar reactions on relevant control variables 

across the dejection and agitation target reaction conditions, as well as across controllability (control versus no 

control conditions). On Prolific Academic, a total of 62 participants (14 males, 48 females; Mage=36.47, 

SDage=10.81) were recruited and took part online in a 5-minute study for which they were reimbursed with £0.50 for 

their participation. All participants were presented with the same scenario of a grandchild coping with their 

grandmother’s injury. Controllability of the situation was manipulated through presenting two different endings of 

the same scenario. That is, whilst all participants were presented with the same scenario, they were randomly 

assigned to one of two different endings of the scenario, one where there was nothing the grandchild could do to 

improve the grandmother’s condition (no control) or one where the grandchild could help improve the 

grandmother’s condition (control). Afterwards, all participants were presented with the same two emotional target 

reactions (agitation versus dejection; order was counterbalanced). Finally, as a manipulation check, they were asked 

to recall if the person in the scenario had no control or some control over their situation. In other words, this pretest 

had a 2 (controllability; between participants) by 2 (emotional reaction; within participants) mixed design. After 

participants who failed the manipulation check were excluded, a total of 36 participants remained. Participants were 

asked to rate each emotional response on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= not at all to 7= very much) regarding the 

following variables: severity (“How severe did you find the situation of the person in the text?”, M=5.49, SD=1.05), 

intensity (“How intense was the negative emotion the person was expressing in the text?”, M=5.59, SD=.95), natural 

(“How natural did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”, M=5.94, SD=.84), appropriateness (“How 

appropriate did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”, M=5.71, SD=.88), adequacy (“How adequate did the 

reaction of the person in the text seem?”, M=5.71, SD=.89), gentle (“To what extent does the person whose 

grandmother fell seem like a gentle person to you?”, (M=5.69, SD=.96), warm (“To what extent does the person 

whose grandmother fell seem like a warm person to you?” M=5.78, SD=1.08), self-confident (“To what extent does 

the person whose grandmother fell seem like a self-confident person to you?” M=4.38, SD=1.27) and competent 

(“To what extent does the person whose grandmother fell seem like a competent person to you?” M=5.43, 

SD=1.04). Participants were then debriefed and remunerated. A 2 (emotional reaction; within participants) x 2 

(controllability; between participants) mixed ANOVA was run for each of the variables above. No significant 

differences emerged on the main and the interaction effects on all the variables (all other Fs<4.14, all other ps>.06). 

As such, the scenario was deemed appropriate to use for study 5.  
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3.1.2.1. Participants and design 

Sample size was determined using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). Based on the previous 

studies, a small rather than medium effect size was assumed, with f=0.175. With an alpha=.05 

and 90% power (1-), G*Power indicated that for the current design 346 participants would be 

required. On Prolific Academic, a total of 346 participants completed the study. Participants 

were randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (observer regulatory focus: promotion vs. 

prevention) x 2 (target emotional reaction: dejection vs. agitation) x 2 (controllability of the 

situation: none vs. some) between-subjects design. The same variables as before, in addition to a 

manipulation check regarding the controllability of the situation, were assessed. Outliers with 

studentized residuals greater than SRE > |3| were removed (Cohen et al., 2003). This resulted in 

the removal of n=7 (2%). In addition, ten participants who failed the attention check and 60 who 

failed the manipulation check probing the kind of emotional reaction the person expressed in the 

scenario they had read (dejection vs. agitation) were excluded. The final sample thus comprised 

275 participants (154 females, 117 males; Mage=34.69, SDage=11.57). 

3.1.2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants were randomly assigned to either complete the promotion or the prevention 

focus induction task as in Study 2 (Higgins et al., 2001). They were then presented with a pre-

tested scenario of a person struggling to cope with their grandmother’s recent injury (see 

Appendix F). For example, the target stated that “It has been increasingly difficult for her to 

manage even basic activities on her own. For me it is challenging to see her in this helpless state 

– I don’t know how long she can continue to live by herself.” Afterwards, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two scenario endings: either the target could not do anything to 

improve the grandmother’s condition (no control) or the target could contribute to improving the 
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grandmother’s condition (some control). For example, in the no control condition participants 

read “The doctor also made it clear that further operations or physiotherapy will not make a 

difference at all. There is really nothing I can do to change her situation at all” whereas in the 

some control condition they read “The doctor said that with enough physiotherapy her condition 

will become more stable and will not worsen …there is at least something I can do to change her 

situation a bit”.  

Subsequently, and as in the previous studies, they were randomly assigned to an 

emotional reaction of the protagonist (i.e., grandchild) that took on the form of either dejection or 

agitation (e.g., “Ever since her fall, it’s been really hard to stay positive (calm) when I am around 

her and for me to live a normal life because I feel so down (tense).”). Participants then reported 

their perceived interpersonal regulatory fit (α=.78; M=5.41, SD=.96), their empathy (α=.86; 

M=5.88, SD=.95), willingness to help (M=5.43, SD=1.2) and wrote a message of advice to the 

scenario’s protagonist (with their time writing this message being recorded in seconds 

(M=166.09, SD=156.07).  

As potential control measures, participants reported their perceived intensity of the 

negative emotion (M=5.23, SD=1.44) as in previous studies. Additional control measures, like all 

other measures assessed on 7-point scales (1=not at all to 7=very much), further explored if the 

emotional reactions produced differences in perceptions of other aspects as a function of the 

target’s emotional reaction. These included how natural (M=5.85, SD=1.12), appropriate 

(M=5.82, SD=1.13), and adequate (M=5.71, SD=1.13) they perceived the protagonist’s reaction 

(“How natural/appropriate/adequate did the reaction of the person whose grandmother fell seem 

to you?”). Participants’ current positive mood was assessed as in the previous studies (α=.89; 

M=4.39, SD=1.09). In the current study, participants’ perceived severity of the situation 
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(M=5.26, SD=1.17; “How severe did you find the situation of the person in the text?”; 1=not at 

all to 7=very much) in this study, served as a manipulation check for the controllability of the 

situation (i.e., a situation is more severe if it is not controllable). Finally, as a target emotional 

reaction manipulation check, participants were asked as in all previous studies to select what 

kind of emotional response (dejection vs. agitation) the person in the scenario expressed. 

Participants were then fully debriefed and remunerated. 

3.1.3. Results 

3.1.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Attesting to the success of the controllability manipulation, subjecting participants’ 

severity ratings to a 2 (observer regulatory focus) x 2 (target emotional reaction) x 2 

(controllability) ANOVA, a main effect of controllability on severity was found, F(1,267)=7.2, 

p=.008, ηp2=.03, CI95%: [.09, .64], indicating that in the no control condition the situation was 

perceived as more severe (M=5.43, SD=1.12) compared with the some degree of control 

condition (M=5.07, SD=1.19).  

Each control variables (i.e., severity, intensity, natural, appropriate, adequate, and current 

mood) was subjected to the same ANOVA as above. A main effect of regulatory focus on 

intensity emerged, F(1,267)=6.53, p=.011, ηp2=.02, CI95%:[.1, .78], indicating that in the 

promotion reaction condition the target’s negative emotion was perceived as more intense 

(M=5.47, SD=1.34) compared with the prevention reaction condition (M=5.09, SD=1.53). A 

further main effect of target emotional reaction on intensity emerged, F(1,67)=16.23, p<.001, 

ηp2=.06, CI95%:[.35, 1.03] indicating that in the dejection reaction condition the negative emotion 

was perceived as more intense (M=5.56, SD=1.29) compared with the agitation reaction 

condition (M=4.91, SD=1.56). Finally, a significant main effect of controllability on positive 
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mood emerged, F(1,267)=6.91, p=.009, ηp2=.03, [CI95%: .08,.61], indicating that in the some 

degree of control condition participants reported a more positive mood (M=4.55, SD=1.03) 

compared with the no control condition (M=4.22, SD=1.15). This mirrors effects obtained for the 

manipulation check. No other significant effects emerged, (all other Fs<3.16, all other ps>.08). 

Given these unexpected effects, in the main analyses below we control for intensity and current 

positive mood. 

3.1.3.2. Main analyses 

Participants’ reported willingness to help, perceived fit, empathy, and time spent on 

writing a message of advice to the distressed target were subjected to a 2 (observer regulatory 

focus) x 2 (target emotional reaction) x 2 (controllability) ANCOVA controlling for intensity and 

current positive mood. No significant effects emerged for willingness to help (all Fs<.1.27, all 

ps>.26), perceived fit (all Fs<3.45, all ps>.06), empathy (all Fs<2.31, all ps>.13) or for time 

spent on writing the message (all Fs<3.35, all ps>.07). (No effects emerged even when not 

including the control variables). 

3.1.4. Discussion 

Study 5 induced regulatory focus while randomly assigning participants to one of two 

emotional reactions and one of two controllability versions of the same scenario. We expected 

increased empathy and prosocial responses under conditions of the target expressing dejection 

and observers having a promotion focus (regulatory fit) in a situation in which the target does not 

have control to change the situation (compared to when they do have some control). Similarly, 

we expected similar effects under conditions of the target expressing agitation and observers 

having a prevention focus (regulatory fit) in a situation in which the target does have some 

control to change the situation (compared to when they do not). Contrary to predictions, the 
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results revealed no significant effects of interpersonal regulatory fit on perceived fit, empathy, 

willingness to help and time spent on writing a message to the person in distress. Notably, a 

number of participants failed the manipulation of emotional reaction check, rendering the study a 

little underpowered. Although the manipulation of control potential was successful, with the 

scenario of no control rated as more severe, this nevertheless did not impact the results as 

expected. Additionally, despite pretesting the scenario on relevant controls, however, the 

dejection reaction was still viewed as more intense than the agitation reaction. This again 

suggests that the scenario may not have been ideal for the study as the emotional reactions are 

not comparable. Overall, the previous studies reveal contradictory results, with no effects, misfit 

effects and fit effects emerging. As such, an internal meta-analysis of the five studies conducted 

thus far was undertaken to better understand and compare the results across these studies (Goh et 

al., 2016). 

3.2. Meta-analysis of Studies 1- 5 

The hypothesis has been tested across five experimental studies. These studies differed in 

terms of scenarios used, populations of respondents, as well as in terms of whether regulatory 

focus was measured (Studies 1, 3 & 4) or induced (Study 2 & 5). Overall, they provided 

inconsistent results. On the one hand, we found that under conditions of misfit participants were 

more likely to help (Study 2) and more likely to respond with greater empathy (Study 4). 

Specifically, in Study 2, participants induced with promotion focus reported greater willingness 

to help a target expressing agitation (rather than dejection). In Study 4, participants high in 

prevention focus were more likely to express empathy for a target expressing dejection (rather 

than agitation). On the other hand, Study 3 provided support for a fit effect: prevention-focused 
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participants reported greater willingness to help a target expressing agitation (rather than 

dejection). Studies 1 and 5, however, revealed no significant results for either misfit or fit. 

Therefore, a meta-analysis simultaneously taking into account all effects across studies 

seemed warranted in order to gauge the nature of a potential effect emerging across studies. 

While there are distinct differences in the studies included, most prominent of which is the 

differences in scenarios, nevertheless, an internal meta-analysis is useful for combining and 

interpreting related studies. To compute an overall test for the predicted interaction effect, of 

observer regulatory focus (both chronic and induced) and target emotional reaction condition 

(dejection vs. agitation) on the two measures most pertinent to our predictions and to which some 

effect emerged across studies, namely empathy and willingness to help, we conducted a meta-

analysis separately for each of the measures. In order to better compare effects across studies, for 

Study 1, the control condition and SDQ were not included; for Study 1 and 2 the control 

conditions were not included, for Study 5 the controllability factor was not included.  

All effect sizes were transformed into Pearson’s r (see Table 2) and the Sidik-Jonkman 

method was applied (Sidik & Jonkman, 2007) with a random effects model (Schwarzer et al., 

2015). Across the studies, the following result emerged for willingness to help: r=0.05, p=0.11, 

CI95%: [0.14062; -0.0336]; I^2 = 80.1% [47.4%; 92.5%]. With zero included in the confidence 

interval, this clearly indicates no significant effect. Similarly, for empathy no significant result 

across studies emerged: r=-0.04, p=0.19, CI95%: [0.04308; -0.1139]; I^2 = 16.2% [0.0%; 87.2%]. 

In sum, the two meta-analyses revealed no significant effects of interpersonal regulatory fit on 

willingness to help or empathy. 

Table 2 

Sample sizes and effect sizes regarding willingness to help and empathy in all studies  
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Study Sample size for 

willingness to help 

Effect size (Pearson’s r) 

Willingness to help 

Sample 

Size 

Empathy 

Effect size 

Empathy 

 

1 

 

179 

 

-0.004 

 

179 

 

-0.016 

2 94 -0.221 91 0.022 

3 238 0.093 241 0.045 

4 220 -0.075 220 -0.098 

5 268 0.089 268 0.015 

 

3.3. General discussion for Studies 1-5 

This set of studies tested whether observers perceiving a target expressing promotion 

congruent (dejection) versus prevention-congruent (agitation) negative emotions in response to a 

distressing situation would report greater perceived fit with the target, willingness to help, 

empathy, and show more prosocial behaviour under conditions of interpersonal regulatory fit 

(i.e., observer promotion focused-target expressing dejection and observer prevention focused 

target expressing agitation) compared to cases of misfit (i.e., observer promotion-focused-target 

expressing agitation or observer prevention-focused-target expressing dejection). Across five 

studies we did not find support for this prediction. Five studies, including Prolific Academic and 

student populations, various distressing scenarios, with measured (Studies 1, 3 & 4) and 

manipulated regulatory focus (Studies 2 & 5) as well as manipulated controllability within the 

distressing situation (Study 5) provided null or inconsistent results. Moreover, the pattern of the 

internal meta-analysis indicated that overall effects did not differ from zero.  



 

   
 

71 
 

The findings in this set of studies do not align with the literature on the positive impact of 

interpersonal regulatory fit on several outcome measures. Specifically, positive effects of 

interpersonal regulatory fit have been reliably demonstrated regarding outcome measures such as 

followers evaluating leaders with a similar regulatory focus more positively (Hamstra et al., 

2013), people being more motivated by role models of the same regulatory focus (Lockwood et 

al., 2002), and supervisees experiencing greater commitment and better relationship quality with 

supervisors in the workplace when they share the same regulatory focus (Johnson et al., 2017). 

However, a crucial difference compared to the present work is that in these studies the regulatory 

focus of the to-be considered targets was conveyed rather clearly through their regulatory 

concerns (e.g., goals), whereas in the current work, targets’ regulatory focus was conveyed 

merely through their emotional reaction to distressing situations. In fact, none of the previous 

studies have employed emotional expression to convey the target’s regulatory focus. For 

example, Hamstra et al. (2013) conveyed targets’ regulatory focus through a description of their 

goals in the form of a job application letter that either conveyed promotion concerns (i.e., the 

target expressed ‘I have a strong desire for a position in which I am challenged’) or prevention 

concerns (i.e., the target expressed ‘I have a strong desire for a position with a lot of 

responsibility’). In another study, Righetti et al. (2011) assessed the effect of partner regulatory 

focus on participants’ goal-pursuits. Participants reported on the regulatory focus of their partner 

with questions such as: “He or she often thinks about how he or she will achieve personal or 

professional success” for the promotion scale or “He or she frequently thinks about how he or 

she can prevent failures in his or her life” for the prevention scale.  

Contrary, the present work expected that participants would be able to have a notion of 

targets’ regulatory focus based on the limited information conveyed by their different emotional 
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reactions; this was the only indicator of the target’s regulatory focus that was available to 

participants. Having at least a vague notion of targets’ regulatory concerns might have 

consequently been more difficult in the current compared to previous research, which portrayed 

targets’ regulatory focus in a more straight-forward way. In turn, they might have created a 

clearer experience of interpersonal regulatory (mis)fit in participants. In other words, this set of 

studies is distinct from previous literature on interpersonal regulatory fit due to their 

investigation of regulatory focus as inference from emotional reaction. That is, in the present 

studies, it was an implicit expectation that regulatory focus would be deduced or inferred by 

participants from the available information on the target’s emotional reactions. In previous 

studies, however, regulatory focus was deduced from the targets’ strategies used for goal pursuit 

and not from emotional reactions. Future research might thus be advised to add elements of the 

distressed targets’ goal-pursuits and regulatory concerns to the scenarios, in addition to 

describing different qualities of the distressed emotional reactions. 

A further element future research might take into account when seeking to enrich 

scenarios concerns information on goal-pursuit failure. Indeed, previous studies assessing the 

relationship between regulatory focus and emotional reactions considered different emotions of 

different intensity in reaction to failure or success in goal-pursuit (Higgins, 1997, 1998; Idson et 

al., 2000, 2004; Roney et al., 1995). For example, Idson et al. (2000) examined how participants 

with different regulatory foci would feel in response to a negative outcome of failure or a 

positive outcome of success. Thus, unlike the current work these studies did not assess emotional 

reactions resulting from distressing situations per se, but rather in reaction to failure (or success) 

in goal-pursuit. As such, observers might more easily perceive dejection, respectively agitation, 

conveying a regulatory focus when these emotional reactions are a response to unsuccessful 
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goal-pursuit. Importantly, these studies thus did not assess emotional reaction resulting from 

distressing situations; rather the emphasis was on emotional reaction to failure or success in goal-

pursuit. In other words, the connection of regulatory focus and emotional reaction may have been 

clearer to a participant when the emotional reaction is in response to goal-pursuit rather than in 

response to a general distressing situation. This may then allow for the benefits of interpersonal 

regulatory fit to be more visible, since fit is naturally more apparent to the observer when it is in 

the context of goal-pursuit. 

Importantly, emotions are immediate short-term experiences, describing behaviour 

whereas goals, by comparison, are considered a longer lasting or more stable part of the self 

(Carver et al., 1996). Thus, interpersonal regulatory fit effects should be stronger based on 

matches between selves or attributes compared to matches between a target’s behaviour and an 

observers’ attributes. As such, a regulatory fit effect may be expected based on target attributes 

but not based on short-lived target behaviour (such as emotions). 

To the best of our knowledge, there is only one study which presented targets’ emotional 

reactions to distressing situations (rather than to failure or success in goal-pursuit) in the context 

of interpersonal regulatory (mis)fit (Houston, 1990). As previously explained, this study assessed 

the effect of (dis)similarity in terms of self-discrepancies, that is discrepancies between people’s 

actual self and their ideal self (what they think they want to be) or ought self (what they think 

they should be) on empathy. Much as in the present work, observer-target (dis)similarities were 

conveyed through emotional reactions of targets to distressing situations. This study found that 

observers sharing (vs. not sharing) the same self-discrepancy with targets perceived larger 

similarity to the target and reported stronger empathic responses. Although the present work in 

part builds on this research, a number of differences between the current work and that of 
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Houston (1990) are important to note, as they are potentially informative to why the current work 

did not find similar results regarding regulatory focus. First, Houston (1990) included only 

participants with extreme scores: participants either had a very high or a very low ideal or ought 

self-discrepancies, respectively. Focusing on such extreme cases increases both the likelihood of 

finding effects, as well as their magnitude. Contrary, the present work considered normal 

distributions of participants’ promotion and prevention foci – a desirable feature in terms of 

parametric testing, but that at the same time renders potential effects less strong.  

Second, in the scenarios employed by Houston (1990), targets’ emotions along with 

differences in terms of gestures, voice tonality, and facial expressions were conveyed. Contrary, 

the current work relied on participants merely reading about a target describing their emotional 

reactions. Thus, the current work provided less information about the target, which may have 

resulted in diminishing the likelihood of interpersonal regulatory fit. Third, apart from their 

emotional reactions, targets additionally expressed their motivational state with regard to failing 

to meet their ideal or ought self-guide. This dovetails with the studies above conveying 

regulatory focus more clearly by providing information on success and failure in goal pursuit. 

Overall, Houston’s procedures may thus have allowed for a more realistic impression of the 

target, created a more impactful experience for participants, and left them with a clearer notion 

of targets’ shared or unshared self-discrepancies, in turn enhancing (mis)fit effects.  

Conveying targets’ regulatory focus with more clarity could be achieved by including 

behavioural strategies or plans to be undertaken in line with either foci. For example, in a 

distressing situation where partner infidelity is suspected (such as in Study 3), a promotion 

focused target may state their behavioural plans to eagerly talk to their partner about the issue in 

order to ensure re-connecting with them. By contrast, a prevention-focused target may state that 
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they will be especially vigilant when talking to their partner about the issue in order to avoid 

further increasing their interpersonal distance. Future research on interpersonal regulatory fit in 

the realm of emotional reactions would thus be advised to introduce more explicit conditions of 

targets’ situations, reactions, and goal-pursuit, thereby conveying targets’ regulatory focus more 

clearly. This is further explored and undertaken in Studies 8 and 9 in Chapter 5.  

In addition to the literature on interpersonal regulatory fit, the literature on the effects of 

similarities between individuals has also shown that similarities between observers and 

distressed targets regarding various attributes leads to greater empathy and helping (e.g., Hodges 

et al., 2005; Locher et al., 2016). Importantly, however, the similarities considered by previous 

work largely relied on attributes that can be consciously and easily perceived and taken into 

account by observers. A crucial difference between similarity of attributes and similarity of 

regulatory focus is that regarding the latter individuals are unlikely to be explicitly aware of 

indeed sharing this similarity (Higgins, 2012). This further highlights the difficulties in 

documenting effects of regulatory (mis)fit and the need to make targets’ regulatory focus of 

targets clearer to participant observers.  

The present set of studies investigated whether a fit between observers’ regulatory focus 

and targets’ emotional reactions expressed after various distressing situations would increase 

their likelihood to express empathy and to prosocially respond to the target. Because of 

inconsistent findings and contradictory results, conclusions regarding this hypothesis cannot be 

drawn. Nonetheless, the current work is informative insofar as it highlighted the technical and 

practical challenges that arise when designing a situation intended to elicit empathy based on 

sharing subtle similar features such as regulatory focus.  
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Due to the mixed and contradictory findings obtained in this set of studies, we explored 

different areas of research in Chapter 4, in Studies 6 and 7. While the research in these studies 

remained broadly informed by regulatory focus theory, we tested different research questions: 

whether observers’ own regulatory focus is projected onto distressed targets (Study 6) and 

whether an (in)congruent emotional reaction from a target impacts observers’ social perception 

of that target (Study 7). Below we explicate more thoroughly the rationale, theory, and evidence 

driving these research questions, particularly in relation to social projection, expectancy 

violations, and social perception. While Studies 6 and 7 explore alternative frameworks of 

research, in Chapter 5 (Studies 8 & 9), we returned to the question of interpersonal regulatory fit 

and incorporated, as explained above, more explicit conditions surrounding fit, through more 

overtly describing the regulatory focus of the distressed target (Study 8) in addition to attempting 

a replication of a study in the interpersonal regulatory fit literature (Study 9).  
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Chapter Four  

Exploring Alternative Approaches: Studies 6 and 7 

4.1. Study 6 

4.1.1. Introduction 

There are many studies supporting the notion that people generally ascribe their own 

characteristics onto others when faced with the task of inferring what another person is thinking, 

feeling or planning to do, a phenomenon referred to as social projection (e.g., Alicke, Du nning, 

& Krueger, 2005; Epley et al., 2004; Krueger, 2002, 2008). Put simply, social projection is a 

process by which people expect others, especially other ingroup members, to be similar to them 

(Robbins & Krueger, 2005). In fact, this egocentric tendency is so strong that there is evidence 

showing that people even think others are more similar to them than they actually are 

(e.g., Dawes, 1989; Gilovich et al., 1983). Social projection is best defined a process by “which 

persons attribute personality traits, characteristics, or motivations to other persons based on their 

own personality traits, characteristics, or motivations” (Holmes, 1978, p. 677). In other words, 

people use their own preferences and tendencies as data to inform their predictions of others 

(Robbins & Krueger, 2005). Social projection has been found to occur with a diverse range of 

outcome variables: personality traits (e.g., Krueger & Clement, 1994; Krueger & Zeiger, 1993), 

attitudes (e.g., Biernat et al., 1997), feelings (e.g., Van Boven & Loewenstein, 2003), and 

decisions (e.g., Ross et al., 1977; Van Boven et al., 2005), to name but a few. 

In an attempt to understand what others are experiencing, people’s default strategy most 

commonly is to draw from their own experiences (Ames, 2004a, 2004b; Nickerson, 1999), which 
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becomes especially relevant when faced with limited information about the other (Dawes, 1989; 

Krueger, 2007). Indeed, the literature on social projection shows that when making decisions 

about others whose beliefs, emotions, and behaviors are ambiguous, people tend to presume 

others are like themselves (Gilovich, 1990; Green & Sedikides, 2001; Lambert & Wedell, 1991). 

An early meta-analysis demonstrated that social projection is a robust phenomenon with a 

medium to large effect size (Mullen et al., 1985). Often, social projection results in accurate 

predictions, although obviously they can also be erroneous (see Krueger, 1998, 2000, for 

reviews).  

Social projection can further function as a judgmental heuristic that offers quick and 

readily available predictions about others based on one’s own self and self-knowledge (Robbins 

& Krueger, 2005). Evidence also exists to show that social projection itself is an automatic 

process (Krueger, 2008; i.e., a process which operates outside people’s awareness and does not 

requires intention; Bargh, 1997; Moors & de Houwer, 2007). Indeed, even though their 

responses show evidence of social projection, research participants have been found to deny that 

they project or generalise onto others (Krueger, 2008; Krueger & Zeiger, 1993).  

Evidence also exists to show that individuals project their own goals and knowledge onto 

others (e.g., Kawada et al., 2004; Oettingen et al., 2014). For example, participants who 

chronically held a learning goal more strongly than a performance goal believed others would 

similarly hold this goal more strongly (and vice-versa; Kawada et al., 2004; Study 1). In another 

study, people in public places projected their goal to see a certain movie onto other movie goers, 

and people waiting to catch a particular train expected other commuters to similarly have this 

goal (Ahn et al., 2015). Furthermore, participants who hold privileged information, for example 

about the value of a hypothetical company and the seller’s belief about the value of a company, 
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tend to project this knowledge onto uninformed others, assuming they have more knowledge 

than they actually do (Keysar et al.,1995; Nickerson, 1999).  

Projection of emotional states has also been documented. Transient drive states refer to 

temporary affective states which motivate us to fulfill goals that are essential to our survival such 

as hunger, thirst, or exhaustion. Regarding such transient drive states, it has been demonstrated 

that people predict how others will feel in a certain situation based on how they themselves 

believe they would feel in that particular situation (van Boven & Loewenstein, 2003). 

Participants first engaged in a cardiovascular exercise for twenty minutes, with the aim of 

making them feel thirsty and warm. They were then asked to make predictions about how lost 

hikers would be feeling. As expected, those who had just exercised predicted that the hikers 

would be more bothered by thirst than those who had not exercised. Other research has also 

shown that participants’ predictions of others’ willingness to engage in potentially embarrassing 

public performances are heavily influenced by their own willingness to perform. That is, 

participants who were not feeling fear or anxiety (as they did not expect to perform in public) 

overestimated their own willingness to perform publicly, and also the willingness of others who 

were expected to perform publicly and who were indeed feeling fearful and anxious (Van Boven 

& Loewenstein, 2003). Furthermore, projection of disgust has also been shown, with people who 

likely experience disgust more frequently (i.e., people who are diagnosed with obsessive– 

compulsive disorder and specific concerns with cleanliness) projecting their disgust onto faces 

with ambiguous expressions (Jhung et al., 2010). Projection of emotional states in the context of 

close relationships has also been detected, particularly of emotional states such as feeling sadness 

versus happiness, anxiety versus confidence, and anger versus peacefulness (Wilhelm & Perrez, 

2004). People also project onto their own romantic partner their negative emotions (Overall et 
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al., 2015), and parents project their own happiness onto their adolescent children, using their own 

states as ‘anchor points’ (Lopez-Perez & Wilson, 2015).  

Several mechanisms underly the phenomenon of social projection and contribute to its 

pervasiveness. First, in some cases, social projection may occur because information about the 

self may be the only available information to draw from (Dawes, 1989, 1990; Hoch, 1987). 

Second, in order to maintain a positive self-perception, a pivotal self-motive of individuals 

(Sedikides, 1993), people may inadvertently exaggerate the popularity of their own views, 

perceptions, attitudes, and behaviour. Third, people tend to experience their own perceptions and 

views as true and unbiased (i.e., not as subjective), and thus assume others will have the same 

perceptions and views (Gilovich, 1990; Gilovich et al., 1983; Griffin & Ross, 1991; Ross & 

Ward, 1995). Fourth, in general, people tend to socialize with others who are similar to them, 

thus likely getting exposed only to others who hold similar attitudes, show similar behaviours, 

and have similar views (Bosveld et al., 1994). Lastly, people may use their own attitudes and 

beliefs as a ‘judgmental anchor’ from which they then make adjustments in order to encompass 

potential differences between themselves and others (Epley et al., 2003; Gilbert et al., 2002; 

Gilbert & Gill, 2000; Nickerson, 1999). 

One study has shown that social predictions are based on individuals’ own regulatory 

focus (especially promotion-focus; Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015). It was demonstrated that 

participants’ regulatory focus shaped estimations of others’ choices between enriched (i.e., 

holiday location with higher quality of attributes; fitting promotion) and impoverished options 

(i.e., holiday location with lower quality of attributes; fitting prevention) in line with their own 

focus. Participants regulatory focus also shaped their predicted promotion or prevention 

strategies or mottos endorsed by others pertaining to each foci. Promotion versus prevention 
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strategies included “being guided in life by wishes” or “running risks” versus “being guided in 

life by duties” or “acting with caution.” Examples of promotion versus prevention mottos 

included: “Nothing ventured, nothing gained” versus “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound 

of cure.” Social projection has also been demonstrated for related yet distinct self-regulatory 

tendencies (i.e., the projection of one’s regulatory mode; Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2020). 

In the present study, we assessed whether participants would project their own regulatory 

focus on distressed targets, through selecting advice conveying either promotion or prevention 

focus concerns. That is, we hypothesized that participants would respond to a distressed target in 

a manner consistent with their own regulatory focus. In addition to the evidence of social 

projection of regulatory focus (Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015), the appraisal theory of emotions 

provides a further basis for this hypothesis. Specifically, the appraisal theory of emotion states 

that emotions result from evaluations and appraisals of specific situations (Moors et al., 2013; 

Roseman & Smith, 2001; Scherer, 1999; Scherer et al., 2001; Ellsworth, 2013). In other words, 

different individuals who appraise the same situation in similar (different) ways will feel similar 

(different) emotions. Importantly, appraisals of a situation are influenced by individuals’ 

personal histories, traits and other characteristics, including regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997 

Kraus et al., 2010; Piff et al., 2010; van Kleef et al., 2008). We thus hypothesised that when 

presented with scenarios of targets experiencing distressing situations, if participants indeed 

appraise that specific scenario situation in terms of their own promotion or prevention regulatory 

focus, they should assume that the target will appreciate advice according to this appraisal and 

thus in line with participants’ own regulatory focus. In other words, they will project their own 

preferred advice onto targets. 
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Two main changes were introduced compared to the previous studies. First, the scenarios 

presented did not include the targets’ emotional reaction to the situation. Nonetheless, they were 

modelled after the grandmother’s deteriorating memory scenario from Study 4 and the partner 

infidelity scenario from Study 3. This change of removing information about the targets’ 

emotional reactions was implemented because – in line with a similar appraisal – we expected 

promotion-focused (prevention focus) participants would assume that targets feel as they 

themselves would feel in the specific situations and accordingly select a promotion-framed 

(prevention-framed) sentence of advice. That is, in the case of a promotion-focused participant, 

we expected them to assume the target to be sad and to be inclined to cheer the target up. 

Contrary, in the case of prevention-focused participants, we expected them to assume the target 

to be agitated and to be inclined to calm the target down.  

Second, we did not assess empathy, help and a potential prosocial response. Instead, 

participants were asked to select the most suitable advice to communicate to the distressed target 

from a list of six different sentences, with their choice of sentence constituting the dependent 

variable. Each three of these sentences expressed advice in line with a promotion or a prevention 

focus and their likely emotional reaction and concerns. The sentences were matched regarding 

content and structure and were tailored to each scenario. Both participants’ chronic and induced 

regulatory focus were considered, with the aim of providing correlational and causal evidence. 

Additionally, contrasting the options of promotion- versus prevention-framed responses was 

expected to facilitate participants having a notion of the two regulatory foci separately.  

In sum, we hypothesised that participants would project their own regulatory focus onto 

the target (when faced with a target that does not express any emotional reaction), thus expecting 

the target to either feel dejected (promotion) or agitated (prevention), and as a result of this to 



 

   
 

83 
 

select a response to the distressed target that conveyed corresponding concerns (i.e., cheering the 

target up, respectively calming the target down). 

4.1.2. Methods 

4.1.2.1. Participants and design 

Sample size was determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for a small to medium 

size effect (f2= 0.05), with α=.05 and 90% power (1-β), which required 355 participants. 

Participants completed the study online (Prolific Academic), taking an average of 12 minutes, for 

which they were paid a £6 hourly wage. The study had a within-subjects design. Whether 

regulatory focus was first measured and then induced or vice-versa and the order of presenting 

the scenarios was counterbalanced. A total of 424 participants completed the study. In total, two 

participants failed the attention check (Oppenheimer et al., 2009). The final sample thus 

comprised of 422 participants (239 females, 181 males, 2 other; Mage=35.67, SDage=12.43). First, 

participants were randomly assigned to either the regulatory focus measure or regulatory focus 

induction, and then were randomly assigned to one of two scenarios. After reading the scenario, 

they were then asked to select one response to send to the target, out of a total of six (three 

promotion- and three prevention-framed responses), for that specific scenario. Second, and 

depending on their first assignment, participants completed either the regulatory focus measure 

or induction, and were then presented with the remaining scenario and again asked to select one 

response for that scenario’s target.  

4.1.2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants filled in the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins et al., 2001), 

measuring their promotion focus (α=.72; M=3.34, SD=.65) and prevention focus (α=.79; 
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M=3.36, SD=.82). Participants were randomly assigned to a promotion or prevention induction 

procedure as in Study 2 (Higgins et al., 2001). In both the promotion and prevention focus 

induction conditions, participants were asked to report on three past events, two entailing 

promotion or prevention success and one entailing promotion or prevention failure.  

They were then presented with a scenario of a protagonist describing their struggle to 

cope with their grandmother’s failing memory (i.e., “It has been very tough for me to witness her 

memory deteriorating – and her basically “disappearing” before my eyes bit by bit. I try to visit 

as often as I used to, but every time it is getting more and more difficult for me to watch her 

worsen like this.” ; see Appendix E) or a scenario of a person suspicious of their partner being 

unfaithful ( i.e., “I have noticed that my partner has been spending a lot of time with a particular 

colleague lately and I can’t help but think there’s something going on between them”; see 

Appendix D). Both of these scenarios were pretested and used in previous studies (Studies 3 and 

4), and which scenario was presented first was counterbalanced.  

As a dependent variable, participants were then asked to select one message of advice to 

communicate to the target of each of the scenarios from a total of six options presented to them. 

Three of these pieces of advice were framed in promotion terms and conveyed the notion that 

participants assumed the target to feel dejected and – in line with a promotion focus – were 

concerned with ensuring more positive outcomes (e.g., ‘Your grandmother needs you, so it’s 

important to stay positive and optimistic’ or ‘For your own sake and your grandmother’s sake, 

it’s important to smile and to keep your head up when you’re with her so you make your time 

together more enjoyable’). The remaining three pieces of advice were framed in prevention terms 

and conveyed the notion that participants assumed the target to feel agitated and – in line with a 
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prevention focus – were concerned with avoiding negative outcomes (e.g., ‘Your grandmother 

needs you, so it’s important to stay calm and relaxed’ or ‘For your own sake and your 

grandmother’s sake, it’s important to not worry or let your head down when you’re with her so 

you don’t make your time together less enjoyable’).  

Pieces of advice for the partner infidelity scenario likewise included three framed in  

promotion terms (e.g., ‘It’s important to stay positive and optimistic, because your partner will 

not want to be around a person who is down all the time’ or ‘It’s important to not get too 

discouraged; your relationship won’t improve if you are down all the time’) and three framed in 

prevention terms (e.g., ‘It’s important to stay calm and relaxed, because your partner will not 

want to be around a person who is tense all the time’ or ‘It’s important not to get too stressed; 

your relationship can only get worse if you are tense all the time’). 

As in previous studies, participants reported their perceived severity of the situation, both 

for the partner scenario (M=4.57, SD=1.25) and for the grandmother scenario (M=5.43, 

SD=1.15); their assumed intensity of the negative situation (i.e., ‘How intense was the negative 

situation described in the text?’), both for the partner scenario (M= 4.58, SD=1.37) and the 

grandmother scenario (M= 5.35, SD=1.25); and their perceived resemblance with the protagonist, 

both for the partner scenario (M=2.63, SD=1.77) and for the grandmother scenario (M=3.23, 

SD=1.95). Participants also reported how they thought they would feel in similar situations, 

separately for each scenario. The same mood items as in the previous studies were used (e.g., see 

studies 1, 2, 3, 4; cf., Shah et al., 1998), but they were now preceded by the following 

instruction: “To what extent would you feel the following emotions if faced with the situation 
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you just read about?” Their presumed positive mood was similar for both scenarios (partner: 

M=2.66, SD=1.0, α=.89; M=2.52, SD=.82, α=.83). 

4.1.3. Results 

4.1.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

First, analysis indicated that the order of the scenarios did not impact the choice of 

advice6. For each scenario separately, each control variable (i.e., severity, intensity, resemblance, 

and presumed positive mood) was regressed on participants’ z-transformed promotion focus, 

prevention focus, and the promotion by prevention two-way interaction. Regarding the partner 

scenario (n=206), a significant main effect of promotion focus indicated that those with a 

stronger promotion focus assumed the target to have more positive mood (B=.22, SE=.07, t=3.14, 

p=.002, CI95%: [.08, .36]). There were no other effects (all other ts<|1.96|, all other ps>.052). 

Given this unexpected effect, in the main analyses below for the partner scenario and chronic 

regulatory focus, we control for presumed positive target mood.  

Regarding the grandmother scenario (n=216), a significant main effect of prevention 

focus indicated that those with a stronger prevention focus perceived the situation as less severe 

(B=-.15, SE=.08, t=-2.13, p=.034, CI95%: [-.31, -.01]). There were no other significant effects (all 

other ts>1.85, all other ps>.07). Given this unexpected effect, in the main analyses below for the 

grandmother scenario and chronic regulatory focus, we control for severity. 

For the induction of regulatory focus and partner scenario (n=216), each control variable 

was subjected to an ANOVA to assess whether the control variables differed as a function of the 

 
6 An ANOVA was conducted to ascertain if there are differences in choice of advice as a function of order of 

scenario. No significant effects emerged (all Fs<.01, all ps>.92). 
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induction condition. No significant effects emerged (all Fs<.12, all ps>.73). Similarly, for the 

induction of regulatory focus and grandmother scenario (n=206), each control variable was 

subjected to an ANOVA to assess whether the control variables differed as a function of the 

induction condition. No significant effects emerged (all Fs<.06, all ps>.81). 

4.1.3.2. Main analyses 

For the analysis involving chronic regulatory focus and the partner infidelity scenario, a 

binary logistic regression was conducted whereby the dependent variable, promotion or 

prevention type choice of advice, was regressed on the participants’ z-transformed promotion 

focus and prevention focus as well as the promotion by prevention two-way interaction, while 

controlling for presumed positive target mood. No significant effects emerged, (all Walds<.03, 

all ps>.87). A similar logistic regression analysis involving participants’ choices of advice 

regarding the grandmother scenario, while controlling for severity, likewise did not yield 

significant results, (all Walds<3.08, all ps>.08). 

For the analysis involving induced regulatory focus and the partner scenario, a binary 

logistic regression was conducted whereby the dependent variable, choice of advice, was 

regressed on the predictor, induction condition. There was no significant association between the 

induction condition of the participant and the chosen advice, B =.01, SE=.44, Wald=.00, df=1, 

p>.99, Exp (B)= 1.00.  In similar analysis regarding participants’ chosen advice for the 

grandmother scenario, likewise no significant association emerged, B =-.49, SE=.46, Wald=1.14, 

df=1, p>.29, Exp (B)= .61. 

4.1.4. Discussion  
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The current findings do not support the hypotheses set forth. We expected participants’ 

(chronic or induced) regulatory focus to influence the way they respond to distressed others, and 

specifically that they would select a sentence of advice from a range of promotion- and 

prevention-framed options that matches their own regulatory focus. The results of this study are 

inconsistent with the social projection literature. As detailed above, a wealth of evidence showed 

that people project onto others their own characteristics (Alicke et al., 2005; Gilovich, 1990; 

Epley et al., 2004; Green & Sedikides, 2001; Krueger, 2000; Krueger, 2000, 2007; Lambert & 

Wedell, 1991; Nickerson, 1999). However, the social projection literature indicated projection of 

more visible and tangible traits or characteristics such as political attitude (Van Boven et al., 

2012), trustworthiness (Thielman & Hilbig, 2014), and ethnic attitudes (Thijs & Verkuyten, 

2016). Regulatory focus, on the other hand, is a less tangible interpersonal difference variable 

unlikely to be in the repertoire that people draw upon to describe others, let alone to predict their 

reactions, needs or behaviours. This is to say that the outcome measures considered in social 

projection research constitute more explicit, easily recognisable attributes that are readily 

available in people’s minds, whereas regulatory focus is not a visible attribute and does not 

require conscious awareness (Higgins, 2012).  In addition, it is not as widely understood by 

laypeople. Indeed, people have no familiarity with the construct and generally do not recognise 

or think about their own regulatory focus (Lam, 2015). This renders studying the projection of 

regulatory focus challenging.  

Although the research by Woltin and Yzerbyt (2015) effectively demonstrated people’s 

projection of regulatory focus onto others, the sentences of advice used in the present study 

emphasise emotional reactions (i.e., feeling down or stressed). Contrary, in the study by Woltin 

and Yzerbyt (2015) the sentences used to portray the intended regulatory focus emphasised the 
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different strategies or goal-pursuits of each foci (e.g., ‘running risks’ or ‘acting with caution’). 

Highlighting goal-pursuit strategies rather than emotional reactions arguably might be more 

effective in conveying to participants central notions of each foci. Although the advice focuses 

on emotional reactions as well as highlighting a focus on positive versus negative outcomes, it 

still remains that a single sentence may have been too brief or subtle to fully capture the intended 

regulatory focus. For example, a statement of advice such as ‘It’s important to stay positive and 

optimistic, because your partner will not want to be around a person who is down all the time’ 

may be too constrictive to fully convey promotion focus concerns. Future work is advised to 

include information also on regulatory focus goal-pursuit strategies.  

In the present study, several changes to the methodology were implemented compared to 

previous studies (Studies 1-5). First, participants were presented with two different scenarios 

(rather than only one). Second, both participants’ chronic and induced regulatory focus were 

considered. Third, compared to previous studies the presentation and format of the dependent 

variable was simpler and less burdensome to participants, as well as more specific. Nevertheless, 

no effects were obtained in this study. In light of the lack of findings obtained in this study 

focusing on social projection, a further shift in the research focus seemed warranted. Particularly, 

Study 7 examines how a (mis)fit between the characteristics of a situation and the target’s 

emotional reactions to that situation impact participants’ perceptions of targets. To this end, we 

explicate the expectancy violations theory (Burgoon, 2015) and the literature on social 

perception and in what follows outline below the rationale for this new focus. 
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4.2. Study 7 

4.2.1. Introduction 

The focus of the current study remained on the impact of regulatory fit, albeit in the 

current context between situation characteristics and emotions expressed by a target and 

participants’ impressions of this target. More specifically, participants’ perception of the target 

regarding the two fundamental dimensions of social judgment (i.e., competence and warmth; 

Cuddy et al., 2008). To this end, participants read about a target experiencing a negative situation 

that was either framed in terms of non-gain (fitting promotion) or loss (fitting prevention) and 

who reacted in terms of dejection (fitting promotion) or agitation (fitting prevention). In other 

words, participants read about a target expressing emotions either in line with or not in line with 

the regulatory framing of the situation, and thus meeting or violating participants’ presumed 

expectations.   

Importantly, previous research has consistently shown that behaviors or responses that 

violate expectations tend to influence observers’ impressions of others (for a review, see 

Burgoon, 1993). The expectancy violations theory examines how individuals respond to 

surprising violations of norms or expectations (Burgoon, 1978, 1993; 2015; Burgoon & Hale, 

1988). Put simply, violations to expectations occur when someone’s response deviates from what 

is typical or anticipated (Afifi & Metts, 1998). Individuals possess expectations for their own as 

well as others’ reactions, and violations of their expectations heighten uncertainty which then 

trigger a series of appraisals or judgements relating to the other. Berger (1979) showed that 

violations to or deviations from expectations increase awareness of others. Furthermore, 

exposure to expectation violations or to incongruent actions result in observers engaging in more 
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thorough attributional activity (i.e., searching to attribute the cause of the reaction to the person 

rather than situation) when compared to an expected event or congruent actions (Pyszczynski & 

Greenberg, 1981; Clary & Tesser, 1983; Hastie, 1984). Moreover, the expectancy violations 

theory proposes that expectations include both a predictive element (how a target person is 

expected to behave) as well as a prescriptive element (how the target person should behave in 

general). The expectancy violations theory has demonstrated wide utility and applicability to 

many domains, including close relationships (Afifi & Faulkner, 2000, Bachman et al., 2006), 

educational setting (Mottet et al., 2007), and work environments (Johnson & Lewis, 2010). 

When others violate expectations, this often entails changes to how people evaluate those 

who violate expectations (Floyd & Voloudakis, 1999). In particular, they are often evaluated 

more negatively than those who comply with expectations, for example regarding their 

attractiveness and credibility (Floyd & Voloudakis, 1999) or their competence (Johnson & 

Lewis, 2010; Carson & Cupach, 2000). There is also evidence to show that expectancy violation 

impacts observers’ judgements of victims’ credibility and their judgements of victims (e.g., 

Nadler & Rose, 2003; Tsoudis & Smith-Lovin, 1998; Kaufmann et al., 2002). For example, 

research in this area indicated that people hold certain expectations about victims’ suffering and 

if their expectations are violated, this decreases victims’ credibility (Ask & Landström, 2010), as 

well as observers’ beliefs in the truthfulness of the crime – entailing more negative evaluations 

of victims (Winkel & Koppelaar, 1991). Furthermore, observes expect victims to react in certain 

ways that are in accordance with the seriousness of the offense (Rose et al., 2006). At the same 

time, victims displaying intense emotional reactions after a minor offense or not displaying 

strong enough emotional reactions after serious crimes are seen as reacting unusually and judged 

negatively. In the same vein, an incongruence between an observer’s expectations and a victim’s 
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emotional demeanor negatively impact observers’ general impression of the victim as well as 

sympathy towards the victim (Lens et al., 2014). There is additional research to show that across 

various situations people share some consensus about how people are likely to feel (Heise & 

Calhan, 1995). That is, people have a certain set of emotional expectations governed by norms 

and rules that are originally derived from a myriad of sources including early socialization, 

national or ethnic culture, parents, peers, or work settings (for reviews, see Gordon, 1990; Thoits, 

1990).  

Of further relevance is the valence of the expectation violation. A behaviour or reaction is 

negatively valenced if it falls short of the expectation or is the opposite of what was expected. 

Conversely, a behaviour or reaction is considered positively valenced when it exceeds 

expectations and is similar to what was expected (Afifi & Metts, 1998; Burgoon & Le Poire, 

1993). Naturally, positive (negative) violations will elicit more positive (negative) assessment in 

observers (Burgoon, 1993). For example, positive (negative) violations entail positive (negative) 

attraction and credibility ratings, compared to a no-violation condition (for a review, see 

Burgoon & Hale, 1988). Based on this literature, we hypothesized that violating expectations 

through ‘unexpected’ target emotional reactions will lead to changes in the perception of the 

target (i.e., a negative assessment). Specifically, we expected such violations to impact the social 

judgements of observers. 

According to the literature on social perception, people judge others on a number of 

dimensions. Several models of social perception emphasise different dimensions (Koch et al., 

2021), but they are largely understood as entailing two fundamental and relatively unrelated 

dimensions – one relating to Competence (C) and one relating to Warmth (W; Cuddy et al., 
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2008). These two fundamental dimensions are recurring across three different but comparable 

models of social perception with some nuances (Abele et al., 2021). Specifically, the 

Dimensional Compensation Model (DCM; Yzerbyt, 2018) and the Stereotype Content Model 

(SCM; Fiske, 2018) emphasize the dimensions of competence and warmth, but in the context of 

social judgments and comparisons about groups, respectively of professional, ethnic, class, and 

gender categories. The Dual Perspective Model (DMP) concerned with social judgments and 

comparisons of the actor versus the observer perspectives, labeled the dimensions differently: 

communion (i.e., morality and friendliness), which maps onto warmth, and agentic (i.e., able and 

assertive), which maps onto competence (Abele & Wojciszke, 2014). Nonetheless, these models 

are also compatible and share many commonalities (Abele et al., 2021). Specifically, these 

approaches converge both theoretically and empirically, showing social perception to be 

determined by two fundamental dimensions (Abele at al., 2008). Indeed, confirmatory factor 

analyses show that the fundamental dimensions of competence and warmth are found in several 

language including English, French, German, Polish, and Chinese (Abele et al., 2016). 

Moreover, a large amount of literature indicates that these two dimensions emerge regarding 

social perception, group perception, as well as self-perception (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Cuddy 

et al., 2008; Dubois & Beauvois, 2005; Fiske et al., 2007; Judd et al., 2005; Paulhus & John, 

1998; Peeters, 1992, 2008; Peeters & Czapinski, 1990; Phalet & Poppe, 1997; Rosenberg et al., 

1968; Wiggins, 1979). 

Others labels to denote the two dimensions have also been studied in the literature, which 

include: expressiveness versus instrumentality (Parsons & Bales, 1955), socially versus 

intellectually good-bad (Rosenberg, et al., 1968), social desirability versus social utility (Dubois 

& Beauvois, 2005), morality versus competence (Reeder & Brewer, 1975; Wojciszke 2005), and 
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socio-morality versus taskability (Ybarra et al., 2008), dominance versus submissiveness 

(Wiggins, 1979, 1991) and trust versus autonomy (Erikson, 1950). The reason for the diversity in 

labels is as a result of the diversity in research areas within which they originated. For example, 

the labels warmth and competence first emerged from research on stereotypes (Cuddy et al., 

2008; Fiske et al., 2007), whereas communion and agency is more prevalent in research on the 

self or on gender (Abele, 2003; Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). Importantly, however, across the 

research areas the operationalization of these dimensions remains similar.  

Of importance for the current context, concerned with the social judgments of 

individuals, competence and warmth emerged both in classic studies (Asch, 1946; Rosenberg et 

al., 1968; Wojciszke et al., 1998) and regarding social judgments in contexts such as voters’ 

ratings and evaluations of political candidates (Abelson et al., 1982; Kinder & Sears, 1981; 

Kinder & Sears, 1985; Todorov et al., 2005; Wojciszke & Klusek, 1996). When people 

encounter others, they spontaneously perceive them based on these two dimensions (Fiske et al., 

2007; Wojciszke, 2005). In addition to that, it has also been found that generally observers can 

accurately judge targets on these two dimensions just from photographs and voices (Berry 1990, 

1991). Taken together, when forming impressions of others, these two dimensions account 

almost fully for how people characterize others (Fiske et al., 2007).  

Cuddy et al. (2008) explain that these two dimensions are not only universal but also 

highly functional, because they reflect basic information that an observer might need to know 

about another person in order to navigate the social world. The first information/dimension 

relates to others’ social acceptance and connection (Warmth), while the second relates to others’ 

possession of skills, competencies, status, and their pursuit of goals (Competence; Abele et al., 

2008). An observer must first know the other person’s intentions towards them (i.e., the warmth 
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dimension) and thus the dimension of warmth takes primacy in importance and temporal 

sequence (Cuddy et al., 2008; Wojciszke et al., 1998; Wojciszke, 2005). Second, an observer 

must know how capable the other person is in enacting these intentions (i.e., competence 

dimension). After warmth judgments, an observer thus forms impressions on others’ perceived 

capability (competence).  

The warmth dimension includes positive traits such as friendliness, kindness, helpfulness, 

sincerity, trustworthiness and morality, whereas the competence dimension includes traits such 

as intelligence, skill, creativity, confidence and efficacy (Cuddy et al., 2008). Negative traits of 

the warmth dimension include deceitful, cold, and unreliable, whereas negative traits for the 

competence dimension include inefficient, indecisive, passive, and lazy. The dimension of 

Warmth regards the quality of the relationship with others, whereas the dimension of 

Competence refers to others’ ability to carry out goals (Abele & Wojciszke, 2014; Fiske et al., 

2002). It has also been demonstrated that these two dimensions correlate positively with one 

another, likely as a result of the halo effect, in which positive impressions in one aspect transfer 

to impressions in another area (Judd et al., 2005; Yzerbyt et al., 2008).  

In sum, based on the expectancy violations theory, which asserts that violations in 

expectations lead to changes in social perception, and the literature on the fundamental 

dimensions of social perception, we predicted that regulatory fit between the situation’s framing 

and the target’s emotional reaction to the situation (i.e., the target showing an ‘expected’, 

framing congruent reaction) will result in participants’ judging this target as more warm and 

competent compared to a misfit (i.e., the target showing an ‘unexpected’, framing incongruent 

reaction). That is, we expected targets reacting to situations framed as non-gains with dejection 

and to situations framed as losses with agitation (i.e., fit) would be judged more favorably on 
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both fundamental dimensions compared to targets reacting to situations framed as non-gains with 

agitation and to situations framed as losses with dejection (i.e., non-fit). For the present study, an 

altered framework depicting the relationship between the relevant factors is introduced. 

Specifically, ‘situational framing’ and its relationship to ‘target regulatory focus-congruent 

emotional reactions’, perceived ‘regulatory fit’ and the outcome variables is added. The below 

diagram summarises the model under investigation in this study (Fig. 2): 

 

Fig. 2.  The model under investigation in Study 7. 

4.2.2. Methods 

4.2.1. Participants and design 

The sample size was determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for a small to 

medium size effect (f= 0.2), with α=.05 and 90% power. This design requires 265 participants. 

Participants completed the study online (Prolific Academic), taking an average of 12 minutes, for 
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which they were paid a £6 hourly wage. The study had a 2 (situational framing: non-gain vs. 

loss; between-subjects) x 2 (emotional reaction: dejection vs. agitation; within-subjects) mixed 

design. None of the participants failed the attention check (Oppenheimer et al., 2009). In the 

analyses below a total of 2 outliers with studentized residuals > |3| emerged that were excluded 

(Cohen et al., 2003), leaving a total of 284 participants in the final sample (164 females, 118 

males, 2 other; Mage=32.76, SDage=11.32), with 142 participants each in the non-gain and the loss 

conditions.  

4.2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two scenario conditions. That is, they were 

either confronted with a scenario of a student not being awarded a scholarship which was framed 

as a loss (e.g., ‘Despite being very careful not to fall short of the high standards I should meet, I 

have been struggling in most of my classes and know that my marks will be too poor to maintain 

this scholarship’) or as a non-gain (e.g., ‘I was called in again yesterday and told that I will 

definitely not be awarded the scholarship after all. Being awarded this competitive scholarship 

would have looked very impressive on my CV’; see Appendix G). The situations were 

constructed to show that in a non-gain situation, reacting with agitation rather than dejection 

violates expectations; whereas in the loss situation reaction with dejection rather than agitation 

violates expectations. In the non-gain scenario, emphasis was placed on ensuring that the 

protagonist was eager to reach the goal; respectively in the loss scenario, that protagonist was 

vigilant to avoid failing to meet the much-needed goal.  

Participants were then presented with both a dejection and an agitation emotional reaction 

that the protagonist faced in the situation. Additionally, in order to more clearly present the 
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emotional reactions of the target to participants, we incorporated more details on the emotional 

reaction of the target than in the previous studies. Specifically, two sentences were added 

towards the end of each of the emotional reaction paragraphs, which included the target 

explicitly stating that they did not feel dejection at all but only agitation (or vice-versa). This was 

done to explicitly rule out that participants might think that the target was also feeling another 

emotion, thereby allowing the participants to judge more precisely whether the target’s 

emotional reaction fit with (or violated) the expectations of the situation. In short, this was an 

attempt to further enhance and convey more clearly to participants the targets’ emotional 

reaction to the situation. 

The order of presentation of the protagonist’s emotional reactions was counterbalanced. 

Both scenarios and all emotional reactions were constructed to be similar in length and wording 

– except for regulatory focus specific content. For each emotional reaction, participants then 

rated dejected and agitated targets regarding their warmth (W; α=.86, M=5.84, SD=.83) and 

competence (C, α=.89, M=4.42, SD=1.06), each assessed with 4 positively worded items each: 

good-natured (W), trustworthy (W), capable (C), friendly (W), skillful (C), confident (C) sincere 

(W) and intelligent (C; Cuddy et al., 2008) on a scale ranging from 1= not at all to 7= very. 

Afterwards, participants completed a current affect measure, the short-form Positive and 

Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Crawford & Henry, 2004; overall 10 items; negative items 

were recoded to compute an overall positive affect measure; α=.90, M=4.67, SD=1.17).  

4.2.3. Results 

4.2.3.1. Preliminary analyses 
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Preliminary analysis indicated that the order of presenting emotional reactions of the 

protagonist did not impact competence and warmth ratings for both scenarios7. Second, a t-test 

was conducted to ascertain whether there were any differences between the two between-subjects 

conditions (i.e., loss versus non-gain frame) on participants’ current positive mood. No 

significant differences emerged, t(282)=-.488, p=.626. As such, participants’ current positive 

mood was not controlled for in any of the main analyses.  

4.2.3.2. Main analyses 

First, a 2 (situational framing: non-gain vs. loss; between-subjects) x 2 (emotional 

reaction: dejection vs. agitation; within-subjects) mixed ANOVAs was conducted on 

participants' ratings of the target's warmth. No significant effects emerged, all Fs<1.84, all 

ps>.18. Second, a similar mixed ANOVA was conducted on participants' ratings of the target's 

competence. An unexpected main effect of emotional reaction condition on competence 

emerged, F(1, 282)= 7.75, p=.006, ηp
2=.03, indicating that in the dejection condition, the target 

was rated as less competent (M=4.39, SD= 1.09) than in the agitation condition (M=4.51, 

SD=1.07). A further unexpected effect of framing emerged, F(1,282)=65.79, p<.001, ηp
2=.19, 

indicating that participants exposed to the non-gain scenario perceived the target as being more 

competent (M= 4.89, SE=.08) than those exposed to the loss scenario (M=4.00, SE=.08). 

However, the predicted emotional reaction by situation framing dimension was not significant 

(F<.24, p>.62). 

 
7 An ANOVA was conducted to ascertain whether there were differences of the order of the emotional reaction on 

competence and warmth, for the loss scenario. No significant effects emerged all Fs<.01, all ps>.99. Similarly, for 

the non-gain scenario, all Fs<.04, all ps>.85. This indicates that the order of the emotional reactions did not impact 

competence and warmth ratings for both scenarios.  
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  Given that the dimensions of warmth and competence ratings are often positively related 

(Cuddy et al., 2008) and that they were assessed within-subjects, we also conducted a 2 

(dimension: warmth vs. competence; within-subjects) x 2 (emotional reaction: dejection vs. 

agitation; within-participants) x 2 (situational framing: loss vs. non-gain) repeated measures 

ANOVA. Again an unexpected main effect of framing emerged, F(1,282)=19.69, p<.001, 

ηp
2=.07, indicating that regarding the non-gain scenario participants perceived the target more 

positively (M=5.01, SE=.07) than regarding the loss scenario condition (M=4.60, SE=.07). A 

marginal effect of emotional reaction effect also emerged, F(1,82)=3.60, p=.059, ηp
2 =.01, 

indicating that participants perceived the target more positively when expressing agitation 

(M=4.84, SE=.05) rather than dejection (M=4.77, SE=.05). 

An unexpected dimension by framing effect was also found, F(1,282)=104.97, p<.001, 

ηp
2=.27. Specifically, participants perceived the target as more competent in the non-gain 

scenario (M=4.89, SE=.08) compared to the loss scenario (M=4.00, SE=.08), p<.001, ηp
2=.19.  

There was no significant interaction of framing and dimension of warmth (F=.72, p=.39). 

Furthermore, an unexpected dimension by emotional reaction interaction also emerged, 

F(1,282)=6.19, p=.013, ηp
2=.02. When the target expressed dejection, participants judged the 

target as to be warmer (M=5.15, SD=.89) rather than competent (M=4.39, SD=1.09), F=227.18, 

p<.001, ηp
2=.45. This was the same, albeit less strongly so, when the target expressed agitation 

(warmth: M=5.16, SD=.86; competence: M=4.51, SD=1.07), F=1.59.25 p<.001, ηp
2=.36. 

Most importantly, there was a marginally significant dimension by emotional reaction by 

framing effect, F(1,282)=2.75, p=.098, ηp
2=.01. Decomposing this interaction by dimensions, in 

the loss-framing scenario condition, participants judged the target to be more competent when 
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they expressed agitation (M=4.07, SD=.96) rather than dejection (M=3.94, SD=.95), F=5.43, 

p=.020, ηp
2=.02. This is a fit effect for the loss-framing condition. In the non-gain scenario 

framing condition, no significant effects for emotional reaction and dimensions of warmth and 

competence (F>1.25, p>.11). Moreover, there was no significant interaction of framing and 

emotional reaction for warmth dimension (F=.97, p=.431).  

4.2.4. Discussion  

We tested whether regulatory focus framing fitting (vs. non-fitting) emotions expressed 

after loss versus non-gain experiences would impact participants’ judging targets differently 

regarding their competence and warmth. Results indicated that one of two predicted fit effects 

emerged. Specifically, with a loss frame (i.e., the target losing a scholarship), participants 

perceived the target to be more competent (but not warmer) when reacting with agitation rather 

than dejection. However, the respective interaction effect was only marginal.  Similarly, no 

effects emerged under the non-gain frame (i.e., the target not gaining the scholarship), where we 

expected the target to be judged as warmer and more competent when expressing dejection rather 

than agitation. Additionally, no effects were found regarding participants’ judgments of the 

target’s warmth.   

One potential explanation for the effects in the present study being limited to the 

competence dimension is the fact that the content of the scenario and the corresponding 

emotional reactions did not convey target characteristics relating to warmth. For example, the 

content of the scenarios dealt with academic goal achievement but did not explicitly touch upon 

the target’s interaction with others or relationships with others. In hindsight, this information 

more strongly conveys aspects related to confidence and skillfulness (i.e., competence) rather 
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than warmth. A more well-balanced scenario –touching upon both dimensions – might have also 

resulted in changes regarding judgments of the target’s warmth. Indeed, goal-pursuit situations 

more likely result in changes in competence rather than warmth judgments (Roczniewska & 

Kolańczyk, 2014).  

When compared to the literature, the present results are largely inconsistent with findings 

demonstrating that people who violate expectations are generally evaluated more negatively than 

those who follow expectations (Carson & Cupach, 2000; Floyd & Voloudakis, 1999; Johnson & 

Lewis, 2010). At the same time, Afifi and Metts (1998) highlighted that several factors 

determine how expectancy violations are interpreted by an observer. First, the valence of the 

violation, concerns the extent to which the violation is interpreted as positive (i.e., exceeding 

expectations) or negative (i.e., falling short of expectations; Burgoon, 1993; Bachman & 

Guerrero, 2006). Second, the degree of expectedness concerns the degree to which the violation 

diverges from the range of possible expected responses. Third, the importance or meaning of the 

violation concerns the potential impact the violation might have on the relationship between 

observer and target. In sum, when a violation of expectation does occur, it is assumed to be 

assessed as either positive or negative, acceptable or unacceptable, and important or unimportant. 

The extent to which of these three factors were presumably implicated in the present study and 

how this might have contributed to a lack of support for the current hypothesis is reviewed 

below.  

In the present study, the first two factors are particularly relevant. Although the target’s 

emotional reaction presumably constituted a violation in expectations, this violation itself may 

not have been seen by participants as negative enough to elicit the anticipated negative social 

perception of the target. That is, even though misfit (i.e., loss-dejection; non-gain-agitation) in 
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the present study constitutes a rather unexpected emotional reaction, it may not necessarily 

constitute a negative expectation violation, which is defined as falling short of the norms of a 

situation. As such, a violation in expectation may need to explicitly fall short of the norms of the 

situation in order to elicit a change in participants’ social perception of the target. With regards 

to the second factor, although in the misfit conditions the emotional reactions are presumably 

‘unexpected’, they nevertheless remain within the range of possible and not unreasonable 

reactions. As such, the degree of unexpectedness may have not been impactful enough to cause a 

change in participants’ social perception of the target. With regards to the third factor, since the 

target was a hypothetical protagonist in a scenario, a defined relationship between the observer 

and target is naturally absent, rendering the effect of the violation less personally impactful, and, 

in turn, even less likely to impact their target perception. Relationship characteristics could 

include factors that describe the relationship between observer and target, such as familiarity, 

likeness, status equality, and similarity.  

Moreover, the degree or magnitude of violation also depends on observer and contextual 

characteristics (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon & LePoire, 1993). The former includes features such as 

personality, demographics, and communication style, the latter includes factors that relate to the 

situation itself, such as its formal or private nature, which can dictate certain behaviors or forms 

of interaction. Future work addressing similar research questions of fit between situational 

characteristics (such as framing) and emotional expressions on participants’ social perception 

would be advised to consider making the violations salient across the above factors. For 

example, regarding observer characteristics, future studies could assess how participant’s own 

regulatory focus further (i.e., in interaction with situational framing) impacts expectations 

regarding targets’ emotional reaction. Additionally, the impact of familiarity with the target (e.g., 
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an unknown, partner or close other) could be explored. Based on the above (Afifi & Metts, 

1998), we presumed that a more defined and personal relationship with the target will likely 

render the effect of the target’s violation more impactful to the observer, and subsequently 

impacting the observer’s perception of the target. Future studies can also amplify certain factors 

such as the negativity of the violation and its unexpectedness to create a stronger impact on 

target social perception. For example, in addition to an unexpected emotional reaction from the 

target, further descriptions of the target engaging in a behavior or action that falls short of the 

norms of a situation, depending on the what the situation is, can also be added. Furthermore, a 

few previous studies have directly assessed whether what participants experienced constituted an 

expectancy violation, through asking them whether the target’s behaviour matched what they 

were expecting (e.g., Ask & Landström, 2010) or how unusual they perceived the target person’s 

reaction to be (Rose et al., 2006). The addition of this measure can further clarify the success of 

the expected versus unexpected emotional reaction manipulation.  

In light of results not confirming to expectations and of the difficulty to implement most 

of the suggested modifications in online settings, this line of research was not pursued further. 

Instead, in the next chapter, the final two studies (8 and 9) return to the research question 

regarding the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy, willingness to help, and pro-

social responses. We intended to address a potential shortcoming of Studies 1-5, which is that the 

regulatory focus of the target might not have been conveyed strongly enough. As previously 

explained, we reasoned that more detailed expressions of targets’ regulatory focus may be 

needed to clearly convey to participants the target’s regulatory focus and to thus facilitate the 

emergence of any (mis)fit effects.   
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Chapter Five: The Impact of Interpersonal Regulatory Fit 

on Willingness to Help, Empathy, and Prosocial Behaviour: 

Changes in presentation of target regulatory focus 

5.1. Study 8  

5.1.1. Introduction 

Study 8 tested the same hypothesis, as in Studies 1-5, that interpersonal regulatory fit 

increases willingness to help, empathy, and pro-social response. In Studies 1-5, participants were 

expected to form an understanding of the target’s regulatory focus based on limited information 

conveyed solely through a single paragraph detailing with their emotional reactions, which were 

either dejection (promotion fit) or agitation (prevention fit; Crowe et al., 1997). As such, we 

aimed to modify the second factor of the proposed framework (see Fig. 1), which refers to the 

presentation of the target’s regulatory focus through emotional reactions. Through further 

strengthening this factor, we aim to enhance the similarity in situational appraisal and 

subsequently perceived fit between observer and target. As detailed before,  presenting target 

regulatory focus through emotional reactions only might not have sufficiently conveyed the 

target’s regulatory focus to participants to create interpersonal regulatory (mis)fit. Additionally, 

previous studies assessing the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit primarily relied on goal-

pursuit strategies (rather than emotional reactions) when presenting targets’ regulatory focus 

(e.g., Hamstra et al., 2013; Righetti et al., 2011). Therefore, in the present study, we changed 

target descriptions accordingly. Specifically, we applied a less subtle approach, presenting a 
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multi-dimensional view of the target, as we expected that a more comprehensive description of 

the target’s regulatory focus would strengthen (mis)fit effects. To this end, two paragraphs 

describing in detail the target’s regulatory focus were added, which detailed the target’s body 

language and tone, a description of how the target reacted to similar situations in the past, and 

the target’s goal-pursuit strategies. This was then followed by the distressing scenario and 

emotional reaction. These additions aimed to convey to participants more clearly and 

unequivocally the target’s regulatory focus.  

Moreover, rather than measuring pro-social responses by means of having participants 

write a letter to the target, a different measure, requiring participants to write up to ten pieces of 

advice to the target, was introduced. This again served as an indicator to assess participants’ 

level of engagement, while also being a shorter measure than the time spent on writing a letter of 

advice as in the previous studies (Postmes et al., 2012; Gardner, et al., 1998). As before, 

participants’ regulatory foci were measured before they were confronted with a scenario of a 

target in distress expressing either dejection or agitation. A different pretested8 scenario 

 
8 The scenario was pretested to ensure they would elicit similar reactions on relevant control variables across the 

dejection and agitation target reaction conditions. On Prolific Academic, a total of 50 participants (20 males, 30 

females; Mage=35.12, SDage=12.12) were recruited and took part online in a 5 minute study for which they were 

reimbursed with £0.60. They were presented with the same scenario, and randomly assigned to one of two emotional 

reactions, either dejection or agitation. Participants were asked to rate each emotional response on a 7-point Likert-

type scale (1= not at all to 7= very much) on the following variables: severity (“How severe did you find the 

situation of the person in the text?”), intensity (“How intense was the negative emotion the person was expressing in 

the text?”), natural (“How natural did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”), appropriateness (“How 

appropriate did the reaction of the person in the text seem?”). One-Way ANOVAs were conducted to compare 

judgments on the control variables across target reactions for the scenario. There were no significant differences 

between the two emotional reactions on severity, intensity, natural, and appropriate (all Fs<1.65, all ps>.21). There 
were no differences in the results when outliers were removed. This suggested that the present scenario was fitting to 

use for the purposes of Study 8.  
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describing a person who was excluded from an important work project and rather ostracized was 

used.  

5.1.2. Methods 

5.1.2.1. Participants and design 

The sample size was determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for a small to 

medium size effect (f2=0.08), with α=.05 and 90% power (1-β) with this design requires 

approximately 250 participants. Participants completed the study on Prolific Academic, taking an 

average of 12 minutes, for which they were paid a £6 hourly wage. Participants’ regulatory focus 

was measured and they were randomly assigned to one of two experimental target reaction 

conditions (promotion-focus target description and dejection reaction vs. prevention-focus target 

description and agitation reaction). The dependent variables included perceived interpersonal 

regulatory fit, willingness to help, empathy, and level of engagement in writing pieces of advice 

to the target in the scenario (as measured by the number of advices provided).   

In total, 282 participants took part. A total of 8 participants were excluded because they 

failed a question probing their attention to instructions and/or a manipulation check probing if 

they correctly recalled the emotion expressed by the target (i.e., dejection or agitation). Five 

outliers with studentized deleted residuals SDR > |3| were removed (Cohen et al., 2013; 

including the outliers in the analyses does not alter significance levels). The final sample thus 

comprised of 271 participants (161 females, 104 males, 6 ‘other’; Mage=31.82, SDage=11.44), 

with 134 participants in the promotion target and dejection emotional reaction condition and 137 

in the prevention target and agitation emotional reaction condition.  
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5.1.2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants filled in the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (Higgins et al., 2001), 

measuring their promotion (α=.65; M=3.25, SD=.59) and prevention focus (5 items; α=.79; 

M=3.33, SD=.81). Participants were then randomly assigned to read a description of the target, 

who was presented either in promotion versus prevention terms (e.g., promotion: ‘John is the 

kind of person who embraces life’s opportunities and eagerly tries to accomplish his goals. All 

his life, he has been driven by his dreams and aspirations’; prevention: ‘John is the kind of 

person who is always concerned not to make mistakes and tries to accomplish his goals in a 

vigilant manner. All his life, he has been driven by his responsibilities and obligations.’, 

respectively). The promotion and prevention descriptive paragraphs were matched in length and 

structure.   

All participants were then presented with the same scenario of a person excluded from an 

important work project (see Appendix H). For example, the scenario stated that “His recent main 

goal was to be part of a large project at work that is important for the firm. To this end, he has 

worked hard to be included and knows the project well (…) However, he was recently informed 

that he will not be included in the project after all.” Afterwards, participants in the promotion 

(prevention) condition were presented with an emotional reaction of the target expressing 

dejection (agitation) (e.g., “He is feeling really sad and discouraged (worried and tense) about 

being excluded like this form the project”). Further information on body language, for example, 

included ‘People often notice him slouching and slumping down in his chair, seemingly 

withdrawn to himself’ (dejection/promotion) or ‘People often notice him pacing from side to side 

and biting his nails’ (agitation/prevention). Participants were then presented with a manipulation 
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check to assess if the promotion versus prevention description of the target was effective. In both 

conditions, they were asked to report from 1(not at all) to 7 (very much): ‘How eager, open to 

risks and focused on aspirations does John seem?’ and ‘How vigilant, careful and focused on 

obligations does John seem?’ They were also presented with another manipulation check, as used 

in previous studies, asking them to recall what kind of emotional reaction the target in the 

scenario they had read expressed (dejection or agitation). 

To measure perceived fit (M=4.15, SD=1.09; α=.76), the same items were used as 

previous studies. Subsequently, they filled in the same 4-item measure of empathy previously 

used, indicating to what extent they felt sympathetic, moved, compassionate, and warm towards 

the target (M=4.47, SD=1.24; α=.86), Willingness to help was measured with one question: “To 

what extent would you be willing to help this person?” (M=5.13, SD=1.22; 1= not at all, 7= very 

much). For the behavioural measure of help, participants were asked to write up to ten pieces of 

advice to the target on how best to deal with the situation. The wording of the instructions of the 

task differed depending on target promotion (prevention) condition: ‘Knowing that John is 

concerned with aspirations and ambitions (duties and obligations) and currently feels depressed 

and sad (anxious and tense), what advice or supportive comments can you provide him with?’ 

On average, participants gave 4 pieces of advice to the target (M=3.93, SD=1.93). As before, we 

assessed additional variables in order to potentially control for the different emotional reactions 

of the target leading to different perceptions of the severity of the situation (M=3.87, SD=1.42) 

and intensity of the target’s negative emotion (i.e., ‘How intense was the negative emotion John 

was expressing in the text?’; M=5.39, SD=1.13), a 7-point scale (1=not at all; 7=very much).  

5.1.3. Results 
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5.1.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

The regulatory focus manipulation check was assessed with an ANOVA. As expected, 

those in the promotion-dejection group (M=6.67, SD=2.16) were significantly more likely to 

score higher, F(1, 270)=227.07, p<.001 on the question ‘How eager, open to risks and focused 

on aspirations does John seem’ than those in the agitation group (M=2.92, SD=1.94). Similarly, 

as expected, those in the prevention-agitation group (M=7.20, SD=1.96) were significantly more 

likely to score higher F(1, 270)=178.47, p<.001 on the question ‘How vigilant, careful and 

focused on obligations does John seem’ than those in the dejection group (M=3.93, SD=2.97). 

This demonstrated that the manipulation of the target’s regulatory focus was successful.  

The control variables severity and intensity were regressed on participants’ z-transformed 

chronic promotion focus and prevention focus, the target reaction condition (coded 1=promotion 

description and dejection, -1=prevention description and agitation), the promotion by condition, 

prevention by condition and the promotion by prevention two-way interactions, as well as the 

promotion by prevention by condition three-way interaction (not including the promotion by 

prevention two-way and the three-way interaction as predictors does not alter the results in this 

study). A main effect of promotion regulatory focus (B=-.12, SE=.09, t=-2.01, p=.047, CI95%:[-

.02,.25]) indicated that with a stronger promotion focus, participants perceived the situation as 

less severe. No other significant effects emerged (all other ts<|1.71|, all other ps>.09). Given this 

effect, in the main analyses below, we control for severity.   

5.1.3.2. Main analyses 

Willingness to help, empathy, perceived fit, and the number of pieces of advice given to 

the target were regressed separately on the same predictors as in the multiple regression above, 
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while controlling for severity. A significant main effect of promotion focus indicated that the 

stronger participants’ promotion focus was, the more they reported willingness to help (B=.14, 

SE=.07, t=2.53, p=.012, CI95%: [.04, .31]). Importantly, the promotion focus by target reaction 

interaction effect was significant for willingness to help (B=.12, SE=.07, t=2.12, p=.035, CI95%: 

[.01, .28]). (This interaction turns non-significant when excluding the control variable ‘severity’). 

No other significant effects emerged for willingness to help (all other ts<|.92|, all other ps>.36). 

In line with the hypothesis, simple slopes analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that in the 

target dejection reaction condition, the stronger participants’ promotion focus, the more they 

reported willingness to help (B=.26, SE=.12, t=3.04, p=.003, CI95%:[.11,.53]). However, there 

was no effect in the target agitation reaction condition. This indicates a fit effect, albeit only for 

the target described with a promotion focus and reacting with dejection. No other significant 

effects emerged regarding all other measures (all other ts<1.54, all other ps>.12).   

5.1.4. Discussion 

The hypothesis that interpersonal regulatory fit would entail pro-social consequences was 

partially supported. That is, participants with a strong promotion focus who were exposed to a 

target with a promotion profile and showing a dejected emotional reaction expressed greater 

willingness to help the target (i.e., a promotion fit). Importantly, portraying the regulatory focus 

of the target in more straight-forward manner, including with considerable information on goal 

pursuit strategies (Carver et al., 1996), was partially effective regarding the variable showing the 

most consistent effects across studies, namely willingness to help. Importantly, however, no 

effects were not found regarding other dependent variables considered: perceived fit, empathy, 

and the number of pieces of advice written to the target. The implemented changes did not 
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produce the expected effects for most measures, which could suggest that the methodology used 

thus far might not be suitable with regards to the research question. Consequently, Study 9 aimed 

to shed further light on whether the methodology itself or the set of outcome variables addressed 

are responsible for the mixed or null findings.  
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5.2. Study 9  

5.2.1. Introduction 

A total of six studies (Studies 1-5 & Study 8) have thus far tested the hypothesis that 

interpersonal regulatory fit increases empathy and pro-social response. Despite different (and 

differently detailed) scenarios and populations used, and regardless of considering chronic or 

induced regulatory focus, inconsistent results emerged. This was also evidenced in an internal 

meta-analysis of Studies 1-5. 

The first part of the current study attempted to replicate an interpersonal regulatory fit 

effect from the literature (Hamstra et al., 2013; Experiment 1). The reasoning was that 

successfully replicating this study would indicate that the online format and the population used 

(participants on Prolific Academic) are adequate for the purposes of this research question. 

Specifically, Hamstra et al. (2013, Study 1) demonstrated the effects of interpersonal regulatory 

fit on perceived regulatory fit and liking. In this study participants were asked to imagine that 

they were the head of their own company and evaluating an applicant’s job application letter, 

which depending on the condition was framed and written either to stress the applicant’s 

promotion or prevention focus. Participants reported greater perceived fit and greater liking of 

the job applicant in the promotion (prevention) letter framing condition when they were 

predominantly promotion-(prevention) focused. We used the same materials, procedures, and 

measures as Hamstra et al. (2013; Study 1) in this first part of the study.  

 The second part of the study tested the previous hypothesis that interpersonal regulatory 

fit increases empathy and pro-social responses. To this end a second section, consisting of a 

continuation of the job application letter scenario, was introduced. ‘Continuous narrative 
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vignettes’ and scenarios which build upon previous ones have the benefit of providing extended 

coverage of issues contained within the vignettes (Hughes, 1998; Hughes & Huby, 2004). As 

with Study 8, we aimed to modify the second factor of the proposed framework (see Fig. 1), 

enhancing the presentation of the target’s regulatory focus, with the aim of facilitating fit effects. 

Specifically, participants were asked to further imagine that the fictional job applicant received 

an interview for that job. Participants were presented with more information about the target 

framed in either promotion or prevention terms. In the promotion condition, the target was 

described as preparing eagerly for the interview and as emphasising growth and advancement as 

being of importance in life. In the prevention condition, the target was described as preparing 

carefully for the interview and emphasising safety and security as being of importance in life. In 

both conditions, participantfs were then told that the target ultimately did not obtain the job. 

Depending on the condition, different corresponding emotional reactions of the target were then 

presented (i.e., dejection versus agitation). Apart from assessing the dependent variables assessed 

in our previous studies (empathy, help and prosocial responses), some new dependent variables 

were additionally added, namely participants’ willingness to work and willingness to socialize 

with the job applicant.  

The reasoning here was that if the results successfully replicate the findings with the 

original set of variables of Hamstra et al. (2013, Study 1), whilst our set of pro-social dependent 

variables used thus far do not lead to significant findings, this would suggest that the pro-social 

measures do not respond well to the online format and the population used thus far. On the other 

hand, being unable to replicate the original findings would suggest that online setting and/or the 

Prolific participant population are problematic.  
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5.2.2. Methods 

5.2.2.1. Participants and design 

The sample size was determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007), for a small to 

medium size effect (f2=0.08), with α=.05 and 90% power (1-β) with this design requires 

approximately 250 participants.9 Participants completed the study on Prolific Academic, taking 

an average of 12 minutes, for which they were paid a £6 hourly wage. The two parts of the 

studies were analysed separately. In the first part of the study (the replication), participants’ 

regulatory focus was measured and they were randomly assigned to one of two experimental 

target reaction conditions (application letter framed in promotion versus prevention focus terms). 

A total of 281 participants took part (166 females, 115 males; Mage=34.08, SDage=12.08), with 

139 participants in the target promotion reaction condition and 142 in the target prevention 

reaction condition. The dependent variables included regulatory fit and liking (Hamstra et al., 

2013).  

In the second part of the study, the scenario continued with the information that the 

applicant had not been offered the job and was reacting with dejection or agitation, depending on 

experimental target reaction condition. The dependent variables willingness to socialize and 

willingness to work with the target, measured with a single item each, were added. Single-item 

measures are briefer and potentially more practical (Postmes et al., 2012). These additional 

dependent variables intended to be specific to the present scenario while maintaining continuity 

across the two parts of the study. We incorporated a description of the target’s body language, 

 
9 The effect size obtained by Hamstra et al. (2013; Study 1), is Cohen’s f = 0.33. Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 
2007), for a similar effect size (f=0.3), with α=.05 and 90% power (1-β) with this design requires approximately 189 
participants. 
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tone as well as a description of how he has reacted to similar situations in the past, to convey 

more fully the target’s regulatory focus, as in Study 8. The relatively lengthy measure of 

prosocial response previously used (writing a letter or pieces of advice) was removed because no 

significant effects with these types of measures have been found. No participants failed a 

question probing their attention to instructions. However, 5 participants were excluded for failing 

a manipulation check probing if they correctly recalled the emotion expressed by the target. A 

total of 6 outliers with studentized deleted residuals SDR > |3| were removed (including the 

outliers in the analyses does not alter significance levels). The final sample comprised of 270 

participants (109 females, 161 males; Mage=34.13, SDage=12.11), with 134 participants in the 

target promotion reaction condition and 136 in the target prevention reaction condition. 

5.2.2.2. Materials and procedure 

In the replication part of the study, participants filled in the Regulatory Focus 

Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins et al. 2001; promotion focus: M=3.32, SD=.63, α=.68; prevention 

focus: M=3.34, SD=.79; α=.81). Participants were then randomly assigned to read an application 

letter framed in promotion or prevention terms. For example, the promotion letter stated: ‘I 

noticed that I have a strong desire for a position in which I am challenged. At the moment, I am 

employed at a company at which people strive for innovation, and this aspect of the job suits me 

well.’ Contrary, the prevention letter stated for example: ‘I noticed that I have a strong desire for 

a position with a lot of responsibility. At the moment, I am employed at a company at which 

people strive for conservation and this aspect of the job suits me well’ (see Appendix I). 

 As done by Hamstra et al. (2013), a predominance score was computed by subtracting 

prevention from promotion scores (M=-.03, SD=.88). A negative score thus indicates a 
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prevention predominance, whereas a positive score indicates promotion predominance. Also as 

in Hamstra et al. (2013), after reading the letter all participants were asked on a 7-point scale (1= 

not at all, 7= very much) to report their level of dedication to the task ‘How much dedication did 

you put into evaluating the application letter?’ (M=5.62, SD=1.13) and their overall liking of the 

applicant (M=4.81, SD=1.19; α=.81), which was measured with 4 items: ‘To what extent does 

the writer of this letter seem like a pleasant person to you?’, ‘How pleasant do you think it would 

be to work with this person?’, ‘How well would this person fit in your company?’, and ‘How 

much would you like to work with this person?’  

In the second part of the study, all participants were presented with an extension of the 

scenario used by Hamstra et al. (2013), in which the applicant, called John, lost his job at the 

company he was working at, but received an invitation to interview for the job he applied for 

with the application letter (i.e., ‘Shortly after sending the application you read, John lost his job 

at the company which strives for innovation, not for his wrongdoing but because of financial and 

restructuring issues of the company. However, he received the invitation to interview for the job 

he applied for with the application letter you read.’; see Appendix I). In the promotion target 

reaction condition, participants were then informed that John prepared eagerly for the interview 

and felt dejected when he ultimately was not selected. For example, they read ‘He spent much 

time eagerly preparing for the interview. This is because he really felt he wanted this job, as it 

would provide him with opportunities for advancement and growth, and with a chance to shine 

(…) Yesterday, he was informed that he did not get the job. Since then, John has been feeling 

depressed. He has been feeling sad and discouraged, especially because he was sure he was 

going to get what he wanted.’ In the prevention target reaction condition, participants were 

instead informed that John prepared vigilantly for the interview and felt agitated when he 
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ultimately was not selected. For example, they read ‘He spent much time anxiously preparing for 

the interview. This is because he really felt he needed this job, as it would provide him with 

safety and security, and with the certainty of stability (…) Yesterday, he was informed that he 

did not get the job. Since then, John has been feeling anxious. He has been feeling worried and 

tense, especially because he was sure he was going to get what he needed’ (see Appendix I for 

the full scenario).  

Participants then responded to two manipulation check items, asking them to report on a 

7-point scale (1=not at all, 7=very much): ‘How eager, open to risks and focused on aspirations 

does John seem?’ and ‘How vigilant, careful and focused on obligations does John seem?’ A 

further manipulation check, as in the previous studies, asked them to recall what kind of 

emotional reaction the applicant in the scenario expressed (i.e., dejection or agitation). 

To measure interpersonal regulatory fit (M=4.31, SD=1.07; α=.81), a in previous studies, 

participants subsequently reported their liking of and their feelings of rightness regarding the 

applicant. Subsequently, they filled in the same 4-item measure of empathy as in the previous 

studies (M=4.73, SD=1.13; α=.85). Willingness to help (or comfort) the applicant was measured 

with one question as in the previous studies (M=5.27; SD=1.14). Participants were then asked 

‘How much would you like to socialize with John if you were his colleague?’ (M=4.29, 

SD=1.42) and ‘To what extent would you be willing to work with John if you were his 

colleague?’ (M=5.03, SD=1.32). As before, the participants’ reported their perceived severity of 

the situation (M=4.68, SD=1.24) and intensity of the negative emotion the target expressed in the 

text (i.e., ‘How intense was the negative emotion John was expressing in the text?’; M=5.59, 

SD=1.04). All items were assessed using 7-point scales (1=not at all; 7=very much) 
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5.2.3. Results 

5.2.3.1. Preliminary analyses 

No preliminary analyses were conducted for the first part of the study. Regarding the 

second part of the study, the effectiveness of the regulatory focus manipulation was assessed 

with an ANOVA. As expected, participants in the promotion target reaction condition (M=5.20, 

SD=1.64) scored higher, F(1, 269)=14.23, p<.001, on the question ‘How eager, open to risks and 

focused on aspirations does John seem?’ than those in the prevention target reaction condition 

(M=4.44, SD=1.68). Similarly, those in the prevention target reaction condition (M=5.54, 

SD=1.39) scored higher, F(1, 269)=35.91, p<.001, on the question ‘How vigilant, careful and 

focused on obligations does John seem?’ than those in the promotion target reaction condition 

(M=4.50, SD=1.48). Thus, the regulatory focus target manipulation was effective.  

The control variables severity and intensity were regressed on participants’ z-transformed 

promotion focus and prevention focus, the target reaction condition (coded 1=promotion, -

1=prevention), the promotion by condition, prevention by condition, and the promotion by 

prevention two-way interactions, as well as the promotion by prevention by condition three-way 

interaction. (Not including the promotion by prevention two-way and three-way interaction as 

predictors does not alter results). A main effect of promotion focus emerged (B=.16, SE=.08, 

t=2.47, p=.014, CI95%:[-.04,.35]), indicating that with a stronger promotion focus, participants 

perceived the situation as more severe. A main effect of target reaction condition (B=-.15, 

SE=.08, t=-2.33, p=.021, CI95%:[-.33,-.03]) indicated that those in the prevention target reaction 

condition perceived the situation as more severe. A further main effect of promotion  focus  

(B=.14, SE=.07, t=2.16, p=.032, CI95%:[.01,.27]) indicated that those with a stronger promotion 
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focus participants also perceived the situation as more intense. No other significant effects 

emerged (all other ts< 1.09, all other ps>.28). Given these unexpected effects, the main analyses 

below control for severity and intensity.  

5.2.3.2. Main analyses 

For the first part of the study, the data was analysed in two ways, namely using the 

predominance difference score, as done in Hamstra et al., (2013), as well as using the promotion 

and prevention scores, as in the previous studies. Participants’ dedication to the job application 

letter (i.e., the first variable assessing fit; cf. Hamstra et al., 2013), was regressed on the 

participants’ z-transformed predominance score, letter framing condition (promotion vs 

prevention) and the interaction. No effects for dedication emerged, all ts<|1.03|, all ps>.31. With 

regards to liking, a significant main effect of regulatory focus emerged (B=.18, SE=.07, t=2.97, 

p=.003, CI95%: [.07, .35]), indicating that the stronger participants’ promotion predominance was, 

the more they reported liking the target. No other effect for liking emerged (all other ts<|1.43|, all 

other ps>.15). These results do not replicate the fit effect reported by Hamstra et al. (2013).  

We recalculated the RFQ promotion and prevention subscales in a manner consistent 

with the previous studies. Analysing the data using the RFQ promotion and prevention scores, 

participants’ dedication to the job application letter was regressed on participants’ z-transformed 

promotion focus and prevention focus, target reaction condition (coded 1=dejection, -

1=agitation), the promotion by condition, prevention by condition, and the promotion by 

prevention two-way interactions, as well as the promotion by prevention by condition three-way 

interaction (not including the promotion by prevention two-way and the three-way interaction as 

predictors does not alter the results in this study). No significant effects emerged for dedication 
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(all ts<1.79, all ps>.07). Regressing liking on the same predictors, a significant main effect of 

promotion focus emerged, (B=.14, SE=.07, t=2.18, p=.031, CI95%: [.02, .31]), indicating with a 

stronger promotion focus participants reported greater liking of the applicant. Conversely, a main 

effect of prevention focus indicated that with stronger prevention focus participants reported less 

liking of the applicant (B=-.16, SE=.07, t=2.61, p=.01, CI95%: [-.34, -.05]). There were no other 

effects for liking (all other ts<1.63, all other ps>.11). These results likewise do not replicate the 

fit effect reported by Hamstra et al. (2013). 

For the second part of the study, the dependent variables fit, empathy, help, willingness to 

socialize and to work with the applicant were regressed on the same predictors as before. 

Regarding fit, a main effect promotion focus indicated that with stronger promotion focus 

participants reported less fit (B=-.15, SE=.06, t=-2.42, p=.016, CI95%: [-.29, -.03]). No other 

effects emerged for fit (all other ts<|1.64|, all other ps>1.01). Regarding empathy, the prevention 

focus by target reaction interaction was significant (B=-.13, SE=.07, t=-2.11, p=.036, CI95%: -.27, 

-.01). No other effects emerged for empathy (all other ts<1.27, all other ps>.20). Simple slopes 

analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that in the target prevention reaction condition, the 

stronger participants’ prevention focus was, the more they tended to report being empathetic 

towards the target (B=.16, SE=.09, t=1.84 p=.067, CI95%:[-.01,.38]), though only marginally so. 

This reversed – though not significantly so – in the target promotion reaction condition (B=-.08, 

SE=.09, t=-1.11, p>.27). This indicates a fit effect, albeit limited to prevention focus. 

For willingness to help or comfort the target, no significant effects emerged (all ts<|1.58|, 

all ps>.12). Similarly, for willingness to socialize with the target, no significant effects emerged 

(all ts>-1.48, all ps>.14). Regarding willingness to work with the target, however, the prevention 
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focus by target reaction condition interaction effect was significant (B=-.13, SE=.08, t=-2.08, 

p=.039, CI95%: [-.33, -.01]). Simple slopes analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that in the 

target promotion reaction condition, the stronger participants’ prevention focus was, the less they 

reported being  willing to work with the target (B=-.18, SE=.11, t=-2.09, p=.038, CI95%:[-

.01,.38]). This indicates a misfit effect for prevention focus. No other significant effects emerged 

for willingness to work with the target (all other ts<|1.05|, all other ps>.29). 

5.2.4. Discussion 

The first part of the study consisted of an attempt to replicate Experiment 1 of Hamstra et 

al. (2013). This study had found evidence that interpersonal regulatory fit entails increased 

reported fit with and liking of a job applicant. Specifically, they found that when reading a 

promotion-framed letter, evaluators experienced more regulatory fit and reported more liking of 

the applicant when they were more predominantly promotion-focused. In contrast, when reading 

a prevention-framed letter, evaluators perceived more regulatory fit and indicated more liking of 

the applicant when they were predominantly prevention-focused. The current results do not 

replicate this study, which begs the question why this might be the case. Two considerations 

might provide some insight.  

First, the original study was conducted in a lab setting whereas this study was conducted 

online. It is possible that participants completing the study online and thus unmonitored may not 

be as motivated to pay attention and less focused as those completing the study offline with the 

presence of a researcher. In their meta-analysis on intrapersonal regulatory fit, Motyka et al. 

(2014) found that fit effects emerged more consistently and strongly in an online environment for 

dependent variables assessing evaluation, presumably because being isolated in an online 
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environment more strongly allows participants to make judgments based on their own attitudes. 

Participants taking part in research offline may interact with research assistants and in some 

cases see other participants, allowing subjective norms to interfere with their judgements. Since 

the dependent variables here (perceived fit and liking) are ‘evaluation’ variables, the online 

nature of this replication should have yielded significant findings, as per Motyka et al. (2014). In 

this study, however, there was no guarantee that the online environment was indeed more 

isolated than an offline lab environment. Since participants are not monitored, their environment 

may not have been isolated, in which case other distractions might interfere to adversely impact 

engagement and attention. That is, this replication may not have provided the isolated 

environment that was present in the original offline study.  

Another relevant consideration is the type of population. In the original study, 

participants consisted entirely of students, whereas in this study participants were recruited from 

the general adult population. Motyka et al. (2014) found that fit effects more strongly emerge 

regarding dependent variables addressing ‘evaluation’ versus behavioral dependent variables 

within the student population compared to non-students. They explain that this may be because 

younger student participants are more strongly driven by their attitudes, which has a stronger 

impact on evaluation dependent variables. As such, a replication attempt with a student 

population might have produced the original results.  

Despite these considerations, the failure to replicate a basic finding in the literature on 

interpersonal regulatory fit suggests that the setting (online) used thus far needs to be adjusted or 

reevaluated. The paradigm used in the present studies, along with their online format, the 

population considered, as well as the use of scenarios seem unsuited to study interpersonal 

regulatory fit effects in the context of empathy and pro-social responses. Future studies might 
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consider altering how targets’ distress is presented, the nature of the target, as well as testing 

predictions in offline, laboratory settings. The general discussion (Chapter 7) addresses in more 

detail how specific alterations could be implemented to that end. 

In the second part of the present study, two important results emerged. First, participants 

with a stronger prevention focus tended to report greater empathy when presented with an 

agitated target (i.e. a fit effect). Although only marginally significant, the finding is in line with 

the hypothesis. Second, participants with a stronger prevention focus presented with a dejected 

target were less willing to work with the target (i.e. a misfit effect). This suggests that 

prevention-focused individuals may have recognised the target as being different to them and 

thus reported less willingness to work with the target. However, at the same time they did not 

report being more willing to work with the agitated target.  

Compared to previous studies, these effects presumably emerged because by the second 

part of the study, participants had acquired a good understanding of the target after being 

exposed to the target in a myriad of ‘events’: (1) reading a job application letter expressing the 

target’s goals, desires and preferences framed in promotion of prevention terms, (2) learning 

about the target losing a current job, but being asked to interview for the job applied for and 

preparing for this in using promotion or prevention strategies, and lastly (3) reading about the 

target being rejected and expressing promotion- or prevention-congruent emotional reactions. 

This arguably presented participants with a more multi-faceted description of the target than 

previous studies. The participants were also able to see the target described from a third person 

perspective, including how the target prepares for the interview, what aspects he focuses on, and 

what values he emphasises, framing successes and failures in either terms. This presumably 
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provided a consistent view of the target and portrayed the target’s regulatory focus more clearly, 

making it more likely that participants’ felt (mis)fit.  

The majority of the hypotheses in the present study have not been confirmed. A series of 

mixed findings, along with the failed replication, highlighted the need for a more thorough 

understanding of the phenomenon of interpersonal regulatory fit. Specifically, the need to gain a 

better understanding of the moderators likely to operate in the context of interpersonal regulatory 

fit as well as variables linked to asymmetric (i.e., either promotion fit or prevention fit) versus 

symmetric fit (i.e., both promotion and prevention fit). As such, a more thorough understanding 

of the literature on interpersonal regulatory fit was undertaken in the next chapter through a 

systematic review of all studies on interpersonal regulatory fit, with the aim of evaluating 

relevant moderators impacting this phenomenon.    
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Chapter Six: Systematic Review 

Understanding Interpersonal Regulatory fit: A Systematic 

Review 

6.1. Introduction 

The question of whether interpersonal similarity is advantageous in personal and work-

related relationships has been a topic of interest in various domains (Singh et al., 2008; Gonzaga 

et al., 2007; Jaina & Thyson 2004; Mitchell et al., 2015). Indeed, perceived similarity with others 

increases organizational and professional commitment in work relations (e.g., Mitchell et al., 

2015), while in personal relationships, attitude similarity was found to increase attraction (e.g., 

Singh et al., 2008) and personality similarity was associated with greater relationship satisfaction 

(e.g., Gonzaga et al., 2007). One particular domain in which consequences of such interpersonal 

(mis)fit has lately received much attention concerns interpersonal similarity in terms of 

regulatory focus – people sharing individual differences in terms of self-regulatory strategies 

they use to pursue goals (i.e., regulatory focus theory; Higgins 1997, 1998). According to this 

theory, individuals differ in terms of whether they are predominantly promotion- or prevention-

focussed. Promotion-focussed individuals will pursue desired end-states using eagerness means 

and emphasise growth and advancement. By contrast, individuals with a prevention focus will 

pursue desired end-states using vigilant and cautious means and emphasise security and safety 

needs. Individuals experience so-called regulatory fit when they use the preferred strategy of 

their regulatory focus in goal pursuit (Higgins, 2000). That is, they will be more motivated, more 

engaged and also perform better on tasks (e.g., Avnet & Higgins, 2006; Camacho et al., 2003). 
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Moreover, they might experience so-called interpersonal regulatory fit when interacting with 

another person with the same regulatory focus (e.g., Santelli, et al., 2009).  

When two individuals share the same regulatory focus, they are likely to experience a 

feeling of “rightness” (Righetti et al., 2011). Interpersonal regulatory fit, and the resulting feeling 

of “rightness”, has been found to entail various positive consequences. For example, under 

conditions of interpersonal regulatory fit, people evaluating applicants conveying their regulatory 

focus in application letters reported a greater perceived fit and likelihood of liking and hiring 

them (Hamstra et al., 2013). Also, when they shared the same regulatory focus people viewed 

close others as more instrumental in their own goal-pursuit (Righetti et al., 2011), and 

subordinates reported greater commitment and improved relationship quality with their 

supervisors (Johnson et al., 2017) as well as reduced turnover intentions (Hamstra et al., 2011).  

Indeed, a growing number of studies addressing interpersonal regulatory fit in diverse 

contexts and populations has emerged in the literature. The results generally point to positive fit 

effects. There are also very few studies that find misfit effects to entail more favourable 

consequences (e.g., Bohns et al., 2013; Bohns, 2008). However, though often both foci drive 

effects (i.e., symmetrical fit; e.g. Hamstra et al., 2013), in many cases only one focus does (i.e., 

asymmetrical fit: promotion or prevention fit; e.g., Liu et al. 2016; Santelli et al. 2009). For 

example, research on perceived partner instrumentality found that promotion-focused individuals 

experience motivational benefits when receiving advice from a promotion-focused partner 

(Righetti et al., 2011). According to the researchers, this pattern conformed their so-called 

asymmetrical fit hypothesis, stating that promotion fit is more likely to emerge because 

promotion-focus individuals can recognize and detect similarities with others when they indeed 

exist.  
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The diverse findings regarding (a)symmetrical fit beg the question of what factors or 

circumstances might produce variations in findings. Consequently, the goal of the current 

systematic review is to analyse and evaluate potentially relevant moderators impacting the nature 

of interpersonal regulatory fit effect (symmetrical or asymmetric fit). We begin with an overview 

of all the studies with contextual factors such as type of participants (student versus general 

population) and study environment (offline versus online). We then explore the following 

potential moderators of interpersonal regulatory fit: regulatory focus (source: chronic versus 

situationally induced), target (stranger versus close person), dependent variable (judgment versus 

behaviour), and research domain (organisational, romantic relationships, and non-romantic 

interpersonal contexts). In what follows we briefly review regulatory focus theory and regulatory 

fit and then expand on each of these potential moderators in more detail.  

6.1.1. Regulatory focus  

According to regulatory focus theory, the way individuals approach goals varies based on 

their regulatory focus (Higgins 1997, 1998). Individuals with a promotion focus emphasise 

obtaining positive outcomes, focus on achieving growth and nurturance, and pursue goals using 

eager means. By contrast, individuals with a prevention focus prioritise avoiding negative 

outcomes, focus on meeting safety and security needs, and pursue goals using vigilant and 

cautious means. Furthermore, people with a strong promotion focus are guided by ideals and 

reaching maximal goals, while those with a strong prevention focus are guided by duties and 

obligations and not falling short of minimal goals (Brendl & Higgins, 1996). Consequently, 

positive and negative events are appraised differently by these two foci: Positive events are 

appraised as gains in a promotion focus but as non-losses in a prevention focus; whereas 
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negative events are appraised as non-gains in a promotion focus but as losses in a prevention 

focus (Idson et al., 2000).  

Importantly, and resulting from such differential appraisal, regulatory focus also relates 

to differences in emotional responses to goal-attainment (Higgins et al., 1997). As such, 

promotion-focused individuals report cheerfulness-related emotions (e.g., happiness) after a 

positive outcome or successful goal attainment and dejected-related emotions (e.g., sadness) 

when faced with a negative outcome. By contrast, prevention-focused individuals report 

quiescence-related emotions (e.g., calmness) after a positive outcome and agitation-related 

emotions (e.g., anxiousness) when faced with a negative event (Crowe & Higgins., 1997; Idson 

et al., 2000; Shah et al., 1998).  

6.1.2. Regulatory fit 

When individuals use the strategy preferred by their regulatory focus (i.e., promotion-

focused individuals using eagerness means and prevention-focused individuals using vigilant 

means), they experience a ‘feeling of rightness’ called (intrapersonal) regulatory fit (Higgins, 

2000; 2005). This entails a positive emotional experience and numerous positive consequences 

such as improved performance, engagement and a more positive evaluation of the product, task, 

or activity or message at hand (e.g., Avnet & Higgins, 2006; Camacho et al., 2003; Freitas & 

Higgins, 2002; Keller & Bless, 2006; for a review on fit regarding consumer’s choices, see 

Avnet & Higgins, 2006). Regulatory fit also increases the persuasiveness of a message: People 

are more convinced by messages framed in line with their promotion focus (e.g., emphasising 

gains or nurturance goals) or prevention focus (e.g., emphasising the avoidance of losses or 

security-related goals; e.g., Cesario et al., 2004; for a review see Cesario et al., 2008). For 

example, an afternoon school program or an appeal to university conduct is judged more 
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favourably when the terms used to describe it fit participants’ regulatory focus (Camacho et al., 

2003; Li et al., 2011). In a systematic review, Ludolph and Schulz (2015) demonstrated that 

regulatory fit increases the effectiveness of health communication.  

6.1.3. Interpersonal regulatory fit and the proposed framework 

Recently, the notion of regulatory fit has been extended to interpersonal contexts, with 

research considering consequences of interpersonal regulatory fit in various domains. For 

example, individuals were more likely to forgive another person who committed a transgression 

when the transgressor apologized in a manner fitting participants’ regulatory focus (Santelli, et 

al., 2009). Moreover, in the workplace, turnover intentions of employees were reduced, and they 

felt more valued when there was a fit between their own and their supervisors’ regulatory focus 

(Hamstra et al., 2011; Hamstra et al., 2014). As a final example, and concerning the context of 

interpersonal relationships, consequences of interpersonal regulatory fit included greater partner 

affirmation and perceived partner instrumentality (Righetti et al., 2010; Righetti et al., 2011).  

However, results across these and other studies are marked by inconsistency regarding 

the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit: a significant interaction between participants’ 

regulatory focus and a further predictor (e.g., partners’ regulatory focus in the last example) can 

indicate (mis)fit that can be driven by both foci similarly or only one focus. Indeed, some 

research found fit effects for both promotion fit and prevention fit (e.g., Hamstra et al., 2013), 

whilst other research found fit to be driven only by promotion (e.g., Righetti et al., 2011) or 

prevention focus (e.g., Kim et al., 2017). Occasionally the absence of a significant fit effect is 

also reported (e.g., Liu et al., 2016; Study 3). Moreover, the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit 

has been reported to vary both within the same research article (i.e., across studies), as well as 

within the same study but regarding different dependent variables.  
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Similar inconsistencies previously inspired a meta-analysis that considered studies on 

intrapersonal regulatory fit and which, amongst other things, found that the nature of fit tends to 

systematically vary as a function of the dependent variables considered (Motyka et al., 2014). To 

illustrate, across considered studies, an asymmetric fit driven by promotion focus more likely 

emerged for dependent variables examining evaluation. Contrary, an asymmetric fit driven by 

prevention focus more likely emerged for dependent variables examining behaviour. 

Consequently, we likewise explore how the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit (symmetrical or 

asymmetric fit) might vary as a function of dependent variables examined, and more precisely 

whether they entail judgements (in the larger sense, including evaluations) or behaviour (again in 

the larger sense, including behavioural intentions), along with other moderators. In what follows 

we turn to several potential moderators. 

6.1.4. Source of regulatory focus 

A further variation within the interpersonal regulatory fit literature concerns the 

operationalization of regulatory focus, which can be measured using different questionnaires 

(chronic regulatory focus; Freitas & Higgins, 2002, Higgins et al., 2001, Lockwood et al., 2002) 

or situationally induced using different tasks (Higgins et al., 2001; Freitas & Higgins, 2002; 

Higgins et al., 1994). Research on interpersonal regulatory fit is marked by a large variety in 

terms of studies considering both chronic and induced regulatory focus and adopting various 

measures and induction tasks to this end. For example, studies measuring regulatory focus 

employed – among others – the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ; Higgins et al., 2001), the 

General Regulatory Focus Measure (GRFM; Lockwood et al., 2002) or the Work Regulatory 

Focus scale (Neubert et al., 2008). This variety in measures poses an additional challenge in 

terms of comparing effects across studies, especially as these scales often are not directly 
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comparable. For example, Summerville and Roese (2008) show that for the two most commonly 

used measures of regulatory focus (i.e., the RFQ and GRFM), participants’ responses regarding 

these measures were largely unrelated. As such, results produced with the RFQ may not extend 

to the GRFM (and vice-versa). Differences regarding the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit 

might thus, at least in part, be explained by differences in scales used.  

An open question to date is whether the nature and strength of interpersonal regulatory fit 

effects depend on differences in measures and inductions of regulatory focus. At the 

intrapersonal level, Motyka et al. (2014) found fit effects to be stronger for chronic compared to 

induced regulatory focus for dependent variables addressing behaviour, potentially because the 

greater stability of chronic regulatory focus allows for more control over behaviour. However, 

stronger effects on dependent variables addressing evaluation and behavioural intention emerged 

for induced compared to chronic regulatory focus, potentially because there is a greater salience 

of beliefs for regulatory focus inductions which leads to stronger effects on evaluation and 

behavioral intention. In this systematic review we likewise explore how differences in the source 

of regulatory focus influences interpersonal regulatory fit, including the nature of potential 

effects.  

6.1.5. Type of target 

The type of target in interpersonal regulatory fit constitutes a further element of diversity 

across findings. In many studies, participants are presented with a fictional target – they are 

asked to read a scenario or vignette about a protagonist. Other studies ask participants to think of 

someone close and whom they know well. Moreover, these latter close and known targets 

include relationship partners or friends as well as colleagues (e.g., supervisors). Lastly, in some 

studies participants are paired up with previous strangers to form a ‘dyad’ for the purposes of the 
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experiment only. It is reasonable to assume that a ‘real’ or familiar target known from or 

encountered in real-life may have a different effect than a target in an imagined scenario. We 

consequently expect that this difference would also impact the nature of interpersonal regulatory 

fit. 

6.1.6. Research domain and type of dependent variables  

One of the contributions of the current systematic review is to organise previous studies 

on interpersonal regulatory fit based on the different research domains they belong to and, 

additionally, to group the outcome measures that were assessed. This will help us understand 

nuances regarding findings in each research domain, thereby potentially informing us what 

domain is most under-studied or not much explored, and if a certain pattern of results emerges 

for a particular research domain compared to others. To these ends, we will organise previous 

research in two distinct ways. First, we classify work as to whether it pertains to the 

organizational, close romantic relationships or (non-romantic) interpersonal domain. Second, we 

classify work as to whether the considered dependent variables assess judgemental or 

behavioural outcomes. Indeed, judgements or attitudes often do not correlate with behaviour 

(Boulstridge & Carrigan 2000; Carrigan & Attalla 2001; Sheeran 2002). Also, and as mentioned 

before, at the intrapersonal level Motyka et al. (2014) demonstrated that intrapersonal regulatory 

fit varies in strength and nature according to this judgmental/behavioural distinction. We will 

consequently consider how the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit varies according to both 

classifications. 

6.1.7. The current work 

In light of the above differences across studies and domains targeted, we deem it 

important to systematically review previous studies on interpersonal regulatory fit to gain 



 

   
 

134 
 

insights into potential moderators across different research domains and categories of variables, 

especially as to the best of our knowledge no reviews thus far have been conducted to this end. 

The current work aims to address this lacuna and to provide insights into the conditions under 

which interpersonal regulatory fit effects are most likely to occur, if fit effects across diverse 

research domains are similar (i.e., symmetrical) for both foci or whether specific asymmetries 

emerge as a function of the research domain examined, the type of dependent variable 

considered, or aspects of the methodology adopted (i.e., source of RF and type of target). In this 

review, we systematically consider different factors potentially impacting interpersonal 

regulatory fit. Based on the outcome of our review, we then propose avenues for future research 

on interpersonal regulatory fit, moderators deserving further attention, and methodological issues 

to be resolved or addressed. 

6.2. Methods 

6.2.1. Inclusion criteria  

Studies had to meet four criteria to be included: They needed to (1) investigate the effects 

of interpersonal regulatory fit; (2) rely on participants 18 years and older selected from the 

general population; (3) have either a survey or experimental design (e.g., excluding qualitative 

research); and (4) be written in the English language. Studies published in peer-reviewed journal 

as well as accessible dissertation theses were included (thus at least somewhat accounting for 

publication bias). Reviews and book chapter were excluded as they do not provide original data.  

6.2.2. Search strategy  

The literature search and selection was carried out based on the Preferred Reporting 

Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (Moher et al., 2009). This approach uses a 

three-step procedure to identify relevant studies. First, relevant databases were searched to 
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identify studies that met the inclusion criteria as outlined above. These data bases were: APA 

PsycInfo, Web of Science Core Collection, Pubmed, Scopus, OpenDissertations, and Medline. 

All possible variations (including contrast) of the words interpersonal regulatory fit (i.e., 

‘‘match’’, ‘‘congruence’’, ‘‘complementarity’’) were entered simultaneously. Search areas 

included the title, abstract, key words, and topic. The search terms were entered as follows on all 

databases: “Interpersonal regulatory fit OR interpersonal regulatory congruence OR 

interpersonal regulatory match OR interpersonal regulatory complementarity”. The search terms 

produced articles of all terms separately and all terms combined. The option of applying related 

words was ticked in the databases when available to ensure other synonyms of the words were 

captured. Secondary searches to ensure optimal identification included the following terms on 

the one hand: interpersonal regulatory fit, regulatory fit, regulatory focus; and: couples, 

leadership, leader-follower, leader on the other. Second, the reference lists and citations of the 

studies that emerged from the above search were reviewed to identify further relevant 

studies. Third, if further relevant studies emerged, the citations and references of these studies 

were also screened for further potentially relevant studies. This search was conducted in April 

2020.  

6.2.3. Selection results  

Entering the search terms in the above-indicated databases resulted in 197 hits (64, 43, 

14, 49, 3 and 24 hits respectively). Removing 73 duplicates yielded 124 articles. Out of these, 

105 articles were discarded as the studies did not meet the inclusion criteria. This resulted in the 

identification of 19 potentially relevant articles. The full texts of these 19 articles were assessed 

to ensure eligibility. The reference lists and citations of the retained articles, as well as additional 

articles identified from the authors that did not emerge in the initial search, yielded six more 
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articles meeting the inclusion criteria. Any disagreements regarding which articles to retain were 

resolved in research team discussions. An overview on database hits, exclusions, secondary 

searches and final inclusion is presented in the PRISMA diagram (see Fig. 1).  

6.2.4. Data collection  

The following information was extracted from each included study: (1) authors and year 

of publication, (2) relevant outcome, (3) sample size, (4) type of study (experimental, quasi-

experimental or non-experimental), (5) source of RF (chronic or induced), (6) whether or not a 

control group was included, (7) nature of interpersonal regulatory fit, (8) interaction effect 

information and effect sizes. Effect sizes were calculated for the interaction effects reported if 

effect sizes were not provided in the respective publication.  

6.2.5. Quality assessment  

The methodological quality of each study was assessed by the investigators (see 

Appendix J for information) using the Mixed Methods Appraisal tool (MMAT) version 2018 

(Hong et al., 2018). The MMAT allows evaluating empirical studies (i.e., quantitative 

randomized controlled trials, quantitative nonrandomized, and quantitative descriptive). Pace and 

colleagues (2012) demonstrated that this tool is both efficient and user friendly. It contains five 

different criteria for assessment, which varied based on the type of study conducted (e.g., 

quantitative or quantitative descriptive). Each study, rather than each research article, was 

appraised, as there was typically variation in the methodology used within the same research 

article. The resulting quality score of this appraisal ranges from satisfying none of five criteria 

(zero) to satisfying all of the five criteria (five). Overall, all the studies satisfied at least 3 criteria, 

while the majority of studies satisfied all 5 criteria (n=47).  
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Fig. 3. PRISMA flowchart of the systematic review process. 

 

6.3. Results 

A total of 58 studies, stemming from 25 different empirical articles, were included in the 

systematic review. The studies are listed in alphabetical order of the first author, in Table 3, 
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which also gives a summary on relevant outcomes, dependent variables groups, sample size, 

nature of interpersonal regulatory fit, interaction effect, type of study, inclusion of control group, 

and source of regulatory focus.
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Table 3 

Summary of included studies investigating interpersonal regulatory fit  

 

  
Relevant 
outcome  

Judgement 
versus 
behavior 

Sample 
Size (N)  Impact  

Interaction effect and 
effect sizes (r; 
(interpersonal 
regulatory fit) 

Type of 
Study 

Control 
Group 

Regulatory 
focus 
(Chronic 
vs. 
induced) 

Bian et al. 
(2020) 

Study 1a: 
Interview 
evaluation 
(liking, 
competence 
evaluation 
and hiring)1 

Judgement 
(other) + 
behaviour 
(other) 105 Symmetrical fit β=.39, p<.001; 0.44  Ex No Induced  

  

Study 1b: 
Interview 
evaluation1 

Judgement 
(other) 103 Symmetrical fit β=.30, p=.002; 0.35 QEx No Chronic 

  
Study 1b: Fit 
Experience1 

Judgement 
(self)   Symmetrical fit β= 32, p=.001; 0.37       

  

Study 2a: 
Interview 
evaluation1 

Judgement 
(other) 92 Symmetrical fit β=.24, p=.021; 0.29  Ex No Chronic 

  

Study 2b: 
Interview 
evaluation1 

Judgement 
(other) 161 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.22, p=.005; 0.27 QEx No Chronic 

  
Study 2b: Fit 
experience 1 

Judgement 
(self) 161 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.25, p=.001; 0.3 QEx No 

Chronic 
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Bohns 
(2008)2 

Study 1: 
Relationship 
satisfaction 

Judgement 
(Self) 

154 (77 
dyads) 

Symmetrical 
misfit 

Negative self-focus x 
partner focus 
interaction for 
participants' 
relationship 
satisfaction, β=-.30, 
f(72)=-2.41, p=.02; -
0.35. NEx   Chronic 

  

Study 1: 
Relationship 
commitment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Marginal 
symmetrical 
misfit 

Commitment to their 
partner, β=-.23, t(73)=-
1.89, p=-.06; -0.28.       

  

Study 1: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 

Judgement 
(other)   No 

The self-focus x partner 
focus interaction for 
participants' dyadic 
adjustment, β=-.20, 
t(70)=-1.60, p=.115       

  
Study 2: 
Partner liking  

Judgement 
(other) 

80 (40 
dyads) 

Marginal 
symmetrical 
misfit 

β=-.26, t(37)=-1.84, 
p=.07; -0.31 NEx   Chronic 

  
Study 2: 
Regulatory fit 

Judgement 
(self)   

Symmetrical 
misfit 

β=-.24, t(37)=-2.24, p 
=.03; -0.29       

Bohns et al. 
(2013) 

Study 1: 
Relationship 
well-being 
(satisfaction, 
commitment, 
trust). 

Judgement 
(other) 

102 (51 
couples) 

Symmetrical 
misfit 

Self-regulatory focus × 
partner regulatory 
focus × goal 
congruence β=-.14, 
t(41)=-1.93, p=.06;-
0.19.3 NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 2: 
Relationship 
well-being 

Judgement 
(other) 

86 (43 
couples) 

Symmetrical 
misfit 

Self-regulatory focus × 
partner regulatory 
focus × self-other 
overlap, β=-.13, t(36)=-
2.07, p=.05; -0.18.3 NEx No Chronic 

Coolsen 
(2003) 

Study 1: 
Dyadic 

Judgement 
(other) 75 Symmetrical fit 

Promotion interaction: 
β=.21, p<.10; 0.26. NEx No Chronic 
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adjustment 
Time 1 

Prevention interaction: 
β=.23, p< .05; 0.28.  

  

Study 1: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 
Time 2 

Judgement 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Prevention interaction: 
β=.25, p< .05; 0.3.       

  

Study 2: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 

Judgement 
(other) 

158 (79 
couples) Symmetrical fit 

Promotion interaction: 
β=.10, p< .01; 0.15. 
Prevention interaction: 
β=.14, P<.01; 0.19.  NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 3: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 

Judgement 
(other) 114 

Marginal 
asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion for self by 
promotion for partner 
was marginally 
significant (β=.19, 
p<.10; 0.24).  NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 4: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 

Judgement 
(other) 68 

Marginal 
asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion orientation 
marginally significant 
interaction effect 
(β=.22, p<.10; 0.27). NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 5: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 

Judgement 
(other) 74 No effect 

Promotion orientation 
models and promotion 
orientation for partner 
were non-significant. 
Prevention orientation 
models and prevention 
orientation for partner 
were non-significant 
(using Higgins et al 
regulatory orientation). 
Using Lockwood 
regulatory orientation 
non-significant 
interaction effects for NEx No Chronic 
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promotion and 
prevention.  

  

Study 5: 
Dyadic 
adjustment 
using 
interaction 
record 
method 

Judgement 
(other)   No effect 

Promotion self by 
partner promotion was 
not significant. 
Prevention self by 
prevention partner was 
not significant.        

Delegach et 
al. (2017)  

Study 1: 
Affective 
organizational 
commitment 

Judgement 
(self) 315 

Marginal 
asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Monte–Carlo method: 
positive indirect 
relationship between 
transformational 
leadership and 
affective organizational 
commitment via 
situational promotion 
focus (indirect effect 
=.13, 90% CI [.01, .26]). 

4 NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 1: 
Continuance 
organizational 
commitment 

Judgement 
(self) 315 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Monte–Carlo method: 
a positive indirect 
relationship between 
transactional active 
leadership style and 
continuance 
organizational 
commitment via 
situational prevention 
focus (indirect effect 
=.16, 95% CI [.04, .27]). 
4 NEx No Chronic  
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Study 2: 
Affective 
commitment 
to safety 

Judgement 
(self) 175 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Transformational 
leadership and 
affective commitment 
to safety via situational 
promotion SRF 
(indirect effect=.13, 
95% CI [.03, .28]4 Ex No Chronic 

  

Study 2: 
Continuance 
commitment 
to safety 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

transactional 
leadership style and 
continuous 
commitment to safety 
via situational 
prevention SRF 
(indirect effect =–.09, 
95% CI [–.20,–.01]. 4       

  

Study 3: 
Affective 
commitment 
to safety 

Judgement 
(self) 798 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Monte–Carlo method: 
Positive indirect 
relationship between 
transformational 
leadership and 
affective commitment 
to safety via situational 
promotion focus 
(indirect effect=.16, 
95% CI [.07, .27]) NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 3:  
Continuance 
commitment 
tosafety 

Judgement 
(self) 798 Symmetrical fit 

Positive indirect 
relationship between 
transformational 
leadership and 
continuance 
commitment to safety 
via situational 
promotion focus 
(indirect       
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effect=.06,95% CI [.02, 
.11]). Monte–Carlo 
method: a positive 
indirect relationship 
between transactional 
active leadership style 
and continuance 
commitment to safety 
via situational 
prevention focus 
(indirect effect =.08, 
95% CI[.02, .16])4 

Demerouti 
et al. (2014) 

Family-work 
conflict 

Judgement 
(other) 

131 
dyads No effect5 β=.09, ns. NEx No Chronic 

  
Family-work 
facilitation 

Judgement 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 6 β=.24, p<.05; 0.29.        

  

Home 
development
al possibilities 

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit6 β=.19, p<.05; 0.24.        

  
Home 
demands 

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit5 β=.39, p < .05; 0.44.       

Hamstra et 
al. (2011) 

Turnover 
intentions 

Behaviour 
(self) 104 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Transformational 
leadership and 
promotion focus: β=-
.29, p<.05; -0.34. NEx No Chronic 

Hamstra et 
al. (2013) 

Study 1: 
Regulatory fit  
(subjective 
engagement 
as indicator of 
fit) and liking  

Judgement 
(self + other) 72 Symmetrical fit βs>.36, ps<.01; 0.41 

QEx 
(random 
assignment, 
no 
manipulatio
n of IV) No Chronic 

  

Study 2: 
Regulatory fit 
(as indicator 

Judgement 
(self) 60 Symmetrical fit 

Experienced regulatory 
fit was greater in fit 
conditions relative to Ex No Induced 
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of fit: sense of 
rightness) 

non-fit conditions, F(1, 
58)=8.60, p=.005, η2 
=.13; 0.361.  

  
Study 2: 
Liking  

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

Greater in fit 
conditions relative to 
non-fit conditions, F(1, 
58)=7.44, p=.008, 
η2=.11; 0.332.       

  
Study 3: 
Regulatory fit  

Judgement 
(self) 73 Symmetrical fit 

Greater in fit 
conditions relative to 
non-fit conditions F(1, 
71)=5.97, p=.02, 
η2=.08; 0.282. Ex No Induced 

  
Study 3: 
Liking  

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

Greater in fit 
conditions relative to 
non-fit conditions, F(1, 
71) =5.53, p=.02, 
η2=.07; 0.264.        

  
Study 4: 
Regulatory fit 

Judgement 
(self) 74 Symmetrical fit 

Greater in fit 
conditions relative to 
non-fit conditions, F(1, 
72)=4.33, p=.04, 
η2=.06; 0.245. Ex No Induced 

  

Study 4: 
Disliking (for 
an initially 
hated target 
person) 

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

Greater in fit 
conditions relative to 
non-fit conditions, F(1, 
72)=4.75, p=.03, 
η2=.06; 0.245.        

Hamstra,  
Van Yperen 
et al. (2014) 

Study 1: 
Regulatory fit 

Judgement 
(self) 92 Symmetrical fit 

Transformational 
leadership × Regulatory 
Focus: β=.38, t= 3.02, 
p<.01; 0.43 . 
Transactional 
leadership × Regulatory NEx No Chronic 
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Focus:  β=.39, t= 3.43, 
p<.01; 0.44. 

  

Study 1: 
Perceived 
leader 
effectiveness 

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

Transformational 
leadership × Regulatory 
Focus: β= 0.27, t=3.65, 
p<.001; 0.32. 
Transactional 
leadership × Regulatory 
Focus:  β=-.24, t= -3.59, 
p<.01; 0.29.       

  

Study 2: Goal-
pursuit 
Strategies 
encouraged 
by the 
supervisor 
(promotion or 
prevention) 
as perceived 
by 
participants  

Behaviour 
(other) 139 Symmetrical fit 

Transformational 
leadership and 
promotion strategies: 
β=.77, t(136)=6.79, 
p<.001; 0.5. 
Transactional 
leadership and 
prevention strategies, 
β=.62, t(136)=4.14, 
p<.001; 0.33  NEx No 

Induction 
of 
leadership 
style 

  

Study 3: 
Strategies 
they would 
feel 
encouraged 
to use if they 
worked with 
the leader 

Behaviour 
(self) 43 Symmetrical fit 

Individuals 
transformational 
leader condition, 
relative to the 
transactional leader 
condition, reported 
feeling more 
encouraged to use 
promotion strategies, 
t(41)=5.70, p<.001 (M= 
4.03 vs. M=2.92); 0.66 
and more encouraged Ex No 

Induction 
of 
leadership 
style 
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to use promotion than 
prevention strategies, 
t(20)=5.05, p<.001 (M= 
4.03 vs. M= 3.19); 
r=0.74. Transactional 
leader condition, 
relative to the 
transformational 
leader condition, 
reported feeling more 
encouraged to use 
prevention strategies, 
t(41)=4.55, p<.001 (M= 
3.96 vs. M= 3.19);0.57, 
and more encouraged 
to use prevention than 
promotion strategies, 
t(21)=4.42, p<.001 (M= 
3.96 vs. M= 2.92); 0.69. 

  
Study 4: 
Regulatory fit 

Judgement 
(self) 113 Symmetrical fit 

Regulatory fit, β=.33, 
t(109)=4.47, p<.001; 
0.38. Ex No Chronic 

  

Study 4: 
Perceived 
leader 
effectiveness 

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

β=.30, t(109)=3.27, 
p=.001; 0.35       

  

Study 5: 
Followers’ 
effort (A 
writing task) 

Behaviour 
(self) 84 Symmetrical fit 

β=.29, t(80)=2.67, 
p=.009; 0.34 Ex No Chronic 

Hamstra, 
Sassenberg 
et al. (2014) 

Group 
members' 
feeling of 

Judgement 
(other) 108 Symmetrical fit 

F(1, 32)= 6.01, p=.02, 
η2=.16; 0.4.  Ex No 

Chronic 
and 
induced 
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being valued 
by the leader 

Johnson et 
al. (2017) 

Study 1 
Sample A: 
Leader-
member 
exchange  

Behaviour 
(other) 

79 
(subordin
ate–
superviso
r dyads) 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

A path model: 
promotion fit (γ= .26, 
p< .05)4 NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 1 
Sample B: 
Leader-
member 
exchange 

Behaviour 
(other) 

103 
(subordin
ate–
superviso
r dyads)  

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion fit (γ=.24, 
p<.05)4 NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 1 
Sample B: 
Supervisor 
commitment 
(affective 
commitment) 

Judgement 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion fit to 
affective commitment: 
(γ=.21, p<.05)4       

  

Study 1 
Sample B: 
Supervisor 
commitment 
(Normative 
commitment) 

Judgement 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Prevention fit 
normative 
commitment (γ=.22, 
p<.05)4       

  

Study 2:  
Leader 
member 
exchange  

Behaviour 
(other) 

160 
(subordin
ate–
superviso
r dyads) Symmetrical fit 

Promotion fit predicted 
LMX (γ=.38, p<.01). 
Prevention fit 
predicted LMX (γ=.23, 
p<.05)4 NEx No Chronic 

  

Study 2: 
Affective 
commitment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion fit: affective 
commitment (γ=.33, p< 
.01)4       
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Study 2: 
Normative 
commitment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Prevention fit 
predicted normative 
commitment (γ=.21, p 
<.05)4       

  

Study 2: 
Withdrawal 
cognition 
from 
subordinates 

Behaviour 
(self)   No effect 

γ=-.12 for promotion 
fit–withdrawal, γ=-.05 
for prevention fit–
withdrawal, p>.10 for 
all4       

  

Study 2: OCB 
from 
supervisors 

Behaviour 
(other)   No effect 

γ=.12 for promotion 
fit–OCB, p>.10. for 
prevention fit–OCB: 
γ=.09, p>.10 4       

Kim et al. 
(2017) 

Helping 
behaviour 

Behaviour 
(self) 645 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Prevention focus* 
transactional 
leadership β=.23, 
p<.05; 0.28.  NEx No Chronic 

  
Voice 
behaviour  

Behaviour 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion 
focus*transformational 
leadership β=-.15, 
p<.05; -0.2.       

Lam (2015) 

Expected 
performance 
rating7 

Judgement 
(other) 236 No effect 

β=.07, p=.29;0.1. 
Perceived regulatory fit 
was a significant 
predictor of expected 
performance ratings 
(β=.41, p<.001; 0.46).  Ex No 

Chronic 
and  
Induced 
(induced 
in 2 ways) 

  
Subjective 
regulatory fit7 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

State 
promotion*applicant 
promotion focus 
predicted subjective 
regulatory fit, β=.19, 
p<.001; 0.24. 
Interviewer state       
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prevention 
focus*applicant 
prevention focus (β= 
.07, p=.28; 0.12) did 
not significantly predict 
subjective regulatory 
fit 

Liu et al. 
(2016) 

Study 1: 
Liking8 

Judgement 
(other) 256 Symmetrical fit β=.19, p< 0.01; 0.24 QEx  No Chronic 

  
Study 1: 
Competence8 

Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit β=.26, p< 0.01; 0.31        

  
Study 2: 
Liking8 

Judgement 
(other) 238 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.20, p<0.01; 0.25 QEx  No Chronic 

  
Study 2: 
Competence 8 

Judgement 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.23, p<0.01; 0.28       

  

Study 2: 
Admission 
decision8 

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.18, p<0.01; 0.23       

  
Study 2: 
Feeling right 8 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.19, p<0.01; 0.24       

  

Study 3: 
Liking 
(knowing the 
true sources 
of feeling 
right) 

Judgement 
(other) 125 No effect β=−.08, p=0.32 QEx No Chronic 

  
Study 3: 
Competence 

Judgement 
(other)   No effect β=.00, p=0.99       

Lockwood 
et al. (2002) 

Study 1: 
Motivation 
Ratings 

Judgement 
(self) 94 Symmetrical fit 

Primed Goal *Model 
Type: F(2, 88)=4.37, p= 
.02; 0.26 QEx Yes Induced 
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Study 2: 
Motivation 
Ratings  

Judgement 
(self) 85 Symmetrical fit 

Primed Goal *Model 
Type: F(2, 79)=7.29, 
p=.001; 0.36 QEx Yes Induced 

  

Study 3: 
Generation of 
real-life role 
models who 
have 
motivated 
participants 

Behaviour 
(self) 704 Symmetrical fit 

Participants with 
stronger promotion 
goals were more likely 
to recall positive role 
models (β=.29), t(698) 
=3.31, p=.001; 0.34. 
Participants with 
stronger prevention 
goals were more likely 
to recall negative ones 
(β=- .28), t(698)=3.15, 
p=.002;-0.33. NEx No Chronic 

Paine 
(2009)  

Engagement 
(Vigor, 
Dedication, & 
Absorption)9 

Behaviour 
(self) 285 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Follower promotion 
and supervisor burning 
platform on 
engagement 
(absorption): β=.536, p 
<.08; 0.55.  (not 
significant for other 
forms of engagement)  NEx No Chronic 

  

Commitment 
to change 
(psychological
, normative, 
affective, 
behavioural) 

Judgement 
(self)   

Marginal 
asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Follower 
Prevention*Supervisor 
Burning Platform, 
commitment to change 
(behavioural only): 
β=.29, p<.08; 0.34.         

  
Change 
favorability9 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Follower promotion * 
supervisor vision 
argument:β=.793, 
p<.01 4 Follower 
promotion * supervisor       
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burning platform 
argument on change 
favorability: β=.515, 
p<.05.; 0.55 

Peng et al. 
(2015)  

Study 1: Joint 
Surplus10 

Behaviour 
(other) 

214 (107 
dyads) 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit (in 
high 
accountability 
condition)  

Regulatory focus * 
accountability: β=-.36, 
p<.05; -0.41. Ex No 

Induced 
(induced 
in 2 ways) 

  
Study 2: Joint 
surplus10 

Behaviour 
(other) 76 dyads 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit (in 
high 
accountability 
condition) 

RF * Accountability β=-
.39, p<.05; -0.44.   No 

Induced 
(induced 
in 3 ways) 

Righetti, 
Rusbult et 
al. (2010) 

Partner 
affirmation  

Judgement 
(other) 187 No effect7 

Interaction of target by 
partner promotion 
orientation in 
predicting partner 
affirmation (βs=−.00 
and−.01, ps=.97 and 
.70).   No Chronic 

  

Target 
movement 
toward ideal  

Judgement 
(self)   Symmetrical fit 6 

Significant or marginal 
for both indices of 
target movement 
toward ideal (βs=.06 
and .07, both ps<.06; 
0.11 and 0.12)       

Righetti et 
al. (2011) 

Study 1: 
Partner 
instrumentalit
y 

Judgement 
(other) 89 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.25, p=.012; 0.3 QEx  No Chronic 

  
Study 2: 
Partner 

Judgement 
(other) 91 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.33, p ranged from 
.014 to <.001; 0.38 Ex No Induced 
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instrumentalit
y 

  
Study 2: 
Feeling right  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.26, p ranged from 
.014 to <.001; 0.31       

  
Study 2: 
Motivation  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.27, p ranged from 
.014 to <.001; 0.32       

  
Study 2: 
Enjoyment 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.28, p ranged from 
.014 to <.001; 0.33       

  

Study 3: 
Partner 
instrumentalit
y 

Judgement 
(other) 84 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.30, p ranged from 
.052 to .002; 0.35 Ex No Chronic  

  
Study 3: 
Feeling right  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.34, p ranged from 
.052 to .002; 0.39       

  
Study 3: 
Motivation 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.21, p ranged from 
.052 to .002; 0.26       

  
Study 3: 
Enjoyment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.20, p ranged from 
.052 to .002; 0.25       

  

Study 4: 
Partner 
instrumentalit
y 

Judgement 
(other) 

155 
couples 
at time 4 No effect β=.03, p=.280; 0.08 NEx No Chronic 

  
Study 4: 
Feeling right  

Judgement 
(self)   No effect β=.03, p=.293; 0.08       

  
Study 4: 
Motivation 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.08, p=.009; 0.13       

  
Study 4: 
Enjoyment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit β=.05, p=.057; 0.1       

  

Study 5: 
Partner 
instrumentalit
y  

Judgement 
(other) 87 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.29, p ranged from 
.064 to .006; 0.34 Ex No Chronic  
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Study 5: 
Feeling right  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.27, p ranged from 
.064 to .006; 0.32       

  
Study 5: 
Motivation 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.22, p ranged from 
.064 to .006; 0.27       

  
Study 5: 
Enjoyment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.20, p ranged from 
.064 to .006; 0.25       

  

Study 6: 
Partner 
instrumentalit
y  

Judgement 
(other) 89 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.26, p ranged from 
.012 to .005; 0.31 Ex No Chronic 

  
Study 6: 
Feeling right 

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.26, p ranged from 
.012 to .005; 0.31       

  
Study 6: 
Enjoyment  

Judgement 
(self)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

β=.29, p ranged from 
.012 to .005; 0.34       

  
Study 6: 
Motivation 

Judgement 
(self)   No effect β=.11, p=.282       

Ritchie 
(2009)  Regulatory fit  

Judgement 
(self) 153 Symmetrical fit 

Supervisor and 
subordinate regulatory 
foci and regulatory fit 
(β=.16, p<.05; 0.21).   Ex No 

Chronic 
and 
induced 
(induced 
in 3 ways) 

  Value from fit  
Judgement 
(self)   

Marginal 
symmetrical fit β=.14, p=.07; 0.19       

  Liking  
Judgement 
(other)   Symmetrical fit β=.19, p=.01; 0.24       

  
Perceived 
value 

Judgement 
(self)   No effect β=.07, p=.37       

  
Relationship 
quality 

Judgement 
(other)   

Marginal 
symmetrical fit β=.13, p<.10; 0.18       

Santelli et 
al. (2009) 

Study 1: 
Forgiveness 
(self-report) 

Judgement 
(other) 61 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Promotion focus and 
Repentance: β=.32, 
p=.019; 0.37. QEx No Chronic 
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Study 2: 
Behavioural 
measure of 
forgiveness: 
number of 
ballots 

Behaviour 
(other) 70 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Regulatory 
Focus*Repentance: 
F(2, 69) = 5.70, p=.005, 
η2=.14; 0.374.  Ex No Induced 

  

Study 2: 
Behavioural 
measure of 
forgiveness: 
social 
distance  

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 
(Marginally for 
prevention) 

Regulatory 
Focus*Repentance: 
F(2, 69)=8.34, p=.001, 
η2=.20; 0.447       

  

Study 3: 
Unforgiveness 
scale (using 
the 
Transgression
-Related 
Interpersonal 
Motivations 
Inventory) 

Judgement 
(other) 95 Symmetrical fit 

Regulatory 
Focus*Repentance 
interaction, F(2, 94) = 
5.71, p=.005, η2=.11; 
0.332.  Ex Yes Induced 

Shin et al.  
(2017) 

Maintenance 
organizational 
citizenship 
behavior 
(divided into 
OCB-I 
interpersonal 
and OCB-O 
organizational
). 

Behaviour 
(self) 

758 (117 
leaders; 
641 
follower)  Symmetrical fit 

Leader and follower 
prevention focus on 
followers’ OCB-I (β = 
.19, p < .05; 0.24). 
Leader and follower 
promotion focus on 
followers’ OCB-I (β = 
.14, p < .05; 0.19).  
Leader and follower 
prevention focus on 
OCB-O (β= .15, p < .05; 
0.2). NEx No Chronic 
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Change 
organizational 
citizenship 
behaviour  

Behaviour 
(self)   Symmetrical fit 

Follower promotion 
focus * leader 
promotion focus β=-
.06, p>.05; -0.11. 
Follower prevention 
focus * leader 
prevention focus, 
β=.15, p>.05; 0.2       

Spanjol & 
Tam (2010)  

Product 
decision 

Behaviour 
(other) 62 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Predicting change in 
product decisions (R2 = 
0.17; 0.4).  Goal pursuit 
strategy*prevention 
focus (β=0.48, p<.05; 
0.53). QEx No 

Chronic 
and 
induced 

  
Advertising 
spending  

Behaviour 
(other)   Symmetrical fit 

Predicting change in 
advertising spending 
(R2=0.27; 0.52). Goal 
pursuit 
strategy*promotion 
focus (β=-.85, p<.001).  
goal pursuit 
strategy*prevention 
focus (β=.59, p<.001)       

  
Advertising 
message 

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

 
Predicting change in 
advertising message 
(R2=0.27; 0.52). Goal 
pursuit 
strategy*prevention 
focus (β=.44, p<.05; 
0.49)       

  

Salesforce 
allocation 
decisions  

Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 

Predicting change in 
salesforce allocation 
(R2=0.21; 0.46). Goal       
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pursuit 
strategy*prevention 
focus (β=.47, p<.05; 
0.52) 

  Pricing 
Behaviour 
(other)   

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit 

Predicting change in 
pricing (R2 = 0.17; 0.4). 
goal pursuit 
strategy*promotion 
focus (β=-.76, p<.001).         

Tabuchi et 
al. (2016) 

Study 1: 
Gratitude 
(*advisor 
generation: 
young or old) 

Judgement 
(other) 108 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 
(Fit if young 
condition)11 

β=.45, SE=0.14, 95% CI: 
[.01–.63], t(100)=2.45, 
p=.01, R2=.09); 0.5. In 
the young adviser 
condition, prevention-
focused participants 
felt more grateful to 
advisers who wrote the 
prevention-focused 
letter (β=.35, SE=1.59, t 
(100)=1.74, p=.08); 0.4.  Ex No Chronic 

  

Study 2: 
Gratitude 
(*advisor 
generation: 
young or old) 

Judgement 
(other) 51 

Asymmetrical 
prevention fit 
(Fit if young 
condition)11 

F(1, 43)=8.21, p=.01, 
η2=.16, 95% CI [.01–
.32]; 0.4. In the young 
adviser condition, 
participants felt 
significantly more 
grateful when the 
participants’ and the 
adviser’s regulatory 
focus were both 
prevention F(1, 43)= 
4.51, p=.04, η2=.31, 
95% CI [.00–.25]); 0.5.  Ex No 

Induced 
(induced 
in 2 ways) 
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Waterwall 
(2017)  

Proactive 
work 
behaviour 
(taking charge 
+ problem 
prevention) 

Behaviour 
(self) 

206 (133 
dyads) 

Asymmetrical 
promotion fit6 

Taking charge: β=.47, 
t=1.96, Cl = [.11; .41]; -
0.52. Problem 
prevention: β=.51, t= 
2.30, Cl = [.16; .56]; 
0.55 NEx No Chronic 

  

Proactive 
strategic 
behaviour 

Behaviour 
(self)   No effect6 

β=-.15, t=-0.42, Cl=[-
.87; .56]; -0.2       

  

Feedback 
seeking (a 
form of 
proactive 
person-
environment 
fit behavior) 

Behaviour 
(self)   No effect6 

β=.10, t=- 0.39, Cl=[-
.40; .59]       

  

Career 
initiative (a 
form of 
proactive 
person-
environment 
fit behavior) 

Behaviour 
(self)   No effect6 

β=- 0.28, t=0.35, Cl=[-
.92; .53])       

  
Generalised 
compliance 

Behaviour 
(self)   No effect5 

β=.18, t=0.26, Cl=[-.38; 
.87]       

Note: Ex: experimental; NEx: non-experimental; QEx: Quasi-experimental 

1results while controlling for gender, age, and interview experience 

2Studies 3a and 3b not included because they do not address interpersonal regulatory fit directly 

3 2-way interaction (self*partner regulatory focus - not significant)  

4 effect size could not be determined 
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 5promotion fit not tested (not part of hypothesis) 

6prevention fit not tested (not part of hypothesis) 

7agreeableness was added as an IV 

8results reported are after controlling for perceived similarity 

9 results when controlling for age, education, level in the organization and company 

10results when controlling for gender 

11 misfit effect was found for the old generation condition 
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6.3.1. Overview of Studies 

Of the 58 studies, 22 (37.9%) were experimental, 12 (20.7%) were quasi-experimental 

(with random assignment of participants to one of the experimental groups: promotion or 

prevention – or, in four cases, a control condition), and 24 (41.4%) were correlational (see Table 

3). Of the 25 empirical articles, nine stemmed from the USA, three from the Netherlands, and 

two articles each stemmed from Canada, South Korea, and Israel (one of which included studies 

run both in Israel and the USA). One article each stemmed from Germany, Japan, and China. In 

four cases, the country of origin could not be ascertained. The study population of all studies can 

be classified into four groups: university students (n= 29; 50%), leader-follower or 

subordinate/supervisor or employees (n= 10; 17.2%), couples (dating or married; n= 10; 17.2%), 

and adult non-students (n= 9; 15.5%). Participants in the majority of the studies were recruited 

through offering course credit or via flyers and announcements around campus (n=40; 68.9%). 

Some participants were directly contacted by recruiting firms or organizations providing 

stratified random sampling (n=9; 15.5%), while the remaining participants were recruited 

through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk as well as advertisements online and in local papers (n=9; 

15.5%). We examined whether the studies on interpersonal regulatory fit collected data online or 

offline. Of the 58 studies, most were conducted offline (n= 45; 77.6%), the majority of which 

were conducted in the lab and for few studies participants were sent questionnaires to their 

homes; the remaining studies (n=13; 22.4%) were conducted online.  

6.3.2. Source of regulatory focus (Chronic or Induced)  

We assessed whether studies either measured participants’ chronic regulatory focus or 

situationally induced it. We then explored the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit in relation to 

whether regulatory focus was chronic or induced (see Table 3). In sum, of the 58 studies, a total 
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of 38 studies relied on chronic regulatory focus, 15 induced it, and four relied on both chronic 

and induced regulatory focus within the same study. Those four studies induced and measured 

regulatory focus more than once in different ways10. 

Chronic regulatory focus was measured with a variety of questionnaires across the 

studies. Most commonly used was the General Regulatory Focus measure (n=22; Lockwood et 

al., 2002) followed by the Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (n=12; Higgins et al., 2001). Two 

studies each used the Work Regulatory Focus scale (Neubert et al., 2008) or the Regulatory 

Focus at Work scale (Wallace & Chen, 2006). One study used the Work-based Regulatory Focus 

scale developed by Johnson and Chang (2008) and included four items adapted from the scales 

developed by Higgins et al. (2001) and Lockwood et al. (2002). Additionally, one study used the 

regulatory focus measure proposed by Sassenberg et al., (2012), whereas another study used a 

scale called the bipolar instrument for assessing self-regulation orientation (Coolsen, 2003). 

Finally, two studies developed a new scale each to measure chronic regulatory focus (Coolsen, 

2003).  

Turning to various inductions employed across studies, some (n=5) used more than one 

induction method within the same study (see Table 3). Specifically, Peng and colleagues (2015) 

induced regulatory focus in two ways, first by having participants write down either their goals 

and aspirations (promotion-prime) or their duties and obligations (prevention-prime), and then 

 
10 Specifically, Hamstra et al. (2014) randomly assigned participants to two groups: in one group regulatory focus 

was measured, in the other it was induced. In Spanjol and Tam (2010), dyads were randomly assigned to an 

regulatory goal-pursuit induction and had their RF measured for the purposes of dividing them into three groups: (a) 

predominantly promotion-focused teams; (b) predominantly prevention-focused teams, and (c) mixed-focus teams. 

Lam (2015) induced regulatory focus by means of having participants recall past promotion or prevention success 

(Higgins et al., 2001), but also by means of a second induction that asked participants of their role as in interviewer 

with either promotion or prevention instructions (e.g., describe the interviewer behaviors and outcomes you hope to 

achieve (seek to avoid) during this interview. Lam (2015) also measured regulatory focus by Lockwood et al. (2002) 

and the regulatory focus at work questionnaire (Wallace & Chen, 2006). Ritchie (2009) had participants complete a 

chronic measure of RF (Lockwood et al., 2002) and then induced RF by means of promotion or prevention questions 

(Higgins et al., 2001). 
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additionally by framing task instructions (promotion: achieving more profit; prevention: avoiding 

more losses). In a further study, they used three different priming techniques at three different 

phases of the study: the two detailed before, and then in a third phase used a loss or gain frame. 

Tabuchi et al. (2016; Study 2) used two tasks to induce participants’ regulatory focus: first, a 

word choice task in which participants had to identify words from a list related to either foci, and 

second, a task asking participants to write a short essay about their ideals or duties in life. Two 

inductions tasks were also used by Lam (2015): first, by means of having participants recall past 

promotion or prevention success (Higgins et al., 2001) then by inducing participants’ role as an 

interviewer with either promotion or prevention instructions (e.g., describe the interviewer 

behaviours and outcomes you hope to achieve (vs. seek to avoid) during this interview). Finally, 

Ritchie (2009) employed three primes: first the Higgins et al. (2001) priming task, then 

participants answered a list of either promotion- or prevention -framed questions, and finally 

they were asked to describe a positive (negative) outcome that they wanted to achieve (avoid).  

In total, across all the studies, inducing regulatory focus through asking participants to 

list hopes or aspirations versus duties or responsibilities was used seven times (cf. Freitas & 

Higgins, 2002). Asking participants three open-ended questions to recall events in their lives 

dealing with promotion-focused or prevention-focused self-regulation was used four times 

(Higgins et al., 2001).  Instructions or materials framed in eager/gain (corresponding to 

promotion) versus vigilant/loss terms (corresponding to prevention) were used six times. Being 

asked about an outcome they wanted to achieve or outcome they wanted to avoid was used 

twice. Asking them to think specifically of promotion or prevention academic strategies was 

used once. Additionally, one study used the mouse-in-a-maze technique developed by Friedman 

and Förster (2001), while two others applied a word choice task or word categorization task, 
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whereby participants were required to identify or categorise meaningful words from a list of 

words related to either focus. 

Importantly, we assessed whether the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit varied based 

on the source of regulatory focus (measured or induced; see Table 4). Overall, for induced 

regulatory focus, a symmetrical fit for both foci was most common, whereas for chronic 

regulatory focus an asymmetric effect driven by promotion focus was most common (i.e., 

promotion fit). For cases in which regulatory focus was both measured and induced, a symmetric 

effect driven by both foci was most likely reported. 

Table 4  

Nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of the source of regulatory focus 

 Chronic RF 

86 DVs 

Induced RF 

21 DVs 

Chronic + Induced 

RF 13 DVs 

Symmetrical fit 18 (21%) 10 (50%) 6 (46%) 

Promotion fit 37 (43%) 8 (36%) 2 (15%) 

Prevention fit 9 (10.5%) 3 (13%) 3 (23%) 

No effect  16 (18.6%) - 2 (15%) 

Misfit  6 (6.9%) - - 

Note. RF = regulatory focus; DV = dependent variable.  

As noted above, there was also considerable variation in how regulatory focus was 

measured across the studies. We also addressed the relationship between the different measures 

of chronic regulatory focus and the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit effects. The GRF scale 

was involved in 12 symmetrical, 31 promotion fit, six prevention fit, and 15 no effects and two 

marginal effects. By comparison, the RFQ was involved in 11 symmetrical, two promotion fit, 
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three prevention fit, two marginal effects and one no effect. This suggests that the GRF scale is 

more frequently involved in interpersonal regulatory fit driven by promotion fit, whereas the 

RFQ seems to be involved in symmetrical interpersonal regulatory fit effects. This might be due 

to differences in the measures, which is explored further in the discussion section of this chapter. 

With regards to the three most common induction techniques, the induction technique of 

Higgins et al. (2001) was involved in 12 symmetrical fit effects, 1 asymmetrical promotion fit, 3 

marginal symmetrical fit, and 1 no effect. The technique of asking about hopes/aspirations versus 

duties/responsibilities was involved in 5 symmetrical fit effects, 3 asymmetrical prevention fit 

and 2 asymmetrical promotion fit. With regards to framing instructions, this technique was 

involved in 4 prevention fit, 3 symmetrical fit, 3 no effect, 2 promotion fit, and 2 marginal 

effects.  

6.3.3. Presentation of target regulatory focus and type of target  

Another important factor in research on interpersonal regulatory fit is how a target’s 

regulatory focus is conveyed to participants in order to create the experience of interpersonal 

regulatory fit. Although target presentations varied across the studies, the targets’ regulatory 

focus was most commonly conveyed by participants reading information about the respective 

target, and with this information framed in either promotion or prevention terms. For example, in 

Hamstra et al. (2013) and Tabuchi et al. (2016) fit was achieved by measuring participants’ 

regulatory focus and then presenting them with a letter allegedly written by the target (i.e., a job 

application letter, respectively an advise letter). Another common approach consisted in asking 

each member of the ‘dyad’ (i.e., couples or leader-follower pairs) to report on their own 

regulatory focus (e.g., Shin et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2017) or to induce regulatory focus in 

both dyad members (e.g., Peng et al., 2015; Spanjol & Tam, 2010). A third approach entailed 
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participants rating their own as well as the regulatory focus of someone else (e.g., their romantic 

partners’, Righetti et al., 2011; Bohns et al., 2013; their supervisors’; Hamstra et al., 2011, 2014).  

Across studies, who the target was varied importantly. Most frequently (n=22) 

participants were presented with a fictional target (e.g., in a scenario or a vignette). In other 

studies, participants were also asked to think of a close person they knew (n=8). In other studies, 

real-life dyads (in which both members of the dyad participated in the study) were also 

considered and consisted of leader-follower/supervisor-subordinate pairs (n=10) and couples 

(n=11). In some cases dyads were strangers paired up for the purposes of the experiment (n=7). 

We examined if target differences impact the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit (see Table 5 

for a summary).  

Table 5 

The nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of target  

 Fictional 

target 

 

35 DVs 

Thinking 

of a close 

person   

22 DVs 

Real-life dyads 

(supervisor-

subordinate) 

25 DVs 

Real-life partner 

(dating/married) 

 

22 DVs 

 

Paired-up dyad 

for experimental 

purposes 

17 DVs 

Symmetrical 

fit 

20 (57%) 4 (18%) 4 (16%) 3 (13%) 6 (35%) 

Promotion fit  9 (25%) 17 (77%) 11 (44%) 6 (27%) 3 (17%) 

Prevention fit 3 (9%) - 4 (16%) 2 (9%) 5 (29%) 

No effect 3 (9%) 1 (5%) 6 (24%) 7 (31.8%) 1 (6%) 

Misfit - - - 4 (18%) 2 (12%) 

Note. DV = dependent variable. 

The studies employing a fictional target were most frequently involved in symmetric fit 

effects (i.e., driven by both promotion and prevention focus). Thinking of a close person as a 
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target was most frequently involved in asymmetrical promotion fit effects. Studies using real life 

dyads of supervisor-subordinate pairs in an organisational setting most likely produced 

asymmetrical fit effects driven by promotion fit. For real life partners in ongoing relationships 

most commonly no fit effects emerged, but this was closely followed by asymmetrical promotion 

fit effects. Lastly, being paired up with a stranger in an experiment most likely produced 

symmetrical fit effects.  

In sum, for strangers (both fictional targets and paired-up dyads), symmetrical fit effects 

most likely emerged, whilst for real-life partners/dyads there was a trend towards asymmetrical 

fit effects driven by promotion. This may be because regarding real life partners, participants 

may possess further knowledge, including about stable attributes (Clark et al., 2017; Leising et 

al., 2014), which may render interpersonal regulatory fit more pronounced for either promotion 

or prevention. This is addressed further in the discussion section.  

6.3.4. Research domain 

The studies on interpersonal regulatory fit reviewed here address different domains. In 

order to assess the relationship between the different research domains and the nature of 

interpersonal regulatory fit, we similarly examined the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a 

function of research domain. More specifically, the 25 research articles can be grouped into three 

broad domains. The majority (n=13; 52%) belonged to the organisational domain, followed by 

the close romantic relationship domain (n=6; 24%) and other (non-romantic) interpersonal 

domain (n=6; 24%). Within the organisational domain, examples of dependent variables 

considered included citizenship behaviour (Shin et al., 2017), supervisor commitment (Johnson 

et al., 2017), or leader effectiveness (Hamstra et al., 2014). Examples of dependent variables 

considered in the close romantic relationship domain included partner instrumentality (Righetti 
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et al., 2011), perceived family-work conflicts (Demerouti et al., 2014), and relationship well-

being (Bohns et al., 2013). Finally, in the (non-romantic) interpersonal domain, examples of 

dependent variables included evaluations of strangers in terms of liking (Liu et al., 2016; 

Hamstra et al., 2013) or academic motivation by role models (Lockwood et al., 2002). 

 Table 6 

 

The Nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of research domain  

Note. DV = dependent variable. 

Broadly speaking, across the three research domains, the vast majority of studies found 

significant interpersonal regulatory fit effects. At the same time, the nature of interpersonal 

regulatory fit varied across the three different research domains (see Table 6). In the 

organisational domain, the most common nature of interpersonal regulatory fit was a 

symmetrical fit effect (i.e., for both promotion and prevention simultaneously), followed by an 

asymmetrical promotion fit effect. The same pattern of interpersonal regulatory fit was also 

 Organisational  

50 DVs 

Relationship 

41 DVs 

Interpersonal 

30 DVs 

Symmetrical fit 17 (34%) 4 (9.7%) 17(56.6%) 

Promotion fit 14 (28%) 20 (48.7%) 9 (30%) 

Prevention fit 8 (16%) 2 (4.8%) 2 (6.6%) 

Misfit - 3 (7.3%) - 

No effect  8 (16%) 8 (19.5%)  2 (6.6%) 

Marginal  2 (4%) marginal fit 

effects for both, and 

1 (2%) marginal 

effect for promotion 

fit only 

2 (4.8%) marginal 

for both, and 2 

(4.8%) marginal for 

promotion fit only. 

- 
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found in the interpersonal domain: a symmetrical fit followed by a promotion fit. Contrary, 

studies in relationship domain most commonly found an asymmetrical promotion fit effect, 

followed by a symmetric fit effect. However, in that domain, the latter two differed substantially 

in frequency, with an asymmetrical promotion fit (n=20; 48.7%) being much more prevalent than 

a symmetrical fit effect (n=4; 9.7%).  

The differences between the three research domains might be driven by the type of target. 

In general, real-life targets were more commonly featured in organisational and relationship 

domain (supervisor-subordinate/ leader-follower or dating/married couples). By contrast, in the 

interpersonal domain, strangers or hypothetical targets featured more frequently. This suggests 

that the impact of the research domain on the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit may be 

moderated by the type of target. 

6.3.5. Dependent variable groups  

Based on the diverse set of dependent variables addressed across studies, a further 

grouping into narrower categories was also introduced. Specifically, and mirroring the 

classification introduced regarding intrapersonal regulatory fit, namely evaluation, behaviour 

and behavioural intention (Motyka et al., 2014), dependent variables of each study were 

categorised as either pertaining to judgment or behaviour (see Table 3). This was done because, 

in the interpersonal regulatory fit work, a notable recurring theme in the dependent variables 

emerged, in which they could generally be mapped onto the categories of judgement or 

evaluation, on the one hand, and behaviour on the other hand. In what follows we assess how the 

nature of interpersonal regulatory fit effects varies as a function of this categorisation.  

We classified as ‘judgement’ measures of attitude or person evaluation, for example the 

extent to which participants report (dis)liking of targets considered (e.g., liking, feeling right; 
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Hamstra et al, 2013). We classified as ‘behaviour’ intentions to behave in a specific way and 

actual behaviour. For example, behavioural intention included indicating one’s readiness to 

engage in a given behaviour (Ajzen, 2002), such as turnover intentions (e.g., Hamstra et al., 

2011) and actual behaviour included instances such as making an admission decision or enacted 

forgiveness through number of ballots shared (e.g., Santelli et al 2009).  

A further distinction can be applied to the above dichotomy, namely whether the 

behaviour or judgement pertains to the self (i.e., the participant) or someone else (i.e., the target). 

This self-other distinction also features in Table 3. To illustrate, in the reviewed studies, an 

example of a self-related judgement is ‘feeling of rightness’ (e.g., Righetti et al., 2011), whereas 

an example of an other-related judgement concerns attributes or traits related to the other, such as 

likability (Liu et al., 2016). Regarding behaviour, an example of self-related behaviour is taking 

charge in a work environment (i.e., proactive work behaviour; e.g., Waterwall, 2017), whereas 

an example of other-related behaviour is deciding whether the target person would be admitted to 

a job or university position (e.g., Liu et al., 2016). Regarding the two distinctions, the majority of 

dependent variables addressed judgement (n=89), whereas dependent variables addressing 

behaviour were considerably less frequent (n=32). At the same time, the number of other- (n=45) 

and self-related judgements (n=44), as well as other- (n=17) self-related behaviour (n=15) was 

similar.  

As before, we again assessed the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit in relation to 

whether the dependent variable concerned judgements or behaviours, and further whether both 

were self- versus other-related. Notably, the category judgement was most frequently involved in 

an asymmetric effect driven by promotion, followed closely by a symmetrical effect. On the 
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contrary, behaviour was most frequently involved in a symmetric effect, followed closely by an 

asymmetrical promotion fit effect (see Table 7).  

Table 7  

The Nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of judgement and behaviour  

 Judgement  

89 DVs 

Behaviour 

32 DVs 

Symmetrical fit  29 (32.6%) 11 (34.3%) 

Promotion fit 32 (36%) 9 (28%) 

Prevention fit 5 (5.6%) 7 (22%) 

Misfit both 3 (3.4%) - 

Marginal effect 8 (9%) (3 were marginal for 

both, 1 marginal misfit for 

both, 3 were marginal for 

promotion only, and 1 was 

marginal for prevention 

only) 

- 

No effect 12 (13.5%) 5 (15.6%) 

Note. DV = dependent variable. 

The nature of interpersonal regulatory fit can similarly be assessed regarding self- versus 

other-related judgements and behaviours. Results regarding this distinction are presented in 

Table 8. 

Table 8  

The Nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of the self-versus other level for 

judgement and behaviour 
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 Judgement; self-

related   

44 DVs 

Judgement; 

other-related  

45 DVs 

Behaviour; self -

related 

15 DVs 

Behaviour; 

other-related 

17 DVs 

Symmetrical 

fit  

13 (29%) 16 (35%) 6 (40%) 5 (29%) 

Promotion fit 20 (45%) 12 (27%) 4 (26%) 5 (29%) 

Prevention fit  3 (7%) 2 (4%) 1 (7%) 6 (35%) 

No effects  3 (7%) 9 (20%) 4 (26%) 1 (6%) 

Marginal  4 (9%; 2 for both, 

1 for promotion, 

1 for prevention) 

4 (9%: 1 for both, 

2 for promotion, 

1 both misfit) 

- - 

Misfit 1 (2%) 2 (4%) - - 

Note. DV = dependent variable. 

Notably, for self-related judgements, findings most frequently pertained to an 

asymmetrical promotion fit (46%). By contrast, for other-related judgements, the majority of 

findings pertained to a symmetrical fit (36%), followed closely by an asymmetrical promotion fit 

(27%). A similar distribution emerged regarding self-related behaviours (40% symmetrical and 

26.6% asymmetrical promotion fit), whereas a more even distribution emerged regarding the 

other-related behaviours (27.8% symmetrical, 33.3% asymmetrical promotion, and 33.3% 

asymmetrical prevention fit).  

6.4. Discussion 

This systematic review considered important moderators likely to impact the nature of 

interpersonal regulatory fit (mis)fit effects, both symmetrical or asymmetrical, across relevant 
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studies identified in a literature search. The main findings can be summarised regarding each 

moderator considered.  

6.4.1. Source of regulatory focus 

With regards to the source of regulatory focus, the findings indicated that chronic 

regulatory focus was more frequently involved in asymmetrical promotion fit effects, whereas 

induced regulatory focus was more frequently involved in a symmetrical fit effect. Differences in 

the chronic measures of regulatory focus considered, and specifically whether the RFQ or GRF 

were assessed, furthermore nuanced the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit effects. 

Specifically, whilst the former was more frequently involved in symmetrical, the latter in 

asymmetrical promotion interpersonal regulatory fit effects. This, in turn, indicates that the 

overall finding regarding chronic measures of regulatory focus being more frequently involved in 

asymmetrical effects is due to the studies employing the GRF rather than the RFQ. Regarding 

induced regulatory focus, the induction of Higgins et al (2001) was more frequently involved in a 

symmetrical fit effect compared to other induction techniques. This induction technique (Higgins 

et al., 2001) was most frequently used, with the highest number of dependent variables assessed 

after this technique. 

Importantly, previous research has found that in Western cultures the population is 

comprised of a greater number of promotion-focused than prevention-focused individuals 

(Higgins et al., 2008). Since the majority of studies reviewed here was conducted in the West, 

the majority of participants can be expected to have been rather promotion-focused. Relying on 

chronic measures of regulatory focus thus likely led to an oversampling of promotion-focused 

individuals in these studies (Ritchie, 2009). This may help explain why chronic regulatory focus 

in this systematic review is most commonly involved with an asymmetric promotion fit effect. 
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By contrast, relying on induction, in addition to demonstrating causality, can also help in the 

balancing of experimental conditions in terms of participants predominant and currently active 

focus (Ritchie, 2009). This may help explain why induction of regulatory focus is most 

commonly involved in a symmetric fit effect. However, regulatory focus is less frequently 

induced than measured in the interpersonal regulatory fit literature. As such, more research can 

be done to inquire about the variation in impact of chronic or induced regulatory focus on the 

nature of interpersonal regulatory fit, particularly in eastern cultures in order to explore if similar 

asymmetric interpersonal regulatory fit effects will emerge for the predominant chronic 

prevention focus. 

Notably, comparing the two most common measures of chronic RF revealed that the RFQ 

(Higgins et al., 2001) was more frequently involved in symmetrical fit effect, whereas the GRFM 

(Lockwood et al., 2002) was more frequently involved  to an asymmetrical promotion fit effect. 

It has been suggested previously the two scales use two different definitions (Summerville & 

Roese, 2008). The RFQ emphasises the aspect of regulatory focus which defines promotion 

focus as achieving personally important aspirations, ideals, and ambitions and defines prevention 

focus as fulfilling duties, obligations, and responsibilities. By contrast, in the GRFM emphasises 

approaching desired states and achieving gains for a promotion focus and avoiding undesired 

states and losses for a prevention focus. Furthermore, the GRFM is tailored towards a population 

of undergraduate students, highlighting success and failure in academic contexts. Importantly, 

participants’ responses to the two scales are often unrelated, suggesting that differences on the 

nature of interpersonal regulatory fit as a function of these two scales is not unexpected. 

Summerville and Roese (2008) argued that findings using the RFQ more accurately measure 

regulatory focus and have more credibility than those of GRFM, because the GRFM scale 
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functions more as a measure of approach and behaviour rather than the self-guide definition of 

the RFQ. Moreover, the GRFM scale was associated with positive and negative affectivity 

whereas RFQ was independent of affect valence. In any event, when choosing a measure of 

chronic RF, not only in the context of interpersonal regulatory fit research, one should bear in 

mind that results may not generalise to other measurement instruments.  

6.4.2. Type of target 

The impact of the type of target considered in studies on the nature of interpersonal 

regulatory fit revealed that for strangers (both fictional targets and unacquainted, paired-up dyads 

for experimental purposes), symmetrical fit effects most frequently emerged. However, for real-

life partners/dyads, asymmetrical promotion fit most frequently emerged. When only thinking of 

a close person as a target asymmetrical promotion fit also most frequently emerged. The main 

groups of social targets considered in the interpersonal regulatory fit literature can be categorised 

into fictional targets (e.g., Hamstra et al., 2013), real-life dyads of partners or supervisors-

employees (e.g., Shin et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2017), close others and friends (e.g., Righetti et 

al., 2011), and strangers (i.e, being matched with a stranger for the purposes of the experiment; 

e.g., Santelli et al., 2009).  

It is reasonable to assume that the nature and closeness of the relationship between 

participants and targets, which likely entails participants having better knowledge about and 

more familiarity with the target’s behaviour and traits, will have an impact on the fit effect. 

Specifically, being more familiar with the target at stake implies participants most likely having 

an implicit knowledge regarding the target’s chronic regulatory focus, for example whether they 

are likely to focus on gains or losses. In long-standing relationships, participants’ substantive 

knowledge of the other person is likely to be drawn upon when judging this person (Clark et al., 
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2017; Leising et al., 2014) and, in turn, to impact the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit. That 

is, partners in relationships tend to have accrued knowledge of each other’s preferences, goals, 

and past experiences (Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004). However, it is not yet clear how the type of 

target consistently impacts the interpersonal regulatory fit effect, or the nature of the effect. For 

example, there is evidence that partners in close relationships can be both accurate and biased in 

their perceptions of each other (Gagné & Lydon, 2004; Kenny & Acitelli, 2001). As such, 

knowledge of the target likely impacts interpersonal regulatory fit. Future research on 

interpersonal regulatory fit could consider assessing the impact of type of target as well as 

knowledge and familiarity with the target as a potential moderator of these effects. 

6.4.3. Research domain 

The nature of interpersonal regulatory fit also differed with regards to the three main 

research domains considered. In the organisational and interpersonal domains, the most common 

interpersonal regulatory fit was of a symmetrical nature. Contrary, studies in the relationship 

domain, most commonly found an asymmetrical promotion fit effect. The literature on 

interpersonal regulatory fit considered here has focused on three main domains, namely 

organisational contexts, close romantic relationship, and other (non-romantic) interpersonal 

contexts. Of the three, the (non-romantic) interpersonal domain emerged as the most 

understudied. In the organisational and interpersonal domain, the most common type of 

interpersonal regulatory fit was a symmetrical fit effect. Contrary, studies in the relationship 

domain most commonly found an asymmetrical promotion fit effect.  

Relatedly, certain research domains may include a specific type of target more frequently 

than others, which may potentially be underlying these differences. Targets are best known to 

participants when they are their partner in a relationship, in which there is also personal 
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involvement (i.e., in the close romantic relationship domain). By contrast, the (non-romantic) 

interpersonal domain more frequently considered strangers as targets, (i.e., a lack of knowledge 

and involvement with the target), of which a symmetrical effect was most frequent. In the 

organisational domain, participants may know their supervisors but there is no substantial 

knowledge of the target or personal involvement with the target, as with a relationship context. 

Therefore, the symmetrical effect, as was found with strangers, persists. As indicated above (see 

Type of Target), the difference in type of target entails a difference in the participant’s 

knowledge of and familiarity with the target. This again suggests the need to examine this 

potential moderator in future research on interpersonal regulatory fit (i.e., the impact of type of 

target and knowledge and familiarity with the target on the nature of interpersonal regulatory fit). 

6.4.4. Type of dependent variable 

The nature of interpersonal regulatory fit also differed as a function of the dependent 

variable groups considered, that is judgements and behaviours. For judgements an asymmetric 

promotion fit most frequently emerged, while for behaviours, most commonly a symmetric effect 

emerged. Finally, regarding the distinction of self-versus other related judgments and behaviours, 

for self-related judgements, findings most frequently pertained to an asymmetrical promotion fit 

while for other-related judgements, the majority of findings pertained to a symmetrical fit; for 

self- and other-related behaviour, the findings most commonly pertained to a symmetrical fit for 

both. 

Comparing the broad different dependent variable groups considered in interpersonal 

regulatory fit research, asymmetric promotion fit was most common for judgements, followed by 

symmetrical fit. Contrary, for behaviour a symmetrical effect was most common, followed by 

asymmetric promotion fit. Since different factors influence one’s and others’ judgements, on the 
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one hand, and one’s and others’ behaviour on the other hand, differences regarding the nature of 

interpersonal regulatory fit for these broad variables can be expected. The fundamental 

difference and incongruence between judgement and behaviour may help explain the different 

corresponding impact on interpersonal regulatory fit for each of the groups. Indeed, research has 

demonstrated that attitude (or evaluation) and behavioural intention and behaviours do not 

necessarily correspond (Glasman & Albarracín, 2006; Sheppard et al., 1988). In other words, a 

particular attitude does not lead to a particular behaviour. Factors that affect this inconsistency 

include subjective or social norms and volitional control (i.e., the extent to which the individual 

can engage in the behavior), as well as one’s skill or perceived ability (Ajzen, 1985, Ajzen & 

Madden, 1986, Roedder et al., 1983).  

In a meta-analysis on intrapersonal regulatory fit effects (Motyka et al., 2014), 

asymmetrical promotion (versus prevention) fit effects were found to be stronger when assessing 

fit in the context of evaluations, which are – broadly speaking – judgments. This parallels results  

in the current review on interpersonal regulatory fit for judgements (both self- and other-related), 

with only few asymmetrical prevention fit effects emerging for judgements (n=5; 5.6%), while 

asymmetrical promotion fit effects were comparatively more frequent (n=32; 36%). 

Speculatively, this may stem from promotion-focussed individuals being more able and open to 

detecting self-other similarities, potentially allowing for a more specific and detailed judgement 

of the target (Righetti et al., 2011).  

Motyka et al. (2014) also found that asymmetrical prevention compared to promotion fit 

has a stronger effect on behaviour. However, no such pattern emerged regarding interpersonal 

regulatory fit here. In fact, promotion (n=10; 30.3%) and prevention fit effects (n=7; 21.2%) 

were comparable across behavioural dependent variables as a whole. However, a caveat consists 
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in the low number of studies assessing interpersonal regulatory fit with behaviour as dependent 

variables, making direct comparisons to findings at the intrapersonal level difficult.  

With regards to self-versus other judgement subcategories, self-related judgements most 

frequently entailed asymmetric promotion fit. For other-related judgements, by contrast, the 

majority of effects pertained to symmetrical fit. However, asymmetric promotion fit effects in 

interpersonal regulatory fit were stronger than asymmetric prevention fit effects when assessing 

judgement overall (i.e., for the self and others). One potential explanation for why asymmetric 

promotion fit is stronger than asymmetric prevention fit on judgement variables is that compared 

to prevention focus individuals, promotion-focus individuals tend to focus more on rewards and 

gaining new information, which, in turn, increases their attention to the value of a product or a 

judgment, thus making a promotion fit on these variables more frequent. In addition to that is the 

fact that having a promotion focus is the predominant focus in this western population (Higgins 

et al., 2008). Promotion-focused individuals are more open to information from others, whereas 

prevention-focused individuals are less receptive to external information (Liberman et al., 1999; 

Lanaj et al., 2012; Shin et al., 2017). In turn, promotion-focused individuals may more easily 

detect the similarities between their approach to goals and that of their partner, whereas 

prevention-focused individuals do not tend to recognise these similarities (Righetti et al., 2011).  

With regards to self-versus other behaviour subcategories, symmetrical fit more 

frequently emerged for self-related behaviour, whereas a more even distribution emerged 

regarding the other-related behaviours (27.8% symmetrical, 33.3% asymmetrical promotion, and 

33.3% asymmetrical prevention fit). Comparatively, much less research considered behaviour 

than judgements, rendering comparisons within the behaviour categories (i.e., between self-

versus other behaviour) and explanations for these differences potentially more difficult. More 
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studies addressing the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on behaviour and behavioural 

intentions, across both subcategories (self and other), is warranted in order to understand if this 

pattern will continue to emerge. One option would be to assess, in the same study, both 

judgement and behaviour, and to assess if effects generalise from judgement to behaviour 

regarding the same phenomenon.  

6.4.5. Future studies 

The studies considered in the current review were nearly exclusively conducted in 

Western cultures, with a few exceptions stemming from Japan, China and South Korea. It would 

be of interest to further explore interpersonal regulatory fit in more collectivist cultures, in which 

prevention focus is the predominant focus (compared to a promotion focus in rather 

individualistic Western cultures; Higgins et al., 2008). In the set of studies examined here, 

conducted primarily in a western context, an asymmetric fit effect driven by promotion was 

considerably more frequent than an asymmetric fit effect driven by prevention. The 

predominance of promotion focus in that context may be driving these effects. Thus, it would be 

of interest to explore if asymmetrical fit effects of a prevention nature might, conversely arise, in 

collectivist cultures. Since prevention focus is the predominant focus in more collectivist 

contexts, a prevention fit may similarly be more predominant.  

Of note, exploring how long the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit can last, 

particularly outside the lab setting is a very important yet understudied area. Only two studies 

considered here, and both stemming from the same publication, examined interpersonal 

regulatory fit at more than one time-point (Coolsen, 2003) 11. Studies can be conducted to 

 
11Of the total 25 studies addressing interpersonal regulatory fit, only 2 studies stemming from the same piece of 

work have examined interpersonal regulatory fit at more than one time-point. Coolsen (2003) addressed 

interpersonal regulatory fit across time. In Study 1, couples completed the same measures of RF and couple well-
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explore the duration of the impact in order to assess for any potential long-term benefits or 

effects of interpersonal regulatory fit. Additionally, little has been done on exploring potential 

negative consequences or dark side of interpersonal regulatory fit (apart from one study which 

showed that a fit can enhance disliking; Hamstra et al., 2013). New mediums in conveying 

targets, including their regulatory focus, such as videos, can also be explored in future research 

to examine how different ways a target’s regulatory focus is presented can impact the nature of 

interpersonal regulatory fit.  

Future studies can also be considered in relation to the theoretical framework proposed in 

the Introduction chapter of the dissertation. In reference to Figure 1 presented in Chapter 1, we 

note that the proposed model of the relationship between interpersonal regulatory fit and 

empathy, willingness to help and prosocial behaviour can be altered or modified at various stages 

of the process. The present systematic review helps in outlining the different framings that can be 

employed based on the model considered here. For example, the model can be examined at the 

level of the first factor, through various ways of measuring participants’ regulatory focus (i.e., 

source of regulatory focus). Similarly, the next factor in the model, the presentation of target 

regulatory focus (while presented in previous studies in the thesis through congruent or 

incongruent emotional reactions), can also be varied and explored differently, as indicated by the 

studies in the systematic review. As such, enhancing and modifying different factors of the 

model through various measures can help in generating further future studies addressing 

interpersonal regulatory fit. 

 
being in both time 1 and 2 (2 weeks apart). At time 1, promotion fit and prevention fit between couples was 

predictive of couple-wellbeing. At time 2, only the effects of prevention fit were still significantly predicative of 

couple well-being. In study 5, the effects of fit between couples on couple well-being and self and perceived partner 

life values was examined across two time-points, separated by 10 days. In this study, the effects were persistently 

null across the 2 timeframes.  
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In sum, the findings of the systematic review regarding each moderator vary. With 

regards to the source of regulatory focus, the findings indicated that chronic regulatory focus was 

associated with asymmetrical promotion fit effect whereas an induction of regulatory focus was 

associated with a symmetrical fit effect. Differences in the chronic measures of regulatory focus, 

either RFQ or GRF, similarly impacted the nature of IRF. The impact of the type of target used 

in the studies on the nature of IRF revealed mainly that for strangers (both fictional targets and 

paired-up dyads for experimental purposes), symmetrical fit effects most likely emerged, whilst 

for real-life partners/dyads there was a trend towards asymmetrical promotion fit. The nature of 

IRF also differed by the three main research domains: in the organisational domain as well as the 

interpersonal domain, the most common type of IRF was a symmetrical fit effect. Contrary, 

studies in the relationship domain most commonly found an asymmetrical promotion fit effect. 

The nature of IRF also differed as a function of the dependent variable groups judgement and 

behaviour: the category judgement was associated most commonly with an asymmetric 

promotion fit, while behaviour was associated most commonly with a symmetric effect.  

To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review to collate all available research on 

interpersonal regulatory fit and to explore potential moderators that might have contributed to 

converging as well as diverging effects in the literature on interpersonal regulatory fit. A greater 

understanding of the interpersonal regulatory fit literature and the quantification of effects 

detailed here would be gained from a meta-analysis on the topic, taking into account the effects 

of the moderators addressed by this systematic review.  
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 

The present thesis included a total of nine studies investigating the impact of 

interpersonal regulatory fit, an internal meta-analysis of five of these studies, and a systematic 

review of interpersonal regulatory fit. Seven of the present studies (i.e., Studies 1-5, 8, & 9) 

tested the impact of similarity in regulatory focus between participants and distressed 

protagonists in different scenarios on empathy and prosocial responses. Two further studies (i.e., 

Studies 6 and 7) each explored related, albeit slightly different, research questions. Study 6 

explored whether people project their regulatory focus onto others, and specifically if people 

show empathic responses towards distressed targets in line with their own regulatory focus. 

Study 7 explored whether (mis)fit between situational characteristics framed in terms of 

promotion or prevention focus and focus (in-)congruent emotional reactions people experiencing 

such situations show affects observer’s social perception these people. In what follows, the seven 

studies directly investigating the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy and prosocial 

responses will first be discussed, as they all tested the same hypothesis. Studies 6 and 7 will be 

addressed subsequently. Both sections contain a summary of results, discuss considerations in 

light of findings, highlights their contributions to the literature, and suggest avenues for future 

studies.   

7.1. Studies on Interpersonal Regulatory Fit – Studies 1-5 & 8-9 

7.1.1. Summary of Results 

In the set of studies testing interpersonal regulatory fit, (dis)similarity in participants’ and 

targets’ regulatory focus was conveyed by whether or not the target's emotional reaction to a 

distressing situation was focus-congruent or focus-incongruent. Diverse, and at times 



 

   
 

183 
 

contradictory, findings emerged across studies. Given empirical findings and theoretical 

approaches suggesting that interpersonal regulatory fit should positively impact empathy and 

prosocial responses, these mixed findings were unexpected.  

First, regarding empirical work, there is some evidence for perceived similarity between 

observers and targets positively impacting prosocial response, with similarity regarding many – 

including rather abstract – attributes such as shared social group membership, similar interests 

and values, as well as similar past experiences (e.g., Eklund, 2009; Hodges et al., 2010; Locher 

et al., 2014). Additionally, studies demonstrated that similarity in regulatory focus, and thus 

interpersonal regulatory fit, has positive consequences in domains such as interpersonal 

evaluations, close (romantic) relations, and in organisational context. Such consequences include 

greater perceived interpersonal fit and liking as well as increased hiring intentions (Hamstra et 

al., 2013), viewing close others as more instrumental in one’s own goal-pursuit (Righetti et al., 

2011), and greater commitment to as well as improved relationship quality with one’s 

supervisors (Johnson et al., 2017).  

Second, regarding theoretical approaches, according to the appraisal theory of empathy, 

when observer’s appraisal of a situation is congruent with the target’s appraisal of the same 

situation, this is expected to result in observers feeling empathy and being more likely to help. 

The current work considered the fact that the way in which situations are appraised can also vary 

based on attributes that observers and targets share or do not share, namely their regulatory 

focus. Against this background, the current work sought to extend previous interpersonal 

regulatory fit findings to the context of empathy and prosocial responses. Seven studies 

addressed this research question in a variety of scenarios regarding different distressing 

situations to which protagonists expressed promotion or prevention congruent emotional 
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reactions. They also differed regarding the extent to which further details on the targets’ 

regulatory focus was provided. These studies relied both on measurements of participants’ 

chronic RF as well as on situational inductions of RF. A summary of results, limitations and 

strengths, scenario content, and source of RF (chronic or induced) regarding these studies is 

presented in Table 9.  

Table 9 

Studies assessing the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy and prosocial responses 

Study Number Results Limitations (-) / 

strengths (+) 

Scenario 

Content 

Source of RF 

Study 1 Null findings (-) Scenario not 

pretested 

(-) Removal of 

control condition 

(reduced sample 

size) 

Struggling to 

adjust to work 

Chronic 

Study 2 Misfit effect: Prom 

RF x agitated target 

= more help 

(-) Scenario not 

pretested 

(-) High n with 

failed attention 

check 

(reduced sample 

size) 

(-) Removal of 

control condition 

(reduced sample 

size) 

Struggling to 

adjust to 

university  

Induced 

Study 3 Fit effect: Prev RF 

x agitated target = 

more help 

(+) Pretested 

scenario 

Suspicious of an 

unfaithful 

partner 

Chronic 

Study 4 Misfit effect: Prev 

RF x dejected target 

= more empathy 

(+) Pretested 

scenario 

Struggling to 

cope with 

grandmother’s 

failing memory 

Chronic 

Study 5 Null findings (+) Adding 

(no)/controllability 

factor 

Struggling to 

cope with 

grandmother’s 

sudden injury 

Induced 
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(+) Pretested 

scenario 

Study 8 Fit effect: Prom RF 

x dejected target = 

more help 

(+) More detailed 

target RF 

presentation 

(+) Pretested 

scenario 

(+) Change in 

prosocial response 

measure 

Struggling after 

having been 

excluded from 

an important 

work project 

Chronic 

Study 9 Part 1  

Null findings 

Part 2  

Fit effect: Prev RF 

x agitated target = 

more empathy 

Misfit effect: Prev 

RF x dejected target 

= less willing to 

work with target 

(+) Attempted 

replication of 

(Hamstra et al., 

2013; Experiment 

1) 

(+) More detailed 

target RF 

presentation 

(+) Additional DVs 

explored 

Part 1: job 

applicant letter 

Part 2: target 

does not get the 

job 

Chronic 

Note. Prom=promotion; Prev=prevention; RF=regulatory focus. 

In Study 1, participants’ regulatory focus was measured before they were confronted with 

a scenario of a target struggling to adjust to a new and challenging work environment, expressing 

either dejection or agitation or no emotional reaction. Results did not support the fit hypothesis. 

That is, under conditions of interpersonal regulatory fit there was no evidence of an increase in 

perceived fit, empathy, willingness to help or time spent on a message written to the target, 

compared to conditions of misfit. In Study 2 (run simultaneously to Study 1), regulatory focus 

was induced rather than measured and the study relied on a student population rather than 

Prolific workers. The scenario described a student finding it difficult to adapt to university and 

expressing either dejection or agitation as a result. Again, the fit hypothesis was not supported. 

Instead, and unexpectedly, an asymmetrical promotion misfit effect was found, but only for one 

of the variables considered: Participants induced with a promotion focus and presented with an 
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agitated (rather than dejected) target reported greater willingness to help. Study 3 again measured 

participants’ regulatory focus before they were assigned to a target dejection or agitation reaction 

condition. A different pretested scenario, on a person being suspicious of an unfaithful partner 

and as a result expressing these emotions, was used. Results partially supported the fit 

hypothesis, indicating an asymmetrical prevention fit effect, but only for one of the variables 

considered. Specifically, the stronger participants prevention focus was, the more they expressed 

willingness to help a target that expressed agitation (rather than dejection). Study 4 considered a 

different pretested scenario, namely a person struggling to cope with their grandmother’s failing 

memory. Results revealed an unexpected asymmetrical prevention misfit effect, yet again limited 

to one of the variables considered, only: The stronger participants prevention focus was, the 

more they expressed empathy when faced with an agitated (rather than a dejected) target.  

With the aim to increase the likelihood of observers indeed appraising the situation 

similarly to the described target, Study 5 introduced the controllability of the situation as a 

further experimental factor. Specifically, a perceived lack of controllability has been shown to 

entail reactions of sadness or dejection, whereas the perception of some degree of controllability 

of a negative situation more likely results in a reaction of agitation (Roseman et al., 1996). 

Therefore, manipulating situational appraisals more concretely regarding control can help ensure 

that situations are appraised similarly, conveying certain emotional reactions as more plausible, 

which in turn increases the likelihood of empathy emerging. Participants’ regulatory focus was 

again induced and they were again randomly assigned to target reaction conditions (dejection 

versus agitation). In addition, they were also randomly assigned to one of two endings of the 

same scenario: one in which the protagonist had no control over the situation and one in which 

the person had some control to change the situation. The pretested scenario detailed a person 
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struggling to adjust to their grandmother’s sudden injury. Contrary to predictions, results 

revealed no significant effects of interpersonal regulatory fit on any of the variables considered.  

To gain a better understanding of and a general picture regarding the nature of effects 

across these studies, an internal meta-analysis was conducted. It consisted of two separate 

analyses regarding the two variables most pertinent to our predictions and for which inconsistent 

effect emerged, namely empathy and willingness to help. However, results indicated that overall 

effects did not differ from zero, thus providing no evidence for either a fit or misfit effect. 

Two further studies in this research line introduced some changes designed to strengthen 

potential fit effects. In particular, the emotional reactions to the situations described in the 

scenarios might not have fully conveyed the regulatory focus of the target to participants. To 

address this, in Study 8 a detailed description of specific promotion or prevention focus 

congruent goal-pursuit strategies, body language and tone, as well as reactions to similar past 

situations were added to the the emotional reaction description. Moreover, participants’ prosocial 

response was assessed differently, since the letter of advice to the target task used in previous 

studies did not yield significant results. The new measure consisted of writing up to ten pieces of 

advice to the target, which is presumably less burdensome to participants. The pretested scenario 

described a person struggling after having been excluded from an important work project. 

Partially in line with the fit hypothesis, results revealed an asymmetrical promotion fit effect. 

Specifically, the stronger participants’ promotion focus was, the more they reported willingness 

to help when faced with a dejected (rather than agitated) target.  

The final Study 9 attempted to uncover whether the online nature of the studies and the 

specific population used methodology of using scenarios through this medium contributed to the 
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inconsistent and/or null findings. This study had two separate parts and aims. The first part 

aimed to replicate Hamstra et al (2013; Experiment 1), which demonstrated that interpersonal 

regulatory fit increases perceived fit and liking (here of a job applicant). The purpose behind this 

replication was to establish if the online nature of experiments as used in the previous studies 

would allow for replicating interpersonal regulatory fit findings regarding a previously tested set 

of materials and variables. The second part addressed the set of dependent variables (empathy, 

help and prosocial responses) of interest in the current dissertation. To this end, the same 

scenario as used by Hamstra et al. (2013) was extended to also include a section with the target 

showing a dejection or agitation emotional reaction. This was similar in terms of details to Study 

8. Moreover, additional, not previously considered dependent variables, were assessed (i.e., 

willingness to socialize and to work with the target). On the contrary, the prosocial response 

measure was not included in this study, since it had not produced any findings in the previous 

studies. The first part did not replicate Experiment 1 of Hamstra et al. (2013). In the the second 

part, two contrasting results emerged: a fit and misfit effect. First, an asymmetrical prevention fit 

effect showed that the stronger participants’ prevention focus was, the more empathetic they felt 

towards the target when faced with an agitated (rather than dejected) target. This partially 

supports the fit hypothesis (i.e., partially as this effect did not likewise emerge for promotion 

focus). Contrary to the fit hypothesis, a misfit effect indicated that the stronger participants’ 

prevention focus was, the less willing they were to work with the target when faced with a 

dejected target. Overall, the results again did not support the fit hypothesis, also as no effects 

emerged for the other dependent variables considered.  

7.1.2. General Considerations  
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Taken as a whole, the studies revealed mixed findings. Nonetheless, this section 

highlights relevant considerations that emerged from each study (and which impacted the design 

of the subsequent study) as well as possible explanations for some of the findings. With regards 

to Study 1, the null findings obtained led to two main changes implemented in the next studies. 

First, pretesting scenarios seemed warranted because participants perceived the scenario 

resulting in the target expressing dejection as more severe than the exact same scenario resulting 

in agitation. We recognised the need to introduce a well-balanced scenario in terms of the 

relevant control variables (severity, intensity and resemblance). In all subsequent studies (except 

for Study 2, which was run at the same time as Study 1), scenarios were pretested to ensure the 

situation would be perceived similarly independent of the emotion expressed by the target. 

Second, a control condition, (i.e., no emotional response from the target) was removed. The 

majority of participants in that condition reported that the target had expressed a dejection or 

agitation emotional response, when in fact they had not seen any emotional response. It thus 

seems that participants attributed an emotional reaction to the target, potentially because they 

projected their own regulatory focus onto targets (Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015).  

In Study 2, a student sample was used. However, a large number of participants failed the 

attention check (indicating lack of engagement and/or participants being distracted), resulting in 

a reduction in sample size and thus power, which consequently made it difficult to draw 

conclusions from the limited findings. To circumvent the problem of participant inattentiveness, 

all subsequent studies relied on paid participants rather a student sample and several of them 

included attention and a further manipulation check. Again, participants’ perceptions of the 

scenario in terms of perceived severity differed based on the target emotional response. This 

further highlighted the need to pre-test every scenario.  
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In Study 3, participants from Prolific Academic were recruited and the scenario used was 

pretested. As highlighted above, results of Study 3 (an asymmetrical prevention fit effect help) 

were contrary to study 2 (an asymmetrical promotion misfit effect for help). Greater confidence 

was placed in the results of Study 3 for two reasons: the responses of participants in Study 3 

(from Prolific Academic) was assumed to be more reliable, as only a few failed the attention 

check; also, the scenario used was pre-tested, which ensured that the emotional reactions of the 

target did not influence the control variables.  

Because of the greater confidence in the results of Study 3 and to potentially generalize 

effects to a different scenario, Study 4 was conducted. Study 4 also relied on a pretested scenario 

but describing a different situation. However, and contrary to Study 3, results of Study 4 revealed 

an asymmetrical prevention misfit effect regarding empathy. Although only two out of the seven 

studies point to misfit effects, two theoretical explanations as to why misfit effects might be 

found in research interpersonal regulatory fit in the context of empathy and prosocial reactions 

are nonetheless in what follows.  

First, participants exposed to an emotional reaction of a target not aligning with what 

they themselves would have felt in that situation might perceive the target to be in a rather 

difficult situation (compared to an expected reaction), and thus more in need of help (as in Study 

2) or empathy (as in Study 4). Put differently, the target expressing an ‘unexpected’ emotional 

reaction to the situation might have made participants perceive the target to be in a more urgent 

state, with the ‘unwarranted’ emotional reaction likely signaling to participant strong distress. 

Alternatively, participants might have unconsciously feared of emotional contagion (i.e, 

exposure to others’ emotional states creating similar emotional states in observers; Coviello et 

al., 2014; Dezecache et al., 2015; Hatfield et al., 1992). In this case, the participant would have 
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reacted in the same way as the target did if they had been in that situation. But when 

encountering a target with a strong and similar emotional reaction, the participant may want to 

distance themselves or disengage from the situation in order to avoid adopting that same emotion 

themselves. Conversely, when encountering a person identifying with a different emotion, the 

possibility of emotional contagion is less likely and thus engaging with situation of the target 

becomes easier, which facilitates helping. 

Only one misfit effect was found in the systematic review on interpersonal regulatory fit 

that included 25 articles and 58 studies on the topic. Specifically, Bohns et al. (2013) 

demonstrated that complementarity in strategic regulatory preferences among close partners in 

couples resulted in greater relationship well-being and higher levels of goal congruence. Here, 

complementarity (i.e., misfit) allowed role specialization for each member of the couple. That is, 

it enabled each partner to engage in their preferred strategy during a joint goal pursuit, leading to 

greater couple well-being. However, the relationship of close partners arguably is different to 

that of a participant facing a fictional protagonist. The difference in type of relationship between 

participant and target renders the misfit explanation by Bohns et al. (2013) not entirely suitable 

to the misfit effects found in the current work.  

Also, and contrary to Studies 1–3, the prevention misfit effect in Study 4 emerged for 

empathy, not help. One reason for this effect regarding empathy rather than help may be due to 

specifics of the scenario used, and that was somewhat different from the previous studies. 

Particularly, in the case of a person struggling with their grandmother’s degenerative illness, 

there may be a more limited opportunity for the participant to offer useful help. Consequently, 

and when faced with the question about their willingness to help in this situation, participants 

might not have been able to imagine how. If helping indeed was seen as infeasible or even 



 

   
 

192 
 

impossible, empathy may in turn have seemed like the only available reaction. Indeed, compared 

to the scenarios of Studies 2 and 3, the mean reported empathy here was the highest; conversely, 

the mean for reported helping was the lowest. In studies in which effects for help (fit and misfit) 

were found, the situation offered a clearer opportunity for help. That is, regarding a target 

struggling to adjust to university (Study 2), student participants can conceivably help (e.g., 

through meeting with the student, help them with coursework etc.). Similarly, regarding a 

situation of a person suspicious of an unfaithful partner (Study 3), participants can offer practical 

steps such as what the next course of action could be (e.g., communicating directly with the 

partner, ending the relationship etc.). By contrast, regarding a situation in which a worsening 

genetic illness is taking its toll (Study 4), participants have limited and arguably less impactful 

ways to improve the target’s situation, apart from offering comfort and empathy. In other words, 

certain situational features of the scenario might have an impact on findings, especially when 

they vary greatly in their content. The influence of scenario content is expanded on below. 

While testing the same overall hypothesis, in Study 5, we provided more details 

regarding the situational appraisal should increase the likelihood of observers and targets 

appraising the situation similarly (Lazarus, 1991; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). Specifically, on 

perceived control, in which a perceived lack of controllability entailed reactions of sadness or 

dejection, whereas the perception of some degree of controllability of a negative situation more 

results in a reaction of agitation (Roseman et al., 1996). We manipulated situational appraisals 

regarding control in order to ensure that situations are appraised similarly. The manipulation of 

controllability of the scenario was adopted, however, this did not impact the results as expected 

and produced null findings.  
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A different aspect of the methodology was addressed in the next study (Study 8), namely 

a change in the presentation of targets’ regulatory focus. Even though regulatory fit is a subtle 

process and does not require conscious awareness (Higgins, 2012), Study 8 more clearly 

conveyed the targets’ regulatory focus (in order to increase chances of finding potential fit 

effects). This was achieved by describing targets’ goals, which nicely convey differences in 

regulatory concerns (e.g., on growth vs. safety; Carver et al., 1996) in addition to their emotional 

reactions. Indeed, results indicated a significant asymmetrical promotion fit effect for help. 

The first part of Study 9 failed to replicate Hamstra et al. (2013; Experiment 1). Although 

two differences between the failed replication and the original are noted (lab versus online 

setting; student versus general adult population), it remains that failing to replicate these findings 

suggests that more extreme revisions on setting and population may be required. The 

combination of online research, use of scenarios and set of variables does not seem viable in the 

context considered here (i.e., interpersonal regulatory fit effects regarding empathy and prosocial 

responses). As such, either adopting offline research or using different mediums of target 

presentation other than scenarios may be necessary. Some changes to this end are suggested in 

the ‘future studies’ section below.  

In the second part of Study 9, asymmetric prevention fit and asymmetric prevention 

misfit effects were found for empathy and willingness to work with the target, respectively. With 

regards to the misfit effect on willingness to work with the target, participants may recognise that 

the target is different to them and would prefer not to work with that target. By contrast, with the 

fit effect on empathy, the participant might recognise that the target is similar to them and 

empathise with them. Taken together, this may suggest that participants are able to empathise 
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with someone who is similar to them but that does not necessarily translate to the behavioural 

intention of wanting to work with this person.  

Study 9 is unique in its portrayal of the target undergoing several events over the course 

of the scenario, allowing the participant gain a more multiple-facetted view of the target. It is 

noted that such ‘continuous narrative vignettes’ or scenarios which build upon previous ones 

have the benefit of providing extended coverage of issues contained within the vignettes 

(Hughes, 1998; Hughes & Huby, 2004). Additionally, it can lead to a more detailed and complex 

insight into the situation presented (Rahman, 1996). Despite this being a strength, no significant 

effects emerged for the majority of dependent variables considered and the misfit and fit findings 

clearly are contradictory. This again reveals a complicated set of findings in relation to the 

impact of interpersonal regulatory fit, propelling us to reassess aspects of the methodology. This 

is explained in more detail in the section below. 

7.1.3. Methodological considerations 

In this section, we address separate methodological considerations that arose from the 

seven studies on the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy and prosocial responses. 

7.1.3.1. Online setting  

The set of mixed and inconsistent findings raises several questions regarding the setting 

of the experiment, one of which is the suitability and effectiveness of online studies in relation to 

this research question. Prior to embarking on this programme of research, however, there was no 

reason to assume that online interpersonal regulatory fit studies would be different to the many 

valid online studies conducted in the broader social psychology field, suggesting the suitability 
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of online research (Sassenberg & Ditrich, 2019). However, as a result of these vastly mixed 

findings in this set of studies, a closer reassessment of the use of online platform may be 

warranted.  

As highlighted in the systematic review on interpersonal regulatory fit, online studies on 

the phenomenon are far less frequent. That is, of the 58 studies reviewed (from a total of 25 

articles), only 13 were carried out online. Of note, the less frequent number of online studies is 

largely due to the fact that online studies began roughly in the past ten years only. Despite the 

fact that these online studies demonstrated consistent findings, investigating interpersonal 

regulatory fit online is arguably still in the early stages and comparatively novel. Relatedly, a 

meta-analysis on intrapersonal fit (a closely related phenomenon) showed that studies’ online 

versus offline can impact findings: online studies were found to produce significant results more 

so for variables addressing evaluation compared to offline studies when these studies are carried 

out in an isolated setting (Motyka et al., 2014). However, it is possible that studies on 

interpersonal regulatory fit are even less likely to produces finding when carried out in online 

settings, compared to studies on intrapersonal fit, particularly because inherent in interpersonal 

regulatory fit is an element of interpersonal relatedness or connection that is not part of 

intrapersonal fit, and that might be especially difficult to create in online settings. In the present 

interpersonal regulatory fit research, there is the expectation that the participant relates and 

experiences an interpersonal process with a fictional target through a virtual medium. However, 

it is arguably harder to experience fit with another person through this impersonal medium, 

making an online environment not the most suitable for this purpose. Participants may indeed be 

able to form an impression of targets online, but this may less likely entail consequences such as 

empathy and prosocial responses, compared to offline settings.  
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7.1.3.2. Medium of target presentation  

In the present work, we only used distressing scenarios or vignettes to present 

presumably (mis)fitting social targets. However, additional modifications to the proposed model 

as presented in Chapter 1 (See Fig. 1), include changing factors relating to the target’s 

presentation of regulatory focus. We explore how this can be achieved here. The use of scenarios 

or vignettes is a widespread and invaluable tool in social research that transcends many research 

areas and questions (Hughes & Huby, 2004). Specifically, vignettes have been widely used in 

social work research (e.g., Fook et al., 1997), cross-cultural research (e.g., Christopherson, 1998; 

Soydan, 1995; Soydan & Stål 1994), comparative research between groups of professionals (e.g., 

Wilson & While, 1998) and service users (e.g., Sim et al., 1998). However, several factors are 

pertinent to consider when developing and using vignettes, such as their internal validity, ability 

to engage participants’ interest, relevance to situations participants might encounter, and realism 

(Hughes & Huby, 2004). One way to achieve internal validity of the vignettes is pretesting, 

which has been undertaken extensively in most of the current studies. A further method of testing 

the vignettes used can be a ‘think-aloud’ exercise in which participants reflect on the vignette as 

they read it. This can bring to light any issues with the clarity and suitability of the vignettes and 

can be undertaken in future studies considering vignettes (Hughes & Huby, 2004).  

Despite their widespread use, vignettes are textual by nature and tend to be static as a 

result. Kinicki et al. (1995) suggests that vignettes impose low cognitive demands on individuals 

and only require selective attention in comparison to the observation of videotaped or live 

events. Videos contain visual and auditory cues, and by virtue of their complexity can be 

processed more deeply than written vignettes. That is, viewing a video is a more concrete 
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sensory experience and more memorable than reading a story (Kinicki et al., 1995). Spratt (2001) 

also notes that vignettes are decontextualized from real-life situations. They can be more 

effective when they are high on realism and portray the intended situation fully. More generally, 

if participants are interested in the research and feel it is relevant, the quality of the data is 

enhanced (Hughes & Huby, 2004).  

However, the adequacy of using vignettes to investigate certain outcome variable, such as 

empathy, may be especially problematic. According to the appraisal theory of empathy (Wondra 

& Ellsworth, 2015; Wondra, 2017), a crucial aspect for empathy to emerge is appraising a 

situation in a similar way as others (and thus in the present studies as targets) appraise this 

situation and this requires having sufficient information about the situation at stake. Learning 

about targets’ situations indirectly (such as is the case of reading a vignette) is likely to entail 

observers having less information about the situation, compared to directly encountering the 

targets’ situations in vivo. In other words, learning about targets’ situations through imagination 

or reading about it will make it more difficult to understand the situation well enough to appraise 

it accurately (i.e., as targets). This is referred to as the impact of direct versus indirect perception 

(Wondra, 2017).  

Another way to increase vividness is to incorporate images to accompany written texts. 

Bendelow (1993) suggests that images tend to elicit immediate and detailed responses. This can 

serve to engage more than one of participants’ senses and offers a more stimulating depiction of 

the targets’ distress. Hughes and Huby (2004) suggest the use of images and videos in 

conjunction with the text. This medium of presentation, using videos and images, might capture 

and maintain participants’ attention, enhance their motivation, and provide them with a sense of 

realism, compared to simply reading a text. 
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7.1.3.3. Content of scenarios  

The diverse contexts and contents, of the scenarios used in the present work may have 

also contributed to the mixed findings. For example, Hughes and Huby (2004) note that even 

subtle changes in content of scenarios can impact responses. In the present work, there was a vast 

range in content: Struggling to adjust to work or to university, being suspicious of an unfaithful 

partner, coping with illness and sudden injury of close others, being excluded from an important 

work project, and getting rejected in a job interview. Despite pretesting the scenarios and 

controlling for several variables, other relevant variables that have not been considered or 

accounted for in the present work might have impacted participant’s understanding (appraisal) of 

situations and targets.  

One factor, for example, is the familiarity or commonness of the situation. The 

commonness or familiarity of a situation can vary based on the type of population. For example, 

one study with nurses or social workers employed vignettes designed to include situations they 

likely face in their professional practice (Wilson & While, 1998). In our set of studies, familiarity 

with the situations could have very likely constituted an additional variation across situations 

considered. As such, drawing comparisons of findings across our studies is challenging. Studies 

using vignettes may benefit from making the vignettes contain situations which are more familiar 

to their population. Although the aim was to test for the generalisability of effects, it remains that 

the specifics of each scenario may have been a driving force behind the rather inconsistent 

findings. 

7.1.3.4. Type of target  
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As discussed in the systematic review, the type of target can be assumed to play a 

decisive role in potential interpersonal regulatory fit effects. Specifically, results of the 

systematic review on interpersonal regulatory fit suggest that strangers as targets are more 

frequently involved in a symmetrical fit effect. However, this was not the case in most of the 

present studies. In the current set of studies, participants were exclusively presented with 

scenarios of fictional characters and thus with strangers. It is assumed that participants’ 

substantive knowledge of the other person is likely to be drawn upon when judging this person 

(Clark et al., 2017; Leising et al., 2014) and, in turn, to impact the nature of interpersonal 

regulatory fit. As such, knowledge of the target likely impacts interpersonal regulatory fit.  

Strangers in previous work included both protagonists in fictional scenarios or a real 

person who the participant met as part of the experiment, whereas non-strangers included real 

life couples and supervisor-subordinate dyad, as well as thinking of a real person. Notably, in 

close relationships partners likely have greater knowledge of each other’s preferences, goals, and 

past experiences, which further helps them to understand how their partner may feel certain 

situations (Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004). Further research has shown that relationship partners 

perceive their partners’ emotions accurately, demonstrating that knowledge of partners tends to 

increase the accuracy of judgments of expressed emotion (Parmley & Zhang, 2015; Stanley & 

Isaacowitz, 2015; Sternglanz & DePaulo, 2004). Conversely, research also suggests that a 

partners’ relationship goals can bias perceptions of one’s partner’s motives, thoughts, and desires 

(e.g., Beck & Clark, 2010; Lemay & Clark, 2008; Lemay et al., 2007; Maner et al., 2005; 

Simpson et al., 1995). In other words, relationship partners, more so than strangers, can be 

personally motivated to see certain emotions in partners in some cases while also being 

motivated not to see other emotions at other times.  Being more familiar with the target may 
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imply participants most likely have some knowledge regarding the target’s chronic regulatory 

focus. Based on the variety of targets studied in the interpersonal regulatory fit literature, studies 

into interpersonal regulatory fit effects in the context of empathy and prosocial responses might 

explore the impact of different targets further (i.e., studies with real-life partners, imagining 

partner or close others, and being paired with an experimental partner). 

7.1.4. Contributions  

In this section, the findings in this set of studies are contextualised with regards to the 

relevant literature, first by discussing them against the background of a work testing a similar 

hypothesis as here in the context of self-discrepancies (Houston, 1990), and then against the 

background of the interpersonal regulatory fit literature more generally. Finally, findings will 

also be situated within the literature on interpersonal similarity and help.  

To the best of our knowledge, only one study previously addressed a closely related 

research question, albeit focusing on self-discrepancies (rather than regulatory focus; Houston, 

1990). In brief, according to the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), a self-discrepancy 

occurs when the actual self (which includes the attributes one currently possesses) does not 

match either an ideal or an ought version of the self (attributes one would ideally like to possess 

or attributes one thinks one ought to possess, respectively). Houston (1990) first presented 

participants with a transcript of a target expressing persistent difficulties in meeting new people 

because of a characteristic of the self (i.e., shyness), along with a recent specific incident when 

this problem had caused them distress. Afterwards, participants were randomly assigned to one 

of three conditions: the target displayed (a) dejection (because of failure to meet an ideal self), 

(b) agitation (because of failure to meet an ought self), or (c) distress for reasons unrelated to the 
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self. The targets’ gestures, voice, and facial expressions were also conveyed and matched 

dejection, agitation, or general distress, respectively. Sharing the same self-discrepancy as the 

target resulted in participants expressing higher levels of empathic concern for the target as well 

as higher rating of the target's reaction as being appropriate.  

The findings of Houston (1990) are different to the findings in the present set of studies, 

and several differences between these two lines of work are worth highlighting. In addition to 

assessing self-discrepancies rather than regulatory focus, Houston included only participants 

with extreme scores on self-discrepancy measures (i.e., participants were pre-selected to have 

either very high or very low ideal and ought self-discrepancies), whereas the present work 

instead considered normal distributions of promotion and prevention focus in participants. The 

latter is a desirable feature in terms of parametric testing, but obviously entails potentially 

weaker effects than when pre-screening for extremes. Moreover, in addition to expressing 

emotional reactions targets in Houston (1990) also expressed their motivational states with 

regards to failing to meet their ideal (as something he or she had hoped or wanted to do) or ought 

self-guide (as something he or she had felt he or she ought to do). This additional detail provided 

information on their failure in goal-pursuit. Overall, Houston’s procedures may have allowed for 

participants forming a more detailed impression of the target, including a clearer notion of 

target’s shared or unshared self-discrepancies, which in turn enhanced (mis)fit effects. Although 

Studies 8 and 9 also presented targets’ regulatory focus more clearly, the findings of these 

studies only partially supported the fit hypothesis. However, it may be that Houston’s approach 

is more effective in that the targets were expressing distress as a direct cause of their own self-

discrepancy failure (i.e., feeling agitated because of shyness). Contrary, in the present studies the 
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targets did not explicitly experience distress as a result of their regulatory focus, but rather as a 

result of the situation they faced. 

When situating the current set of studies within the larger context of studies on 

interpersonal regulatory fit, it is of note that the diverse set of findings was not found in any of 

the published research articles on interpersonal regulatory fit. The systematic review showed that 

interpersonal regulatory fit effects vary largely with regards to their nature (i.e., symmetrical vs. 

asymmetrical), and only a minority of studies reported a misfit effect and null findings. This is in 

stark contrast to the present studies as well as other dissertations on interpersonal regulatory fit, 

which yielded a combination of fit effects, misfit effects and null findings. For example, in the 

dissertation examining proactive behaviour, Waterwall (2017) reported four null findings out of 

five dependent variables. Null findings were also commonly reported by the dissertations of 

Coolsen (2003) examining couple well-being and Lam (2015) examining performance in 

employment interviews. This difference in published versus unpublished findings could be 

attributed in part to the publication bias or the file-drawer effect, in which published research 

may be biased towards significant findings only. This in turn, creates the illusion that this effect 

is more common than is the case. It is well-known that academic journals tend to publish 

statistically significant or novel effects, while excluding null findings or replications (Earp & 

Trafimow, 2015). The present work, in addition to a few unpublished dissertations, suggest that 

the findings are not as uniform as suggested from the available published literature and the 

phenomenon itself may be less common than would be assumed. This might indicate the need for 

more work replicating older published studies in the field of interpersonal regulatory fit. 

Importantly, the failed replication attempt conducted in Study 9 employed a much larger 

sample size than the original study by Hamstra et al. (2013; Experiment 1). This again allows for 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01152/full#B4
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01152/full#B4
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greater confidence in the findings obtained in this attempted replication. Relatedly, the original 

findings of Hamstra et al (2013) precede the replication crisis. Despite the fact that replication 

attempts are not commonly conducted, the findings here suggest that replication is a useful tool 

to test the reliability of basic effects in the literature (Earp & Trafimow, 2015) as well as the 

need for introducing more effective research practices in the field. It is acknowledged that 

deviating from effective research practices impacts the validity of the final effect and reduces the 

interpretations associated with the final reported statistics (e.g., Simmons et al., 2011). For 

example, one survey of psychologists found that questionable research practices in the field are 

indeed frequent and include practices such as: not reporting all of the dependent measures for 

which they had collected data (78%), selectively reporting studies that “worked” (67%), and 

failing to report all of the conditions that they ran (42%; John et al., 2012). Many efforts and 

suggestions to resolve the replication crisis have been put forth (Stevens, 2017; Wagenmakers et 

al., 2012; Asendorpf et al., 2013). Some of these efforts include: increased attempts to reward 

and facilitate replication studies; pre-registration of studies in order to avoid p-hacking and data 

phishing; and adopting open science through allowing public access to the data and analyses. 

Additionally, it is argued that more informative replications can include original investigators 

outlining the parameters or conditions of relevance when a replication is undertaken, with 

independent researchers from different research groups tailoring the replications according to the 

suggested parameters (Earp & Trafimow, 2015). 

As noted above, the present replication deviated slightly from the original with regards to 

two dimensions (lab versus online setting; student versus general adult population). Although a 

single attempted replication cannot be deemed conclusive (i.e., Study 9), its null findings along 

with the set of anomalous findings obtained here remain informative and suggest that a more 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01152/full#B4
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00621/full#B70
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00621/full#B42
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critical lens can be applied to the field. A failure to replicate the finding potentially as a result of 

these minor changes indicated above may point to limitations of the effect itself, wherein it 

emerges only under specific or unique circumstances. This might imply the fragility of the effect. 

In sum, a number of studies here attempt to find a reliable effect of interpersonal regulatory fit in 

the context of this set of variables and the specific circumstances under which this effect can 

emerge. In addition, this has been attempted through various slight alterations and modifications 

to the aspects of the methodology and materials used. Importantly, however the failure in finding 

a reliable and reproducible paradigm for the effect might suggest a shortcoming of the effect 

itself and further casts doubt on the real-world utility and application of such a finding. If indeed 

further methodological modifications were applied and the optimal experimental paradigm was 

found, the transferability of this effect into the real-world may still remain under question. Taken 

together, these findings are in line with calls that echo the need to reflect on the state of the 

discipline more broadly as well as highlighting the greater need for replication attempts (Koole 

& Lakens, 2012; Simmons et al., 2011). 

Further implications of the work can be discussed in the context of the effectiveness or 

applicability of the phenomenon of interpersonal regulatory fit in various and novel outcome 

variables. While extending the effects of interpersonal regulatory fit to new domains and 

questions may have proven fruitful in the previous literature, the limitations of this concept are 

demonstrated here. The outcome variables addressed here may depend more so on an affective 

experience; based on the emotional reactions of the target. However, this work has demonstrated 

that the concept of interpersonal regulatory fit is operationally difficult to pinpoint in the context 

of empathy and pro-social behavior based on emotional reactions of people. The difficulty in 

operationalizing the concept may be as an inherent consequence of its limited future applicability 
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and utility, or its fragility when in the domain of emotional reactions. Success or failure in focus 

congruent goal pursuit (based on focus congruent concerns) is assumed to lead to different 

emotions, but those emotions do not necessarily and sufficiently convey such regulatory 

concerns (as was demonstrated here), since the focus of the target was not necessarily clear to 

participants based on their emotions. Thus, this again hints to the unsuitability of using emotional 

reactions in the field of regulatory focus theory, and demonstrates the limitations of the 

theoretical framework of regulatory focus theory, which require the need to rely on goals as a 

projection of a more stable part of the self. 

When comparing this set of studies to the literature on the positive effects of 

interpersonal similarity, it is important to highlight that findings in the literature were based on 

observable and recognisable shared attributes or traits of observers and targets. That is, previous 

studies demonstrated that interpersonal similarity regarding characteristics such as social group 

membership or nationality (e.g., Nelson et al., 2004; Stürmer et al., 2006) increased helping and 

empathy. However, detecting similarity in regulatory focus does not require conscious awareness 

(Higgins, 2012), and overall this is arguably less readily done than detecting similarity regarding 

easily recognisable attributes. Since regulatory focus is not a readily understood attribute, people 

may more likely fail to be explicitly aware of their own and others’ regulatory focus, and thus of 

the potential similarity between them. Indeed, Lam (2015) argues that people in general often do 

not think about their own regulatory focus or that of others, so when faced with items measuring 

regulatory focus on a questionnaire, they have no familiarity with the construct or concept being 

assessed. Other attributes in previous studies, by contrast, were readily available in people’s 

minds and people can be assumed to have had a more solid understanding of them. Although the 

reliabilities of the scales were acceptable in every study and the measure used has been well 
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validated, it is difficult to determine for certain whether participants fully understand the items 

beyond surface level and the general construct being assessed (Lam, 2015). Similarity in 

regulatory focus, in that sense, poses an additional challenge compared to studying similarity in 

other attributes. A possible suggestion would be to develop measures that do not rely on self-

reports (i.e., implicit measures; Lam 2015). 

7.1.5. Future studies 

Based on the above considerations, some concrete recommendations for future studies to 

perhaps more adequately study the complex phenomenon at stake are provided in what follows.  

7.1.5.1. Ways of measuring help  

One possible change future studies might consider is to measure one of the most pertinent 

dependent variables, willingness to help and prosocial response, differently. This constitutes 

modifications to the last factor of the proposed model in Chapter 1 (see fig. 1). In the current set 

of studies, the willingness or intention to help was assessed with a single item question (Studies 

1-5, 8 & 9) whereas, people’s prosocial response was assessed by means of time spent on writing 

a letter of advice (Studies 1-5), or respectively up to ten pieces of advice (Studies 8 & 9). 

Suggestions to measure help in other ways, and to thereby also increase participants’ 

engagement, include: asking participants to donate part of their remuneration for taking part in 

the experiment, asking participants to indicate the amount of time they would be willing to spend 

filling in different questionnaires or the number of calls they would be willing to make to help 

the target’s research, and whether they would be willing to share their personal email address or 

phone number to be contacted for further help in the target’s research. Compared to simply 

writing a letter of advise, the above measures require greater commitment on the part of the 
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participant or constitute a bigger request from the participant, as they would be committing to 

either more of their personal time or their own money. Moreover, several measures of 

willingness to help could be incorporated into a single study in order to further engage the 

participant.  

A related point is that in the present studies participants were asked for their willingness 

to help in a rather broad and abstract manner; there might have been a low threshold for 

participants to indicate much ‘willingness to help’, as there were no personal costs involved. 

Indeed, in most of the present studies, the mean for helping was rather high, which suggests that 

participants might have provided a non-committal response. In other words, participants may 

have merely expressed their general support, rather than a genuine willingness to help, 

undermining chances of finding expected fit effects. Demand characteristics may have also been 

involved leading to the high means reported for willingness to help.  

Also, if participants are asked about more specific and precise ways of being practically 

useful to the target, this may be more burdensome to participants, which would allow for 

filtering of participants who genuinely want to help. Additionally, it is more engaging for 

participants to know that their help will be useful for the target. These two additions may allow 

for more variation in participants’ responses regarding help. In the present studies, participants 

were asked to offer advice or words of comfort, which some may have perceived as not very 

impactful. For example, in the scenario of a target dealing with their grandmother’s degenerative 

illness, it may be the case that no words of advice or comfort will make a difference in a practical 

sense. Moreover, some participants may not be particularly skilful at offering advice or at 

expressing their thoughts, despite their best intentions, further highlighting the benefit of having 

several different measures of help. Future studies could include presenting participants with a 
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specific help request from the target, framed in either foci. In sum, having a variety of ways to 

offer help, in a specific and meaningful manner, providing concrete reasons for requesting help 

framed in either promoting or prevention focus terms may provide fruitful in future studies.   

A further aspect to consider is the nature of the helping request itself. If the target’s 

request is too demanding or burdensome, this might impact participants’ willingness to help. On 

the other hand, if the request is rather moderate, this might allow for more variation in the results 

than in the current studies, in which helping entailed a rather low threshold and consequently led 

to ceiling effects in several studies. Relatedly, in their research on interpersonal regulatory fit and 

forgiveness, Santelli et al. (2013) suggested that the severity and intentionality of a target’s 

transgression may influence whether interpersonal regulatory fit effects in the context of 

forgiveness emerge. Specifically, in the case of an extremely severe and intentional 

transgression, an apology – regardless of how it is framed (promotion or prevention) – will likely 

be perceived as insincere and disingenuous, leading the negative reactions by participant (Boon 

& Sulsky, 1997; Girard & Mullet, 1997; Miller & Vidmar, 1981; Struthers et al., 2008). In turn, 

interpersonal regulatory fit in such a context may intensify this initial negative reaction (cf. 

Hamstra et al., 2013). By the same token, the severity of the helping request might entail similar 

consequences. Based on the above, future studies are advised to consider a moderate helping 

request, the fulfilment of which would make a meaningful difference to the target’s situation, 

whilst at the same time not being too burdensome for participants.  

7.1.5.2. Medium of delivery  

Importantly, in our set of studies, participants were aware of the hypothetical nature of 

the scenario and thus of the target not really being in need of help, which may have influenced 
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their willingness to fully engage with the study. This again modifies the second factor of the 

proposed model (see Fig 1) through alternations in the presentation of target regulatory focus. As 

illustrated in the model, enhancing the presentation of target regulatory focus can serves to 

enhance the perceived interpersonal regulatory fit. Indeed, Hughes and Huby (2004) note that if 

vignettes appear hypothetical, participants’ provided responses may also be hypothetical. Neff 

(1979) further asserts that the more hypothetical scenarios are, the less likely participants’ 

responses will ultimately correspond with their actual behaviour. Thus, adopting offline settings 

in this kind of research is recommended to try and minimize the hypothetical element in the 

study. Perceiving a real need or real danger may be a prerequisite for differences responses 

regarding their willingness to help. For example, a confederate may be enlisted to act out a mild 

situation of distress to the participant. Alternatively, participants can be asked to complete a 

computer task virtually with a confederate, who at some point directly expresses needing help 

(after also expressing promotion- or prevention-framed emotional reactions). A variation could 

consist in two confederates both requesting help and expressing distress simultaneously, but 

differently framed, with the participant thus having to decide which confederate to help. In both 

examples, help could, for example, be measured in terms of the amount of time participants 

indeed provide help when they are themselves faced with a time constraint. Alternatively, the 

confederate could also be taking part in the study together with the participant in the same lab 

room and deliver the request and emotional reaction in real-time. This would further increase 

realism. In sum, participants’ engagement with the study and potentially their helping behavior 

can be increased by changing ways in which targets’ regulatory focus is conveyed (as above; 

videos), the operationalization of help as well as the consequences of help (e.g., more 

meaningful), and by more realistic settings (e.g., real-life).  
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7.1.5.3. Enhancing the effectiveness of scenarios 

To enhance the effectiveness of scenarios, future studies could consider more strongly 

controlling aspects of the scenario that might impact likely emotional responses, as with 

perceived controllability attempted in Study 5, other factors include targets’ agency, the urgency 

and novelty of the situation, as well as the responsibility of the target (Roseman, 1996). In other 

words, further manipulating situational appraisals can better ensure that situations are appraised 

similarly. As a result of variations in these situational appraisals, emotional reactions appear 

more plausible and fitting to participants, facilitating any potential fit effects. With regards to the 

proposed framework (see Fig. 1), this directly pertains to the factor of ‘situational appraisals.’ As 

illustrated in the model, changes to situational appraisals can serves to enhance the perceived 

interpersonal regulatory fit. 

Arguably, with a novel, urgent, and controllable situation entailing targets’ responsibility 

a reaction of agitation is expected, which will fit with a prevention focus. By contrast, with 

inverse situations (familiar, non-urgent, non-controllable) a reaction of dejection is expected. 

This was attempted in Study 5 where there is no control (versus some control), a reaction of 

dejection (versus agitation) is expected which will fit with a promotion-focus (prevention), and 

result in an increase in empathy, willingness to help and prosocial response.). Although this was 

not successful in enhancing fit effects, more attention can be given to all these disparate factors 

which impact situational appraisal and resulting emotions.  

Conversely, the two emotional reactions of dejection versus agitation may lead to the 

scenarios being appraised differently by participants on a number of unexplored confounding 

variables (in addition to the ones controlled for: severity, intensity, resemblance etc). 
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Specifically, a reaction of dejection might signal a sense of hopelessness from the target, as this 

is a core element of dejection (Scheier & Carver, 1985). At the same time, hopelessness 

conveyed through dejection might have implied to (some) participants that the target resigned 

and accepted the course of events. By contrast, an agitation reaction might signal to (some) 

participants a sense of urgency and the target’s need to act (Roseman, 1991). Generally, agitation 

often signals uncertainty about outcomes (Davis et al., 2010; Grupe & Nitschke, 2013). In this 

sense, the uncertainty of agitation may convey looking towards the future, whereas the 

hopelessness of dejection instead coveys dealing with a past. These intrinsic differences between 

the two emotions may be further impacting how scenario situations are perceived by participants. 

As such, accounting for further aspects of the situational appraisal may allow for better control 

over the different perceptions of the two emotional reactions.  

7.1.5.4. Type of target 

As mentioned above, future studies should also explore to what extent differences in the 

type of target impact findings. In the literature on interpersonal regulatory fit, the type of target 

varies considerably. The main groups of targets in the literature can be categorised into: fictional 

targets (e.g., Hamstra et al., 2013), real-life partner or supervisor-employee dyads (e.g., Shin et 

al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2017), close others such as friends (e.g., Righetti et al., 2011; 

Experiment 3), and being matched with a stranger for the purposes of the experiment (e.g., 

Santelli et al., 2009). The present work examines the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit using 

only fictional strangers as target. We speculate that the nature and closeness of the relationship 

between participants and targets, including better knowledge of and familiarity with close 

targets’ behaviours and traits, will impact interpersonal regulatory fit effect. Unfortunately, the 
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systematic review did not indicate precisely how the type of target impacts the nature of the 

interpersonal regulatory fit effect. If the nature of the effect is further solidified, the next step of 

research on interpersonal regulatory fit, empathy and help can similarly assess the impact of type 

of target in each of the categories.  

7.1.5.5. Individual differences 

Taking into account individual differences of participants, such as their emotional 

intelligence, might also prove fruitful for future research. For example, participants who are 

aware of their own emotions and those of others should be more adept at detecting a (mis)fit 

between themselves and targets. Lam (2015) argued for controlling for participants’ emotional 

intelligence when assessing the experience of fit. Emotional intelligence refers to ‘the ability to 

monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this 

information to guide one’s thinking and actions’ (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Those high in 

emotional intelligence may have higher capabilities in understanding their own regulatory focus 

and those of others. This may be especially relevant to the present studies, which build on 

emotional reactions as a representation of regulatory focus. Alternatively, and for the same 

reasons, emotional intelligence should be explored as a moderating factor of interpersonal 

regulatory fit effects that are assumed to stem from similarities or differences in emotional 

reactions.  

7.1.5.6. Additional suggestions 

Once the relationship between interpersonal regulatory fit and empathy and prosocial 

responses is more clearly established, potential next steps could include exploring the experience 

of fit from the perspective of a distressed target in need. For example, do distressed people 



 

   
 

213 
 

feeling dejection rather than agitation (or vice versa) report feeling more supported and helped 

by others with a promotion (rather than a prevention focus; and vice versa; Komissarouk & 

Nadler, 2014)? Future studies could also explore the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on 

other prosocial responses, such as cooperation and sharing. Exploring the motivations or reasons 

for responding prosocially, and whether they differ under fit versus misfit condition is a further 

line for potential future research. The impact of interpersonal regulatory fit on empathy and help 

could also be assessed in more practical settings, such as between therapists and clients in 

therapeutic contexts.  

7.2. Studies 6 and 7 

7.2.1. Summary of results  

Studies 6 and 7 are considered in this section, rather than above, as they entailed slightly 

different research questions than the other studies. Study 6 tested whether participants reading 

about a distressed person facing a negative situation would project their own presumed 

emotional state in such a situation (based on their own regulatory focus) onto the target and 

subsequently would opt to provide the target with different types of advice, namely promotion- 

or prevention-framed advice. In other words, the study assessed interpersonal regulatory fit in the 

context of empathy differently, and with a measure that potentially was easier for participants to 

engage with. It was hypothesised that a promotion (prevention)-focused participant would 

assume the target to be sad (agitated) and to thus be inclined to choose pieces of advice aimed to 

cheer the target up (to calm the target down). No significant findings emerged and consequently, 

this research line was abandoned.  
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Study 7 addressed the impact of fit between situational characteristics and emotional 

responses shown by people faced with such situations on the impression formed by participants. 

It was hypothesised that protagonists in a scenario responding to an event framed as a non-gain 

with dejection, respectively an event framed as a loss with agitation (i.e., fit), would be seen as 

warmer and more competent, compared protagonists responding to an event framed as a non-

gain with agitation, respectively an event framed as a loss with dejection (i.e., non-fit). In other 

words, it was expected that targets expressing emotions congruent with the regulatory framing of 

the situation would be evaluated more positively. The findings were only partially in line with 

this hypothesis. The only (marginal) effect found was regarding the loss-framed situation, in 

which participants perceived targets to be more competent when reacting with agitation rather 

than dejection. Moreover, no effects were found regarding targets’ warmth. consequently, this 

research line was abandoned.  

7.2.2. Considerations  

It is possible that the null findings of Study 6 may be partly because the one-sentence 

advice was too narrow to clearly encompass the intended regulatory focus. That is, the single 

sentence of advice may not have been strong enough to signal fully to the participant either a 

promotion or prevention regulatory focus. Again, a single statement may be too brief or subtle to 

indicate the main notion of each foci. For example, the one statement of advice ‘It’s important to 

stay positive and optimistic, because your partner will not want to be around a person who is 

down all the time’ may be too constrictive to fully convey a promotion focus. 

Related research has also shown that people project their own regulatory focus onto 

others (Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015). For example, in this research more promotion-focused people 
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expected others to endorse promotion strategies, and more prevention-focused people expected 

others to endorse prevention strategies. In other words, in this work promotion or prevention 

regulatory focus was expressed through the different strategies of goal-pursuits specific to each 

focus. This included for example, ‘being guided in life by wishes (duties)’, ‘running risks (acting 

with caution)’, and ‘generally thinking about success (security)’. Arguably this is a more 

effective way to convey the regulatory focus differences, compared to the differences in 

emotional expressions relied on in the present work.  

In Study 7, a potential explanation for the lack of effects regarding participants’ 

judgements of the targets’ warmth may be due to the content of the scenario and the 

corresponding emotional reactions, which do not portray characteristics of the target that relate to 

warmth. Specifically, the information conveyed in the scenario related to the competence 

dimension exclusively, since the target – in both scenarios – had been attempting to achieve an 

academic goal. Indeed, previous work likewise found that situations of goal-pursuit (akin to the 

scholarship scenario used in Study 7) more likely result in changes of competence but not 

warmth impression (Roczniewska & Kolańczyk, 2014). A scenario that is more well-balanced in 

terms of providing competence and warmth information about the target (framed both in 

promotion versus prevention terms), for example including elements pertaining to the targets’ 

interpersonal relations, might have seen effects emerge also for the dimension of warmth.  

7.2.3. Contributions and future studies  

The results of Study 6 were in contrast with the majority of the literature on social 

projection, which has found that when making decisions about (especially unknown or 

ambigious) others, people tend to assume others are like themselves (e.g., Gilovich, 1990; Green 
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& Sedikides, 2001; Krueger, 2000; Lambert & Wedell, 1991). That is, when attempting to 

understand others, people’s default strategy is to draw conclusions about them based on 

themselves (Alicke et al., 2005; Ames, 2004a, 2004b; Epley et al., 2004; Krueger, 2000, 2007; 

Nickerson, 1999). As indicated above, more recently, this has also been demonstrated regarding 

people’s projection their own regulatory focus (Woltin & Yzerbyt, 2015). 

  Importantly, in domains which are self-relevant, one’s experience can serve as a stronger 

guide for inference and information about others (i.e., social projection; Karniol, 2003; Markus 

& Sentis, 1982; Markus & Smith, 1981). In other words, participants use their own self-

representations when asked about self-relevant domains or domain in which they know more 

about. Alternatively, with domains they do not know much about (i.e., non-self-relevant 

domains), they use generic information about others (i.e., a representation of a ‘generic other’). 

In the study, there is no information on whether or not the situation detailed in the scenario was 

self-relevant for participants. As such, future studies are advised to assess if situations are self-

relevant to the participants. Alternatively, future studies could assess and control for self-

relevance with a single item. Having a clearer understanding of the participants and their 

experiences can allow for the creation of more tailor-made situations that enhances the effects of 

social projection, including that of regulatory focus. A separate suggestion for future research 

based on the consideration addressed above also includes incorporating clear statements of 

regulatory focus goal-pursuits and strategies in the list of advice or projections presented to 

participants to portray the intended regulatory focus. Again, highlighting goal-pursuits rather 

than emotions may fully portray the concerns of each foci. 

Study 7 addressed the effect of regulatory fit between event framing and emotional 

reactions on social perception of others, a novel question not previously addressed. However, 
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and more broadly speaking, the literature indicates that people who violate expectations are 

generally evaluated more negatively than those who do not (e.g., Carson & Cupach, 2000; Floyd 

& Voloudakis, 1999; Johnson & Lewis, 2010). The current work considered emotional reactions 

as potential violations of expectations based on situational framing. However, and of note, 

expectation violations are judged regarding three aspects: valence (i.e., is the violation positive 

or negative), acceptability (i.e., is the violation acceptable or unacceptable), and importance (i.e., 

is the violation important or unimportant). In future studies, these aspects could be considered. 

For example, amplifying the negativity of violations, as well as their unexpectedness, should 

entail a stronger impact on social perception. Furthermore, future studies could consider directly 

assessing whether participants indeed experience violation of their expectation for non-gain 

frame/dejection and loss frame/agitation combinations.  

7.3. Conclusion 

Although the present line of studies did not succeed in finding a clear relationship 

between interpersonal regulatory fit, empathy and prosocial responses, it did identify important 

issues that might serve as helpful guides for future research. The present work adds to the 

burgeoning literature on interpersonal regulatory fit and highlights the complexities in applying it 

to a new domain. Since regulatory focus is a construct which encapsulates motivations, 

cognitions and affect, it is thus expected to bear large yet distinct and nuanced effects on various 

fields. This work outlined the potential challenges faced in investigating interpersonal regulatory 

fit in the context of empathy and prosocial responses. 
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Appendix A 

Study 1 Scenario 

I have just recently started a new job at a large multinational firm. To be honest, I am not really 

enjoying it so far, apart from a few tasks which are interesting. It’s been sort of a really tough 

transition for me because I am used to a smaller and more tight-knit working environment, with 

much clearer guidelines and tasks. I do not feel appreciated as in my previous job and I am 

feeling much less motivated as a result. Sometimes I think I should not have changed jobs, but 

it’s too late now.  

Agitated reaction  

I am actually feeling very nervous about this transition. It’s been really hard to calm down and 

focus because I feel so tense. Also, I’m really worried about getting along with my colleagues – 

and afraid of not performing up to expected standards. I find this very difficult and know I 

should be making more of an effort to stay calm. But I am feeling just so stressed out about it, 

especially because I know this is the most crucial time to make an impact for my future career. 

I’m hoping something changes soon – right now I feel terribly anxious.  

Dejected reaction 

I am actually feeling very sad about this transition. It’s been really hard to stay positive and focus 

because I feel so unhappy. Also, I’m really discouraged about getting along with my colleagues 

– and sad about not performing up to expected standards. I find this very difficult and know I 

should be making more of an effort to stay positive. But I am feeling just so down about it, 
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especially because I know this is the most crucial time to make an impact for my future career. 

I’m hoping something changes soon – right now I feel terribly depressed. 
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Appendix B 

Study 2 Scenario 

I’m a first year student at Roehampton University. I just recently started here. To be honest, I am 

not really enjoying it so far, apart from certain classes which are interesting. It’s been sort of a 

really tough first semester for me because I find adjusting to university life difficult. It is so 

different from college and being at home. Sometimes I think I should not have come to 

university. 

Agitated reaction  

I am actually feeling very nervous about living away from home. It’s been really hard to calm 

down and focus because I feel so tense. Also, I’m really worried about making new friends – and 

afraid of losing touch with my friends back home. I find this very difficult and know I should be 

making more of an effort to stay calm. But I am feeling just so stressed out about it, especially 

because I know this is the most crucial time to make friends. I’m hoping something changes soon 

– right now I feel terribly anxious. 

Dejected reaction 

I am actually feeling very sad about living away from home. It’s been really hard to stay positive 

and focus because I feel so unhappy. Also, I’m really discouraged about making new friends – 

and sad about losing touch with my friends back home. I find this very difficult and know I 

should be making more of an effort to stay positive. But I am feeling just so down about it, 

especially because I know this is the most crucial time to make friends. I’m hoping something 

changes soon – right now I feel terribly depressed. 
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Appendix C 

Five pretested scenarios 

Scenario 1  

I have been working at large multinational firm for almost 7 years now. Recently, our branch has 

been taken over by a rival company. The manager called me in to tell me that the new firm might 

not be able to keep everyone on and that most of us might be out of our job within the next eight 

weeks. It came as a big surprise that I may suddenly get laid off, just like that. It has been very a 

tough time for me. I don’t have many savings, as I recently took out a mortgage, and so will need 

to find a job quickly. I really enjoy this job and the good relationships I have with my colleagues. 

I have been very dedicated and worked really hard but none of that seems to matter now. 

Agitation  

I am actually feeling very anxious. It’s been really hard to calm down and think of what to do 

next because I feel so tense. I’m very worried about potentially having to leave this job – 

and afraid when thinking about having to look for another one. I find this extremely difficult and 

it is hard for me to stay calm. I am feeling just so stressed out about it, especially because I know 

that my options are limited. I feel terribly anxious.  

Dejection  

I am actually feeling very discouraged about this situation. It’s been really hard to stay 

positive and think of what to do next because I feel so unhappy. I’m very sad about potentially 

having to leave this job – and depressed when thinking about having to look for another one. I 

find this extremely difficult and it is hard for me to stay optimistic. I am feeling just 
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so down about it, especially because I know that my options are limited. I feel 

terribly depressed.   

Scenario 2 

I have been with my partner for almost 5 rather happy years. But in the last few months our 

relationship has been strained and I am sensing some growing distance between us. We have not 

been spending as much time together as we used to because my partner doesn’t seem to be 

interested in me. There’s also been a change in my partner’s behaviour towards me, and I think 

my partner is confiding in and relying on work colleagues and friends – rather than me – more 

and more. Even worse, I have noticed that my partner has been spending a lot of time with a 

particular colleague lately and I can’t help but think there’s something going on between them. I 

also often catch myself thinking that my partner has disengaged from our relationship and 

doesn’t want to communicate with me. I am in a very difficult place right now. 

 Agitation  

I am actually feeling very anxious about the state of our relationship. It’s been really hard to 

calm down and address my situation because I feel so tense. I’m very worried about the growing 

distance between us. I find this very difficult and it is hard for me to stay calm. I feel afraid when 

thinking about bringing this up with my partner – and I also feel stressed, especially because 

I don’t really understand what is happening between us. It just agitates me. I feel terribly 

anxious.  

Dejection  
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I am actually feeling very discouraged about the state of our relationship. It’s been really hard 

to stay optimistic and address my situation because I feel so unhappy. I’m very sad about the 

growing distance between us. I find this very difficult and it is hard for me to stay positive. I 

feel depressed when thinking about bringing this up with my partner – and I also feel down, 

especially because I don’t really understand what is happening between us. It just saddens me. I 

feel terribly depressed.   

Scenario 3 

For quite some time, I have been experiencing some mild muscle aches, fatigue and clumsiness, 

but could not be sure what the cause of these symptoms was. A few members of my family have 

been diagnosed with motor neuron disease, and some have recently started to show more of the 

typical symptoms of this disease. However, when my aunt recently died of this disease, I 

immediately requested an appointment and went for genetic testing. As suspected, I was 

informed that I will start developing motor neuron disease at some point in the future. The 

prospect for the disease is bleak, with severe problems with speech and movement in later stages. 

It has been extremely awful receiving this news and sometimes I think it would have been better 

not to know at all. 

Agitation  

I have been feeling very anxious ever since I received the results. It’s been really hard to calm 

down and live everyday life because I feel so tense most of the time. I’m very worried about 

my health situation – and afraid when thinking about having to live with this disease. It’s 

been very difficult for me and I can’t stay calm. I am feeling just so stressed about it 
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all, especially because I know there is nothing I can do. I feel terribly anxious about the thought 

of this disease ruining my life in the future.   

Dejection 

I have been feeling very discouraged ever since I received the results. It’s been really hard to stay 

optimistic and live everyday life because I feel so unhappy most of the time. I’m 

very sad about my health situation – and feel depressed when thinking about having to live with 

this disease. It’s been very difficult for me and I can’t stay positive. I am feeling just 

so down about it all, especially because I know there is nothing I can do. I feel 

terribly depressed about the thought of this disease ruining my life in the future.  

Scenario 4 

I have always had a very close relationship with my grandmother and visit her frequently. She 

has always been someone I could rely on and get good advice from regarding many aspects of 

my life. She’s a great person and I care about her a lot. Recently, she has started to show some 

memory loss. It all began with minor and seemingly insignificant things, like confusing dates and 

medication. But this steadily developed into more serious forgetfulness. She also started to be 

disoriented at times, not knowing where she was. Last week, it was difficult to hear her speak 

about events that I know never took place. It has been very tough for me to witness her memory 

deteriorating – and her basically “disappearing” before my eyes bit by bit. I try to visit as often 

as I used to, but every time it is getting more and more difficult for me to watch her worsen like 

this. I don’t know how long she can continue to live by herself with just some help from 

caretakers checking on her. I assume I will have to take on a good share of caretaker 
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responsibilities as neither she nor my family have lots of resources. I'm not sure how I will 

manage that. 

Agitation  

I am actually feeling very anxious about her condition. Since she started losing her memory, it’s 

been really hard to calm down when I am around her and for me to live a normal life because I 

feel so tense. Also, seeing her getting worse really worries me – and I feel afraid of losing her 

further with time. I find this very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me to stay calm in my 

personal life. I am feeling just so stressed out about it all, also because I know there is not much I 

can do. I feel terribly anxious.  

Dejection  

I am actually feeling very depressed about her condition. Since she started losing her memory, 

it’s been really hard to stay positive when I am around her and for me to live a normal 

life because I feel so down. Also, seeing her getting worse really discourages me – and I feel sad 

about losing her further with time. I find this very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me 

to stay upbeat in my personal life. I am feeling just so discouraged about it all, also because I 

know there is not much I can do. I feel terribly depressed.  

Scenario 5 

A few months ago, I began having strong feelings of dizziness during lectures, and therefore 

decided to go see a doctor. After my examination, it became clear that my kidneys are only 

functioning at 10 percent. The doctor explained that I am suffering from a renal insufficiency and 

from now on will have to attend dialysis regularly. The side effects of my illness and the 
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possibility of a treatment through a kidney transplant were thoroughly explained to me. 

However, my doctor also told me that finding a matching donor can be challenging and takes 

many years; and even if a donor is found, a transplant might not be successful. After many 

sessions of dialysis, I began to lose so much of my strength, that I couldn’t continue going to 

university. I also had to stop going out as I used to, so I no longer see my friends that often. 

Instead, I have had to undergo dialysis for several hours three times a week. These regular 

dialysis treatments have changed my life completely because they are taking up most of my time 

and energy. Without a donor, this state-of-affairs will continue for the rest of my life. 

Agitation 

I am actually feeling very anxious about having to live with this illness. It’s been really hard 

to calm down and continue everyday life because I feel so tense. I’m very worried about having 

to stop my studies – and feel afraid when thinking of my future. I find dealing with this situation 

extremely difficult and it is hard for me to stay calm. I am feeling just so stressed out about it all, 

especially because I know I can’t have a normal life. I feel terribly anxious.   

Dejection 

I am actually feeling very discouraged about having to live with this illness. It’s been really hard 

to stay positive and continue everyday life because I feel so unhappy. I’m very sad about having 

to stop my studies – and feel depressed when thinking about my future. I find dealing with this 

situation extremely difficult and it is hard for me to stay optimistic. I am feeling just 

so down about it all, especially because I know I can’t have a normal life. I feel 

terribly depressed.   
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Appendix D 

Study 3 Scenario 

I have been with my partner for almost 5 rather happy years. But in the last few months our 

relationship has been strained and I am sensing some growing distance between us. We have not 

been spending as much time together as we used to because my partner doesn’t seem to be 

interested in that. There’s also been a change in my partner’s behaviour towards me, and I think 

my partner is confiding in and relying on work colleagues and friends – rather than me – more 

and more. Even worse, I have noticed that my partner has been spending a lot of time with a 

particular colleague lately and I can’t help but think there’s something going on between them. I 

also often catch myself thinking that my partner has disengaged from our relationship and 

doesn’t want to communicate with me. I am in a very difficult place right now. 

Agitated reaction  

I am actually feeling very anxious about the state of our relationship. It’s been really hard 

to calm down and address my situation because I feel so tense. I’m very worried about the 

growing distance between us. I find this very difficult and it is hard for me to stay calm. I 

feel afraid when thinking about bringing this up with my partner – and I also feel 

stressed, especially because I don’t really understand what is happening between us. It just 

agitates me. I feel terribly anxious.   

Dejected reaction 

I am actually feeling very discouraged about the state of our relationship. It’s been really hard 

to stay optimistic and address my situation because I feel so unhappy. I’m very sad about the 
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growing distance between us. I find this very difficult and it is hard for me to stay positive. I 

feel depressed when thinking about bringing this up with my partner – and I also feel down, 

especially because I don’t really understand what is happening between us. It just saddens me. I 

feel terribly depressed.   
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Appendix E 

Study 4 scenario 

I have always had a very close relationship with my grandmother and visit her frequently. She 

has always been someone I could rely on and get good advice from regarding many aspects of 

my life. She’s a great person and I care about her a lot. Recently, she has started to show some 

memory loss. It all began with minor and seemingly insignificant things, like confusing dates and 

medication. But this steadily developed into more serious forgetfulness. She also started to be 

disoriented at times, not knowing where she was. Last week, it was difficult to hear her speak 

about events that I know never took place. It has been very tough for me to witness her memory 

deteriorating – and her basically “disappearing” before my eyes bit by bit. I try to visit as often 

as I used to, but every time it is getting more and more difficult for me to watch her worsen like 

this. I don’t know how long she can continue to live by herself with just some help from 

caretakers checking on her. I assume I will have to take on a good share of caretaker 

responsibilities as neither she nor my family have lots of resources. I'm not sure how I will 

manage that. 

Agitated reaction  

I am actually feeling very anxious about her condition. Since she started losing her memory, it’s 

been really hard to calm down when I am around her and for me to live a normal life because I 

feel so tense. Also, seeing her getting worse really worries me – and I feel afraid of losing her 

further with time. I find this very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me to stay calm in my 

personal life. I am feeling just so stressed out about it all, also because I know there is not much I 

can do. I feel terribly anxious.   
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Dejected reaction 

I am actually feeling very depressed about her condition. Since she started losing her memory, 

it’s been really hard to stay positive when I am around her and for me to live a normal 

life because I feel so down. Also, seeing her getting worse really discourages me – and I feel sad 

about losing her further with time. I find this very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me 

to stay upbeat in my personal life. I am feeling just so discouraged about it all, also because I 

know there is not much I can do. I feel terribly depressed. 
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Appendix F 

Study 5 scenario 

No Control 

I’ve always had a very close relationship with my grandmother and visit her regularly. She is an 

important person in my life and someone I could truly rely on. Recently, she had a very serious 

fall and had to be rushed to the hospital. She was very badly injured and underwent immediate 

surgery on her leg. After the surgery, we were told she would just need some time as a recovery 

period. Unfortunately, it transpired she had very limited range of motion in her leg and the 

situation appeared to be more serious than we first thought. For the past month, I have had to 

take time off work for two weeks to keep a close eye on her. I live near my grandmother and 

there is no one else in my family able to help out. It has become increasingly difficult for her to 

manage even basic tasks on her own. And for me it is challenging to see her in this helpless state 

– I don’t know how long she can continue to live by herself.  

At her last appointment, the doctor said that her condition is unstable and will very likely 

worsen. The doctor also made it clear that further operations or physiotherapy will not make a 

difference at all. I assume I will have to take on a good share of caretaker responsibilities as 

neither she nor my family has lots of financial resources to pay for care. So there is really 

nothing I can do to change her situation at all.  

Control 

I’ve always had a very close relationship with my grandmother and visit her regularly. She is an 

important person in my life and someone I could truly rely on. Recently, she had a very serious 
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fall and had to be rushed to the hospital. She was very badly injured and underwent immediate 

surgery on her leg. After the surgery, we were told she would just need some time as a recovery 

period. Unfortunately, it transpired she had very limited range of motion in her leg and the 

situation appeared to be more serious than we first thought. For the past month, I have had to 

take time off work for two weeks to keep a close eye on her. I live near my grandmother and 

there is no one else in my family able to help out. It has been increasingly difficult for her to 

manage even basic activities on her own. And for me it is challenging to see her in this helpless 

state – I don’t know how long she can continue to live by herself.   

At her last appointment, however, the doctor said that with enough physiotherapy her condition 

will become more stable and will not worsen if she gets daily and time-intensive physiotherapy. I 

am able to learn the exercises from the physiotherapist myself and help her with them. I assume I 

will have to take on a good share of caretaker responsibilities as neither she nor my family has 

lots of financial resources to pay for care. So there is at least something I can do to change her 

situation a bit. 

Dejection 

I am actually feeling very depressed about her condition. Ever since her fall, it’s been really hard 

to stay positive when I am around her and for me to live a normal life because I feel 

so down. Seeing her struggle really discourages me – I feel sad about seeing her suffer. I find this 

very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me to stay upbeat in my personal life. I am feeling 

just so discouraged about it all. I feel terribly depressed. 

Agitation 
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I am actually feeling very anxious about her condition. Ever since her fall, it’s been really hard 

to calm down when I am around her and for me to live a normal life because I feel 

so tense. Seeing her struggle really worries me – I feel afraid when seeing her suffer. I find this 

very difficult to cope with and it is hard for me to stay calm in my personal life. I am feeling just 

so stressed out about it all. I feel terribly anxious. 
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Appendix G 

Study 7 scenario  

Loss scenario 

I am a student on a full scholarship at university, where I have been studying for almost two 

years. My scholarship is the only basis for my financial security. This year I did not live up to the 

required performance standards. Recently, the academic advisor called me in to tell me that if 

this continues there is a big chance I will lose my scholarship completely. Despite being very 

careful not to fall short of the high standards I should meet, I have been struggling in most of my 

classes and know that my marks will be too poor to maintain this scholarship.  

I was called in again yesterday and told definitely that the scholarship will be revoked. This 

means I won’t have the security and safety of the scholarship anymore - I don’t have many 

savings and I am not at all financially prepared for this. I need this scholarship to finance my 

studies as well as for my basic living expenses.  

Dejection 

I am feeling very depressed after receiving the news that I will lose my scholarship. It’s been 

really hard to stay positive because I feel so unhappy. I’m really sad about having to drop out of 

university – and discouraged when I think of my finances and the lost security. It is really hard 

for me to stay upbeat. I am feeling just so down about losing my scholarship, especially because 

my livelihood depended on this. I talked to a friend about this situation who asked me if I wasn’t 

also feeling anxious or tense; I said not really that much, I am just feeling really sad, generally 

down, and depressed. 
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Agitation 

I am feeling very anxious after receiving the news that I will lose my scholarship. It’s been really 

hard to calm down because I feel so tense. I’m really worried about having to drop out of 

university – and afraid when I think of my finances and the lost security. It is really hard for me 

to stay calm. I am feeling just so stressed out about losing my scholarship, especially because my 

livelihood depended on this. I talked to a friend about this situation who asked me if I wasn’t 

also feeling sad or discouraged; I said not really that much, I am just feeling really worried, 

generally tense and anxious.  

Non-gain scenario 

I am a very good student in my final year of school and recently applied to a very prestigious 

scholarship for university. Apart from financing my studies and basic living expenses, the 

scholarship would be an ideal basis for my growth and personal development. I had been 

working very hard and eagerly to meet the high standards for this scholarship I ideally want to 

have. The scholarship-funding panel called me in for an interview and suggested there was a 

good chance I will get this scholarship because I had been performing very well in most of my 

classes.  

However, I was called in again yesterday and told that I will definitely not be awarded the 

scholarship after all. Being awarded this competitive scholarship would have looked very 

impressive on my CV. It would have set me up for a good career and given me important 

networking and other opportunities. I really wanted this scholarship to get a great head start in 

my professional life. 



 

   
 

288 
 

Dejection 

I am feeling very depressed after receiving the news that I will not get the scholarship. It’s been 

really hard to stay positive because I feel so unhappy. I’m really sad about not getting this 

scholarship – and discouraged when thinking about future plans and missed opportunities. It is 

really hard for me to stay upbeat. I am feeling just so down about not getting the scholarship, 

especially because this would have been the ideal next step for me and I had really hoped to get 

it. I talked to a friend about this situation who asked me if I wasn’t also feeling anxious or tense; 

I said not really that much, I am just feeling really sad, generally down, and depressed. 

Agitation 

I am feeling very anxious after receiving the news that I will not get the scholarship. It’s been 

really hard to calm down because I feel so tense. I feel really worried after not getting this 

scholarship – and afraid when thinking about my future plans and missed opportunities. It is 

really hard for me to stay calm. I am feeling just so stressed out about not getting the scholarship, 

especially because this would have been the ideal next step for me and I had really hoped to get 

it. I talked to a friend about this situation who asked me if I wasn’t also feeling sad or 

discouraged; I said not really that much, I am just feeling really worried, generally tense and 

anxious. 
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Appendix H 

Study 8 scenario 

Promotion description 

John is the kind of person who embraces life’s opportunities and eagerly tries to accomplish his 

goals. All his life, he has been driven by his dreams and aspirations. He is generally enthusiastic 

about new ideas and at times acts in an impulsive manner when he thinks doing so would enable 

him to get what he wants. To this end, he doesn’t mind taking risks or making mistakes. He 

readily makes decisions and performs tasks at the expense of being accurate. What appeals to 

him are situations in which he is challenged or that allow him to seek novel and creative 

solutions. 

Focusing on the big picture comes naturally to him. To John, it is important that people do their 

best and set high goals. In his life, he is more focused on achieving positive results rather than 

preventing negative results. He often imagines himself experiencing good things that he hopes 

will happen to him. The key to ensuring success in your life, he believes, is focusing on your 

aspirations. 

Prevention description 

John is the kind of person who is always concerned not to make mistakes and tries to accomplish 

his goals in a vigilant manner. All his life, he has been driven by his responsibilities and 

obligations. He is generally careful and considerate and at times acts in a prudent manner when 

he thinks doing so would enable him to avoid negative consequences. To this end, he does not 

take risks and takes care to avoid mistakes. He takes some time to make reflected decisions and 
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preforms tasks accurately. What appeals to him are situations which give him responsibility or 

that allow him to seek safe and certain solutions. 

Focusing on details comes naturally to him. To John, it is important to make clear to people what 

they are expected to do and achieve. In his life, he is more focused on preventing negative results 

rather than achieving positive results. He often imagines himself experiencing bad things that he 

fears might happen to him. The key to avoiding failure in your life, he believes, is focusing on 

your duties. 

Scenario 

John has been working at a large multinational firm for almost a decade. He is a dedicated 

employee and enjoys working there. His recent main goal was to be part of a large project at 

work that is important for the firm. To this end, he has worked hard to be included and knows the 

project well. He believes he is a good fit and has the right experience, and this would be great for 

his reputation at the firm. He is well-liked by his work colleagues and considers most of them 

reliable friends. However, he was recently informed that he will not be included in the project 

after all. 

Dejection 

John said that he is feeling very depressed after receiving the news that he will not be part of the 

team. He is feeling really sad and discouraged about being excluded like this form the 

project. He is feeling rather down, especially because he was sure he was going to be included. 

Lately, John’s speech’s has been soft and low, and his movement rather slow. He often has low 
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energy. People often notice him slouching and slumping down in his chair, seemingly withdrawn 

to himself. 

When faced with similar situations in the past, he normally always felt depressed and sad. Such 

situations typically trigger depressive thoughts in him. 

 

Agitation 

John said that he is feeling very anxious after receiving the news that he will not be part of the 

team. He is feeling really worried and tense about being excluded like this from the project. He is 

feeling rather stressed out, especially because he was sure he was going to be included. Lately, 

John’s speech and movement have become quick and hurried. He is often fidgeting and fiddling 

with something in his hand. People often notice him pacing from side to side and biting his nails. 

When faced with similar situations in the past, he normally always felt tense and found it hard to 

calm down. Such situations typically trigger anxious thoughts in him. 
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Appendix I 

Study 9 scenario 

Part 1 (from Hamstra et al., 2013) 

Promotion reaction condition 

Dear Sir/Madam,  

With this letter, I would like to express my interest in working in your company. An employee 

from human resources informed me by phone that you accept open applications.  

Since completing my education I have gained ten years of work experience. In my first job, 

which I started after completing my studies, I noticed that I have a strong desire for a position in 

which I am challenged. At the moment I am employed at a company at which people strive for 

innovation, and this aspect of the job suits me well. Specifically, I find the focus on advancement 

very pleasant. 

Your organization seems very interesting to me. I would like to work in such an environment 

because it meets my level of aspiration. My strengths are my ambition and drive. In addition, I 

value unconventional ideas. 

In order to achieve objectives I value taking risks. In addition, I am able to focus on the big 

picture and have high ambitions. 

I would like to meet with you in person to discuss the position. If, however, you are currently not 

in need of anyone then I request that you keep my application for a future opportunity.  

Kind regards,  
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Applicant  

Attachments: CV 

Prevention reaction condition 

Dear Sir/ Madam,  

With this letter, I would like to express my interest in working in your company. An employee 

from human resources informed me by phone that you accept open applications.  

Since completing my education I have gained ten years of work experience. In my first job, 

which I started after completing my studies, I noticed that I have a strong desire for a position 

with a lot of responsibility. At the moment I am employed at a company at which people strive 

for conservation and this aspect of the job suits me well. Specifically, I find the focus on 

responsible practices very pleasant. 

  

Your organization seems very interesting to me. I would like to work in such an environment 

because it meets my sense of duty. My strengths are my sense of responsibility and accuracy. In 

addition, I find it important to work within the specified regulations. 

In order to achieve objectives I value living up to norms. In addition, I am able to focus on the 

details and have great precision. 

I would like to meet with you in person to discuss the position. If, however, you are currently not 

in need of anyone then I request that you keep my application for a future opportunity.  

Kind regards, 
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Applicant  

Attachments: CV 

Scenario extension 

Promotion reaction condition  

Shortly after sending the application you read, John lost his job at the company which strives for 

innovation, not for his wrongdoing but because of financial and restructuring issues of the 

company. However, he received the invitation to interview for the job he applied for with the 

application letter you read. He spent much time eagerly preparing for the interview. This is 

because he really felt he wanted this job, as it would provide him with opportunities for 

advancement and growth, and with a chance to shine. Indeed, he impatiently prepared for this 

interview, setting high goals. In his preparations for the interview, he sought novel and creative 

answers and focused on the overall aim. He was rather sure he knew what to do to accomplish a 

positive outcome. 

A few days ago, he had his interview. Yesterday, he was informed that he did not get the job. 

Since then, John has been feeling depressed. He has been feeling sad and discouraged, especially 

because he was sure he was going to get what he wanted. John’s speech has been soft and low, 

and his movement rather slow. He is feeling very low in terms of energy. People notice he is 

slouching and slumping down in his chair, seemingly withdrawn to himself. When faced with 

similar situations in the past, he generally felt depressed and sad as well. Such situations 

typically trigger dejection in him. 

Prevention reaction condition 
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Shortly after sending the application letter you read, John lost his job at the company which 

strives for conservation, not for his wrongdoing but because of financial and restructuring issues 

of the company. However, he received the invitation to interview for the new job he applied for 

with the application letter you read. He spent much time anxiously preparing for the interview. 

This is because he really felt he needed this job, as it would provide him with safety and security, 

and with the certainty of stability. Indeed, he carefully prepared for this interview, trying not to 

make any mistakes. In his preparations for the interview, he was very precise in order not to miss 

anything important and focussed on details. He was rather sure he knew what was expected to 

avoid a negative outcome. 

A few days ago, he had his interview. Yesterday, he was informed that he did not get the job. 

Since then, John has been feeling anxious. He has been feeling worried and tense, especially 

because he was sure he was going to get what he needed. John’s speech has been hurried, and his 

movement rather quick. He is fidgeting and fiddling with something in his hand. People notice 

he is pacing around and biting his nails. When faced with similar situations in the past, he 

generally felt tense and anxious as well. Such situations typically trigger agitation in him. 
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Appendix J 

Systematic review: quality assessment (MMAT) 

 Quality assessment of the individual studies on interpersonal regulatory fit in systematic review 

Mixed Method 

Assessment Tool 
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Hamstra, 

Sassenberg et al. 

(2014) 

Y Y N Y Y      

Demerouti et al 

(2014) 

     N Y Y Y Y 

Kim et al (2017)      Y Y Y N Y 

Hamstra et al 

(2011) 

     Y N Y ? Y 
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Shin et al (2017)      Y Y Y Y Y 

Righetti et al 

(2010) 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Spanjol & Tam 

(2010)  

Y Y Y Y Y      

Winterheld & 

Simpson (2016) 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Tabuchi et al 

(2016) – Study 1  

Y Y Y Y Y      

Tabuchi et al 

(2016) – Study 2 

Y N Y Y Y      

Bohns et al (2013) 

– Study 1 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Bohns et al (2013) 

– Study 2 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Peng et al (2015) 

– Study 1 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Peng et al (2015) 

– Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      
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Johnson et al 

(2017) – Study 1  

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Johnson et al 

(2017) – Study 2 

     Y Y Y N Y 

Delegach et al 

(2017) – Study 1 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Delegach et al 

(2017) – Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Delegach et al 

(2017) – Study 3 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Santelli et al 

(2009) – Study 1 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Santelli et al 

(2009) – Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Santelli et al 

(2009) – Study 3 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bian et al (2016) – 

Study 1 

Y Y Y Y Y      
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Bian et al (2016) – 

Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bian et al (2016) – 

Study 3 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Lockwood et al 

(2002) – Study 1  

? ? Y Y Y      

Lockwood et al 

(2002) – Study 2 

? ? Y Y Y      

Lockwood et al 

(2002) – Study 3 

     Y N Y Y Y 

Bian et al (2020) – 

Study 1a 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bian et al (2020) – 

Study 1b 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bian et al (2020) – 

Study 2a 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bian et al (2020) – 

Study 2b 

Y Y Y Y Y      
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Hamstra et al 

(2013) – Study 1  

Y Y Y Y Y      

Hamstra et al 

(2013) – Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Hamstra et al 

(2013) – Study 3 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Hamstra et al 

(2013) – Study 4 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Hamstra, Van 

Yperen et al 

(2014) – Study 1 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Hamstra, Van 

Yperen et al 

(2014) – Study 2 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Hamstra, Van 

Yperen et al 

(2014) – Study 3 

? ? Y Y Y      

Hamstra, Van 

Yperen et al 

(2014) – Study 4 

? ? Y Y Y      
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Hamstra, Van 

Yperen et al 

(2014) – Study 5 

? ? Y Y Y      

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 1 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 3 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 4 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 5 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Righetti et al 

(2011) – Study 6 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Paine (2009)      Y Y Y N Y 

Lam (2015) Y Y Y Y Y      

Bohns (2008) – 

Study 1 

     Y Y Y Y Y 
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Bohns (2008) – 

Study 2 

Y Y Y Y Y      

Bohns (2008) – 

Study 3a 

     Y Y N Y Y 

Bohns (2008) – 

Study 3b 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Waterwall (2017)      Y Y Y Y Y 

Ritchie (2009) Y Y Y Y Y      

Coolsen (2003) – 

Study 1 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Coolsen (2003) – 

Study 2 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Coolsen (2003) – 

Study 3 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Coolsen (2003) – 

Study 4 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Coolsen (2003) – 

Study 5 

     Y Y Y Y Y 

Note: Criteria for Quality appraisal: Y = Yes, N = No,? = can’t tell 
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