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Abstract

Individuals often withhold relational complaints rather than disclosing

them. Withholding relational complaints not only impacts relationships

but can also have implications for individual behaviors and emotions.

This study examined cognitive activities and behavioral aggression

involved in withholding relational complaints and the emotional impact

of withholding. The student-based sample consisted of 395 participants

who completed a survey about emotion regulation responses (rumination

and reappraisal) to an irritating experience, passive aggressive behaviors

(silent treatment and stonewalling), and emotional exhaustion. The find-

ings provide evidence for posited mediated relationships between rumi-

nation and emotional exhaustion through passive aggressive behaviors.

Implications for managing challenging emotional situations and examin-

ing complaint withholding in the workplace are discussed.

Relationships offer important exchanges of support and affection, but they may also be a source of

increasing irritations over time for parties (Sprecher & Felmlee, 1993). To handle these irritations, some

individuals confront their partner, whereas others withhold their complaints. Although conflict avoidance

has traditionally been characterized as low in goal orientation (e.g., Pruitt & Rubin, 1986), conflict avoid-

ance is also used to communicate incompatibility through proactive and aggressive strategies (Wang,

Fink, & Cai, 2012). When avoiding discussions of important relational topics, individuals report lower

relational satisfaction (Frisby, Byrnes, Mansson, Booth-Butterfield, & Birmingham, 2011), increased

physiological stress (Slatcher, Robles, Repetti, & Fellows, 2010), and a partner’s unknowing continuation

of irritating behaviors that become more difficult for one to accept (Roloff & Johnson, 2001).

Although complaint withholding appears to involve less effort than direct confrontation, it may

involve cognitive effort such as rumination about an event and attempts to make sense of an event. Fur-

thermore, withholding may be manifested in overt behaviors toward an offending partner. In some cases,

intimates punish their partners by enacting the silent treatment, which involves signaling discontent with

the partner by remaining aloof or silent during interactions with him or her (Williams, 2001). Alterna-

tively, individuals may engage in stonewalling, which involves disengaging from a partner when asked by

a partner about being upset (Gottman, 1994). The natural tendency may be to respond to a partner’s

inquiry, and individuals must exert considerable energy to stifle themselves. Consequently, engaging in

these two forms of behavioral withholding may leave one exhausted. However, research has not explored

this possibility.

To fill this void, we develop and test a framework based on theory and research relating to emotional

regulation and aggression. Our framework assumes that the degree to which a person responds to a
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partner’s negative behavior through rumination or cognitive appraisal predicts the likelihood of using

the silent treatment and stonewalling, which in turn are positively related to emotional exhaustion. In

articulating our framework, we will review relevant research on rumination and reappraisal, the silent

treatment and stonewalling, and emotional exhaustion.

Literature Review

Rumination and Reappraisal

How people think about or evaluate the meaning of their experiences influences their emotional

responses (Lazarus, 1991). Consequently, as the same irritation continues in a relationship, people may

engage in different thought processes about the irritation that reduce or amplify negative emotions

experienced when the irritation first occurred. The process model of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998)

and General Aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) offer explanations that link emotion regu-

lation to increased aggression. In Gross’s process model, emotion regulation consists of antecedent-

focused and response-focused strategies that can amplify, maintain, or decrease emotional experiences

and expressions. Antecedent-focused strategies (e.g., cognitive reappraisal) are generally more effective

at reducing negative emotions than response-focused strategies (e.g., rumination) because they can

change the development of a negative emotion (e.g., reducing experience and expression of negative

emotions) (Webb, Miles, & Sheeran, 2012). General Aggression model predicts that person factors (e.g.,

gender) and situation factors (e.g., provocation) can influence affect (e.g., anger) and aggressive cogni-

tion, which impacts appraisals of the situation. This sequence increases engagement in aggressive behav-

iors. Provocation-focused rumination involves repetitive negative thoughts or repetitive focus on

negative feelings about an anger-inducing event (Denson, Pedersen, & Miller, 2006). Cognitive reap-

praisal of negative emotions involves reinterpreting emotionally evocative events in a way that changes

negative emotions (Gross, 2001). This study focuses on rumination and reappraisal as regulation strate-

gies that both involve actively thinking about a negative event but may be related differently to aggres-

sive behaviors.

Provocation-focused rumination prolongs activation of vengeance-related goals (McCullough,

Bono, & Root, 2007), increases anger (Fabiansson, Denson, Moulds, Grisham, & Schira, 2012), and

increases aggressive thoughts (Pedersen et al., 2011). Rumination also predicts retaliatory aggression

(White & Turner, 2014), verbal aggression (Anestis, Anestis, Selby, & Joiner, 2009), direct and indi-

rect aggression beyond the effects of one’s tendency to experience anger (Peled & Moretti, 2010).

Prior findings do not indicate that manipulated aggression causes rumination and support the predic-

tion that individuals who ruminate about a relational complaint will engage in more aggressive

behaviors.

Situational and trait reappraisal have been linked to reduction of anger and aggression. A meta-

analysis of experimental comparisons of emotion regulation strategies identified reappraisal as an effec-

tive strategy of modifying emotional outcomes (Webb et al., 2012). Reappraisal of a negative experience

produces less anger compared to rumination (Fabiansson et al., 2012) and less aggressive verbalizations

(Maldonado, DiLillo, & Hoffman, 2014). Higher tendency to engage in reappraisal relates to less anger,

controlling for anxiety and stress (Memedovic, Grisham, Denson, & Moulds, 2010). Compared to low

trait reappraisers, high trait reappraisers experience less anger (Mauss, Cook, Cheng, & Gross, 2007) and

are better able to use mitigating information to reduce their vengeance and aggression (Bartlett & Ander-

son, 2011). Given these influences of reappraisal strategy on anger and verbal aggression and of trait

reappraisal on aggression, engagement in reappraisal may be a mechanism of change in other forms of

aggression.

The aforementioned analysis suggests that rumination activates a process that will lead to punitive

action against a partner, whereas cognitive reappraisal will reduce the likelihood of punitive action.
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However, this research does not inform as to the type of punitive action that will be enacted, which we

address next.

Silent Treatment and Stonewalling

Some forms of punitive action are direct, such as active verbal and physical aggression. However, some

relational partners engage in passive aggressive actions, such as the silent treatment and stonewalling

(e.g., Wright & Roloff, 2009). The silent treatment is a form of purposeful ostracism when feeling upset

with a partner that involves aloof behaviors commonly reported as avoidance of eye contact and ignoring

the partner (Williams, 2001). The silent treatment is often used as a form of punishment. For example,

individuals who expect mindreading within intimate relationships report using the silent treatment with

a partner who is unaware that his or behavior is upsetting to them (Wright & Roloff, in press). Targets of

the silent treatment often do not understand the cause for the silent treatment and report feeling low

self-worth, lack of belonging with others, low control, and purposelessness (Williams, 2001).

Some people stonewall, which indicates an unwillingness to communicate when asked by a partner

about being upset (Coan & Gottman, 2007). Stonewalling behaviors include active efforts to maintain lit-

tle facial movement and to avoid paying attention to the partner (Coan & Gottman, 2007). Although

stonewalling sometimes is a defensive response to emotional flooding resulting from a partner’s harsh

criticism, it also can be used offensively to hurt a partner by denying them information or disconfirming

their presence (see Wright & Roloff, 2009). In addition to hurting a partner, stonewalling relates to

higher likelihood of relationship dissolution (Gottman & Levenson, 1999).

This study extends the effects of rumination and reappraisal by focusing on passive aggressive behav-

iors of the silent treatment and stonewalling the partner. Since ruminating stimulates negative emotions

toward the partner, individuals who are withholding complaints will be more willing to punish the part-

ner with the silent treatment and stonewalling. Cognitively reappraising the provocative actions should

reduce negative feelings, which inhibit these passive aggressive responses. Although research demon-

strates that the silent treatment and stonewalling can adversely impact a partner and the relationships, it

has not addressed whether such sequences influence the person who enacts them, which the following

section explores.

Emotional Exhaustion

Use of silent treatment or stonewalling requires monitoring and inhibiting emotional and verbal expres-

sions. This suppression can deplete a limited self-resource when regulating one’s thoughts, feelings, and

impulses (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Emotional exhaustion describes the depletion of cognitive and

energy resources that can occur when individuals modify their emotional expressions or feelings fre-

quently or over time (Grandey, 2000). Ostracizing another person is a cognitively taxing behavior that

predicts less persistence on a challenging problem-solving task and is rated as more difficult than engag-

ing in norms of conversation (Ciarocco, Sommer, & Baumeister, 2001). Although ostracizing can be eas-

ier to maintain over time when interaction is infrequent or interdependence is low (Zadro, Arriaga, &

Williams, 2008), continuing to ignore a partner in the face of frequent interaction or high interdepen-

dence may require effortful monitoring of one’s behaviors. Likewise, ostracizers report feeling powerless

to stop using this behavior for reasons such as fear of losing face or inability to change the habituated

behavior (Zadro et al., 2008). Moreover, suppression can impair cognitive performance (Gross & John,

2003) and cause emotional distress (H€ulsheger, Lang, & Maier, 2010). Similarly, stonewalling often pro-

duces higher physiological arousal in both partners (e.g., Gottman, 1993). Consequently, stonewalling

could be exhausting to enact as a relational partner struggles unsuccessfully to keep emotional responses

under control. Thus, self-regulation efforts through the silent treatment or stonewalling should deplete

one’s psychological resources.
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Based upon the current analysis, rumination should increase the likelihood of silent treatment and

stonewalling, which in turn should increase emotional exhaustion, whereas cognitive reappraisal should

show the opposite pattern. Figure 1 displays a conceptual model of the proposed hypotheses of media-

tion:

Hypothesis 1: The silent treatment will mediate the positive relationship between rumination and

emotional exhaustion.

Hypothesis 2: Stonewalling will mediate the positive relationship between rumination and emotional

exhaustion.

Hypothesis 3: The silent treatment will mediate the negative relationship between cognitive reappraisal

and emotional exhaustion.

Hypothesis 4: Stonewalling will mediate the negative relationship between cognitive reappraisal and

emotional exhaustion.

Method

Participants

A total of 411 unpaid participants were recruited from four sources: the Communication Studies under-

graduate research pool (n = 140) and student groups (n = 17) at a medium-sized, Midwestern univer-

sity, introductory communication courses at a large Eastern university (n = 239), and personal networks

(n = 16). Participants from the research pool and introductory communication courses received research

credits, and personal network members were not compensated for their involvement. Participants from

Rumination

Reappraisal

Stonewalling

Silent Treatment

Stonewalling

Emotional Exhaustion

Emotional Exhaustion

—

—

+

+

+

+

+

+

Silent Treatment

Figure 1. Mediation analysis–conceptual models.
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the Eastern university received one point of extra course credit. Although 411 individuals initially partici-

pated in the study, 16 individuals had incomplete data, resulting in the final sample of 395 individuals.

Those with substantial missing data did not differ significantly from those with usable data in terms of

length of withholding, relationship type, or gender. The sample consisted of 255 women (65%) and 140

men (35%). Forty-nine percent of the sample were first-year undergraduates, 26% were sophomores,

16% were juniors, 6% were seniors, and 3% were graduate and postdoctoral students. The mean age of

participants was 20.1 years (SD = 3.97).

Procedure

Research pool participants accessed the questionnaire link from the departmental research website from

which they were redirected to the questionnaire hosted on Qualtrics. All other participants directly

accessed the questionnaire via a Qualtrics link. All participants viewed and electronically signed

an informed consent form approved by the university Institutional Review Board. All responses were

anonymous and researchers did not have access to names of participants involved in the study.

Measures

The questionnaire contained scales assessing characteristics of a recent experience of withholding a com-

plaint from a relational partner and self-reports of rumination, cognitive reappraisal, silent treatment,

stonewalling, and emotional exhaustion. Withholding behaviors were enacted with friends (n = 228,

57%), romantic partners (n = 88, 22%), family members (n = 53, 13%), and roommates (n = 15, 4%).

Of the total sample, 26% reported withholding for days, 32% for weeks, 32% for months, and 10% for

years. To enhance the clarity of results, multi-item scales were created using the average of each respon-

dent’s total. When a participant did not complete an item from a scale containing three or more items,

the average of the participant’s completed items was used in place of that missing value.

Rumination

Participants reported the frequency of repetitive thoughts about their partner’s behavior (e.g., “I can’t

stop thinking about this person’s behavior and what made me upset”) on a reliable (a = .90) 4-item scale

(Kubiak, Wiedig-Allison, Zgoriecki, & Weber, 2011). Responses ranged from 1 = not at all to

5 = extremely. On average, participants reported low levels of rumination (M = 2.66, SD = 1.11).

Reappraisal

Reappraisal was measured using a 4-item scale (Kubiak et al., 2011) that measures the frequency of

attempts to change one’s thoughts about a partner’s behavior (e.g., “I tell myself there are much worse

things”). The scale ranged from 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely and was reliable (M = 3.22, SD = 0.92,

a = .72).

Silent Treatment

Participants reported their use of the silent treatment (e.g., “I ignore this person”) on a 6-item scale

(Wright & Roloff, 2009) that ranged from 1 = never to 7 = often. On average, use of silent treatment was

moderate (M = 3.20, SD = 1.28). The scale was reliable (a = .81).

Stonewalling

Stonewalling was measured using a reliable scale (M = 3.52, SD = 1.45, a = .83) based on Gottman’s

(1994) description (Wright & Roloff, 2009). On six items, the frequency of stonewalling (e.g., “I deny

that I am upset”) ranged from 1 = never to 7 = often.

Volume 8, Number 1, Pages 25–40 29

Liu and Roloff Exhausting Silence



Emotional Exhaustion

Participants indicated the extent of their emotional exhaustion using a reliable (a = .91) 5-item scale

(Wharton, 1993). The scale assessed the extent to which participants felt emotional exhaustion (e.g.,

“emotionally drained” and “used up”) from withholding their irritation and ranged from 1 = not at all

to 7 = to a great extent. On average, participants indicated moderate emotional exhaustion from

withholding their irritation (M = 3.50, SD = 1.71).

Results

Covariates

Table 1 contains the means, standard deviations, correlations, and scale reliabilities for study variables.

Because participants reported different types of relationships, were recruited from different sources, and

had been withholding complaints for different lengths of times, the following covariates were included in

subsequent analyses: romantic relationship, friendship, roommate relationship, research pool, student

groups, Eastern university, and length of withholding. Gender and age were also included as covariates

to account for inconsistent gender differences in reappraisal (Gross & John, 2003) and for individual dif-

ferences, respectively.

To test for common methods variance,1 the Harmon single-factor test (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &

Podsakoff, 2003) was conducted with an exploratory factor analysis of the 25 items in the reappraisal,

rumination, silent treatment, stonewalling, and emotional exhaustion scales. The analysis indicated a lack

of common methods variance. A confirmatory factor analysis was also conducted to determine whether

the data fit the proposed five-factor model.2 Based on the sample size and number of variables, indicators

of model fit were a comparative fit index >.92 and a root mean square error of approximation <.07
(Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006). Results of the first model with uncorrelated error terms

fell below these standards, v2(265, N = 393) = 961.87, p < .001; CFI = .86; RMSEA = .08, 90%

CI [0.08, 0.09]. By allowing within-scale correlation of error terms, fit increased to acceptable levels,

v2(253, N = 393) = 497.04, p < .001; CFI = .95; RMSEA = .05, 90% CI [0.04, 0.06].

Hypothesis Testing

Several correlations provide important preliminary information about the hypotheses. First, the correla-

tion between rumination and cognitive reappraisal is small and not statistically significant, suggesting

that they are independent processes. Second, there is a statistically significant positive correlation

between reported use of the silent treatment and stonewalling, which indicates that they often occur in

conjunction. Third, rumination is positively and significantly related to the reported use of the silent

treatment and stonewalling and to feeling emotionally exhausted. The patterns are consistent with the

first two hypotheses. However, contrary to the third and fourth hypotheses, the significant correlations

between cognitive reappraisal and self-reported use of the silent treatment and stonewalling are positive

rather than negative, and the correlation between cognitive reappraisal and emotional exhaustion is also

positive although not statistically significant.

1An unrotated principal components analysis with one factor indicated that the factor accounted for 30% of the variance, which

falls below the 50% proportion of variance level for indicating common methods variance among the scales of reappraisal, rumi-

nation, silent treatment, stonewalling, and emotional exhaustion.
2In some cases, poor fit results from the methodological artifacts such as similar wording and items appearing adjacent to one

another. A conservative modification indices standard of 10 was used to examine signs of improving fit by allowing within-scale

correlation of error terms. Several modification indices were above 10, most (nine of 12) of which involved the close juxtaposi-

tion of stonewalling scale items on the questionnaire.
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All four hypotheses were tested using the regression-based PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) in SPSS,

controlling for length of withholding, friendship, romantic relationship, roommate relationship, research

pool, student group, Eastern university, gender, and age. Separate tests were conducted for these mediated

relationships: (a) rumination to emotional exhaustion through silent treatment and stonewalling (in

Figure 2) and (b) reappraisal to emotional exhaustion through silent treatment and stonewalling (Fig-

ure 3).

Rumination and Passive Aggression

The first hypothesis predicted a positive relationship between rumination and emotional exhaustion

through the use of silent treatment. As expected, the indirect path between rumination and emotional

exhaustion through silent treatment was positive (B = .11, 95% BCI [0.06, 0.18]), and the 95% bootstrap

confidence interval (BCI) did not include 0. Thus, the use of silent treatment contributes to the positive

association between rumination and emotional exhaustion.

The second hypothesis predicted a positive relationship between rumination and emotional exhaus-

tion through the reported use of stonewalling. In the indirect path, a unit increase in rumination

increased stonewalling by .25 units on a 0–7 scale. Confirming the second hypothesis, the positive path

between rumination and emotional exhaustion through stonewalling was significant (B = .03, 95% BCI

[0.005, 0.072]).

In addition to the significant mediated relationships between rumination and emotional exhaustion,

the direct path between rumination and emotional exhaustion, controlling for use of silent treatment

and stonewalling was also significant (B = .82, 95% BCI [0.69, 0.95]). The significant direct path indi-

cates that other mediators may contribute to this relationship.

Reappraisal and Passive Aggression

The third hypothesis predicted a negative relationship between reappraisal and emotional exhaustion

through the use of silent treatment. The indirect path between reappraisal and emotional exhaustion

Reappraisal

Silent Treatment

Stonewalling

Emotional Exhaustion

B = .15* B = .48**

B = .14*B = .40**

B = -.01 

Figure 3. Mediators of reappraisal on emotional exhaustion. Note: N = 394. Number of bootstrap samples = 5,000. Unstan-

dardized coefficients are reported. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Rumination

Silent Treatment

Stonewalling

Emotional Exhaustion

B = .51** B = .21**

B = .12*B = .25**

B = .82**

Figure 2. Mediators of rumination on emotional exhaustion. Note: N = 395. Number of bootstrap samples = 5,000. Unstan-

dardized coefficients are reported. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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through silent treatment was not significant (B = .07, 95% BCI [�0.003, 0.159]). Failure to confirm the

hypothesis resulted from the positive and statistically significant path from cognitive reappraisal to the

silent treatment (B = .15, 95% CI [0.001, 0.306]).

The fourth hypothesis predicted a negative relationship between reappraisal and emotional exhaustion

through the use of stonewalling. Although the indirect path between reappraisal and emotional exhaus-

tion through stonewalling was significant, it was in the direction opposite to prediction (B = .06, 95%

BCI [0.003, 0.126]). Disconfirmation of the fourth hypothesis resulted from the positive and statistically

significant path from cognitive reappraisal to stonewalling (B = .40, 95% CI [0.24, 0.54]).

Exploratory Analysis

Disconfirmation of the third and fourth hypotheses seems to contradict other studies that indicate the

effectiveness and low cost of using reappraisal before negative emotional responses are fully developed.

However, it is possible that we overlooked an important factor related to the effectiveness of reappraisal.

Perhaps reappraisal requires time and practice for it to effectively control the negative emotional and

passive aggressive responses to a partner’s behavior. Conflict can stimulate emotional flooding, which

can carry over into feelings of postepisodic hyperarousal. These intense feelings may override the ability

of an individual to effectively reappraise the situation and this may be especially true in the early stages

of a repeated conflict. However, over time, individuals may develop less negative understanding of the

event, which allows them to control their emotions and prevent passive aggressive responses. Self-control

resources can increase over time with practice and contribute to reduced aggressive behaviors (Denson,

Capper, Oaten, Friese, & Schofield, 2011). Thus, cognitive reappraisal may be a more effective long-term

strategy, particularly for repeated anger-inducing situations (Denson, Moulds, & Grisham, 2012).

To test this notion, we used Hayes’ PROCESS macro to examine the moderating effect of withholding

length on the indirect association between reappraisal and emotional exhaustion. Figure 4 depicts a con-

ceptual model of the moderated mediation, and Table 2 displays the tests of moderated mediation. The

test of moderated mediation through silent treatment was significant and negative (B = �.09, 95% CI

[�0.19, �0.01]), and the test of moderated mediation through stonewalling was also negative but not

significant (B = �.01, 95% CI [�0.04, 0.01]). Thus, longer periods of withholding reduce the association

of reappraisal with increased emotional exhaustion through higher levels of the silent treatment and

stonewalling. These conditional effects are presented in Table 3 according to percentiles of withholding

length and indicate two patterns of change in aggression. First, reappraisal initially relates to higher levels

of silent treatment, as indicated by the significant positive slopes for individuals who have been with-

Reappraisal

Silent Treatment

Stonewalling

Emotional Exhaustion
+

+ +

+

Withholding 
Length

—
—

Figure 4. Moderated mediation—conceptual model.
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holding complaints for shorter periods. Second, individuals who withhold for a longer time are less likely

to engage in silent treatment when they use reappraisal, as evidenced by the decreasing magnitude of

positive slopes to a negative slope. Although the moderated mediation through stonewalling was not sig-

nificant, a similar pattern of positive slopes with decreasing magnitude emerged, suggesting that individ-

uals who withhold for a longer time are less likely than those who withhold for shorter times to use

stonewalling when they engage in reappraisal.

Discussion

This study confirmed the positive relationship between rumination and emotional exhaustion as medi-

ated by the silent treatment and stonewalling. These findings provide important insights into conflict

and emotion regulation processes. Withholding complaints is often viewed as a passive withdrawal from

conflict, but our research shows that this is not always the case. When individuals frequently ruminated

Table 3

Conditional Effects of Withholding Length on H3 and H4

Mediator Moderator B* SE

95% Boot

LLCI†

95% Boot

ULCI†

Silent treatment 25th percentile of withholding length .22 0.08 0.07 0.40

Silent treatment 50th percentile of withholding length .11 0.05 0.02 0.21

Silent treatment 75th percentile of withholding length .01 0.05 �0.10 0.12

Silent treatment 90th percentile of withholding length �.10 0.09 �0.28 0.08

Stonewalling 25th percentile of withholding length .17 0.06 0.08 0.29

Stonewalling 50th percentile of withholding length .14 0.04 0.07 0.23

Stonewalling 75th percentile of withholding length .11 0.04 0.04 0.20

Stonewalling 90th percentile on withholding length .08 0.06 �0.02 0.20

Notes. N = 394; Number of bootstrap samples = 5,000.

*Unstandardized coefficients.

†Bias-corrected 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals.

Table 2

Exploratory Analysis of Moderated Mediation

Paths B* SE 95% LLCI 95% ULCI

Reappraisal?Silent treatment .33 0.19 �0.04 0.71

Withholding length?Silent treatment .60 0.25 0.11 1.10

Reappraisal 9 Withholding length?Silent treatment �.14 0.08 �0.29 0.01

Reappraisal?Stonewalling .45 0.19 0.08 0.82

Withholding length?Stonewalling .004 0.254 �0.50 0.50

Reappraisal 9 Withholding length?Stonewalling �.03 0.08 �0.18 0.12

Reappraisal?Emotional exhaustion .11 0.23 �0.33 0.56

Withholding length?Emotional exhaustion .24 0.30 �0.35 0.84

Silent treatment?Emotional exhaustion .46 0.06 0.35 0.58

Stonewalling?Emotional exhaustion .16 0.06 0.04 0.28

Reappraisal 9 Withholding length?Emotional exhaustion �.04 0.09 �0.22 0.13

Notes. N = 394. Number of bootstrap samples = 5,000.

*Unstandardized coefficients.
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about a provocative event, they enacted more punitive actions toward the partner. Prior research sug-

gests that rumination can prompt overtly aggressive actions toward a partner, but our results show that

it can also stimulate passive aggressive responses like the silent treatment and stonewalling. Although the

silent treatment and stonewalling are punitive forms of withholding that are often used in conjunction,

they are independent mediators. Extant research shows that the silent treatment and stonewalling are

harmful to the relationship and to the partners who experience them, and our research shows that both

punitive actions are costly for the person who enacts them and can lead to emotional exhaustion. The

positive association between these punitive actions and emotional exhaustion is in line with previous evi-

dence of emotional suppression causing emotional exhaustion (H€ulsheger et al., 2010). The positive and

significant direct relationship between rumination and emotional exhaustion also supports the utility of

the strength model of self-control in predicting the link between rumination and aggression (Denson,

Pedersen, Friese, Hahm, & Roberts, 2011). Although we focused on aggression as a behavioral link

between rumination and emotional exhaustion, the present findings indicate a potential reciprocal asso-

ciation between aggression and emotional exhaustion in which individuals who are more emotionally

exhausted by rumination may engage in more aggressive behaviors.

However, we found no support for the predictions that the negative relationship between cognitive

reappraisal and emotional exhaustion would be mediated by the reported use of the silent treatment and

stonewalling. Contrary to research supporting the mitigating effect of reappraisal on aggressive behaviors

(Bartlett & Anderson, 2011), the silent treatment was not a statistically significant mediator of reappraisal

and emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, the significant indirect path through stonewalling was positive

rather than negative, suggesting that cognitive reappraisal increases rather than decreases stonewalling

and emotional exhaustion.

Instead, we found evidence that individuals who have been withholding for shorter times report higher

levels of silent treatment compared to those who have been withholding for longer times, which implies

that cognitive reappraisal may shift from being an initial stimulant of the silent treatment to a later

inhibitor of the silent treatment. As reappraisal takes its effect in reducing negative emotional reactions

to an incident, use of stonewalling may also decrease, although it is not eliminated entirely. Similarly,

individuals who have been withholding for longer times report lower levels of emotional exhaustion.

These additional findings suggest that cognitive reappraisal may be effective over time. This increasing

effectiveness may also reflect greater reappraisal ability that occurs with more frequent reappraisal

(McRae, Jacobs, Ray, John, & Gross, 2012). In contrast to the strength model of self-control, the results

suggest potential practice effects that increase the effectiveness of reappraisal. Thus, under some condi-

tions, withholding may serve a positive function for individuals. More research is needed to test the

explanation of practice effects against other alternatives such as decreasing motivation to withhold or

increasing challenge of withholding over time.

Future Directions

These results partially confirm our predictions of cognitive processes relating to emotional exhaustion

through the use of silent treatment and stonewalling. The significant direct paths in the first two hypoth-

eses indicate that other factors may contribute to the relationship between rumination and emotional

exhaustion. First, people differ in general levels of anger experienced (Spielberger, 1988). High trait anger

individuals may respond differently to an interpersonal offense than low trait anger individuals. Com-

pared to high trait anger individuals who tend to engage in vengeful rumination (Siewert, Kubiak, Jonas,

& Weber, 2011), low trait anger individuals may engage in rumination focused on other motives such as

seeking causal clarity or problem-solving that should relate to less aggressive responses. Second, research

also shows that individuals may vary in experiences of self-pity in times of stress (Elson, 1997). Experi-

encing high levels of self-pity relates to a greater tendency for suppressing one’s anger (St€ober, 2003),

which may intensify the positive relationship between rumination and emotional exhaustion. Third,
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rumination may contribute to emotional exhaustion by activating more negative appraisals of a partner’s

intents and disposition that require effort to continue withholding from that individual. For example,

brain regions activated during rumination are also associated with making attributions (Denson, Peder-

sen, Ronquillo, & Nandy, 2009).

The unconfirmed direct path between reappraisal and emotional exhaustion suggests that future stud-

ies should examine additional factors. Our study compared more or less functional forms of attending to

negative thoughts and emotions, cognitive reappraisal and rumination, respectively. We were primarily

interested in the extent to which individuals try to cognitively appraise the event rather than how they

did so. People may engage in cognitive reappraisal through different ways. For instance, reappraisal may

vary in valence (neutral, positive, and negative functional). Neutral reappraisal involves reinterpreting a

situation in an unemotional or detached manner, which relates to less negative emotion (Butler et al.,

2003). Use of positive reappraisal after a negative emotion is triggered relates to less negative mood and

more positive mood compared to rumination (Rusting & DeHart, 2000). Negative functional reappraisal

may be useful when dealing with more challenging emotional situations in which neutral or positive

reappraisal would be more difficult to implement (Cristea, Tatar, Nagy, & David, 2012). Future examina-

tions of positive emotions will also help to determine whether individuals reduce their negative responses

through attempts to generate positive emotions.

An additional area for future research is to examine the cognitive and behavioral activity relating to

withholding in the workplace. For example, employees often withhold their observations from someone

who would be able to change the situation (Trinkaus & Giacalone, 2005). One form of this employee

silence involves prioritizing self-interest at the potential cost of another’s well-being (Knoll & van Dick,

2013). To date, literature on silence in organizations has not paid much attention to more subtle forms

of opportunistic silence such as withholding information. Examining the cognitive and behavioral mani-

festations of withholding in the workplace will hopefully provide organizations with deeper insight into

how their employees may be “suffering in silence.”

Limitations

The findings of this study are constrained by some methodological limitations. First, the self-report

data were not verified by a relational partner or observations and focused on the experience of with-

holding complaints. The measures of withholding behaviors have been verified by behavioral data (Wil-

liams, 2001). Second, the use of a student sample may limit the degree of generalizability to

nonstudent samples. However, studies using the measures of cognitive processing and withholding

behaviors indicate that these cognitive and emotional responses occur in a variety of samples such as

dating partners (Wright & Roloff, 2009), marriage (Gottman, 1994), and parent-child relationships

(Dailey & Palomares, 2004). Third, the cross-sectional design precludes definitive claims of causality

and longitudinal course for the sequences described above. Fourth, the high correlation between use of

the silent treatment and stonewalling may have introduced an issue of multicollinearity that could

reduce the unique influence of these variables. Finally, participants reported on general cognitive pro-

cesses and withholding behaviors, which may differ from cognitive processes and withholding behav-

iors in a specific episode.

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the present study offers evidence for the active nature of withholding and an

emotional cost of withholding. In finding that people who withhold complaints may use the silent treat-

ment and stonewalling, the current study demonstrates that withholding not only involves action but also

can involve punitive behaviors. This study also identifies emotional exhaustion as a negative consequence

of engaging in these punitive behaviors, which expands our understanding of the costs of withholding
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complaints for individuals. Further exploration of the emotional and cognitive factors proposed above

will be an important focus for future research in workplace emotions and organizational outcomes.
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