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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we introduce the concept of ‘societal emotional environment’: the emotional climate 
of a society (operationalized as the degree to which positive and negative emotions are expressed 
in a society). Using data collected from 12,888 participants across 49 countries, we show how 
societal emotional environments vary across countries and cultural clusters, and we consider the 
potential importance of these differences for well-being. Multilevel analyses supported a ‘double- 
edged sword’ model of negative emotion expression, where expression of negative emotions 
predicted higher life satisfaction for the expresser but lower life satisfaction for society. In contrast, 
partial support was found for higher societal life satisfaction in positive societal emotional envir-
onments. Our study highlights the potential utility and importance of distinguishing between 
positive and negative emotion expression, and adopting both individual and societal perspectives 
in well-being research. Individual pathways to happiness may not necessarily promote the happi-
ness of others.
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The emotions people express around us influence our 
well-being. If people around us frequently express joy 
and gratitude, or anger and anxiety, then these emotions 
create our ‘emotional environment’. Up to now, emotion 
regulation research has largely focused on the intraperso-
nal and interpersonal effects of emotion expression, 
attempting to answer questions about the well-being of 
people who express emotions and the quality of interactions 
of people who express emotions, respectively. Here, we seek 
to further the understanding of the consequences of emo-
tion expression by examining the possible extrapersonal 
effects of emotional expression: we ask how the expression 
of emotions might affect the well-being of people around the 
expresser. In order to do so, we take a cross-cultural 
approach and introduce the concept of a ‘societal emo-
tional environment’ (SEE). With data collected from 12,888 
participants in 49 countries, we investigate how the SEE 
varies across countries and cultural clusters. We test a 
‘double-edged sword’ model of negative emotion expres-
sion, where the expression of negative emotions is pre-
dicted to be beneficial for the well-being of the individual 
expressing negative emotions but detrimental to the well- 
being of the broader society. We also examine whether 
those who inhabit SEEs high in positive emotion expres-
sion tend to have higher levels of well-being.

Societal emotional environment

People across cultures differ in their overall emotional 
expressivity (Matsumoto et al., 2008) and in their valua-
tion of emotions of different intensity (Tsai et al., 2006). 
For instance, Confucian Asians tend to prefer low arousal 
positive emotions (e.g., serenity, calmness; Tsai et al., 
2006) and are more likely to inhibit their expression of 
emotions (Matsumoto et al., 2008; Nam et al., 2018; Potter, 
1998). Latin Americans, in contrast, tend to prefer high 
arousal positive emotions (e.g., excitement, elatedness; 
Ruby et al., 2012), and free, frequent, and intensive 

emotional expression is considered a constitutive feature 
of Latin American cultures (Garza, 1978; Triandis et al., 
1984). These cultural differences in emotion expression 
are particularly interesting when one considers societal 
rankings of life satisfaction: Confucian countries tend to 
occupy lower positions of these rankings, whereas Latin 
Americans are typically near the top (Diener et al., 1995; 
Krys et al., 2018; cf. Helliwell et al., 2019).

We propose that in order to better comprehend socie-
tal and individual well-being, positive psychologists may 
need to study the SEE: the emotional climate in a given 
society that is constituted by the frequency of expressed 
positive emotions (what we refer to as the positive socie-
tal emotional environment; PSEE) and the frequency of 
expressed negative emotions (what we refer to as the 
negative societal emotional environment; NSEE). While 
various forms of emotional climates have been investi-
gated in positive psychology (e.g., group positive affect; 
Peñalver et al., 2019), organisational psychology (e.g., 
organisation climate; Bennett, 2011), sociology (e.g., cul-
tures of negativity; Wojciszke, 2005), education (e.g., emo-
tional environment in a class; Harvey et al., 2012), etc., we 
take a uniquely cross-cultural approach in the current 
paper and apply the idea of emotional climates to entire 
societies. Differing emotional climates across societies 
may help explain why some countries have higher life 
satisfaction on average compared to other countries.

Individual subjective well-being is typically thought 
of as involving three components: cognitive evaluations 
of one’s life (most often life satisfaction), frequent posi-
tive emotions, and infrequent negative emotions. In 
studies on individuals, these three components are 
recognised as distinct, but mutually reinforcing factors 
(Busseri, 2018). Following this at the cultural level of 
analysis, we propose that SEE and societal life satisfac-
tion (understood as the average sense of life satisfaction 
in a given society) constitute non-orthogonal but dis-
tinct constructs.1 Although causality is probably 
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bidirectional, we posit that SEE might influence societal 
life satisfaction more than societal life satisfaction might 
influence SEE. Because the expression of emotions is 
directly observable, it can have a direct impact on the 
sense of life satisfaction of people around the expresser. 
In contrast, one’s sense of life satisfaction is not as easily 
perceptible and may have a more limited impact on the 
affect of people around (and on affect expression in 
particular).

Next, we theorise that even though PSEE and NSEE 
might be related (i.e., some cultures are generally more 
expressive emotionally than others; Matsumoto et al., 
2008), they are two distinct phenomena. Various studies 
suggest that some societies are governed by positivity 
norms; cultures of indulgence (Hofstede et al., 2010), 
cultures of affirmation (Wojciszke, 2005), cultures of smil-
ing (Krys et al., 2016) and cultures of maximization 
(Hornsey et al., 2018) may serve as examples. Studies 
also document that other cultures – cultures of com-
plaining (Wojciszke, 2005), cultures of restraint 
(Hofstede et al., 2010), and cultures where smiling is 
perceived less favorably (Krys et al., 2016) – are governed 
by negativity norms. Importantly, PSEE and NSEE seem 
to carry divergent consequences for the well-being of 
people living in them. Previous studies on emotional 
climate provide evidence that living in a PSEE may facil-
itate well-being (Bennett, 2011), and living in an NSEE 
may have detrimental effects for well-being (Wojciszke, 
2005). Research on emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 
1993), and on the consequences of positive and negative 
social interactions (Berry & Hansen, 1996; Lincoln, 2000) 
may further support our theorising that SEE may carry 
consequences for well-being. However, the emotion reg-
ulation literature appears to offer a more nuanced per-
spective when it comes to the consequences of emotion 
expression for well-being (particularly when it comes to 
the expression of negative emotions). We provide a brief 
review of this body of research below.

The intrapersonal and interpersonal 
consequences of emotion expression

Studies on emotion regulation show that emotion 
expression in general (without distinguishing between 
positive and negative emotions) enhances affective, 
cognitive, and social functioning (e.g., Chervonsky & 
Hunt, 2017; Gross, 2014). Research that takes the valence 
of emotions into account has found positive intraperso-
nal and interpersonal consequences for positive emo-
tion expression as well (e.g., Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017; 
Nezlek & Kuppens, 2008). Expression of negative emo-
tions also appears to have positive intrapersonal effects 
for the expresser: negative emotional expression helps 

coping with stressful life-events (Stanton & Low, 2012), 
decreases sympathetic activation of the cardiovascular 
system (Gross, 2014), and improves memory (Johns et al., 
2008; Richards & Gross, 2000). Negative emotion expres-
sion may have these benefits for the expresser by redu-
cing distress and facilitating insight (Kennedy-Moore & 
Watson, 2001).

The consequences of expressing negative emotions, 
however, are more mixed in the interpersonal context. On 
the one hand, expression of negative emotions solicits 
support, expands social networks, facilitates intimacy 
(Graham et al., 2008), and, in effect, leads to closer rela-
tionships with others (Baker et al., 2014; Srivastava et al., 
2009). On the other hand, expressers of negative emo-
tions are judged as less social, less popular (Sommers, 
1984), and are liked less (Gross & John, 2003). A meta- 
analysis on the interpersonal effects of emotion expres-
sion (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2017) confirmed that the 
expression of negative emotions brings mixed interper-
sonal consequences (but the overall effect size indicated 
poor social outcomes in general of small magnitude, 
d = −.08; in contrast, d = .17 was found for the interper-
sonal consequences of positive emotion expression).

Taken together, emotion regulation researchers tend 
to conclude that the advantages of negative emotion 
expression outweigh its disadvantages (Graham et al., 
2008; Gross, 2014). This reasoning is also popular in folk 
(Rodriguez, 2013) and clinical (Kennedy-Moore & 
Watson, 2001) discourse. Here, we suggest that the pic-
ture remains incomplete without also considering the 
consequences of negative emotion expression for the 
wider society of the expresser. Surprisingly, these extra-
personal consequences of negative emotion expression 
have received limited empirical attention in the emotion 
regulation literature (cf. Locke & Horowitz, 1990).

The double-edged sword of negative emotion 
expression

By adopting a multilevel approach, two seemingly con-
tradictory effects of negative emotion expression on 
well-being – one from the emotion regulation literature, 
and the second from studies on cultures and emotional 
climates – can be combined into a single comprehensive 
model. We predict that the expression of negative emo-
tions may simultaneously be associated with positive 
and negative consequences: positive for the expresser, 
but negative for society. Separating out the individual 
and societal (or the intrapersonal and extrapersonal, 
respectively) consequences of negative emotion expres-
sion allows for an examination of its potential ‘double- 
edged’ nature.
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At least three other lines of research lend some 
initial support for our prediction that living in an NSEE 
may be associated with lower life satisfaction. First, 
research on emotional contagion documents that the 
expression of emotional states can lead others to 
experience the same emotions (Hatfield et al., 1993; 
Kramer et al., 2014). Therefore, living in an NSEE may 
foster negative emotions and impoverish life satisfac-
tion, while living in a PSEE may foster positive emotions 
and promote life satisfaction. Second, expressed nega-
tive emotions can induce stress in observers and stress-
ful stimuli have been shown to lower life satisfaction 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Third, research indicates 
that negative social interactions have a potent detri-
mental effect on well-being (Lincoln, 2000); these types 
of social interactions may be more common in NSEEs, 
which may lead to lower overall levels of life 
satisfaction.

The present study

The first goal of the current paper is to describe how 
the SEE varies across countries and cultural clusters. 
We attempt to replicate previous research that has 
found that some cultures are more emotionally 
expressive than others (e.g., Matsumoto et al., 
2008), albeit we do so with data from a larger num-
ber of countries, and an expanded list of positive 
and negative emotions. The second goal is to inves-
tigate whether individual and societal differences in 
the degree to which positive and negative emotions 
are expressed matter for the well-being of indivi-
duals and societies. We hypothesize that even if 
negative emotion expressivity is good for the 
expresser, being a member of a society where nega-
tive emotions are frequently expressed will be asso-
ciated with lower well-being. To test this hypothesis, 
we used two-level modelling to compare associa-
tions of negative emotion expression with life satis-
faction at individual and societal levels of analysis 
(while also simultaneously comparing associations of 
positive emotion expression with life satisfaction at 
both levels of analysis). The two-level modelling let 
us also explore the cross-level interactions between 
SEE and expression of emotions on life satisfaction 
(we had no a priori formulated hypotheses on cross- 
level interactions).

Method

The current study was part of a larger cross-cultural 
investigation, which was approved by research ethics 
committees, of the cultural antecedents of happiness, 

family well-being, and the valuation of different types of 
well-being (see also Krys et al., 2020). Measures of fre-
quency of experience and frequency of expression of 30 
different emotions were included to study a society’s 
‘emotional environment’ – we used these data to inves-
tigate our current research questions.

Participants and countries

We aimed to collect data in at least 40 countries. At the 
time of writing, our data set contained 12,888 partici-
pants from 49 countries from 10 cultural clusters (Gupta 
et al., 2002; House et al., 2004; Mensah & Chen, 2013): (1) 
Anglo (Australia, Canada, Ireland, United Kingdom, USA), 
(2) Latin Europe (France, Italy, Portugal, Romania), (3) 
Nordic Europe (Estonia, Iceland, Lithuania, Norway), (4) 
Germanic Europe (Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Switzerland), (5) Eastern Europe (Croatia, 
Czech Republic, Georgia, Greece, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Ukraine), (6) Latin America 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Mexico), (7) Sub-Saharan Africa (Ghana, 
Nigeria), (8) Middle East (Saudi Arabia, Turkey), (9) 
Southern Asia (Bhutan, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, 
Pakistan), and (10) Confucian Asia (China, Hong Kong, 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan).2

As a rule of thumb, we aimed to recruit 200 indivi-
duals in each country (some authors, however, collected 
more and others collected fewer). A power analysis 
revealed that a total of 4,201 participants would have 
been sufficient in this research to obtain a desired power 
of .80 (for more details, see supplemental online material 
S1). Overall, 59.6% of participants identified as female, 
39.3% as male, 0.4% as other, and 0.7% left the question 
about gender blank; the mean age of participants was 
25.18 years (SD = 9.51). Due to convenience and budget-
ary restrictions, we mainly collected samples of post- 
secondary students, but some authors managed to com-
plement their student sample with a general population 
sample. Table in the supplemental online material S2 
contains demographic characteristics by country.

Measures

Participants separately assessed two characteristics of 
their emotions: frequency of experience and frequency 
of expression. Distinguishing between emotional experi-
ence and expression let us estimate the effect of emo-
tional expression while controlling for emotional 
experience. Furthermore, because cultures vary in their 
intensity of emotion suppression/expression (Butler et 
al., 2007; Matsumoto et al., 2008; Wong et al., 2008), we 
could use the explicit judgments of emotional 
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expression – averaged for each society separately – to 
estimate the actual characteristics of a society’s ‘emo-
tional environment’.

The list of emotions we assessed was partially based 
on Tsai and collaborators’ (2006) Affect Valuation Index 
(AVI). Eleven items from the AVI were excluded because 
they were more related to affective arousal and less to 
emotional valence per se (i.e., strong, idle, aroused, 
rested, astonished, quiet, surprised, lonely, still, passive, 
and inactive). Another four items from the AVI that were 
directly associated with (un)happiness (i.e., content, 
happy, satisfied, and unhappy) were excluded as they 
were confounded with other measures that we included 
that were the main interest in this project (i.e., various 
forms of well-being). Thus, 15 AVI items were retained (i. 
e., calm, dull, elated, enthusiastic, euphoric, excited, fear-
ful, hostile, nervous, peaceful, relaxed, sad, serene, 
sleepy, and sluggish). Next, we added 12 emotional 
feelings that are not listed in the AVI questionnaire, but 
which are commonly recognised and/or experienced 
across cultures: proud, in love, hopeful, respectful, grate-
ful, depressed, bored, embarrassed, ashamed, hateful, 
angry, and disgusted (some of these feelings are recog-
nised as basic emotions; Ekman, 1992). Because we 
incorporated emotional feelings described in the litera-
ture as being especially important in non-Western cul-
tures (e.g., the Confucian triad: proud, embarrassed, 
respectful), we also included three feelings that are 
potentially important in dignity cultures (i.e., amused 
[Krys, 2010; Krys et al., 2017], self-confident [Scherer et 
al., 1973], and authentic [Smallenbroek et al., 2017]) to 
maintain a balanced approach. Thus, we formed a list of 
30 emotional feelings that were sensitive to various 
cultural contexts and reflected the palette of important 
feelings for each contemporary society.

Participants rated the frequency of experiencing and 
expressing these emotions on a 1–9 Likert-type scale. We 
modified the approach of Kuppens et al. (2008), whose 
emotion frequency scale ranged from 1 (not at all), 
through 5 (half the time), to 9 (all the time). Instead, we 
included the following response options as they refer to 
exact time periods and leave less room for ambiguity 
when responding: 1 (never), 2 (a couple of times a year), 3 
(a couple of times a month), 4 (a couple of times a week), 5 
(once a day), 6 (a couple of times a day), 7 (almost every 
single hour), 8 (a couple of times an hour), and 9 (all the 
time).

We grouped the emotion items into those of positive 
valence (i.e., enthusiastic, excited, elated, euphoric, calm, 
relaxed, peaceful, serene, amused, proud, in love, hopeful, 
respectful, grateful, self-confident, and authentic; average 
Cronbach’s alpha for experience = .90 and expression = .90; 
reliabilities in each country ≥ .75; see Table S1), and those of 

negative valence (i.e., sleepy, dull, sad, sluggish, fearful, 
nervous, hostile, depressed, bored, embarrassed, ashamed, 
hateful, angry, and disgusted; Cronbach’s alpha for experi-
ence = .91 and expression = .89; reliabilities in each country 
≥ .81; see Table S1). All four emotion measures showed 
acceptable evidence of metric invariance across cultural 
clusters and metric isomorphism across levels of analysis 
in multilevel confirmatory factor analyses (see supplemen-
tal online material S3).

To assess potential consequences of emotional expres-
sion, we asked participants to report their subjective well- 
being. We used the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 
1985; if available we relied on its previously validated trans-
lations; Cronbach’s alpha = .86; reliabilities in each country 
≥ .71; see Table S1). Following Vignoles et al.’s (2016) 
approach, participants rated items on a nine-point Likert- 
type scale with five labelled points: 1 (doesn’t describe me at 
all), 3 (describes me a little), 5 (describes me moderately), 7 
(describes me very well), 9 (describes me exactly). Multilevel 
confirmatory factor analyses revealed acceptable evidence 
of metric invariance across cultural clusters and metric iso-
morphism across levels of analysis (see supplemental online 
material S3).

At the end of the questionnaire, we collected informa-
tion on participants’ sociodemographic background (e.g., 
parental education, age, and gender); we control for these 
three sociodemographic variables in some analyses to test 
the robustness of our findings. Please see supplemental 
online materials S4 and S5 for a more detailed description 
of, and a link to, the full questionnaire.

Results

Mapping SEE across countries and cultural clusters

PSEE and NSEE scores were calculated by taking the aver-
age self-reported frequency of positive emotion expression 
and the average self-reported frequency of negative emo-
tion expression, respectively, for each country. PSEE and 
NSEE scores for all 49 sampled countries are visualized in 
Figure 1. Positive emotions appeared to be expressed more 
frequently than negative emotions across all countries, 
although this difference seemed to be smaller in some 
countries than others. There also appeared to be consider-
able variability in the degree to which positive and negative 
emotions were expressed across countries. For instance, 
those in countries with the lowest PSEE scores (e.g., 
United Kingdom, Hong Kong, Japan) reported expressing 
positive emotions only around ‘a couple of times a week’ on 
average, while those in countries with the highest PSEE 
scores (e.g., Ghana, El Salvador, Italy) reported expressing 
positive emotions around ‘a couple of times a day’ on 
average. Moreover, those in countries with the lowest 

THE JOURNAL OF POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 121



NSEE scores (e.g., Iceland, Norway, Switzerland) reported 
expressing negative emotions only around ‘a couple of 
times a month’ on average, while those in countries with 
the highest NSEE scores (e.g., Pakistan, Bhutan, Guatemala) 
reported expressing negative emotions around ‘a couple of 
times a week’ on average. The Indonesian sample had an 
especially high NSEE scores that was more than four stan-
dard deviations from the mean of the rest of the countries. 
Because it was an extreme outlier, we excluded the 
Indonesian sample from all subsequent analyses in this 
paper.3 Lastly, there are hints in Figure 1 that the SEE 
might be more similar in countries that belong to the 
same cultural cluster. For instance, all the Latin American 
countries that we sampled were on the right side of Figure 
1 (i.e., they had relatively high PSEE scores), while all the 
Confucian countries that we sampled were on the left side 
(i.e., they had relatively low PSEE scores).

To more formally test the veracity of the observations 
in the previous paragraph, we conducted a mixed- 
design ANOVA. Cultural cluster (Anglo vs. Latin Europe 
vs. Nordic Europe vs. Germanic Europe vs. Eastern 
Europe vs. Latin America vs. Sub-Saharan Africa vs. 
Middle East vs. Southern Asia vs. Confucian Asia) was 
included as the between-country factor and valence of 
emotion expression (positive vs. negative) was included 
as the within-country factor (see Table 1 for descriptive 
statistics). Results revealed a significant effect of cultural 
cluster, F(9, 38) = 3.88, p = .001, η2

p = .479. Countries in 
the Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southern 
Asia cultural clusters tended to be significantly more 
emotionally expressive than countries in the Anglo, 
Nordic Europe, Germanic Europe, Eastern Europe, and 

Confucian Asia cultural clusters (ps < .05). No other sig-
nificant differences between cultural clusters were 
observed. Results also revealed a significant effect of 
the valence of emotion expression, F(1, 38) = 987.31, 
p < .001, η2

p = .963, with positive emotions being more 
frequently expressed in general (M = 5.12, SD = 0.48) 
than negative emotions (M = 3.62, SD = 0.39). Finally, a 
significant interaction between cultural cluster and 
valence of emotion expression was found as well, F(9, 
38) = 4.60, p < .001, η2

p = .521. To help unpack this 
interaction, we calculated the difference between the 
PSEE and NSEE scores for each country so that we 
could compare the relative positivity of SEEs across cul-
tural clusters (higher relative SEE scores represent more 
frequent expression of positive emotions compared to 
negative emotions; see column 4 of Table 1). In general, 
the least relatively positive SEEs tended to be in coun-
tries in the Confucian Asia, Southern Asia, and Anglo 
cultural clusters, while the most relatively positive SEEs 
tended to be in countries in the Latin America, Nordic 
Europe, Germanic Europe, Latin Europe, Middle East, and 
Sub-Saharan Africa cultural clusters.

SEE and life satisfaction

Main analyses
To comprehensively investigate the potential effect of 
emotion expression at both the individual and societal 
levels while controlling for emotional experience (and 
sociodemographic characteristics), we conducted multi-
level modeling. This allowed us to formally test our 

Figure 1. Comparing mean positive societal emotional environment (PSEE) and negative societal emotional environment (NSEE) 
scores across countries. Countries are arranged from lowest mean PSEE scores (on the left) to highest mean PSEE scores (on the right). 
Higher PSEE and NSEE scores represent more frequent expression of positive emotions and more frequent expression of negative 
emotions, respectively. Latin American countries are marked with stars (✪).
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hypothesis that the individual-level benefit of expressing 
negative emotions would be reversed at the societal 
level. We were also able to examine how emotion 
expression at the societal level may moderate the effect 
of individual-level emotion expression through cross- 
level interaction. Life satisfaction was the criterion vari-
able. Frequency of positive and negative emotion 
expression, and frequency of positive and negative emo-
tion experience, were included as individual-level pre-
dictors and were grand-mean centered. Country-level 
averages of the frequency of positive emotion expres-
sion (PSEE scores) and negative emotion expression 
(NSEE scores) were centered by the mean of the coun-
try-level averages and were included as country-level 
predictors.4 The multilevel model was tested following 
the procedures recommended by Aguinis, Gottfredson 
and Culpepper (2013). Table 2 summarizes the results 
pertaining to all four steps in the model-testing, namely, 
null model, random intercept and fixed slope model, ran-
dom intercept and random slope model, and cross-level 
interaction model. In the null model, the intra-class cor-
relation (ICC) of life satisfaction was .124, meaning that 
cross-country differences account for about 12.4% of the 
variability in individuals’ life satisfaction. This value is 
comparable to those reported in other multilevel studies 
(see Aguinis et al., 2013).

Following the suggestion by Aguinis et al. (2013), 
we used full information maximum likelihood (FIML) 
in the estimation so we could compare the relative 
fit between the random intercept and fixed slope 
model and the random intercept and random slope 
model (i.e., Step 2 and Step 3). As shown in Table 2, 
the model in Step 3 fits the data significantly better 
than the model in Step 2 (deviance of 43,385– 
43,314 = 71, p < .001), suggesting that there is 
significant variation in the relations between 

emotional expression and life satisfaction. In Step 
4, we tested the cross-level interaction model, which 
showed that the interaction effects NSEE × indivi-
dual-level negative emotion expression and PSEE × 
individual-level positive emotion expression are sig-
nificant. These results indicated that at least some of 
the variation in the relations between individual 
emotional expression and life satisfaction is influ-
enced by the societal emotional environment.

We also conducted a second analysis where we 
controlled for sociodemographics. Specifically, we 
included log transformed GDP per capita (centered 
by the mean of the country-level averages) as a 
country-level predictor, and age (grand-mean cen-
tered), gender (female = −0.5, male = 0.5), and par-
ental education (both parents having higher 
education = 1, one parent only = 0, none = −1) as 
individual-level predictors. Results from these multi-
level models are reported in Table 3. A slight differ-
ence in the null models in Table 2 and 3 was noted 
because the model in Table 3 excluded the sample 
from China as not all sociodemographic questions 
were administered to the Chinese participants. 
Nevertheless, the ICC of life satisfaction in this 
model was .127, which was highly similar to that in 
the first multilevel model.

Results from both models supported previous find-
ings on the intrapersonal benefits of expressing negative 
emotions. At the individual level of analysis, expression 
of negative emotions predicted higher life satisfaction, 
ps < .001. However, at the societal level, both models 
showed that living in a society where negative emotions 
are expressed more often predicted lower life satisfac-
tion, ps < .01. Meanwhile, expressing positive emotions 
did not predict individuals’ life satisfaction in either 
model, ps > .10. Living in a society where positive 

Table 1. Comparing cultural clusters on PSEE, NSEE, relative SEE, and societal life satisfaction.
Satisfaction (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Number of countries PSEE NSEE Relative SEE Societal life satisfaction

N M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Anglo 5 4.84 (0.42) 3.66 (0.26) 1.18 ab (0.28) 5.38 (0.37)
Latin Europe 4 5.39 (0.55) 3.54 (0.45) 1.86 d (0.18) 5.76 (0.20)
Nordic Europe 4 4.86 (0.49) 3.22 (0.44) 1.64 cd (0.11) 5.97 (0.12)
Germanic Europe 5 4.97 (0.30) 3.23 (0.21) 1.73 cd (0.27) 6.13 (0.22)
Eastern Europe 10 4.99 (0.34) 3.54 (0.23) 1.46 bc (0.27) 5.38 (0.70)
Latin America 7 5.55 (0.24) 3.90 (0.31) 1.64 cd (0.23) 5.85 (0.34)
Sub-Saharan Africa 2 5.92 (0.48) 3.93 (0.16) 1.99 d (0.65) 4.70 (0.46)
Middle East 2 5.36 (0.35) 3.46 (0.25) 1.90 cd (0.10) 5.65 (0.10)
Southern Asia 4 5.29 (0.37) 4.15 (0.39) 1.14 ab (0.42) 5.13 (0.31)
Confucian Asia 5 4.63 (0.35) 3.60 (0.36) 1.03 a (0.49) 4.66 (0.42)

PSEE, positive societal emotional environment; NSEE, negative societal emotional environment; Relative SEE = PSEE – NSEE (relative positivity of social 
emotional environment). Cultural clusters with superscripts that differ across rows in column 4 are significantly different at p < .05.
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emotions are expressed predicted higher life satisfac-
tion, but this effect appeared stronger when sociodemo-
graphics were controlled for in the analysis.

As shown in Tables 2 and 3, the results of both models 
are similar. The interaction effects between societal 

emotional environment and individual emotion expres-
sion on life satisfaction are plotted in Figures 2 and 3 
based on the model that controls for sociodemographic 
variables. As shown in these figures, positive emotion 
expression became negatively related to life satisfaction 

Table 2. Multilevel model predicting life satisfaction from emotional experience and expression at the individual level, and societal 
emotional environment at the country level.

Null (Step 1)

Random intercept 
and fixed slope  

(Step 2)

Random intercept 
and random slope 

(Step 3)
Cross-level interac-

tion (Step 4)

Level & Variable Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Level 1 – Individual Level
Intercept 5.494 *** 0.085 5.467 *** 0.068 5.470 *** 0.068 5.461 *** 0.067
Positive emotion experiences 0.601 *** 0.021 0.595 *** 0.021 0.593 *** 0.021
Negative emotion experiences −0.422 *** 0.017 −0.424 *** 0.018 −0.423 *** 0.018
Positive emotion expressions −0.031 0.020 −0.023 0.024 −0.022 0.024
Negative emotion expressions 0.099 *** 0.019 0.083 *** 0.023 0.082 *** 0.022

Level 2 – Country Level
Positive societal emotional environment (PSEE) 0.308 † 0.176 0.408 * 0.171 0.388 * 0.169
Negative societal emotional environment (NSEE) −0.771 *** 0.215 −0.702 ** 0.210 −0.823 *** 0.211

Cross-level interaction
Positive emotion expressions × PSEE −0.084 * 0.032
Negative emotion expressions × NSEE 0.136 ** 0.043

Variance Components
Within-country variance 2.388 1.783 1.761 1.761
Intercept variance 0.337 0.208 0.212 0.203
Slope variance (Positive emotion expressions) 0.008 0.006
Slope variance (Negative emotion expressions) 0.007 0.006
Intercept-slope covariance (Positive emotion expressions) 0.004 0.002
Intercept-slope covariance (Negative emotion expressions) −0.014 −0.011

−2 log likelihood (FIML) 47,094 43,385 *** 43,314 *** 43,298 ***

FIML, full information maximum likelihood estimation. Analysis based on data from 12,654 participants and 48 countries. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, † 
p < .10

Table 3. Multilevel model predicting life satisfaction from emotional experience and expression at the individual level, and societal 
emotional environment at the country level, controlling for sociodemographics.

Null (Step 1)
Random intercept and 

fixed slope (Step 2)
Random intercept and 
random slope (Step 3)

Cross-level interac-
tion (Step 4)

Level & Variable Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Level 1 – Individual Level
Intercept 5.507 *** 0.087 5.471 *** 0.064 5.470 *** 0.063 5.465 *** 0.063
Positive emotion experiences 0.601 *** 0.021 0.595 *** 0.021 0.593 *** 0.021
Negative emotion experiences −0.424 *** 0.018 −0.425 *** 0.018 −0.423 *** 0.018
Positive emotion expressions −0.029 0.021 −0.022 0.024 −0.020 0.024
Negative emotion expressions 0.097 *** 0.019 0.082 *** 0.023 0.080 *** 0.022
Parents’ education level 0.149 *** 0.016 0.142 *** 0.016 0.142 *** 0.016
Gender −0.118 *** 0.026 −0.115 *** 0.026 −0.111 *** 0.026
Age 0.000 0.002 0.000 0.002 0.000 0.002

Level 2 – Country Level
Positive societal emotional environment (PSEE) 0.463 * 0.173 0.507 ** 0.170 0.486 ** 0.168
Negative societal emotional environment (NSEE) −0.645 ** 0.213 −0.628 ** 0.210 −0.663 ** 0.207
log transformed GDP per capita 0.175 * 0.070 0.174 * 0.069 0.173 * 0.068

Cross-level interaction
Positive emotion expressions × PSEE −0.080 * 0.032
Negative emotion expressions × NSEE 0.140 ** 0.044

Variance Components
Within-country variance 2.377 1.757 1.737 1.737
Intercept variance 0.346 0.181 0.178 0.172
Slope variance (Positive emotion expressions) 0.007 0.006
Slope variance (Negative emotion expressions) 0.007 0.006
Intercept-slope covariance (Positive emotion expressions) 0.004 0.004
Intercept-slope covariance (Negative emotion expressions) −0.004 −0.003

−2 log likelihood (FIML) 45,073 41,395 *** 41,335 *** 41,319 ***

FIML, full information maximum likelihood estimation. Analysis based on data from 12,126 participants and 47 countries. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, † 
p < .10.
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in societies with high PSEE, whereas the positive associa-
tion of negative emotion expression with life satisfaction 
became significantly stronger in societies with high NSEE.

Additional analyses
We construe the SEE as the average frequency of expres-
sion of positive and negative emotions in a given 
society. However, one may have concerns that country- 

level experience of emotions may need to be controlled 
for in the model. In other words, what is the effect of 
living in a societal environment where others experience 
more or less frequent positive or negative emotions, 
even if they do not express these emotions? For our 
main analyses, we assume that emotions need to be 
expressed to create a SEE, but in order to test this alter-
native reasoning we also carried out additional analyses 

Figure 2. Interaction between positive emotion expression and positive societal emotional environment (PSEE).

Figure 3. Interaction between negative emotion expression and negative societal emotional environment (NSEE).
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with country-level frequency of emotional experience 
included in the models as Level 2 predictors. Although 
these additional analyses were burdened by problems 
with multicollinearity and therefore their results should 
be treated with caution, they still supported our hypoth-
eses about negative emotion expression.5 Specifically, 
NSEE remained a significant predictor of lower life satis-
faction and negative emotion expression at the indivi-
dual level also remained a significant predictor of higher 
life satisfaction. PSEE, however, was not a significant 
predictor of higher life satisfaction in these additional 
analyses. For a full discussion on additional analyses, see 
supplemental online material S6.

Discussion

This paper introduces the concept of ‘societal emotional 
environment’ (SEE), and it describes the first large-scale 
study – involving participants from 49 countries – explor-
ing the potential utility of the SEE in well-being studies. The 
current study hints that the examination of the SEE and its 
potential societal consequences may be a promising new 
area of well-being research. Up to now, positive psycholo-
gists have mainly studied positive and negative emotions 
as antecedents of life satisfaction for individuals (e.g., 
Chang et al., 2019; Kuppens et al., 2008). Although positive 
psychology and other fields recognise the concepts of 
emotional climate (e.g., of organisations, in a classroom) 
and group-level emotions, country-level characteristics of 
positive and negative emotionality have not been com-
monly considered as possible antecedents of societal or 
individual satisfaction. Our results suggest that the emo-
tions people in our society frequently express, especially 
negative emotions, might matter for our sense of satisfac-
tion. In the remainder of the discussion section we consider 
how a PSEE may help explain high levels of life satisfaction 
in Latin America, and how an NSEE may help us under-
stand the complexity of how emotion regulation influ-
ences well-being.

PSEE may help explain high levels of satisfaction in 
Latin America

Top positions in various rankings of life satisfaction tend 
to be occupied by Western European and Latin 
American societies (e.g., Jasielska et al., 2018; Minkov et 
al., 2009 ; Veenhoven, 2009; also current study), but in 
contrast to Western European societies, Latin American 
societies tend to score low to moderate on major coun-
try-level predictors of societal well-being. In particular, 
Latin American countries are in the middle of the open 
society ranking (Krys et al., 2018), they are more collecti-
vistic than individualistic (Minkov, Minkov et al., 2017), 

and they are not the richest societies (World Bank, 2017). 
Thus, none of the important qualities that are typically 
thought to facilitate societal well-being characterise 
Latin America.

What Latin American societies are known for, however, 
is their frequent and free expression of positive emotions 
(Ruby et al., 2012). Some describe high emotional expres-
sion, and in particular the expression of positive emotions, 
as a constitutive feature of Latin American cultures; 
through vibrant positive emotions Latin Americans con-
nect and reinforce their social connections (Triandis et al., 
1984). Our study confirmed that Latin American countries 
rank high on PSEE (see Figure 1 and Table 1). Vibrant, 
intensive, and expressed positive emotions may make life 
in Latin America exceptionally satisfactory, and our study 
lends initial support to this explanation (although PSEE 
was admittedly not a significant predictor of life satisfac-
tion in every model like NSEE was).

NSEE may bring a new perspective on emotion 
regulation processes

We replicated previous findings from emotion regulation 
literature that expressing negative emotions may improve 
the well-being of the expresser. Crucially, however, we 
also documented that negative emotion expression by 
others in one’s societal environment is associated with 
significantly lower well-being. By expanding our focus 
beyond the intra- and interpersonal consequences to the 
extra-personal consequences of emotion expression, we 
were able to test and find support for our proposed 
‘double-edged sword’ model of negative emotion regula-
tion. Depending on the level of analysis, negative emotion 
expression is simultaneously associated with positives (for 
the individual) and negatives (for others in society).

Our findings question the idea that expression of 
emotions is unambiguously beneficial; we show that 
(negative) emotion expression may carry more than 
minor negative consequences (c.f., Chervonsky & Hunt, 
2017). We hope that this nuanced perspective on emo-
tion expression finds its way into the emotion regulation 
literature, as well as in discourse in clinical, positive, and 
popular psychology more broadly. Moreover, while 
some research combines positive and negative emotion 
expression into one general factor of emotional expres-
sivity (Gross & John, 2003; Srivastava et al., 2009), our 
results suggest that there is utility in studying the unique 
consequences of positive and negative emotion expres-
sion as PSEE and NSEE seem to carry different conse-
quences for well-being.

Such complexity is highlighted by the significant cross- 
level interaction effects between individual emotion 
expression and SEE on life satisfaction. In particular, we 
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note that in high SEE cultures, individual positive emotion 
expression is associated with decreased life satisfaction, 
while individual negative emotion expression is related to 
increased life satisfaction. These effects were observed 
when individual emotion experiences were kept statisti-
cally constant. SEEs suggest the display rules of emotion, 
which individuals living in that environment would learn 
through socialization. In high PSEE cultures, individuals 
are expected to express positive emotion regardless of 
their actual emotional experience, so the expression of 
positive emotion more likely represents an individual’s 
compliance to the display rule rather than their actual 
experience. In high NSEE cultures, the expression of nega-
tive emotion is more likely to be accepted as a norm, 
rather than a signal of norm violation (e.g., Hareli et al., 
2015); consistency between emotional experience and 
response is likely to benefit an individual’s well-being (e. 
g., Brown et al., 2019).

A new argument in discussions on individual-group 
discontinuity of well-being

Lastly, this paper may contribute to discussions in posi-
tive psychology on individual-group discontinuity in 
predictors of well-being (Oishi, 2012; Steel et al., 2018), 
and to discussions in cross-cultural psychology on cul-
tural isomorphism or homology (Alessandri et al., 2017; 
Fischer et al., 2010). For example, although Veenhoven 
(2009) concluded that individual and societal values 
regarding well-being tend to be in harmony, other stu-
dies show that predictors of country-level life satisfac-
tion and individual-level life satisfaction are different 
(Krys et al., 2018; Okulicz-Kozaryn et al., 2014). The cur-
rent study provides a new example of individual-group 
discontinuity, with the opposite direction of associations 
(between well-being and a potential antecedent [i.e., 
negative emotion expression]) for individual and for 
country levels of analysis.

Limitations and future research

The current research increases understanding of the 
potential consequences of the emotional environment 
on well-being, but we must acknowledge its limitations 
and the need for further studies. Our findings rely on 
participants’ self-ratings of their emotion expression 
(and experience) and well-being; participants were 
asked to indicate the frequency with which they experi-
ence and express specific emotional states over time. 
Future research that includes different methods of record-
ing such variables (e.g., other-ratings, experience sam-
pling) could potentially strengthen conclusions about 
the relations found and minimize concerns about the 

(in)accuracy of retrospective judgments. Other discrete 
emotions not assessed in the current study (e.g., awe; 
Koh et al., 2019), and/or other aspects of emotional 
experience/expression beyond emotional valence (e.g., 
arousal) may lead to novel predictions and could be an 
important task for future research, as would examining 
emotional suppression in addition to emotional expres-
sion (Cameron & Overall, 2018). More refined conceptua-
lization of the emotion measures would be desirable in 
future research too. Further research is also required to 
establish the causal role that positive and negative emo-
tional environments may have on life satisfaction; the 
current research is only correlational. Our research is 
also limited by the fact that most of the samples consisted 
mainly of college/university students. Future studies need 
to cover more countries from regions that were under-
represented in our study (e.g., Africa and the Middle East). 
Finally, investigating the effect of PSEE and NSEE on other 
types of well-being (e.g., meaning in life, family well- 
being; Krys et al., 2019a, 2019b) could be another fruitful 
avenue for future research.

Final remarks

Our own happiness, fulfillment, and flourishing 
sometimes enhance and sometimes oppose the hap-
piness, fulfillment, and flourishing of the people 
around us. With the current paper, we find partial 
evidence that the expression of positive emotions 
may enhance the life satisfaction of people around, 
with Latin American societies serving as an exem-
plar. In contrast, we show the ‘transactional’ nature 
between the well-being of ‘me’ and the well-being 
of others when negative emotions are expressed. 
Expression of negative emotions appears to benefit 
the expresser, but the NSEE it contributes to may 
detract from the happiness of people around.

Our study is another important argument (Krys et al., 
2018; Radkiewicz & Skarżyńska, 2019) for the utility of 
adopting a societal (or more generally communal) per-
spective in the study of well-being. If we want to live in 
happy societies, in happy local communities, and in happy 
families, individuals might want to consider how their 
pathway to happiness impacts the people around them.

Notes

1. Previous large cross-cultural studies have reported 
country-level averaged frequencies of positive or 
negative affect, but have treated them as dependent 
variables (i.e., instances of well-being; Diener, Tay, & 
Oishi, 2013) or approached them as person-level 
variables only (e.g., Kuppens et al., 2008).
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2. Additional data from a Bulgarian sample were 
excluded from the current analyses as emotion mea-
sures were not administered in that sample. Also see 
supplemental online material S5 for exclusion cri-
teria used in data screening.

3. When we re-ran analyses with Indonesian data included, 
the picture of results remained substantially the same.

4. Our reasoning behind centering decisions is 
described in the supplemental online material (S6). 
In supplementary analyses using alternative center-
ing decisions, NSEE remained a significant negative 
predictor of life satisfaction in every model tested 
(see Tables S4 to S7 and S9 to S12).

5. Correlations between expression and experience of 
emotions reached r = .96 for positive emotions, and 
r = .92 for negative emotions at the country-level of 
analysis.
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