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Academic stress in university settings extends well beyond examinations and submission deadlines. 
For many students, pressure operates as a chronic condition shaped by repeated evaluative 
demands, institutional expectations, peer comparison, and sustained uncertainty about future 
outcomes. Emotion regulation strategies are commonly divided in the literature into adaptive and 
maladaptive categories. Within this framework, emotional control and expressive suppression are 
typically classified as dysfunctional responses under stress. This article argues that such a 
classification may be too restrictive to account for the lived complexities of academic functioning. In 
performance-driven educational contexts, emotional control can serve an adaptive function by 
helping students maintain attentional focus and sustain task engagement under pressure. This 
functional value, however, is conditional: it depends on duration, flexibility, and the subjective cost 
borne by the student. When emotional control becomes chronic, rigid, and decoupled from 
reflective processing, it can contribute to exhaustion, emotional constriction, and diminished well-
being. The article proposes a contextual framework for understanding how emotional control 
operates in academic environments and at what psychological cost. Implications for counselling 
practice and preventive intervention in higher education are discussed. 
 
Keywords: academic stress; contextual adaptation; emotion regulation; emotional control; well-
being 
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Academic stress in university contexts extends well beyond examinations and submission deadlines. 
For many students, it represents a sustained experience of pressure shaped by repeated evaluative 
demands, institutional expectations, peer comparison, and uncertainty about future outcomes 
(Duraku et al., 2024; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Extended periods of such pressure have been linked 
to reduced academic performance, diminished motivation, anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and 
broader difficulties in adjustment (Dawson et al., 2020; Duraku et al., 2024). 
 
Emotion regulation under academic stress is typically discussed through the distinction between 
adaptive and maladaptive strategies. In this framework, cognitive reappraisal is generally treated as 
adaptive, while suppression and related forms of emotional control are characterised as costly and 
dysfunctional (Aldao et al., 2010; Gross, 2015). This literature has been valuable, but it does not fully 
account for the demands of academic environments in which students are required to remain 
focused under sustained evaluative pressure. 
 
These limits become clearer when emotion regulation is examined within a specific institutional 
context. University students are frequently required to perform at high levels while fatigued, 
uncertain, or fearful of failure. Their regulatory behaviour is shaped not only by internal resources 
but by the rhythms of assessment, the demands of performance tasks, and the social expectations 
attached to demonstrating competence and self-regulation (Ford & Gross, 2019). Under these 
conditions, emotional control may provide practical benefits by helping students maintain 
attentional focus, sustain task engagement, and preserve continuity in the face of ongoing 
evaluative demands (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Gross, 1998; Relojo & dela Rosa, 2017). 
 
Research has consistently shown that rigid or chronic emotional inhibition is associated with poorer 
outcomes, particularly when it reduces flexibility or narrows emotional life over time (Aldao et al., 
2010; Sheppes et al., 2015). The present argument is narrower. It proposes that in highly demanding 
academic contexts, emotional control may be functional before it becomes costly. A strategy may 
carry psychological burden and remain temporarily useful in helping students meet immediate 
demands. 
 
The central question, therefore, is not whether emotional control is inherently good or bad. A more 
productive question is whether a given regulatory strategy can meet the demands it is trying to 
manage, for how long, and at what psychological cost. Strategies that provide short-term 
performance advantages may become detrimental when extended, rigidly maintained, or 
disconnected from reflective evaluation (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Gross, 2015). Equally, a response 
typically classified as maladaptive may possess temporary utility in situations characterised by 
urgency and limited time to recover. 
 
This article argues that emotional control under academic stress warrants reconsideration within a 
contextual framework, rather than being assessed through a fixed adaptive–maladaptive divide. The 
aim is not to rehabilitate suppression as an ideal regulatory mode, nor to dismiss the extensive 
literature linking emotional overcontrol to distress. Rather, the article proposes that emotional 
control may, under certain academic conditions, operate as a functional adaptation to pressure 
whose value remains conditional, depending on duration, flexibility, and subjective cost (Aldao et al., 
2015; Bonanno & Burton, 2013). Emotion regulation in higher education is better understood not as 
the deployment of universally good or bad strategies, but as a dynamic process shaped by 
situational demands and constrained forms of adaptation. The discussion that follows first examines 
the limits of binary regulatory classifications and then considers how emotional control may 
function, and ultimately fail, under prolonged academic pressure. 
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Beyond the adaptive-maladaptive divide 
 
Much of the emotion regulation literature rests on a clear distinction between adaptive and 
maladaptive strategies, a distinction that carries direct implications for both theory and practice by 
linking specific regulatory behaviours to psychological outcomes (Gross, 1998, 2015). Reappraisal is 
typically associated with better adjustment, while expressive suppression is linked to distress, 
reduced well-being, and interpersonal difficulties (Aldao et al., 2010). The difficulty arises when 
these distinctions are treated as determining the meaning of a strategy across every context. 
 
Emotion regulation does not occur in a vacuum. A given regulatory response may serve a range of 
functions: managing internal emotional states, meeting external demands, or creating space to 
recover and reflect (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Ford & Gross, 2019). A student preparing for an 
important examination or competitive selection process is likely to regulate differently than in less 
demanding circumstances. In such situations, immediate emotional expression may not feel possible 
or useful. Emotional control may instead help sustain task engagement until the immediate pressure 
has passed. 
 
This does not mean that outcomes cease to matter. It means that outcomes alone do not settle the 
question of function. A strategy may be associated with negative consequences overall and still 
perform an organising role in a specific situation. Suppression can increase internal conflict while 
simultaneously reducing behavioural disruption, minimising distraction, and preserving an 
appearance of competence that the environment rewards (Gross, 1998; Ochsner et al., 2012). To 
conclude that emotional suppression is always maladaptive overlooks the reality that many 
performance-based settings place a premium on composure. 
 
Temporal factors present a further challenge to binary classification. Focusing exclusively on distal 
outcomes such as well-being, symptom reduction, and interpersonal functioning (Aldao et al., 2010; 
Kraiss et al., 2020) risks obscuring the distinction between short-term functionality and longer-term 
cost. A strategy that helps students remain organised under immediate pressure may become 
burdensome when sustained over weeks or months. Understanding emotion regulation therefore 
requires attention not only to what a strategy does, but to when it is used, for how long, and under 
what cumulative conditions (Gross, 2015; McRae & Gross, 2020). 
 
The adaptive-maladaptive distinction also underestimates the degree to which the social and 
institutional environment of higher education shapes regulatory behaviour. Universities are 
structured around assessment schedules, performance expectations, disciplinary norms, and 
competitive comparison (Duraku et al., 2024). Students learn, often implicitly, which forms of 
emotional expression are acceptable and which are likely to be read as signs of weakness, poor self-
regulation, or unpreparedness. Emotion regulation in this context is not purely an internal process. It 
is socially shaped and institutionally maintained. A more contextualised approach would evaluate 
how a given strategy functions for a particular student in a particular situation, rather than 
positioning it on a fixed continuum from adaptive to maladaptive. 
 
Useful questions within such a framework might include: what does the strategy achieve in terms of 
protecting performance, reducing shame, or preserving a sense of continuity? Has it become rigid in 
ways that narrow emotional range or increase internal strain? These questions are better suited to 
capturing ambivalence, transitional periods, and shifting demands over time (Aldao et al., 2015; 
Bonanno & Burton, 2013). The point is not to abandon evaluative distinctions altogether. Some 
regulatory patterns do show robust associations with poorer functioning, just as others are 
consistently linked to resilience and adjustment (Sheppes et al., 2015). But these regularities should 
not produce an overly static reading of emotional processes. A strategy may be statistically 
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associated with distress and remain intelligible as an adaptation to conditions that make alternative 
responses difficult to sustain. 
 
A more adequate account of emotion regulation in higher education therefore requires more than a 
binary framework. It needs to consider the fit between strategy and context, the tension between 
immediate utility and delayed cost, and the degree of flexibility available to the student. On that 
basis, emotional control can be examined not as an inherently defective response, but as a 
potentially functional one whose value remains conditional and context-dependent. 
 
Emotional control under academic pressure 
 
Emotion management in performance-driven academic environments may do more than conceal 
how a student is feeling. It may enable continued engagement with tasks that feel both high-priority 
and non-deferrable. University students are routinely required to attend and contribute to classes, 
present in front of others, complete coursework within fixed timeframes, and undergo multiple 
forms of evaluation in rapid succession, often while experiencing anxiety, disappointment, shame, or 
a sense of being overwhelmed (Gross, 1998; Ochsner et al., 2012). 
 
In these contexts, emotional composure may serve an immediate organising function. It can reduce 
the risk of behavioural disruption, contain affect that might otherwise interfere with concentration, 
and support the outward coherence required to continue performing. Understood in this way, 
emotional control need not represent a denial of experience. It may instead operate as a provisional 
means of holding oneself together under pressure. 
 
The provisional character of this response matters. A student who sets aside emotional expression 
during a period of acute academic demand is not necessarily refusing emotional experience 
altogether. In many cases, the student may be postponing rather than eliminating emotional 
processing. The regulatory task is not the absence of feeling, but its temporary management in a 
context that offers very limited space for expression. This does not make the strategy emotionally 
neutral; it makes it psychologically intelligible given the circumstances. 
 
Temporary suppression of emotional expression may be one way students sustain focus, maintain 
their role as competent participants, and move through periods in which they feel overwhelmed by 
emotions they have little capacity to process at that moment (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Ford & 
Gross, 2019). 
 
Emotion regulation under academic stress may also serve an identity-based function. Higher 
education rewards students not only for achievement but for the appearance of capability, 
composure, and self-sufficiency. Many students come to understand emotional restraint as integral 
to being taken seriously or seen as academically credible. Regulation in these cases is not only about 
managing feeling; it is also about preserving a workable version of the self under evaluative scrutiny. 
This helps explain why emotional control can be so compelling. It may protect students not only 
from disorganisation but from shame, loss of standing, or the fear that visible struggle will alter how 
they are perceived by others and by themselves. 
 
The short-term appeal of emotional control is both practical and psychological. For many students, 
the immediate concern is not whether a strategy is ideal in the long run, but whether it will allow 
them to meet the next demand without becoming overwhelmed. Its utility, in this sense, is one of 
immediate functionality. It may allow a student to remain present, complete a task, or avoid visible 
collapse at a critical moment. Any analysis that dismisses this short-term function risks becoming too 
detached from the lived realities of academic life. A contextual account must take seriously the fact 
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that students often regulate emotion in situations where any interruption feels unaffordable (Aldao 
et al., 2015; McRae & Gross, 2020). 
 
The usefulness of emotional control is unlikely to rest on control alone, however. It depends on 
whether the strategy remains flexible. A student who can contain emotion during an examination 
and later process the experience occupies a very different position from one who cannot relinquish 
that control across time and context. The literature on regulatory flexibility is instructive here. The 
value of a strategy depends less on its abstract category than on the degree to which it can be 
adjusted to situational demands and released when those demands change (Aldao et al., 2015; 
Bonanno & Burton, 2013). Emotional control may therefore be most functional not when it becomes 
the dominant mode of responding, but when it remains available as one option among others. 
 
A further issue concerns the social organisation of academic environments. Emotional control may 
help students avoid appearing overwhelmed in settings where vulnerability is widely experienced 
but unevenly displayed. This creates a difficult paradox. The more strongly students believe that 
composure is necessary for credibility, the more consistently they will rely on self-control, and the 
less visible their strain will be to the institution around them. Self-control may thus facilitate 
performance in higher education while simultaneously contributing to the concealment of distress. 
 
The argument here is not that emotional control should be celebrated. It is that under academic 
pressure it may perform a real, if unstable, function: maintaining task engagement, reducing 
immediate disruption, protecting identity, and buying time in situations felt to be non-deferrable. An 
account that attends only to its costs will miss part of its situational meaning. What is needed is a 
framework capable of holding two ideas together: emotional control may be functional in the short 
term, and that very functionality may create the conditions for later strain. 
 

 
The hidden costs of functional control 

That emotional control can help students remain organised under pressure does not make its costs 
incidental. A strategy may work in the short term and still become psychologically expensive when 
prolonged, repeatedly applied, or maintained without sufficient space for reflection and recovery. 
This is particularly relevant in higher education, where academic demands rarely arrive as isolated 
events. For many students, pressure is cumulative. Assessment periods intersect with uncertainty 
about performance, social comparison, concerns about future direction, and the continuing need to 
appear capable. Under such conditions, a regulatory strategy that initially supports functioning may 
gradually narrow emotional life and intensify internal strain (Aldao et al., 2010; Sheppes et al., 
2015). 
 
One significant cost concern emotional constriction. When students continually rely on control to 
manage anxiety, frustration, disappointment, and fear of failure, both internal processing and 
outward emotional expression may become restricted. What begins as a situational response can 
solidify into a habitual coping strategy. Students may maintain functional performance levels and 
present as disciplined, mature, or resilient, yet this apparent stability can coexist with a diminished 
capacity to recognise distress before it becomes unmanageable. The ability to regulate emotional 
experience may thus protect continued functioning while simultaneously reducing awareness of 
suffering and limiting opportunities for expression or support (Gross, 2015; Kraiss et al., 2020). 
 
A second cost concerns exhaustion. Emotional control is rarely effortless, particularly when 
sustained under repeated evaluative pressure. Remaining composed, inhibiting expression, and 
maintaining concentration while internally distressed demands considerable psychological labour. 
Over time, this labour can contribute to depletion, especially when students feel they must remain 
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consistently available for performance. The difficulty is not simply that emotion is held in, which is 
too crude a description. The continual effort to manage inner tension consumes resources that 
might otherwise support reflection, recovery, or more flexible forms of adjustment. What appears 
externally as discipline may be experienced internally as an unrelenting requirement to hold oneself 
together. 
 
Rigidity presents a further risk. A strategy that is initially useful can become difficult to relinquish. 
Once emotional control becomes tied to a sense of competence, safety, or self-worth, students may 
find it hard to move towards other regulatory approaches even when circumstances would permit it. 
The difficulty is not merely behavioural; it is also interpretive. If composure has become integral to 
how one maintains academic and social credibility, then loosening control may itself feel 
threatening. The problem in such cases is no longer the temporary use of emotional restraint but its 
transformation into a default mode of functioning. The student becomes less able to adapt 
regulation to changing demands, which is precisely what a contextual account would identify as a 
loss of flexibility (Aldao et al., 2015; Bonanno & Burton, 2013). 
 
A further cost concerns the gap between internal experience and external presentation. A student 
may attend classes, meet all institutional requirements, and satisfy the visible markers of 
functioning, while feeling emotionally exhausted, disconnected, and numb. Because such students 
continue to perform, their distress is difficult for others to detect and may be difficult for the 
students themselves to name. Suffering that is not visible tends to be minimised, deferred, or 
privately dismissed as insufficiently serious. This dynamic can delay help-seeking and reinforce the 
emotional isolation that control was originally deployed to manage. 
 
The institutional context may amplify these costs. In environments where composure is read as 
competence, students are less likely to interpret the need to reduce stress, disclose distress, or seek 
support as a reasonable response to pressure. Instead, such needs may be experienced as evidence 
of inadequacy. Emotional control, in this way, moves beyond a personal coping mechanism and 
becomes part of a wider cultural pattern that normalises and conceals strain in higher education. 
 
These costs are unlikely to be distributed evenly. Personality structure, prior experience, available 
support, and the broader emotional climate of the institution will all shape how burdensome 
sustained control becomes. Some students will use restraint selectively and recover from it without 
lasting difficulty. Others may struggle with chronic overcontrol, harsh self-monitoring, and an 
inability to recognise accumulating distress until it becomes acute. The aim is not to classify all forms 
of emotional restraint as pathological, but to acknowledge that the effects of restraint emerge at 
variable rates and through different pathways. A contextualised approach recognises that there is no 
single route from control to dysfunction. 
 
It is therefore insufficient to characterise emotional control as either functional or harmful. In many 
academic contexts, it is both. It may support immediate adaptation while also increasing the 
likelihood of delayed strain. This dual character is precisely what makes it worth examining carefully. 
An analysis that ignores the short-term usefulness of emotional control becomes too abstract; one 
that ignores its longer-term costs becomes too sanguine. What is needed is a framework capable of 
holding together utility, burden, and change across time. 
 

Towards a contextual model of emotion regulation in higher education 
 
The central issue is not assigning a fixed value to emotional control but understanding the conditions 
under which its meaning shifts. A contextual model treats emotion regulation as shaped by several 
interacting components: the setting in which regulation occurs, its duration, the flexibility with 
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which the individual applies it, and the subjective cost it carries (Aldao et al., 2015; Bonanno & 
Burton, 2013; Gross, 2015). In the context of higher education, this shifts the analytical question 
away from whether emotional control is inherently adaptive or maladaptive and towards identifying 
when it is beneficial, for how long, and at what psychological cost. 
 
A first dimension concerns the intensity of academic demands. Not all forms of pressure impose 
equivalent regulatory burdens. Short, well-defined challenges may allow for a degree of emotional 
control at relatively low cumulative cost. Sustained pressure involving multiple deadlines, ongoing 
evaluation, uncertainty about progression, and high performance expectations is likely to require 
more demanding regulatory effort that is considerably harder to discontinue. In both cases, 
emotional control may initially serve a stabilising function, but the burden it produces tends to grow 
as demands extend in duration, scope, and unpredictability (Duraku et al., 2024; Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). 
 
A second dimension is duration. The meaning of a regulatory strategy changes across time. What is 
functional over hours or days may become costly over weeks or months. A student managing anxiety 
during a single examination or presentation is in a qualitatively different position from one required 
to sustain that same level of containment across an extended period of mounting pressure. Duration 
mediates the transition from temporary regulation to chronic overcontrol. Without attention to 
time, the same strategy risks being read as either healthier or more pathological than it actually is. 
 
A third dimension is regulatory flexibility. A contextual model must distinguish between emotional 
control as one available response and emotional control as a dominant mode of functioning. 
Flexibility allows a student to adjust their regulatory approach according to situational demands, 
whereas rigidity leads to the same strategy being applied regardless of context (Aldao et al., 2015; 
Bonanno & Burton, 2013). A student who can apply emotional containment under acute pressure 
and then move towards reflection, disclosure, or recovery occupies a very different position from 
one whose primary regulatory mode is restraint and who cannot modify it as circumstances change. 
Emotional control becomes problematic not simply when it is present, but when it ceases to respond 
to circumstance. 
 
A fourth dimension concerns subjective cost. Two students may display similar outward composure 
while carrying very different internal burdens. One may experience emotional control as effortful 
but manageable; another may sustain it through harsh self-monitoring, shame avoidance, or fear of 
losing coherence. This distinction matters because outward success can mask the psychological cost 
of maintaining a given strategy. A contextual framework therefore requires attention to the 
individual's lived experience: how tiring the regulatory process feels, the degree to which emotional 
range has narrowed, and whether maintaining control is interfering with the capacity to recognise 
one's own needs, seek support, or recover (Ford & Gross, 2019; McRae & Gross, 2020). 
 
Taken together, these dimensions suggest that emotional control in higher education is better 
understood by examining the relationship between demand intensity, duration, flexibility, and 
subjective cost than by assigning the strategy a fixed evaluative label. 
The question is not whether emotional control works in any absolute sense. It plainly can, at least 
for a time. The more precise question is whether its functional value is being sustained under 
conditions that remain psychologically viable. A strategy may support performance while increasing 
the risk of later strain; it may be useful during one academic phase and constricting in another; it 
may preserve coherence under immediate pressure while gradually reducing emotional adaptability. 
A contextual model can accommodate these shifts because it does not require regulation to be 
classified once and for all. 
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This approach also accounts for why the same pattern of emotional control may be interpreted 
differently depending on the observer. From an institutional standpoint, a student who continues to 
perform may appear well adjusted. From a symptom-based perspective, the same pattern may 
suggest emotional restriction or avoidance. Both assessments capture something real, but neither is 
sufficient alone. A contextual framework preserves this ambiguity rather than resolving it 
prematurely: emotional control may be adaptive in terms of its immediate effects while carrying 
longer-term costs that are not yet visible. 
 
The broader implication is that psychological functioning in higher education should not be assessed 
solely through distress symptoms or, conversely, through visible competence. Between these poles 
lies a substantial area of constrained adaptation: students who remain productive through forms of 
emotional management that are functional enough to sustain performance but costly enough to 
erode well-being over time. A contextual approach directs attention towards this area, making 
visible quieter forms of strain that develop while outward functioning remains intact. 
 
The value of this model is therefore not merely descriptive. Emotional control in academic life is not 
best understood as a fixed trait, a universally maladaptive defence, or a straightforward sign of 
discipline. It is better seen as a situated regulatory process whose meaning depends on when it is 
used, how rigidly it is maintained, what demands it is responding to, and what it costs the student 
who relies on it. 
 

Implications for student support and preventive interventions 
 
A contextual reading of emotional control has clear implications for how student distress is 
recognised and addressed in higher education. If emotional control is interpreted only as a sign of 
successful adjustment, students who continue to function under pressure may remain largely 
invisible until strain becomes harder to contain. Yet if the same control is treated too quickly as 
pathology, its short-term regulatory value may be missed. Student support services therefore need 
an interpretive model that can recognise both the function and the cost of emotionally controlled 
forms of adaptation. 
 
The types of psychological support currently available to students at universities are primarily based 
on observable indicators of emotional distress such as symptoms, withdrawal from social 
relationships, and decreased participation in academic activities. Although many students have a 
significant number of emotional burdens that may need to be managed on a regular basis, they will 
not always express those burdens by displaying the obvious signs of distress. These students will 
typically control how they react to each emotional stimulus, pay close attention to what they say 
and do so as not to make mistakes, and be extremely disciplined about how they conduct 
themselves from day to day. Although students who exhibit no visible breakdowns or apparent 
symptoms of distress may still experience an emotional burden, it is not necessarily true that all such 
students have no emotional burdens. 
 
The counselling and support services should also consider the possibility that students are reporting 
“coping” but that they continue to experience a state of "emotional exhaustion", "numbness", or 
being unable to disengage from the pressure (Collins et al., 2025; Duraku et al., 2024).  This 
awareness of mental health could result in a different approach as well in terms of the goals of the 
intervention. 
 
If emotional regulation is understood as a process that develops within a specific institutional 
context, then the goal cannot simply be to help students express emotions more frequently. For 
many students, expressing more emotion will seem either unrealistic or unsafe if they continue to 
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experience strong institutional expectations. Thus, a more appropriate goal might be to create 
enough regulatory flexibility so that when a student needs to regulate their emotional state, they 
have a choice about whether to use the same strategy again, and/or to have several alternatives at 
their disposal, e.g. reflection, disclosure, seeking support, and recovering, as their environment 
continues to evolve (Aldao et al., 2015; Bonanno & Burton, 2013). 
 
This understanding also has implications for the nature of preventive work conducted in universities. 
While institutions of higher education increasingly recognise the importance of student well-being, 
many preventive efforts remain generic and focus on reducing students’ levels of stress without 
identifying or assessing the emotional norms embedded in academic environments. From this 
perspective, however, preventing distress for students is not just about providing individualized 
ways for students to manage stress; it is also about looking at how the institution functions in 
creating the emotional climate within the academic setting. 
 
If universities emphasise productivity, competition and self-control, then students will believe that 
they need to control their emotions to be viewed as “legitimate” or worthy of respect by other 
people in their lives. 
 
Therefore, preventive measures need to give the students resources to differentiate between the 
temporary organisation that can be achieved through composure, and the permanent cost of self-
control (over-control). 
 
Support practices may also benefit from distinguishing between emotional control and emotional 
unawareness. A student may be well aware of distress and still feel unable to interrupt performance 
demands long enough to process it. Another may have become accustomed to regulation through 
control to such an extent that their emotional distress is only faintly sensed until it manifests itself as 
fatigue or disconnection. These two situations should not be treated as equivalent and therefore 
should not result in identical interventions. The use of a contextual model encourages university 
support staff and clinical providers to inquire into more specific issues regarding students’ 
behaviour: Does the student feel able to release emotional control in less threatening 
environments? Is composure experienced as a choice, a necessity, or a compulsion? Is there an 
increasing internal cost associated with sustaining performance? These questions are more useful 
than a simple contrast between healthy and unhealthy coping. 
 
There is also a broader institutional implication. If higher education continues to reward visible 
competence while leaving little room for forms of struggle that do not immediately interrupt 
performance, support systems will remain partly reactive. A contextual perspective points towards 
the need for educational cultures in which psychological difficulty does not have to become dramatic 
before it becomes legible. The peer support programs, counseling programs, prevention programs, 
teaching methods, evaluation systems and institutional messages that define "success" are all critical 
to mental health (Pointon-Haas et al., 2023; Dawson et al., 2020).  
 
The ability to control emotions is neither an indicator of good nor poor psychological health nor a 
behavioural adaptation. It can be used as a cue for exploring the adaptability of the adaptive 
processes and the psychological costs of those adaptations. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This article has argued that emotional control under academic stress cannot be understood 
adequately through a fixed distinction between adaptive and maladaptive regulation. Students in 
higher education experience prolonged periods of assessment and high levels of pressure to 
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perform; consequently, they often have limited opportunities for restorative recovery. Students’ use 
of emotional control in order to cope with these pressures is not always dysfunctional, as is 
sometimes implied. 
 
Emotional control generates positive but also potentially negative consequences, depending on the 
duration, flexibility and subjective cost. Students may sometimes appear emotionally stable while 
experiencing significant inner discomfort. For this reason, an understanding that is far more 
contextualized than emotional control is needed.  
 
This new perspective on emotional control is not intended to eliminate prior research on emotion 
regulation. It builds upon those findings by providing a more situational and process-oriented 
account of how students adapt to the demands of their academic environments. 
 
Academic functioning should not be evaluated only on the basis of observable behaviour and the 
presence or absence of symptoms. A significant amount of constrained adaptation is found among 
students who meet institutional expectations through forms of emotional management that support 
performance but involve real psychological costs. This awareness of the conflict between 
performance and well-being may lead to educational institutions developing more realistic, more 
specific and more compassionate types of support for their students. 
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