


Yes, one partner’s emotion regulation can change the other partner’s autonomic arousal,
often through physiological linkage.

1. Introduction

Evidence from experimental dyadic studies indicates that one person’s emotion regulation strategy can alter the other partner’s
autonomic arousal, especially during conflict, stress, and support interactions. In romantic couples, instructing one partner to
suppress emotion increased cardiovascular arousal and negative affect in both partners, whereas inducing a positive mindset
decreased arousal in both partners (  Ben-Naim et al., 2013). In another couple experiment, regulators assigned to suppress rather
than express affect showed more malignant cardiovascular and cortisol responses, and their unaware partners showed the same
pattern (  Peters & Jamieson, 2016). Parent-child work extends this pattern: parent suppression strengthened physiological
linkage, and in mother-child dyads the parent’s suppressed stress response predicted the child’s later sympathetic response (
Waters et al., 2020).

The broader linkage literature supports a co-regulatory mechanism rather than simple parallel arousal. Coregulation is defined as
bidirectional partner influence that helps move both people toward or around an equilibrium state (  Zee & Bolger, 2020). Social
support discussions in couples show more pronounced stabilizing cardiovascular coregulation than control discussions, although
there is substantial heterogeneity across dyads (  Zee & Bolger, 2020). Perspective-taking and empathy also shape these
dynamics: experimentally induced perspective-taking increased autonomic attunement during couple conflict, and emotionally
empathic listeners reduced distressed partners’ sympathetic reactivity (  Nelson et al., 2017;  Brown et al., 2020).

Does one partner’s emotion regulation strategy alter the other partner’s autonomic arousal through interpersonal
physiological linkage and co-regulation?

N = 20

19 1

Yes 95% · Possibly 5% · Mixed 0% · No 0%

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on partner emotion regulation effects

The literature supports a clear yes, but not a universal one. Effects depend on strategy, relationship context, sex or gender,
attachment, empathy, and whether the outcome is immediate arousal, synchrony, or stabilizing coregulation (  Ben-Naim et al.,
2013;  Nelson et al., 2017; Ditzen et al., 2013).

2. Methods

This deep search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed,
and other scholarly sources. The workflow identified 1,189 directly relevant records for the focal query, expanded through targeted
searches on interpersonal emotion regulation, physiological linkage, coregulation, synchrony, and emotional contagion, and then
screened 240 higher-priority papers with machine-learned relevance filtering. Of those, 128 passed eligibility review, and the top
50 most relevant controlled human studies were included for synthesis.

Search Strategy

2.7M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.3K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion flow
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Searches combined dyadic emotion regulation, autonomic synchrony, conflict, support, contagion, and family or group co-
regulation across experimental human studies.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

A small set of experiments anchors the causal evidence because they manipulated one partner’s strategy and measured the other
partner’s physiology in real time. The strongest anchors are the romantic-couple suppression studies, the couple conflict
intervention study, and the parent-child suppression study (  Peters & Jamieson, 2016;  Ben-Naim et al., 2013;  Waters et al.,
2020).

Paper Summary

(Liu et al., 2023) Partner suppression increased target cortisol and vascular threat (  Peters & Jamieson, 2016)

(  Ben-Naim et al., 2013) Suppression raised, positive mindset lowered both partners’ arousal (  Ben-Naim et al., 2013)

(  Thorson et al., 2021) Parent suppression strengthened parent-child physiological linkage (  Waters et al., 2020)

FIGURE 3  Landmark dyadic experiments in this corpus

3.2 Strategy Effects

Emotion suppression shows the most consistent cross-partner autonomic costs. In couples, suppression increased cardiovascular
arousal and negative affect in both members during conflict (  Ben-Naim et al., 2013). In another in-vivo couple study, suppression
produced higher vascular resistance and cortisol not only in the suppressor but also in the unaware partner (  Peters & Jamieson,
2016). Parent suppression similarly amplified stress transmission, with children becoming linked to suppressing mothers’
sympathetic responses (  Waters et al., 2020).

Reappraisal and related cognitive strategies usually show more adaptive interpersonal patterns. Stress reappraisal in one teammate
elicited challenge-like cardiovascular responses in the nonmanipulated teammate during collaborative and later individual
performance (  Oveis et al., 2018). In friend dyads, regulators using cognitive reappraisal or expressive suppression both reduced
targets’ negative emotion and increased heart-rate synchrony relative to control, suggesting that synchrony can accompany
successful interpersonal regulation even when the strategies differ (  Wang & Shi, 2024).

3.3 Linkage and Coregulation

Dimension Physiological Linkage Coregulation Citations

Basic definition One partner predicts the other’s
next response

Bidirectional linkage around
equilibrium

(  Del Rosario et al., 2025;  Zee
& Bolger, 2020)

Directionality Can be unidirectional Explicitly bidirectional (  Zee & Bolger, 2020)

Typical context Stress contagion, attunement,
empathy

Support and close
relationships

(  Waters et al., 2020;  Zee &
Bolger, 2020)

Main
implication

Shared arousal states Mutual stabilization or
escalation

(  Waters et al., 2020;  Zee &
Bolger, 2020)

2 / 7

https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export


Dimension Physiological Linkage Coregulation Citations

Heterogeneity Varies by sex and task Varies substantially by dyad (  Del Rosario et al., 2025;  Zee
& Bolger, 2020)

FIGURE 4  Conceptual distinction between linkage and coregulation

The evidence suggests that altered partner arousal often travels through linkage first, but only some contexts show true stabilizing
coregulation. Social support discussions are the clearest case of coregulation, whereas suppression more often looks like stress
contagion than mutual stabilization (  Zee & Bolger, 2020;  Waters et al., 2020).

3.4 Moderators and Boundary Conditions

Attachment, empathy, sex, and relationship quality substantially modify partner effects. In the conflict-intervention couple study,
strategy effects were stronger among people high in attachment anxiety and weaker among those high in attachment avoidance (

 Ben-Naim et al., 2013). Anticipating suppression with an avoidant partner heightened threat-like cardiovascular responses in
both regulators and targets (  Peters et al., 2019). Listener empathy also matters: distressed individuals paired with more
emotionally empathic listeners showed lower sympathetic reactivity (  Brown et al., 2020).

Not all synchrony is beneficial, and not all systems behave the same way. Perspective-taking increased autonomic attunement
indexed by salivary alpha-amylase, but the same study found no effect on HPA attunement indexed by cortisol (  Nelson et al.,
2017). In same-gender cooperative dyads, sadness increased linkage for men but decreased it for women, showing that expressive
style can reverse the direction of physiological coupling (  Del Rosario et al., 2025).

Results Timeline

Research progressed from intrapersonal strategy physiology to experimentally manipulated dyadic contagion and then to multilevel
linkage and hyperscanning.

FIGURE 5  Timeline of influential findings; larger markers indicate more citations

Early work established that suppression and reappraisal produce distinct autonomic signatures within individuals during social
interaction (Butler et al., 2006). Mid-period studies showed partner effects in couples and parent-child dyads (  Peters &
Jamieson, 2016;  Waters et al., 2020). Recent studies increasingly model synchrony directly and add neural coupling evidence,
showing that successful interpersonal regulation recruits coordinated physiology and brain activity (  Wang & Shi, 2024;  Zhu et
al., 2025).
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Top Contributors

Type Name Papers
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Journal Psychophysiology [f5770bd52c875ea781b7490bf43add05][5a0490d25cc755488f450dc7d0e69659]

Journal Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships

[1fa615ebed2b5f859c11de59cc73107b][c13515c30b6b549d9149cc0b3a10fb68]
[f77140afe71c50769943c5aeeb1cb4d6]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals appearing most often

4. Discussion

The strongest evidence is experimental and converges on a directional conclusion: when one partner is assigned a regulation
strategy, the other partner’s autonomic response often changes. This is clearest for expressive suppression in romantic couples and
parent-child dyads, where cross-partner effects were observed on cardiovascular markers, cortisol, and sympathetic linkage (
Peters & Jamieson, 2016;  Waters et al., 2020). Positive or cognitively reframing strategies also affect partners, but the pattern is
more context-sensitive and often looks beneficial rather than costly (  Ben-Naim et al., 2013;  Oveis et al., 2018).

The literature is not uniform enough to claim that interpersonal physiological linkage always means healthy co-regulation. Some
studies find stronger synchrony during successful interpersonal regulation (  Wang & Shi, 2024;  Zhu et al., 2025). Others show
that linkage can reflect contagion of stress, threat, or dysregulation rather than stabilization (  Waters et al., 2020;  Nelson et al.,
2017). System choice also matters: ANS measures often respond quickly to interpersonal manipulations, whereas cortisol effects
are less consistent or slower (  Nelson et al., 2017; Battaglini et al., 2025).

Generalizability remains limited by common design features. Many studies use small samples, female-only friend dyads, or brief
laboratory tasks (Liu et al., 2023;  Zhu et al., 2025). Heterogeneity across dyads is large even in strong couple-support studies (
Zee & Bolger, 2020). Still, evidence from lower-ranked but relevant papers broadens the picture: close-partner presence lowers
heart rate during acute stress (  Maffei et al., 2025); oxytocin can increase early-session group linkage (  Thorson et al., 2021);
and neurological or clinical conditions can disrupt expected linkage patterns (Chen et al., 2025;  Amole et al., 2017).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

One partner’s suppression can
raise the other partner’s
autonomic stress

Strong

Multiple randomized dyadic studies show
cross-partner cardiovascular or cortisol
costs

(  Peters & Jamieson,
2016), (  Ben-Naim et
al., 2013)

Interpersonal linkage is a plausible
mechanism for these partner
effects

Moderate

Experimental and modeling studies show
one partner’s prior physiology predicts the
other’s later physiology

(  Waters et al., 2020),
(  Thorson et al., 2021)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Supportive or reappraisal-like
strategies can improve partner
physiology

Moderate

Several experiments show lower distress or
more adaptive cardiovascular responses,
but effects depend on context

(  Oveis et al., 2018), (
 Levy-Gigi & Shamay-

Tsoory, 2017)

Synchrony does not always equal
healthy co-regulation

Moderate

Some linkage reflects contagion or
dysregulation rather than stabilization

(  Waters et al., 2020),
(  Amole et al., 2017)

True bidirectional autonomic
coregulation is established across
all relationship contexts

Weak

Strong in some support settings, but
inconsistent across tasks, measures, and
populations

(  Zee & Bolger, 2020),
(Zee & Bolger, 2019)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and evidence across included studies

5. Conclusion

Across this corpus, one partner’s emotion regulation strategy does alter the other partner’s autonomic arousal often enough to
support a clear yes. The best evidence comes from randomized dyadic experiments showing that suppression can increase the
partner’s stress physiology, while positive mindset, reappraisal, perspective-taking, social support, and empathic responding can
sometimes reduce or reshape partner arousal (  Ben-Naim et al., 2013;  Brown et al., 2020;  Nelson et al., 2017). The
mechanism is often described as physiological linkage, and in some contexts this develops into co-regulation, though not every
linkage pattern is stabilizing or beneficial (  Zee & Bolger, 2020).

Research Gaps

The evidence base is strongest for brief laboratory conflict or support tasks and much thinner for long-term, naturalistic, and
diverse populations.

Topic/Outcome
Experimental
causality

Long-term follow-
up

Mechanistic
physiology

Diverse
populations

Romantic couple conflict 10 2 6 4

Parent-child suppression 4 1 4 3

Friend or stranger dyads 5 1 5 4

Clinical or neurological
dyads

3 1 3 5

Open Research Questions

Future work needs to separate beneficial co-regulation from maladaptive contagion and test whether short-term linkage predicts
durable relational or health outcomes.

Question Why

When does physiological linkage reflect healthy co-
regulation rather than stress contagion?

Current studies show both stabilizing support dynamics and harmful
suppression-linked contagion, but rarely compare them directly within
the same design.
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Question Why

Do repeated interpersonal regulation strategies
reshape partners’ long-term autonomic patterns and
relationship health?

Most evidence comes from single-session tasks, leaving long-term
physiological adaptation and clinical significance largely unresolved.

Which autonomic systems are most sensitive to
interpersonal regulation in real-world relationships?

ANS measures often show faster partner effects than cortisol, but
cross-system comparisons remain sparse and methodologically
inconsistent.

In sum, one partner’s emotion regulation strategy does alter the other partner’s autonomic arousal, and interpersonal physiological
linkage is a credible, partly context-dependent route by which that happens.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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