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Temporal distancing (TD) is a promising yet understudied emotion regulation strategy that involves
reflecting on how one will feel much later in the future. Although limited, the available evidence sug-
gests that TD is a beneficial way to appraise negative events. Experimental studies have demonstrated
causality: Situational use of TD (e.g., when thinking about a negative event) confers short-term emo-
tional benefits in the laboratory. In addition, correlational studies show that habitual use predicts better
long-term well-being. However, several open questions remain. First, we do not fully understand associ-
ations between habitual TD and emotions in daily life. Second, we do not fully understand daily TD, ei-
ther on average across days or fluctuating within person. We conducted an 8-day diary study to test
associations between TD and emotional responses to daily stressful events for three distinct measures at
two levels of analysis: habitual TD assessed with a survey, average daily TD across days, and within-
person fluctuations in TD across days (N = 155 participants, 837 observations). TD was associated with
lower negative emotion at the within-person level and with greater positive emotion at both levels.
Overall, these findings suggest that TD—on average and fluctuating within person—is associated with a
beneficial pattern of daily emotional experiences, which may support overall well-being.
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Stressful events are common in daily life, from minor hassles
such as sitting in traffic to major events such as ending a rela-
tionship. These events potentially can, and often will, lead to
increased negative emotions and reduced positive emotions both
in the moment and potentially persisting after the event. The ma-
jority of prior research on people’s attempts to regulate these
emotional responses to stressful events has focused on general

reappraisal or suppression (Webb et al., 2012). While more recent
research has begun to examine a broader range of strategies in
response to daily stressors (e.g., Heiy & Cheavens, 2014), no study
to our knowledge has examined temporal distancing in response to
daily stressors.

When faced with a stressful event, individuals may focus on their
present feelings of distress. Alternatively, they might reflect on how
they will feel about the event much later in the future (e.g., “This
event will not be nearly as important to me a year from now”). The
latter approach of taking a broader, future time perspective is
referred to as temporal distancing (TD; Bruehlman-Senecal et al.,
2016; Trope & Liberman, 2003). TD is thought to improve emo-
tional responses by shifting one’s perspective and promoting help-
ful insights about negative experiences (Ayduk & Kross, 2018). TD
is conceptualized as part of a broader family of distancing strat-
egies, such as self-distancing and minimizing reappraisal. These
strategies share their focus on reconstruing the relevance and/or
impact of an emotional event on one’s life. TD is unique in its focus
on time as a method of distancing oneself from the event. The pres-
ent research examined associations between TD and emotional
responses to daily stressors.
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The use of emotion regulation strategies like TD can be con-
sidered at two levels of analysis: habitual and average daily fluc-
tuations at the between-person level and daily fluctuations at the
within-person level. Prior research on TD has largely focused on
the habitual level—people’s tendencies to use TD as reported via
a self-report questionnaire. Greater habitual TD has been associ-
ated with beneficial outcomes, including lesser daily negative
emotions, greater daily positive emotions, and greater daily and
overall well-being (Bruehlman-Senecal et al., 2016). Addition-
ally, experimental work has shown that instructed TD has benefi-
cial short-term effects (Ahmed et al., 2018; Bruehlman-Senecal
& Ayduk, 2015; Bruehlman-Senecal et al., 2016; Yanagisawa
et al., 2011) and that TD training has beneficial effects across a
2-week period (Ranney et al., 2017). Taken together, TD has
been shown to be a beneficial strategy for regulating emotions,
both at the habitual level and in experimental research, and for
both short-term (e.g., emotions) and long-term outcomes (e.g.,
well-being).
Despite evidence for beneficial effects of TD, key open ques-

tions remain. First, we do not know how TD functions within
individuals’ daily lives. No prior research has examined TD
reported in daily life, either on average or fluctuating within
person across days. This is an important distinction because
examining daily (rather than habitual) TD allows for the investi-
gation of the process of emotion regulation, rather than just
individual differences in habitual use. This approach also allows
for the modeling of both between-person and within-person
associations. Between-person associations describe whether
people who use daily TD more frequently experience emotional
benefits compared to people who use daily TD less. In contrast,
within-person associations describe whether people experience
emotional benefits on days when they use TD more compared to
days when they use TD less. These within-person associations
do not necessarily mirror between-person associations and thus
yield new information (Fisher et al., 2018; Molenaar & Camp-
bell, 2009). In addition, they remove the influence of person-
level confounds (e.g., people with generally positive traits may
be more likely to use TD and also more likely to have positive
emotional profiles). Second, with the exception of Bruehlman-
Senecal et al. (2016), little research has examined the effects of
TD on emotions in daily life. Assessing emotions in daily life
provides greater ecological validity compared to assessing emo-
tions in the laboratory.
Because people are most motivated to regulate their emotions

in stressful situations, the present study assessed TD and emo-
tions during the most stressful event of each of 8 days. In addi-
tion, we measured habitual TD at the start of the study. In Aim
1, we investigated whether people who report higher habitual
use of TD experience less negative and more positive emotions
in daily life. In Aim 2, we investigated whether people who
engage in more TD on average across days experience less neg-
ative and more positive emotions in daily life. In Aim 3, we
investigated whether within-person fluctuations in daily TD
were associated with less negative and more positive emotions
in daily life.
In line with previous research (e.g., Bruehlman-Senecal &

Ayduk, 2015), we predicted that TD in all three types of analyses
would be associated with less negative and more positive emo-
tions. We also conducted exploratory analyses for discrete emotion

(i.e., anger, sadness, anxiety) and broad emotional categories (i.e.,
social negative emotions, low-arousal and high-arousal positive
emotions, social positive emotions).

Method

Participants

A total of 160 adult women participants (80 friendship pairs)
were recruited from the Bay Area community (Mage = 47, SD =
17) as part of a larger study on emotional wellness in women
(institutional review board name: “Berkeley Friendship, Emotion,
and Wellness Study”); 61.6% of participants identified as Euro-
pean American, 22.6% as Asian American, 6.3% as African Amer-
ican, and 3.8% as Hispanic or Latino American. Half of the
sample was recruited to have reported experiencing a life stressor
of at least moderate impact within the past 6 months. Although the
other half of the sample was not required to have experienced a
stressor, given how common life stress is, all but three participants
in the full sample had experienced a stressful life event in the past
6 months (e.g., relationship infidelity, job loss, car accident). Five
participants did not complete diaries and thus were not included in
the present study.

Given the correlations in previous studies on habitual TD and
emotions (rs = .25–.30; e.g., Bruehlman-Senecal et al., 2016), we
expected medium to large between-person effects (Funder & Ozer,
2019). The present sample (n = 155) provided 80% power to
detect these kinds of between-person effects (r = .22 or larger).
For within-person effects, power was much greater: The sample
size of 837 daily observations and the observed intraclass correla-
tion coefficient of .33 resulted in an effective sample size of
341.11 for within-person analyses (Killip et al., 2004), which pro-
vided 80% power to detect small within-person effects (r = .15 or
larger).

Procedure

First, participants completed online questionnaires including the
eight-item TD Questionnaire (TDQ; Bruehlman-Senecal et al.,
2016). To estimate the internal consistencies, we used the omega-
SEM() function in the multilevelTools package in R (Geldhof
et al., 2014) and the omega() function in the psych package in R
(Revelle, 2022). Omega total was .87.

Next (M = 13 days later, SD = 18 days, range = 2–100 days),
participants began 8 days of daily diaries, completed at the end of
each day. Participants answered questions about the most stressful
event of their day as well as their emotions and use of TD during
this event. Average daily compliance was 66%.

These questions included two items about daily TD adapted
from the TDQ (“I thought about how small the event is in the big-
ger picture of my life” and “I told myself that my feelings about
the event are temporary”) measured on a 7-point rating scale (i.e.,
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). To assess daily TD,
we created a composite of the two items for each of the 8 days
(within-person v = .48; between-person v = .90). To compare ha-
bitual to daily TD using the same items, we also created a habitual
TD composite using only these two items (r = .44).

To assess daily emotions, participants rated the extent to which
they felt seven negative emotions (anxious, lonely, sad, annoyed,
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angry, distressed, negative) and eight positive emotions (amused,
energetic, calm, happy, interested, excited, content, positive)1 dur-
ing the most stressful event of the day, using 7-point rating scales
(1 = did not experience emotion to 7 = strongly experienced emo-
tion). For each of the 8 days, we computed a mean negative emo-
tion composite (within-person x = .77; between-person x = .93)
and a mean positive emotion composite (within-person x = .84;
between-person x = .83).

Transparency and Openness

Data were collected as part of a larger study. We report all vari-
ables examined for the present research question and all data
exclusions. Data and analysis code are available at https://osf.io/
qg23d/. Data were analyzed using R Version 4.0. This study’s
design and its analysis were not preregistered.

Results

Consistent with correlations between trait measures and average
state measures of reappraisal (r = .18–.23; Ford et al., 2017) and
personality (average r = .26; Rauthmann et al., 2019), habitual and
average daily TD were modestly positively correlated, r = .22,
p, .01. Next, we assessed associations between the three measures
of TD and daily emotions. We display standardized (r) and unstan-
dardized (b) coefficients, standard errors, 95% confidence intervals,
t values, and p values in Table 1. To compute standardized coef-
ficients, we transformed the t statistics for each coefficient into
r values (Page-Gould et al., 2019).

Habitual TD (Aim 1)

We used random-intercept multilevel models to predict daily
negative and positive emotions from grand-mean centered habitual
TD. When using the eight-item habitual TD composite, effects
were in the expected direction but were not statistically significant
(negative emotions: r = �.13, p = .096; positive emotions: r = .15,
p = .069). When using the two-item habitual TD composite (for a
direct comparison with daily TD), the association between habitual
TD and lower negative emotions was still not statistically signifi-
cant (r = �.16, p = .053), but the association between habitual TD
and greater positive emotions was statistically significant (r = .16,
p = .042).2

Average Daily andWithin-Person Fluctuations in TD
(Aims 2 and 3)

We used random-intercept, random-slope multilevel models to
predict daily negative and positive emotions from average daily
TD (between-person effects) and within-person fluctuations in TD
(within-person effects). First, we grand-mean centered daily TD
by subtracting the sample mean from each daily value. Next, to
examine average daily TD, we calculated average TD across all of
the diary days for each participant. Then, to examine within-
person fluctuations in TD, we computed person-centered daily TD
by subtracting each person’s individual mean from their daily val-
ues. Between- and within-person effects were included in the same
model. At the between-person level, average daily TD was not sig-
nificantly associated with negative emotions (r = .07, p = .423) but

was significantly associated with greater positive emotions (r = .17,
p = .032). At the within-person level, daily TD was significantly
associated with both lower negative emotions (r = �.20, p , .001)
and greater positive emotions (r = .15, p, .001).3

Discrete Emotion and Broad Emotional Categories
(Supplemental Analyses)

We also examined associations between TD and nine discrete
emotion and broad emotional categories. Associations were statis-
tically significant for some categories (anxiety, sadness, social
negative, high-arousal positive, low-arousal positive) and not
others (anger, social positive). The within-person link of daily TD
with sadness was stronger than with any of the other discrete emo-
tion or broad emotional categories, except for anxiety, as evi-
denced by nonoverlapping 95% confidence intervals. See the
online supplemental materials for full results.

Discussion

The present research examined associations between TD and
emotions in response to daily stressful events for three distinct
measures at two levels of analysis. TD was associated with lower
negative emotion only at the within-person level and with greater
positive emotion for the average daily and within-person meas-
ures. These findings suggest two conclusions. First, people who
tend to use TD more frequently experience more positive emotions
in daily life compared to people who use it less. Second, and more
specifically, people experience emotional benefits on days on
which they use more TD than on days on which they use less TD.
Our findings expand on prior work by assessing emotions experi-
enced over multiple days and in response to stressful events and
by extending prior work on habitual TD to two new measures: av-
erage daily and within-person fluctuations.

The present findings are generally consistent with prior findings
of the beneficial effects of habitual TD on emotional functioning

1 These 15 emotion items comprised the core set of common emotions
assessed in other parts of the larger study (e.g., at different waves, in
different contexts), drawing on the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
– Expanded Form, Affect Valuation Index, and discrete emotion
frameworks (Watson & Clark, 1999; Tsai et al. 2006). In response to the
most stressful event of the day, participants also rated the extent to which
they felt four additional positive emotions (loving, gratitude, strong, proud)
and four additional negative emotions (rejected, worried, down, contempt).
We conducted sensitivity analyses using this broader set of emotion items.
The direction, statistical significance, and approximate effect sizes
remained the same, with one exception. Using the broader set (but not the
core set) of positive emotion items, the eight-item habitual TD composite
was associated with significantly greater positive emotions, p = .04.

2We also ran sensitivity analyses adjusting for the time lag between the
entrance questionnaire and the daily diaries in the models predicting daily
emotions from habitual TD as well for the correlational model of habitual
and average daily TD. The direction and statistical significance of effects
remained the same, with one exception. The two-item habitual TD
composite was no longer significantly associated with greater positive
emotions (p = .067).

3We conducted sensitivity analyses using each individual TD item in
daily life. Only one result differed. The between-person effect of TD on
positive emotions was statistically significant for the first item, b = 0.10,
p = .025 (“I told myself that my feelings about the event are temporary”)
but was only marginally significant for the second item, b = 0.08, p = .081
(“I thought about how small the event is in the bigger picture of my life”).
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(Bruehlman-Senecal & Ayduk, 2015; Bruehlman-Senecal et al.,
2016). However, the associations between habitual TD and daily
emotions in the present investigation were somewhat muted. Spe-
cifically, the eight-item habitual TDQ was not significantly associ-
ated with daily emotions (and when adjusting for lag, neither was
the two-item measure). Though the effects were in the predicted
directions, effect sizes were considerably smaller than in prior
work (Bruehlman-Senecal et al., 2016). However, the effects were
stronger when using a two-item version of the TDQ that was con-
sistent with the daily TD questionnaire. These apparent inconsis-
tencies should be interpreted with caution as effects in multilevel
designs may not be comparable to single-level designs.
Building on previous research on habitual TD, the present

results extend previous findings by demonstrating the benefits of
daily TD. This is a particularly important contribution to our
understanding of how TD relates to emotional experiences because
it speaks to the process of how TD is related to emotions. While
the associations between habitual TD and emotions speak to broad
individual differences, the within-person associations between
daily TD and emotions speak to our understanding of what hap-
pens to people’s emotions when they use TD. This focus on when
rather than who brings us closer to understanding the process of
emotion regulation and emotional experience across time. These
questions are distinct from questions about habitual TD given the
modest correlation between habitual and average daily TD and
given that between-person effects do not necessarily generalize to
within-person effects.
The present findings have real-world and clinical implications

for how people might better regulate their emotions in the face of
stressful events—for example, through targeted therapeutic train-
ing and increased use of TD strategies. Additionally, the present
research has implications for measurement given the relatively
modest association between habitual and daily TD. Previous
research has found that self-reports of emotion over short-term
(i.e., a few hours) versus longer-term (e.g., a few months) time

frames tap into distinct aspects of self-knowledge: episodic emo-
tion knowledge and semantic emotion knowledge, respectively
(Robinson & Clore, 2002). The modest correlation observed for
daily (i.e., short-term) and habitual (i.e., long-term) TD adds to
these findings by suggesting that people may assess different phe-
nomena when self-reporting emotion regulation under different
conditions.

In an exploratory analysis comparing the strength of associa-
tions to one another, daily TD was more strongly associated with
lower sadness at the within-person level compared to the other dis-
crete emotion categories (except for anxiety) and compared to
overall negative emotions. While temporal distancing is associated
with more positive and less negative emotional experiences across
a range of emotions, it may be particularly beneficial when faced
with certain events that induce sadness, such as losses and perso-
nal disappointments. In contrast, when faced with events that pri-
marily induce an emotion such as anger, a different regulation
strategy may be better suited. This opens the door for more tar-
geted approaches in the use of emotion regulation strategies in
daily life, based on a discrete emotion framework, rather than
more global approaches.

The present research had several strengths, including three dis-
tinct measures, the use of ecologically valid daily diaries, and the
use of a diverse community sample of middle-aged and older
adults. However, the following limitations should be considered.
First, because the larger study from which these data were drawn
was interested in emotional processes in women, our sample con-
sisted of adult women. Although previous research has not
detected any gender differences (Bruehlman-Senecal & Ayduk,
2015; Bruehlman-Senecal et al., 2016), future research is needed
to test how well these findings generalize to all genders. Further,
although the sample was diverse with regard to age, race, and eth-
nicity, it was comprised of adults living in the Bay Area of the
United States. Future research should examine whether these
effects hold in other countries and groups. Last, further research

Table 1
Temporal Distancing Predicting Daily Emotions for Three Distinct Measures at Two Levels of Analysis

Model r b SE 95% CI t value df p

TD predicting daily negative emotions
Model 1 (N = 155)
Habitual TD (8 items) �0.13 �0.13 0.08 [�0.29, 0.02] �1.67 153 .096

Model 2 (N = 155)
Habitual TD (2 items) �0.16 �0.13 0.07 [�0.26, 0.002] �1.95 153 .053

Model 3 (N = 153)
Daily TD (between person) 0.07 0.06 0.07 [�0.08, 0.19] 0.80 151 .423
Daily TD (within person) �0.20 �0.15 0.03 [�0.20, �0.10] �5.43 683 ,.001

TD predicting daily positive emotions
Model 1 (N = 155)
Habitual TD (8 items) 0.15 0.11 0.06 [�0.01, 0.23] 1.83 153 .069

Model 2 (N = 155)
Habitual TD (2 items) 0.16 0.10 0.05 [.004, 0.20] 2.05 153 .042

Model 3 (N = 153)
Daily TD (between person) 0.17 0.11 0.05 [0.01, 0.21] 2.17 151 .032
Daily TD (within person) 0.15 0.10 0.03 [0.05, 0.15] 3.84 683 ,.001

Note. Model 1 shows the associations between the Temporal Distancing (TD) Questionnaire and negative and positive emotions in daily life. Model 2
shows the associations between a two-item measure of habitual TD that mirrors the daily diary measure and negative and positive emotions in daily life.
Model 3 shows the between- and within-person associations between daily TD and negative and positive emotions in daily life. We display standardized
(r) and unstandardized (b) coefficients, standard errors, 95% confidence intervals (CIs), t values, degrees of freedom, and p values. To compute standar-
dized coefficients, we transformed the t statistics for each coefficient into r values (Page-Gould et al., 2019).
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should study how these findings may change based on features of
the daily stressful events, including controllability and intensity
(Haines et al., 2016; Suri et al., 2018; Troy et al., 2013). In sum,
the present study suggests that the daily use of TD in response to
stressful events is associated with a beneficial emotional profile at
both the between-person and within-person levels.
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