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How supressing your emotions makes it harder for you to 

achieve your goals 

 

One of the most common ways of dealing with unwanted emotions, such as anxiety, 

distress or dread, for example, is to supress the emotions, stiff upper lip style and 

carry on. However in the emotion regulation field it is now well known that 

suppression makes things worse. There is now ample research evidence to show 

that emotion suppression strengthens the emotions and weakens the mind’s ability 

to process and deal with the emotion.  Suppression also leads to lower levels of 

psychological health and well-being. 

 

It has also been found that emotion suppression significantly reduces cognitive 

performance, the ability to think clearly, and reduces the individual’s ability to control 

their own emotions and actions.  

 

  

New study 

In a new study, researchers from the School of Psychology at The University of 

Auckland in New Zealand wanted to go a step further and see what effect emotion 

suppression has on people’s goal seeking behaviour and their achievement of those 

goals. 

Our ability to progress and achieve our goals is strongly associated with higher 

levels of psychological well-being, self-efficacy and confidence. When people, as 

they will do, encounter problems and challenges whilst pursuing their goals how they 

deal with the resultant emotions generated by frustration, annoyance, failure etc. 

appears to matter. 

What the researches wanted to know what how emotion regulation techniques like 

suppression effect goal achievement. 
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Two types of emotion regulation techniques 

Largely there are two main ways people tend to try to deal with their emotions: 

 

1. Emotion suppression, which means the individual tries to hide, ignore or 

otherwise conquer or control the emotion by supressing it, or 

2. Cognitive reappraisal, which basically means changing the way you think 

about and reinterpreting the issue in a different way. So rather than taking 

something personally (i.e. “this always happens to me” or “I can’t do this” to 

“Hey everyone faces challenges, this is just part of the learning process. I will 

get better as I practise.” 

 

The researchers ran a series of experiments with between 100 and 146 participants 

where they tracked the participant’s emotions over a two months period as they 

worked towards their goals.  

The participants were then asked to identify their immediate goals over this period. 

They were then measured for the emotions elicited over this period and the emotion 

regulation techniques they used (suppression or cognitive reappraisal) were 

observed. Additionally, the researchers also had the participants keep a log of how 

motivated towards their goal. 

 

The participants were then measured for: 

 

1. Goal effort – how hard they were trying to achieve their goals at any moment 

in time 

2. Goal competence and  

3. Goal success. 

 

Findings 

What the researchers found was that people who used emotion suppression to deal 

with the anxiety, frustrations and down moods whilst they were working towards their 

goals were significantly more likely, compared to those using cognitive reappraisal, 

to  

1. lose motivation 

2. feel less confident about achieving the goal  

3. abandon the goal and 

4. feel generally less satisfied with their performance and achievements. 
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In effect what the research found was that emotion suppression reduces and 

impedes both the effort and motivation towards a goal and how likely it is someone 

will achieve that goal. 

Conversely people using cognitive reappraisal to deal with their emotions during goal 

striving and seeking behaviour are significantly more likely to: 

 

1. keep going 

2. become more competent and 

3. achieve their goals. 

 

Additional findings 

The researchers had two additional and unexpected findings over the course of the 

studies: 

1. That emotion suppression reduces and impedes people’s problem-solving 

abilities and their ability to incorporate new information and 

2. That people using cognitive reappraisal techniques were significantly less 

likely to remain in negative mood states for any length of time. 

 

Emotion regulation in organisations 

This study not only adds to the existing research body of evidence about emotion 

regulation and its impact on our daily lives, but it also strengthens the call for 

emotion regulation to be taught and developed in organisations. 
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Overview 

 

In a new study just published researchers from the University of Auckland found that 

people who supress their emotions are significantly more likely to find it difficult to 

achieve their goals and are also significantly less likely to achieve them.  

 

Additionally they found that emotion suppression impedes people’s problem solving 

ability and increases their chances of having and remaining in negative mood states.  


