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Expressive suppression in the 2019 anti-
government social unrest in Hong Kong: its
association with psychological distress
Chi-pui Ada Tsang1,2 & Wai-lap Lance Wong 1,2✉

Hong Kong experienced a large-scale anti-government social unrest in 2019. High levels of

violence and severe vandalism were common during the unrest, which have seriously

affected the psychological wellbeing of Hong Kong people. Research has shown that, during

the unrest, Hong Kong people exhibited an elevated level of psychological and mental dis-

turbances, and these disturbances are still observed after the unrest has subsided. To further

illuminate how large-scale social unrests affect people’s psychological functioning, in this

study we examined the association of expressive suppression, which is defined as con-

sciously hiding and withholding one’s emotions, with psychological distress in the context of

the unrest in Hong Kong. The mediating role of rumination was also explored. The study was

conducted in early 2021. A sample of 84 participants who had experienced the unrest in 2019

were recruited. They completed an online questionnaire for this study. Results from path

analyses revealed that expressive suppression related to the unrest was positively associated

with anxiety, stress, and depressed mood, and these associations were significantly mediated

by rumination. Our findings suggest expressive suppression may play an important role in

accounting for the effect of socio-political turmoil on psychological disturbances, and future

research should pay more attention to this variable for understanding how large-scale poli-

tical and social unrests, especially those that involve serious political divides, leave their

marks on civilians.
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The 2019 anti-government social unrest in Hong Kong
(abbreviated as “the Unrest” below) has been the largest
unrest in the city in recent decades. It began after the

Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR) announced the plan to introduce the Fugitive Offen-
ders and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Legislation
(Amendment) Bill 2019 (HKSAR Legislative Council, 2019). The
plan met with huge objections from the public. Large-scale
demonstrations and protests began in June 2019 and continued
until February 2020 when the coronavirus (COVID-19) pan-
demic became serious and the Unrest hence subsided. The Unrest
was so intense that it drew significant international attention and
made the headlines of international news. What set it apart from
previous upheavals in the city are (1) its long duration, (2) the
large number of protestors involved, (3) the serious conflicts
between the protestors and the police, and (4) severe vandalism
by the protestors (Shek, 2020). For more than half a year, people
in Hong Kong were exposed to an extremely high level of physical
violence and conflicts either in person or on the media. The
mental health consequences of the Unrest are far-reaching. Stu-
dies have shown that civilians in the city experienced heightened
levels of psychological disturbances including more depressive
symptoms, post-traumatic stress disorders, and suicidal ideations
(e.g., Hou et al., 2021; Ni et al., 2020) during the Unrest, and these
consequences can still be observed after the Unrest has subsided
(Tao et al., 2022).

Although the Unrest occurred in a small city in Asia, it pro-
vides a valuable avenue for researchers to examine the psycho-
logical consequences of large-scale socio-political upheavals.
Previous studies on social unrests have mainly focused on how
exposure to violence during unrests may affect individuals’
wellbeing, adjustment, and mental health (Cummings et al., 2011;
McAloney et al., 2009; Saltzman et al., 2022). However, political
and social unrests can pose adverse effects on individuals via
other mechanisms, and expressive suppression may be one of
these mechanisms that is particularly relevant to the Unrest in
Hong Kong. During the Unrest, people in Hong Kong were
highly divided regarding their political stances and opinions.
Conflicts within the family and with friends, peers, and even
strangers were very common, and many people had to hide and
suppress their feelings or emotions in order to maintain inter-
personal harmony (Law, 2019; Tam, 2019). Given the well-
documented negative effects of expressive suppression on well-
being and adjustment (Dryman and Heimberg, 2018; Gross and
John, 2003), it is possible that suppressing the expression of
negative feelings and emotions associated with the Unrest could
have contributed to the increased level of psychological dis-
turbances experienced by Hong Kong people. Considering this,
this study aimed at shedding light on how expressive suppression
associated with socio-political upheavals is linked to psychologi-
cal distress by examining the case of Hong Kong. We also tested
the mediating role of rumination to elucidate potential cognitive
mechanisms that can account for this linkage.

Expressive suppression during the unrest
Political division and polarization among Hong Kong people had
in fact taken place even before the Unrest. Hong Kong experi-
enced the Umbrella Movement (also known as Occupy Central)
in 2014, which was sparked by the 2014–2015 Hong Kong elec-
toral reform (Cheung and Nip, 2014). Public opinions regarding
the movement were highly polarized (Centre for Communication
and Public Opinion Survey, CUHK, 2014). Disputes and debates
were commonly observed on the street and on social media, and
conflicts also occurred within close relationships. With the

outbreak of the Unrest in 2019, people in Hong Kong became
even more polarized regarding their political stances. The division
is clearly seen in the formation of two opposing camps: the
“yellow camp” which was against the HKSAR Government and
the “blue camp” which was supportive of the Government (Shek,
2020). The serious political division caused intense debates and
conflicts within the family, among friends and colleagues, and
even with strangers (Tam, 2019). Of note is the significant
intergenerational difference in political stances and opinions
regarding the Unrest. Young people tended to hold an unsup-
portive attitude towards the Government (“yellow camp”), while
the older generations were more supportive of the Government
(“blue camp”). Therefore, quarrels due to political division fre-
quently occurred between young people and their parents which
broke many families apart (Law, 2019).

To avoid conflicts and maintain peace with one another, many
Hong Kong people adopted a rather passive and avoidance
approach, which is hiding and suppressing their thoughts, feel-
ings, and emotions concerning the Unrest. AFP News Agency
(2019) described vivid cases of how the suppression occurred. For
example, people refused to share their thoughts or feelings with
their colleagues because of mistrust, and families ate in silence or
intentionally avoided any discussion about the Unrest to prevent
“wars at the dinner table”. In addition, people might worry that
openly expressing their thoughts and feelings about the Unrest
could have legal consequences (e.g., some comments may be
regarded as incitation). Hence, expressive suppression was con-
sidered by many Hong Kong people as a way to deal with what
was going on at that time, and many chose not to disclose to
anyone how they felt.

In psychology, expressive suppression (abbreviated as ES
below) has been widely studied as an emotion regulation strategy.
It is defined as the process of consciously inhibiting emotional
expressions while being emotionally aroused (Butler et al., 2003).
For example, a person is engaging in ES when he or she feels sad
or angry about the Unrest but deliberately chooses to withhold
these emotions from others. In the short run, ES can be adaptive
because in some situations it may not be socially appropriate to
freely express one’s feelings and emotions (Gross and Cassidy,
2019). However, in the long run and when used habitually, this
emotion regulation strategy can predispose individuals to psy-
chological disturbances and maladjustment. The process model of
emotion regulation by Gross (2002) provides a theoretical fra-
mework for understanding how ES may adversely affect indivi-
duals’ mental health. ES is considered a “response-focused”
emotion regulation. It occurs after an emotion has arisen and
focuses on downregulating the behaviors of expressing the emo-
tion. Therefore, it is not expected to reduce the experience of the
emotion because the emotion itself is not the target of regulation.
Furthermore, the discrepancy between how one feels (e.g., feeling
sad) and what one does (e.g., suppressing the sad feeling) can
disrupt emotional and psychological functioning.

Consistent with these theoretical speculations, several studies
have shown that suppressing the expression of negative emotions
does not help reduce the intensity of these emotions (Gross, 1998;
Harris, 2001). In fact, such an emotion regulation strategy is likely
to increase negative feelings and psychological distress. The
review by Gross and Cassidy (2019) shows that ES is related to a
wide array of negative psychological outcomes including emo-
tional dysregulation, internalizing problems, and clinical symp-
toms such as post-traumatic stress. Several meta-analyses have
also found that ES is linked to worse mental health indicators (Hu
et al., 2014), less positive affect (Fernandes and Tone, 2021), and
more post-traumatic stress symptoms (Seligowski et al., 2015).
Based on the above empirical evidence, it can be concluded that
ES can compromise one’s wellbeing and psychological
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functioning. Given this, when people withheld their negative
emotions and feelings about the Unrest in an attempt to maintain
peace and harmony, they were likely to experience higher levels of
psychological symptoms and disturbances. Therefore, we hypo-
thesized that a higher level of Unrest-related ES would be asso-
ciated with more psychological symptoms including higher levels
of stress, anxiety, and depressed mood.

Although the negative effect of ES has been well-established, to
the best of our knowledge no study so far has directly applied this
construct to understand the mental health consequences of large-
scale socio-political upheavals. As the case of the Unrest in Hong
Kong has demonstrated, during serious political and social tur-
moil that involves intense political divides, it is likely that people
hold diverging views and stances about the events. ES may be
adopted by people as a strategy to avoid quarrels and maintain
peace with one another. When people engage in ES and suppress
their feelings and emotions associated with the unrests, their
wellbeing is likely compromised. ES may therefore explain the
adverse impacts of socio-political turmoil on one’s mental health.
Hence, investigations into the link between ES and psychological
distress in the case of the Unrest in Hong Kong would illuminate
an understudied mechanism behind the effect of socio-political
turmoil on civilians. If this link is supported, practitioners and
therapists may need to pay more attention to civilians’ emotion
regulation, particularly the tendency of ES, to help them cope and
adjust during social unrests.

Rumination as a mediator
In addition to studying the link between Unrest-related ES and
psychological disturbances, we also examined rumination as a
mediator to better understand how ES associated with the Unrest
might have exerted its negative impacts on mental health.
Rumination is defined as the process in which individuals repe-
titively focus on the symptoms of distress and their possible
causes and consequences without any active efforts in changing
the circumstances (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). It has been
shown to be a mediator between ES and stress-related symptoms
(Moore et al., 2008). Hence, it is likely to be a significant mediator
between ES and psychological disturbances in the context of the
Unrest as well. In the following sections, we will explain the
theoretical and empirical rationales for rumination as a mediator.

According to the response styles theory, people who ruminate
tend to fixate on the problem and their feelings of distress without
doing anything to improve the situation (Nolen-Hoeksema,
1991). This thinking process is related to increased psychological
symptoms through three mechanisms: (1) people who ruminate
are more likely to use the negative thoughts, emotions, and
memories activated to understand their current situations, (2)
rumination can compromise problem-solving by making people
more pessimistic and fatalistic, and (3) rumination interferes with
instrumental behaviors and increases the likelihood of stressful
situations. A number of recent meta-analyses have provided solid
empirical evidence that rumination is a risk factor for psycholo-
gical distress and disturbances including major depressive and
bipolar disorders (Kovacs et al., 2020), eating disorders (Palmieri
et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2018), non-suicidal self-injury (Coleman
et al., 2022; Nagy et al., 2022), post-traumatic stress symptoms
(Szabo et al., 2017), and suicidal ideation and attempt (Rogers
and Joiner, 2017).

On the other hand, ES has been shown to increase rumination
by making the suppressed and withheld emotions and feelings
more accessible to the person. Based on the ironic processes of
mental control (Wegner, 1994), suppression involves two com-
ponents: (1) an operating process to intentionally suppress and
withhold thoughts and emotions, and (2) a monitoring process to

detect the occurrence of thoughts and emotions that are meant to
be suppressed, to assess if further operating processes are needed.
Under some circumstances such as reduced cognitive capacities,
the monitoring process can become more salient than the oper-
ating process, resulting in a greater tendency to search for
thoughts and emotions that are to be suppressed or withheld and
thereby making these thoughts and emotions more conscious and
accessible to the person. Because of this, ES can paradoxically
increase the intensity and accessibility of thoughts and emotions
that one wants to hide and suppress (Chang and Lee, 2022;
Quartana and Burns, 2010; Wang et al., 2020). This can make the
person focus on these thoughts and emotions more and hence
engage in more ruminative thinking (Wenzlaff and Luxton, 2003;
Wenzlaff and Wegner, 2000).

Putting these together, ES is likely to increase the occurrence of
thoughts and emotions that one wants to suppress and prompt
one to focus on and ruminate over them more. Consequently, the
person’s mental health is compromised. This ES-rumination-
psychological disturbances link has been empirically tested and
supported by Moore et al. (2008). Although this link has not been
directly tested in the context of socio-political upheavals, we
believe rumination would be a significant mediator between ES
and psychological symptoms in the context of the Unrest given
the documented linkages among ES, rumination, and psycholo-
gical disturbances reviewed above. In addition, rumination related
to the Unrest has been commonly observed among Hong Kong
people and it is closely linked to worse mental conditions (Wong
et al., 2021, Wong et al., 2022). Therefore, we hypothesized that,
when people had to hide and withhold their emotions related to
the Unrest for various reasons, they were likely to ruminate over
these emotions more and subsequently experienced more psy-
chological symptoms. This research question has significant
theoretical and practical implications. In terms of theoretical
implications, it can test the applicability of the ES-rumination-
psychological disturbances link in understanding the effect of the
Unrest and other similar socio-political turmoil. It can also
provide insight into the underlying cognitive mechanisms that
account for the effect of unrest-related ES on individuals’ well-
being. In terms of practical implications, if the mediating role of
rumination is supported, more attention should be given to this
negative cognitive process to mitigate the effect of unrest-related
ES during major socio-political turmoil.

The current study
In sum, to explore how ES may explain the effect of socio-political
upheavals on individuals’ mental health and adjustment, we
examined the association between ES in the Unrest in Hong Kong
and civilians’ psychological distress and the mediation effect of
rumination. We hypothesized that (1) ES related to the Unrest
would be positively associated with psychological distress
including stress, anxiety, and depressed mood, (2) ES related to
the Unrest would be positively associated with rumination, (3)
rumination would be positively associated with psychological
distress, and (4) rumination would be a significant mediator
between ES related to the Unrest and psychological distress.

Methods
Participants. The study was conducted between mid-February
and early April 2021, which is a year after the Unrest had sub-
sided. A correlational and cross-sectional design was adopted. A
total of 84 participants were recruited. All of them were residing
in Hong Kong and had experienced the Unrest in 2019. Their
ages ranged from 18 to 28 years (M= 22.24, SD= 1.68). Around
66% were female. All participants had post-secondary education
and were competent in Chinese. None of them had any history of
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mental disorders. The median family monthly income was
between HKD$30,000 to $50,000. Based on two questions that
tapped into attitudes towards the HKSAR Government during the
Unrest, the participants mainly represented those who were not
supportive of the Government (M= 1.27, SD= 0.50; the range is
from 1 to 3; see Measures for more detail).

We noted that the sample size was rather small. When planning
the study, we expected paths a and b in the hypothesized mediation
model to have medium effect sizes (β= 0.39). According to Fritz
and MacKinnon (2007), a sample of at least 71 participants is
needed to achieve 80% statistical power for detecting the expected
mediation effects using biased-corrected bootstrapping. Our sample
therefore had adequate statistical power to test the expected
mediation effects. We acknowledge that the small sample size could
have led to other problems such as those related to the general-
izability of findings. However, it was difficult to recruit participants
due to the sensitive nature of this study. We considered extending
the data collection period, but it might not be feasible because the
later the study was completed the less relevant the effect of the
Unrest might become. Given these considerations, we decided to
base the study on the 84 participants we recruited during the
planned data collection period.

Measures
Demographic background. Participants answered several ques-
tions about their demographic background, including their age,
gender, education level, and family monthly income. They also
responded to two items that gauged their attitudes towards the
HKSAR Government during the Unrest. The two items were
rated on a five-point scale from “very unsupportive (1)” to “very
supportive (5)”. The average of the two items was used to
represent each participant’s overall attitude, and a higher average
denoted that the participant was more supportive of the Gov-
ernment. The Cronbach’s alpha of these two items is 0.82.

Expressive suppression related to the unrest. ES related to the
Unrest was measured by the Emotion Experience and Expressive
Suppression Scale (Bedwell et al., 2019). Since we were mainly
interested in the effect of suppressing negative emotions, only
items pertaining to negative emotions were used. Participants
were asked to indicate how frequently they had experienced each
of the following emotions during the Unrest: fear, hostile, guilt,
sad, and helplessness, on a seven-point scale from “Almost never
(1)” to “Nearly all the time (7)”. They also indicated how often
they had shown or hidden these emotions, on a seven-point scale
from “I always show it (1)” to “I always hide it (7)”. Following
Bedwell et al., a “frequency of suppression” score was calculated
for each participant to operationalize the level of expressive
suppression related to the Unrest. First, we multiplied the fre-
quency score with the suppression score to get a cross-product for
each emotion. Then, we took the average of the cross-products
across all emotions. A higher “frequency of suppression” score
indicated more frequent experience and suppression of negative
emotions related to the Unrest. The Cronbach’s alpha is 0.80.

Rumination. The Ruminative Response Scale (Nolen-Hoeksema
and Morrow, 1991) was used to assess participants’ levels of
rumination related to the Unrest. A sample item is “During the
unrest, you thought about how lonely you were”. The items were
rated on a four-point scale from “Never (1)” to “Always (4)”. A
higher average denoted a greater level of rumination associated
with the Unrest. The Cronbach’s alpha is 0.92.

Psychological distress. Participants’ levels of psychological distress
were measured by the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale 21

(DASS 21; Henry and Crawford, 2005). The scale consists of three
subscales, namely depression (e.g., “I couldn’t seem to experience
any positive feeling at all”), anxiety (e.g., “I experienced trembling
(e.g., in the hands)”), and stress (e.g., “I found it hard to wind
down”). The items were rated on a four-point scale from “Did not
apply to me at all (0)” to “Applied to me very much or most of
the time (3)”. Averages of the three subscales were calculated
separately, and a higher average denoted more distress experi-
enced in the respective domain. The Cronbach’s alphas are 0.90
(depression), 0.77 (anxiety), and 0.86 (stress).

General expressive suppression tendency. We also measured par-
ticipants’ general and dispositional ES tendencies as a covariate
for this study. The expressive suppression subscale from the
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross and John, 2003) was
used for this purpose. A sample item is “I keep my emotions to
myself.”. The items were rated on a seven-point scale, from
“Strongly disagree (1)” to “Strongly agree (7)”. A higher average
denoted a stronger dispositional tendency to suppress emotions.
The Cronbach’s alpha is 0.81.

Procedure. We obtained ethics approval from the second author’s
institution before data collection. All scales and items were
translated into traditional Chinese using the back-translation
procedure, and only the Chinese version was used in this study.
Data collection was conducted from mid-February to early April
2021. The study was promoted on various social media platforms
and through the bulk email system of a local university. Interested
and eligible participants were invited to complete an online sur-
vey in Chinese on Qualtrics. The eligibility criteria included: (1)
aged 18 years or above, (2) were residing in Hong Kong and had
experienced the Unrest in 2019, and (3) could comprehend
Chinese. In the online survey, participants first completed an
informed consent form and then filled out a set of questionnaires
comprising the measures described above. Considering the sen-
sitive nature of this study, participants were assured that their
responses would remain strictly anonymous and no personal
information including IP address was collected. Upon completion
of the questionnaires, a debriefing note was shown to participants
to explain the details of the study. All participants provided
complete data.

Data analyses. The first step of data analyses involved testing
whether the main variables of the study, namely ES related to the
Unrest, rumination, and psychological distress met the normality
assumption. Shapiro-Wilk tests were conducted for this purpose.
If the normality assumption was not met, bootstrapping (based
on 1000 bootstrapped samples, using the bias-corrected and
accelerated 95% confidence interval (BCa 95% CI)) was adopted
for assessing statistical significance in all subsequent analyses.
Descriptive statistics and correlations of the main variables were
then calculated. Relationships of the main variables with parti-
cipants’ demographic background and general ES were also
assessed to determine which variables had to be statistically
controlled for in the main analyses (for demographic background,
participants’ education level was not analyzed because all parti-
cipants had post-secondary education and education level hence
had a restricted range). Variables that were significantly asso-
ciated with at least one of the main variables were entered as
covariates in the main analyses. The main analyses involved path
analyses with ES related to the Unrest as the predictor, rumina-
tion as the mediator, and psychological distress including stress,
anxiety, and depression as outcomes. The maximum likelihood
estimator was used. Path analyses were conducted using the
“lavaan” package on R (Rosseel, 2012). All other analyses were
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conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
Version 26.

Results
Preliminary analyses. Results from the Shapiro-Wilk tests indi-
cated that some of the main variables did not meet the normality
assumption (ES related to the Unrest: p < 0.001; anxiety:
p= 0.002; depression: p < 0.001). Bootstrapping was therefore
adopted for testing statistical significance in all subsequent ana-
lyses. Descriptive statistics and correlations of the main variables
can be found in Table 1. ES related to the Unrest ranged from 2.6
to 36, showing that there were significant inter-individual vari-
abilities in this variable for observing how it was related to
variabilities in other variables. Concerning the correlations, ES
related to the Unrest was significantly and positively associated
with rumination, stress, anxiety, and depression. Rumination was
also significantly and positively related to stress, anxiety, and
depression.

Relationships of the main variables with participants’ demo-
graphic background and general ES can be found in Table 2. As
shown in the table, participants’ age, attitudes towards the
Government, and general ES were significantly associated with at
least one of the main variables. They were therefore entered as
covariates in the mediation analyses. Note that the correlation
between ES related to the Unrest and general ES was moderately
weak, r= 0.23, BCa 95% CI [−0.04, 0.47]. This suggests
suppressing the expression of negative emotions related to the
Unrest may not simply stem from the disposition to hide and
withhold emotions.

Mediation analyses. To test the association between ES related to
the Unrest and psychological distress and the mediating role of

rumination, path analyses (with covariates) were conducted. The
models that we tested are just-identified and so model fit indexes
are not reported. A total-effect model was first tested to examine
the hypothesized effect of ES related to the Unrest on psycholo-
gical distress1. The results revealed that ES was significantly and
positively associated with the levels of stress (B= 0.03, β= 0.23,
BCa 95% CI [0.003, 0.062]), anxiety (B= 0.02, β= 0.21, BCa 95%
CI [0.001, 0.04]), and depression (B= 0.04, β= 0.26, BCa 95% CI
[0.01, 0.08]). These supported our first hypothesis regarding the
association between ES related to the Unrest and psychological
distress. The model explained 17.9%, 18.9%, and 18.6% of the
variance of stress, anxiety, and depression, respectively.

Next, we tested a partial-mediation model, in which the
hypothesized effect of ES related to the Unrest on psychological
distress was partially through rumination. The path diagram of
the model can be found in Fig. 1. ES was significantly and
positively associated with rumination (BCa 95% CI [0.03, 0.07]),
which supported our second hypothesis. On the other hand,
rumination was significantly and positively associated with stress
(BCa 95% CI [0.35, 0.94]), anxiety (BCa 95% CI [0.06, 0.61]), and
depression (BCa 95% CI [0.15, 0.93]). These corroborated our
third hypothesis concerning the relationship between rumination
and psychological distress. The model explained 29.5%, 24.8%,
and 25.5% of the variance of stress, anxiety, and depression,
respectively.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations of the main
variables.

1 2 3 4 5

1. Expressive suppression
related to the Unrest

-

2. Rumination 0.58* -
3. Stress 0.30* 0.51* -
4. Anxiety 0.28* 0.45* 0.78* -
5. Depression 0.33* 0.48* 0.75* 0.63* -
M 12.82 2.10 1.12 0.72 0.96
SD 5.49 0.52 0.67 0.52 0.75
Range 2.6–36 1–3.5 0–2.86 0–2.14 0–2.71

*p < 0.05 (two-tailed) based on bootstrapping.

Table 2 Correlations of the main variables with participants’ demographic background and general expressive suppression.

Gendera Ageb Family incomec Attitudes towards
Governmentb

General expressive
suppressionb

Expressive suppression related to the
Unrest

0.12 −0.02 0.17 −0.16 0.23

Rumination 0.15 −0.29* −0.03 −0.30* 0.35*
Stress 0.13 −0.16 −0.10 −0.06 0.32*
Anxiety 0.03 −0.20 −0.08 −0.06 0.33*
Depression 0.08 −0.14 −0.03 −0.11 0.31*

For “Gender”, the reference group is male.
*p < 0.05 (two-tailed) based on bootstrapping.
aPoint-biserial correlation.
bPearson’s correlation.
cSpearman’s correlation.

Fig. 1 A path diagram of the mediation model in which expressive
suppression related to the Unrest is associated with psychological
distress through rumination. In the diagram, numerical values in
parentheses are standardized path coefficients, and those not in
parentheses are unstandardized path coefficients. For simplicity, covariates,
direct effects of expressive suppression on psychological distress, and
correlations among the dependent variables are not displayed. All path
coefficients are statistically significant at p < 0.05 based on bootstrapping.
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Concerning the mediation effects, rumination significantly
mediated the associations of ES related to the Unrest with stress
(B= 0.03, β= 0.24, BCa 95% CI [0.01, 0.05]), anxiety (B= 0.02,
β= 0.17, BCa 95% CI [0.004, 0.04]), and depression (B= 0.03,
β= 0.19, BCa 95% CI [0.01, 0.05]), suggesting that a higher level
of ES related to the Unrest was associated with more rumination,
which in turn was related to higher levels of stress, anxiety, and
depression. Hence, our fourth hypothesis regarding the mediation
effects of rumination was supported. After accounting for the
mediation effects, the direct effects of ES on stress (B=−0.002,
β=−0.01, BCa 95% CI [−0.03, 0.03]), anxiety (B= 0.003,
β= 0.03, BCa 95% CI [−0.03, 0.02]), and depression (B= 0.01,
β= 0.07, BCa 95% CI [−0.03, 0.06]) were not significant.

Discussion
The results from the statistical analyses supported our hypoth-
eses. In terms of total effects, higher ES related to the Unrest was
associated with more symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression.
This is consistent with our first hypothesis and the notion that
hiding and suppressing one’s negative emotions can predispose
individuals to psychological disturbances (Gross, 2002; Gross and
Cassidy, 2019). In addition, our results demonstrated that the
linkage between ES and psychological disturbances can be gen-
eralized to the context of social unrests. In terms of mediation
effects, rumination was found to be a statistically significant
mediator between ES related to the Unrest and psychological
distress. Higher ES related to the Unrest was linked to more
rumination, which in turn was associated with more anxiety,
stress, and depressive symptoms. These corroborated our second,
third, and fourth hypotheses, and imply rumination is a possible
mechanism to explain the effect of Unrest-related ES on psy-
chological symptoms. These are in line with the theory of ironic
processes of mental control which suggests ES can lead to more
rumination (Chang and Lee, 2022; Quartana and Burns, 2010;
Wang et al., 2020; Wegner, 1994), and the response styles theory
which postulates that rumination can result in more psycholo-
gical distress (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991; Nolen-Hoeksema et al.,
2008).

Note that these results were significant even when participants’
general ES tendency was statistically controlled. This implies ES
related to the Unrest may play a unique role in affecting mental
health above and beyond the general and dispositional ES ten-
dency. In fact, considering the moderately weak correlation
between Unrest-related ES and general ES, it is possible that the
engagement in ES to cope with what was going on during the
Unrest was driven more by contextual factors and reasons specific
to the Unrest than by one’s dispositional tendency to suppress
emotions. That said, these remain speculative as we did not
systematically measure and study possible Unrest-related factors
that may explain individuals’ engagement in ES related to the
Unrest. Overall, our findings suggest the effect of unrest-related
ES is not merely a reflection of the influence of the dispositional
tendency to suppress emotions. It is due to suppressing the
expression of emotions specifically associated with the unrests.
This supports the utility of examining unrest-related ES as a
factor to account for the mental health consequences of political
and social turmoil.

Theoretical and practical implications. To our knowledge, this
study is the first to examine the role of ES within the context of
large-scale socio-political upheavals. It is also the first to apply the
ES-rumination-psychological disturbances link to understand the
effect of such upheavals. Our findings echo existing literature
regarding the negative effects of ES and the mediating role of
rumination. Adopting ES as a coping strategy and suppressing the

expression of negative emotions caused by the upheavals would
increase ruminative thoughts and in turn result in detrimental
effects on one’s psychological adjustment and functioning. As
mentioned in the introduction section, research on political and
social unrests has mostly focused on exposure to violence as a
cause of psychological disturbances. With our study and findings
demonstrating that ES can be another potential mechanism
behind the effect of political and social unrests, future research
can attend more to this variable for understanding how indivi-
duals’ psychological and mental health is affected by socio-
political turmoil.

Considering the possible negative influence of unrest-related
ES, it would be important to help people manage their emotional
expression in times of political and social unrests. During unrests,
particularly those that involve serious political divides, with-
holding emotions from others may be unavoidable in some
situations because, as the case of Hong Kong has demonstrated,
this strategy is to some extent useful in minimizing quarrels and
maintaining peace. Therefore, it is crucial to find appropriate
ways for people to release their emotions and vent their feelings.
A study in Hong Kong has looked into the possible therapeutic
efficacy of clay art therapy in helping adolescents regulate their
emotions during the Unrest (Nan and Wong, 2021). The results
revealed that clay art therapy is useful in helping adolescents
release physical and psychological tension and diverting them
from disturbing emotions. Similar therapeutic approaches can be
developed and adopted by practitioners to help people release the
stress built up by unrest-related ES. In light of the significant
mediation effect of rumination, interventions can also work on
reducing ruminative thoughts to minimize or negate the potential
effect of unrest-related ES. For example, mindfulness-based
interventions and loving-kindness meditation have been demon-
strated to effectively reduce rumination by enabling individuals to
better control their emotional states and cultivate kindness and
compassion for themselves (Perestelo-Perez et al. (2017); Wang
et al., 2021). These interventions can be administered to people
who are distressed by unrest-related ES and rumination to help
them adjust during serious socio-political upheavals.

Limitations and future research directions. Despite the con-
tributions, this study has several caveats that warrant attention.
First, the sample size was small. This was likely due to the sen-
sitive nature of the study and many people therefore did not want
to participate. As mentioned in the methods section, although our
study had enough statistical power in detecting mediation effects
with medium-sized paths a and b, the small sample size could
have led to other problems such as issues with generalization of
the findings. Therefore, our findings and their implications
should be interpreted as preliminary and with caution. Further
studies on similar socio-political unrests with a larger sample size
are needed to replicate the findings and verify our claims. Second,
the sample was biased towards young adults who had received
post-secondary education and mostly held an unsupportive atti-
tude towards the HKSAR Government during the Unrest. Some
studies (e.g., Li et al., 2021) have shown that youths (those aged
below 25) were particularly vulnerable to the adverse impacts of
the Unrest and so it may make sense to focus on this age group in
our study. Despite this, we acknowledge this as a limitation in
relation to the generalizability of our findings. Future studies on
similar topics should adopt ways to recruit a larger sample of
participants with a more diverse range of backgrounds to enhance
external validity. Third, because of the cross-sectional design, it
remains unclear whether ES related to social unrests can tem-
porally predict rumination and psychological distress. Long-
itudinal studies should be conducted to better test the direction of
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influences among variables. Fourth, this study was conducted in a
Chinese context. Previous research has shown that the effect of ES
varies across cultures, with people growing up in western cultures
(e.g., Caucasian) being more negatively affected by ES (Hu et al.,
2014; Soto et al., 2011). Therefore, studies similar to ours should
be conducted in the west to understand how westerns may be
affected by unrest-related ES during major socio-political
upheavals.

Lastly, we did not ask participants to report the reasons for
suppressing their emotions related to the Unrest. Throughout this
article, we focused on social motives, such as maintaining
interpersonal harmony and avoiding conflicts with other people,
as the main reasons behind people’s engagement in expressive
suppression. However, there are other possible reasons for
engaging in expressive suppression, such as how people perceived
the political environment during the Unrest. The effect of
expressive suppression may differ depending on the reasons that
motivate people to engage in it. We had considered including
questions tapping into why participants suppressed their emo-
tions associated with the Unrest. However, after some delibera-
tion, we decided not to include such questions because they might
make the study even more sensitive and in turn would further
lower the response rate. It was difficult to strike a balance between
theoretical completeness and feasibility when conducting this
study. Future research, wherever possible, should take considera-
tion of this variable when examining the effect of expressive
suppression during similar social unrests, especially those that
involve intense political divides.

Data availability
Data associated with this study is not publicly available because
we did not obtain consent from participants for such dis-
semination of their data.

Code availability
Data associated with this study is not publicly available because
we did not obtain consent from participants for such dis-
semination of their data.
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Note
1 Considering that ES can be a result of psychological distress (Larsen et al., 2013), we
conducted another analysis to test the possible effect of psychological distress on ES
related to the Unrest while statistically controlling for the same covariates. In this
analysis, stress, anxiety, and depression were used to predict ES related to the Unrest
(with covariates). Results indicated that none of the three variables had a significant
total effect on ES related to the Unrest when the covariates were statistically controlled
(βs ranged from 0.05 to 0.20, ps > 0.05).
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