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Negative intergroup emotions play a crucial role in decisions 
that perpetuate intractable conflicts (Halperin, Sharvit, & 
Gross, 2011; Horowitz, 1985; Petersen, 2002); they do so by 
mobilizing public support for aggressive actions (Cheung-
Blunden & Blunden, 2008; Huddy, Feldman, & Cassese, 2007; 
Lerner, Gonzales, Small, & Fischhoff, 2003; Skitka, Bauman, 
Aramovich, & Morgan, 2006) and hindering progress toward 
conflict resolution (Halperin, 2011; Maoz & McCauley, 2005). 
Given that negative intergroup emotions have negative impli-
cations for conflict resolution, there is reason to assume that 
decreasing such emotions could have important benefits.

How might this be done? Research on emotion regulation 
suggests that cognitive reappraisal, which involves changing 
the meaning of a situation to change the emotional response to 
it (Gross, 2008), might be effective at decreasing negative 
emotional experience (e.g., Gross & John, 2003; Richards, 
Butler, & Gross, 2003). Halperin and Gross (2011) studied this 
issue in relation to the Israeli-Palestinian war in Gaza and 
found that people who regulated their negative emotions to a 
greater extent, using cognitive reappraisal, were more support-
ive of providing humanitarian aid to Palestinian citizens. 
However, this correlational study provided no evidence of 
causality.

The goal of the research reported here was to examine the 
idea that reappraisal could play a causal role in reducing nega-
tive intergroup emotions and, in doing so, decrease aggressive 
reactions and increase conciliatory reactions to conflict-related 
events. We manipulated reappraisal in two studies related  
to the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict—a highly charged 
real-world situation.

Study 1: Reappraisal and Political  
Reactions to Conflict-Related Events  
in the Laboratory
In our first study, we tested whether participants trained  
in cognitive reappraisal, compared with those who were not 
trained, would (a) experience less anger in response to con-
flict-related, anger-provoking information and (b), as a result, 
show greater support for conciliatory policies (i.e., providing 
humanitarian aid to the Palestinians) and less support for 
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Abstract

We hypothesized that an adaptive form of emotion regulation—cognitive reappraisal—would decrease negative emotion and 
increase support for conflict-resolution policies. In Study 1, Israeli participants were invited to a laboratory session in which 
they were randomly assigned to either a cognitive-reappraisal condition or a control condition; they were then presented 
with anger-inducing information related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Participants in the reappraisal condition were 
more supportive of conciliatory policies and less supportive of aggressive policies compared with participants in the control 
condition. In Study 2, we replicated these findings in responses to a real political event (the recent Palestinian bid for United 
Nations recognition). When assessed 1 week after training, participants trained in cognitive reappraisal showed greater 
support for conciliatory policies and less support for aggressive policies toward Palestinians compared with participants in 
a control condition. These effects persisted when participants were reassessed 5 months after training, and at both time 
points, negative emotion mediated the effects of reappraisal.

Keywords

emotions, aggressive behavior, cognitive appraisal, emotional control, intergroup dynamics

Received 1/21/12; Revision accepted 5/24/12

Research Report

 Psychological Science OnlineFirst, published on December 4, 2012 as doi:10.1177/0956797612452572

 at Interdisciplinary Center for on February 6, 2013pss.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pss.sagepub.com/


2  Halperin et al.

aggressive policies (i.e., aggressive militant actions) toward 
Palestinians in Gaza.

Method
Participants. Our 39 Jewish Israeli participants (13 female, 
26 male; mean age = 24.51 years, SD = 1.98) mirrored the 
distribution of political attitudes in the Israeli population at the 
time (43.6% rightists, 17.9% leftists, and 38.5% centrists). 
Participants, who were university students, received a cafete-
ria voucher in return for their participation.

Procedure. Participants were invited to the laboratory, osten-
sibly to participate in two unrelated experiments. They were 
randomly assigned to a reappraisal condition or a control con-
dition. Participants in the reappraisal condition were handed 
anger-inducing pictures and were asked to respond to them 
like scientists, objectively and analytically—to try to think 
about them in a cold and detached manner (see Richards & 
Gross, 2000). The experimenter explained how to use reap-
praisal in response to the first picture, and participants were 
then asked to apply the technique in response to each of four 
additional pictures. The experimenter ensured that participants 
applied the technique appropriately. Participants in the control 
condition saw the same four pictures, but were asked to 
respond to them naturally.

After the manipulation, all participants watched a 4-min 
anger-inducing PowerPoint presentation, including pictures, 
text, and music, describing Israel’s disengagement from the 
Gaza Strip and the Palestinians’ response to it (launching rock-
ets, electing the Hamas, and kidnapping an Israeli soldier). 
Before watching the presentation, participants were asked to 
apply the technique they had learned earlier. On the basis of 
pilot studies we had conducted, we expected the presentation’s 
anger-dominant cognitive appraisals (i.e., the unjust behavior 
of the Palestinians, high control of Israelis over the situation) 
to induce anger. After the presentation, participants used a 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1, not at all, to 6, very much so, 
to indicate the extent to which they felt anger and rage (α = 
.87) toward Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, as well as the extent 
to which they had experienced any other emotions (e.g., fear, 
hatred). We also assessed participants’ general political ideol-
ogy, religious conviction, and gender.

Next, in what was presented as a separate study on attitudes 
regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, participants indi-
cated their support of four items reflecting conciliatory politi-
cal policies (e.g., “Regardless of the security situation, Israel 
needs to transfer food and medication to Gaza residents”; α = 
.80) and three items reflecting aggressive policies (e.g., “If the 
Israeli Defense Forces detects a terrorist in a building full of 
civilians, Israel should bomb the building even if most of the 
civilians will most likely be killed”; α = .71). The rating scale 
ranged from 1, highly oppose, to 6, very much in favor. Partici-
pants also completed the 13-item Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale (Reynolds, 1982).

Results

The effects of reappraisal on anger and political atti-
tudes. Participants in the reappraisal condition felt less anger 
toward Palestinians (M = 3.67, SD = 1.33) than control partici-
pants did (M = 4.55, SD = 1.37), t(37) = −2.02, p < .05, 
Cohen’s d = 0.65. Reappraisal had no effect on other negative 
emotions (ps > .28). Compared with control participants, par-
ticipants in the reappraisal condition expressed more support 
for conciliatory policies (M = 4.22, SD = 0.89, vs. M = 3.32, 
SD = 1.34), t(37) = 2.46, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.79, and less 
support for aggressive policies (M = 2.96, SD = 0.88, vs. M = 
3.75, SD = 1.41), t(37) = −2.09, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.67. 
There were no interactions between condition and gender, reli-
gious conviction, or political stance.

Anger as a mediator of the effect of reappraisal on politi-
cal attitudes. Anger toward Palestinians was positively asso-
ciated with support for aggressive policies (r = .56, p < .001) 
and negatively associated with support for conciliatory poli-
cies (r = −.45, p < .001). Following Baron and Kenny (1986), 
we entered condition and experienced anger as predictors of 
conciliatory and then aggressive policies (Fig. 1). We employed 
Preacher and Hayes’s (2008) bootstrapping technique with 
5,000 iterations to test the indirect effect (Preacher, Rucker, & 
Hayes, 2007). The effect of the manipulation on support for 
conciliatory policies was mediated by decreased intergroup 
anger, 95% confidence interval (CI): [−0.70, −0.01]. Simi-
larly, the effect of the manipulation on support for aggressive 
policies was mediated by decreased intergroup anger, 95% CI: 
[0.01, 0.45]. Both indirect effects were significantly different 
from zero, p < .05. The effects persisted when we controlled 
for social desirability, gender, and political stance.

Discussion
Study 1 demonstrates that regulating anger (through reap-
praisal) can change people’s support for policies that could 
escalate or de-escalate a political conflict. Emotion regulation 
modified conflict-related political attitudes, which are typi-
cally viewed as deeply rooted, rigid, and difficult to change 
(Bar-Tal & Halperin, 2011), and these effects were found in 
the context of a real-world, intense intergroup conflict. One 
question is whether the effects of a reappraisal manipulation 
would persist over time and outside the laboratory, when peo-
ple react to conflict-related events as they occur in the real 
world. One such event was utilized in Study 2.

Study 2: Reappraisal and Political Reactions 
to Real-World, Conflict-Related Events
In September 2011, Palestinian President Mahmud Abbas pre-
sented a bid to the United Nations (UN), seeking full UN 
membership. For Palestinians, this event symbolized hope for 
independence; for many Jewish Israelis, however, it was 
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perceived as a stab in the back and a betrayal of the bilateral 
track of negotiations (Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey 
Research, 2011). Because the Palestinians declared their inten-
tion well in advance, we decided to randomly assign partici-
pants to receive a reappraisal manipulation (or not) before the 
Palestinian bid, and we then examined the emotional and 
political effects of the manipulation a week after the bid. To 
test whether the effects reflected meaningful changes in our 
participants (rather than some form of demand characteris-
tics), we also tested whether the effects persisted 5 months 
after the manipulation.

We predicted that reappraisal would result in lower levels 
of negative emotions toward the Palestinians and more concil-
iatory (and less aggressive) political attitudes toward them. 
We expected the effects of reappraisal to be mediated by 
decreased negative emotions. Finally, we expected the effects 
of reappraisal to persist 5 months after the manipulation, as 
participants responded to naturally occurring events.

Method
Participants. Sixty Jewish Israelis (36 female, 24 male; mean 
age = 17.94 years, SD = 0.28) participated in return for admis-
sion to a public lecture. The sample was balanced in terms of 
political affiliations and included 29.8% rightists, 36.8% cen-
trists, and 33.4% leftists.

Procedure. Five days before the Palestinian bid, participants 
rated their current state positive affect (α = .81) and state 

negative affect (α = .82), using the Positive and Negative 
Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). They also 
rated their general support of conciliatory policies toward Pal-
estinians (six items; e.g., “To what extent do you support the 
idea that Israel relinquish its control over Arab neighborhoods 
in East Jerusalem, in exchange for full peace with the Palestin-
ians?”; α = .78) and their support of aggressive policies (three 
items; e.g., “Because of the Palestinian bid in the UN, Israel 
should prohibit Palestinians who need to receive medical 
treatment from entering its territory”; α = .69). The rating scale 
for these items ranged from 1, highly oppose, to 6, very much 
in favor. As in the first study, we also measured social desir-
ability, gender, and political stance.

Participants were randomly assigned to either a reappraisal 
or a control condition. The manipulation took approximately 
30 min to administer. It was similar to the one used in Study 1, 
except that participants practiced on six rather than four pic-
tures. After the training, participants were asked to use the 
technique they had learned (i.e., reappraisal or natural respond-
ing) during the following week.

In the following week, participants received three remind-
ers (via text messages to their cell phones) to employ the tech-
nique they had learned. A week after the training (2 days after 
the Palestinian bid), we assessed participants’ emotional and 
political reactions. Participants responded to four items assess-
ing their negative intergroup emotions toward Palestinians 
(scale from 1, not at all, to 6, very much), indicating their feel-
ings of anger, rage, empathy (reverse-scored), and hope 
(reverse-scored), α = .65. Participants also rated their level of 

Support for
Conciliatory

Policies

–0.31**

–0.37* (–0.25)

–0.45**

Reappraisal

Anger

Support for
Aggressive

Policies

–0.31**

0.32* (0.16)

0.56**

Reappraisal

Anger

Fig. 1. Results from Study 1: anger as a mediator of the effect of reappraisal on support for conciliatory 
(top) and aggressive (bottom) policies following an anger-inducing presentation. The model controlled for 
social desirability, gender, and political stance, but these variables were omitted from the figure to simplify  
the presentation. Along the paths from reappraisal to policy support, the numbers in parentheses 
represent the coefficients when anger was entered into the analyses. Asterisks indicate levels of 
significance (*p < .05, **p < .001).
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support for five possible conciliatory Israeli responses (α = 
.68; e.g., “If the Palestinians withdraw their UN petition, Israel 
should transfer more territory in the West Bank to their con-
trol”) and their support for four possible aggressive Israeli 
responses (α = .61; e.g., “If thousands of Palestinians begin to 
march to Jerusalem, the Israeli Defense Forces should use 
ammunition in order to stop them, even at the cost of dozens 
killed and hundreds wounded”). The rating scale for these 
items ranged from 1, highly oppose, to 6, very much in favor.

Five months after the manipulation, participants took part 
in a daily seminar on an unrelated topic in a classroom located 
far from where the training and second assessment had taken 
place. They were approached by an unfamiliar experimenter 
and asked to complete a brief questionnaire for a class project. 
Participants were unaware of the link between this question-
naire and the study they had completed 5 months earlier. Of 
the original 60 participants, 51 (85%) completed the question-
naire. Given time limitations, participants were asked only 
about their anger and rage toward Palestinians (α = .75) and 
their support for four policies toward Palestinians that were 
relevant to current events; two of these policies were concilia-
tory (e.g., “Israel should transfer additional territories to the 
Palestinians in the West Bank in order to express the serious-
ness of its intentions in the current negotiation”) and two were 
aggressive (e.g., “Israel should add roadblocks in the West 
Bank in order to significantly restrict Palestinian movement 
there”). Because of the small number of items, we combined 
the four policy items into a single peaceful-policies composite 
(α = .68).

Results
One week after training. As expected, before the manipula-
tion, participants in the reappraisal and control conditions did 
not differ significantly in negative affect, t(57) = 0.44, p = .65. 
A week after training, however, participants in the reappraisal 
condition reported lower levels of negative emotions toward 
Palestinians compared with control participants (M = 3.81, SD = 
0.87, vs. M = 4.41, SD = 0.74), t(58) = 2.84, p < .05, Cohen’s 
d = 0.74. To test whether reappraisal influenced support for 
conciliatory policies, we ran a repeated measures analysis of 
variance, with time (before vs. 7 days after the manipulation) 
as a within-subjects factor and condition as a between-subjects 
factor. The Condition × Time interaction was significant, F(1, 
54) = 4.43, p = .04. Participants in the reappraisal condition 
were more supportive of conciliatory policies than control par-
ticipants were after the manipulation (M = 2.75, SD = 0.72, vs. 
M = 2.28, SD = 0.75; Cohen’s d = 0.63, p = .019), but not 
before it (M = 3.40, SD = 0.93, vs. M = 3.30, SD = 0.87; p = 
.67). We ran a similar analysis to test whether reappraisal 
influenced support for aggressive policies. Again, the Condi-
tion × Time interaction was significant, F(1, 54) = 3.80, p = 
.05. Participants in the reappraisal condition were less sup-
portive of aggressive policies than control participants were 
after the manipulation (M = 2.50, SD = 0.81, vs. M = 3.00,  

SD = 0.71; Cohen’s d = 0.65, p = .016), but not before it (M = 
2.61, SD = 0.88, vs. M = 2.71, SD = 1.13; p = .71).

We used Baron and Kenny’s (1986) mediation procedure to 
test for mediation. Negative emotions were negatively associ-
ated with support for conciliatory policies (r = −.48, p < .001) 
and positively associated with support for aggressive ones (r = 
.53, p < .001; see Fig. 2). We employed Preacher and Hayes’s 
(2008) bootstrapping macro with 5,000 iterations to test the 
indirect effect (Preacher et al., 2007). The effect of the manip-
ulation on support for conciliatory policies was significantly 
mediated by decreased negative intergroup emotions, 95% CI: 
[0.05, 0.50]. Similarly, the effect of the manipulation on sup-
port for aggressive policies was significantly mediated by 
decreased negative intergroup emotions, 95% CI: [−0.54, 
−0.06]. Both indirect effects were significantly different from 
zero, p < .05.

Five months after training. We found that even 5 months 
after the manipulation, participants in the reappraisal condi-
tion continued to feel less anger toward Palestinians (M = 
3.28, SD = 1.07) than control participants did (M = 3.97, SD = 
0.77), t(48) = 2.58, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.74, and expressed 
more support for peaceful policies (M = 3.20, SD = 0.81) than 
control participants did (M = 2.79, SD = 0.61), t(49) = −2.03, 
p = .04, Cohen’s d = 0.57. The effect of reappraisal on support 
for peaceful policies was mediated by decreased anger toward 
Palestinians, 95% CI: [.05, .59] (see Fig. 3). Findings were 
unchanged when we controlled for social desirability, gender, 
and political stance.

General Discussion
Reappraisal can change people’s reactions to emotionally 
charged events, but can it work even in the context of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, one of the most intractable in the 
world? Our findings are preliminary, but they are suggestive. 
In two experimental studies, we found that participants who 
underwent reappraisal training felt less negative emotions 
toward Palestinians than control participants did. This reduc-
tion in negative emotions, in turn, led them to express less 
support for aggressive policies, and more support for concilia-
tory policies, in response to conflict-related events. These 
effects were obtained both in the laboratory and as people 
reacted to events that unfolded in real life, and they persisted 
even 5 months after the manipulation.

In the theoretical realm, our results suggest that emotion-
regulation strategies, such as reappraisal, can influence inter-
group emotions, not just intrapersonal ones, and that emotion 
regulation can shape political as well as affective reactions. 
We hope that our findings will spark future studies on the pos-
sible effects of emotion regulation on reactions to intergroup 
conflicts. In the long term, such studies might lead to interven-
tions that incorporate cognitive reappraisal to decrease nega-
tive intergroup emotions, change aggressive intentions, and 
increase support for peace in long-term conflicts.
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–0.48**

0.53**

Support for
Conciliatory

Policies

–0.35**

0.29* (0.14)
Reappraisal

Negative
Emotions

Support for
Aggressive

Policies

–0.35**

–0.27* (–0.10)
Reappraisal

Negative
Emotions

Fig. 2. Results from Study 2: negative emotions as a mediator of the effect of reappraisal on support 
for conciliatory (top) and aggressive (bottom) policies in response to the Palestinian United Nations bid; 
support was assessed 7 days after the reappraisal training. The model controlled for social desirability, 
gender, and political stance, but these variables were omitted from the figure to simplify the presentation. 
Along the paths from reappraisal to policy support, the numbers in parentheses represent the coefficients 
when negative emotions were entered into the analyses. Asterisks indicate levels of significance (*p < .05, 
**p < .001).

Support for
Peaceful
Policies

–0.34*

0.27* (0.13)

–0.54**

Reappraisal

Anger

Fig. 3. Results from Study 2: anger as a mediator of the effect of reappraisal on support for peaceful 
policies toward the Palestinians 5 months after the manipulation. The model controlled for social 
desirability, gender, and political stance, but these variables were omitted from the figure to simplify the 
presentation. Along the path from reappraisal to policy support, the number in parentheses represents 
the coefficient when anger was entered into the analysis. Asterisks indicate levels of significance (*p < 
.05, **p < .001).

We consider our findings to be preliminary, yet provoca-
tive. Political positions in conflict situations are generally 
rigid, entrenched, and driven by ideological (rather than emo-
tional) considerations. It is therefore surprising to see shifts in 
these attitudes following such minimal interventions. None-
theless, our findings are consistent with studies on empathy 
(e.g., Batson & Ahmad, 2001) and emotion regulation (e.g., 
Gross & John, 2003; Richards et al., 2003), which show that 
even intense emotional reactions can be modified in intraper-
sonal and interpersonal contexts. The question is whether the 

simple principles studied here can be effectively applied in the 
real world.

The present research has several limitations. First, we 
assessed the effects of reappraisal on self-reported emotions and 
self-reported support for aggressive and conciliatory actions. 
Given that negative affect can lead to more punitive behavior 
(e.g., Buckholtz et al., 2008), it is important to test whether 
reappraisal training can shape actual political behavior, such as 
voting patterns, or donations of money to political causes. Sec-
ond, we focused on one side of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
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which is considered the more powerful side; potential effects on 
the other side of the conflict need to be tested as well. Third, in 
this investigation, participants were taught how to reappraise 
and then applied this training as they encountered conflict-
related information. To apply a regulation strategy, however, 
people must be motivated to regulate their emotions (e.g., Tamir, 
2009). Whether such motivation varies across individuals (e.g., 
as a function of ideology) and whether it plays a part in the suc-
cessful regulation of intergroup emotions remain to be tested in 
future research. Finally, because this study examined negative 
intergroup emotions generally, future laboratory studies with 
proper controls are needed to test the effects of the regulation of 
more discrete emotions, including anger.
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