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Abstract
Purpose Beliefs that emotions can be changed (i.e., malleability beliefs) are relevant to emotion regulation. Emotion regu-
lation plays a crucial role in severe mental health symptoms, such as paranoid delusions, but it remains unknown to which 
extent malleability beliefs contribute to a dysfunctional pattern of emotion regulation in individuals experiencing paranoid 
ideation. Therefore, we investigated whether malleability beliefs are associated with paranoid ideation and whether emotion 
regulation accounts for this association.
Methods We conducted a cross-sectional assessment in a sample of individuals with psychotic disorders (n = 50) and a 
community sample (n = 218) and collected self-report data on malleability beliefs, the use of emotion regulation strategies 
(reappraisal, acceptance, rumination, expressive suppression, experience suppression), and paranoid ideation.
Results Multivariate regressions showed that greater beliefs that emotions are malleable predicted more reappraisal and 
acceptance in both samples and less rumination in the community sample. Malleability beliefs did not predict the strategies 
of suppressing an emotion or its expression. In the community sample, but not in the clinical sample, greater beliefs that 
emotions are malleable were associated with less frequent paranoid ideation and emotion regulation accounted for significant 
variance in the relationship.
Conclusions The findings indicate that malleability beliefs do not contribute to paranoid delusions in individuals with psy-
chotic disorders. However, in individuals with subclinical paranoid ideation, a failure to perceive emotions as malleable could 
hinder adaptive attempts to regulate emotions leading to increased negative affect and thereby pave the way for paranoid 
ideation. Malleability beliefs may thus represent a promising target for prevention.
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Introduction

Rapidly growing evidence demonstrates that the way indi-
viduals regulate their emotions plays an important role in 
various forms of psychopathology including symptoms of 
severe mental disorders, such as psychosis (Cavicchioli 
et al., 2023; Lincoln et al., 2022). One of the most com-
mon and clinically relevant symptoms of psychosis are para-
noid delusions, which are associated with a reduced quality 
of life and low psychological well-being and functioning 

(Contreras et al., 2022; Hajdúk et al., 2019; Watson et al., 
2018). Numerous studies have shown that negative affect 
precedes paranoid ideation, thus providing evidence for an 
affective pathway to paranoid delusions (e.g., Krkovic et al., 
2020; Ludwig et al., 2019a, 2019b; Myin-Germeys & van 
Os, 2007). High negative affect in individuals with psychotic 
disorders may in part trace back to difficulties to effectively 
regulate emotions as individuals with psychotic disorders 
report to use less functional strategies, such as reappraisal, 
and more dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies, such 
as rumination and suppression, than healthy controls (Lud-
wig et al., 2019a, 2019b). Thus, individuals with psychosis 
seem to be inclined to choose emotion regulation strategies 
that are not sufficiently effective in reducing negative affect.

There is some indication that suboptimal selection of 
strategies could directly contribute to paranoid ideation. For 
one, the use of less acceptance and reappraisal and the use of 
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more rumination and suppression of emotions was found to 
be associated with more paranoid ideation in numerous stud-
ies (e.g., Bahlinger et al., 2020; Grezellschak et al., 2017; 
Osborne et al., 2017; Simpson et al., 2012). In addition, 
increases in suppression and rumination were found to pre-
dict higher subsequent paranoid ideation whereas increases 
in acceptance were found to predict lower subsequent para-
noid ideation in a subclinical sample (Bahlinger et al., 2022). 
Similarly, in a clinical sample, suppression was shown to 
predict higher subsequent paranoid ideation (Nittel et al., 
2018). Moreover, the overall higher use of dysfunctional 
strategies was found to explain the increase of paranoid idea-
tion in response to social exclusion in individuals at clini-
cal high risk (Lincoln et al., 2018). To sum up, individuals 
with clinical and subclinical psychotic symptoms appear 
to employ more emotion regulation strategies that tend to 
increase paranoid ideation. To elucidate why individuals 
with psychotic disorders engage in dysfunctional strategies, 
it could be relevant to look at factors that influence the deci-
sion to use a certain strategy.

One factor that researchers are becoming increasingly 
interested in are peoples’ beliefs about whether emotions 
are fixed or malleable (i.e., malleability beliefs, Tamir et al., 
2007). It has been suggested that holding a more malleable 
view of emotions is related to the employment of more func-
tional emotion regulation strategies (Ford & Gross, 2019; 
Kneeland et al., 2016a, 2016b, 2016c). More specifically, 
it has been theorized that when individuals perceive their 
resources to regulate emotions to be sufficient, they will 
employ more functional modificatory (i.e., reappraisal) and 
non-modificatory strategies (i.e., acceptance; Nowak et al., 
2021). In contrast, when resources are evaluated as insuffi-
cient, this will motivate avoiding emotions by dysfunctional 
strategies, such as by suppressing emotions (Nowak et al., 
2021). In support of the these assumptions, both question-
naire and experimental research has shown that individu-
als who believe that emotions are malleable were found 
to engage in more adaptive patterns of emotion regulation 
(Bigman et al., 2016; De Castella et al., 2018; Kneeland 
et al., 2016a; Moumne et al., 2021).

More specifically, cross-sectional studies confirm an asso-
ciation of malleability beliefs with the use of more reap-
praisal (e.g., De Castella et al., 2013; Deplancke et al., 2022; 
Kneeland & Dovidio, 2020; Kneeland et al., 2020; McLa-
chlan et al., 2021; Schroder et al., 2015; Tamir et al., 2007; 
Vuillier et al., 2021), which was also corroborated by lon-
gitudinal (Gutentag et al., 2022; Zimmermann et al., 2021) 
and experience sampling studies (De France & Hollenstein, 
2021; Goodman & Kashdan, 2021; Ortner & Pennekamp, 
2020). Similarly, Ortner and Pennekamp (2020) found a pos-
itive association between malleability beliefs and acceptance 
in daily life. Although the results for dysfunctional strategies 
are less conclusive compared to functional strategies (with 

non-significant findings in studies by Gutentag et al., 2022; 
Schroder et al., 2015; Tamir et al., 2007), research indicates 
that greater beliefs that emotions are malleable are asso-
ciated with less rumination (Kneeland & Dovidio, 2020; 
McLachlan et al., 2021) and suppression (Deplancke et al., 
2022; Goodman & Kashdan, 2021; Vuillier et al., 2021). It is 
also important to note that these studies exclusively focused 
on the suppression of the expression of an emotion, with-
out examining the suppression of the subjective experience, 
which has been reported to be empirically and conceptually 
distinct (Izadpanah et al., 2019; Webb et al., 2012). All in 
all, empirical studies support the relevance of malleability 
beliefs for the employment of emotion regulation strategies. 
However, most attention has been directed to the strategy of 
reappraisal underscoring the need for investigating a broader 
spectrum of strategies.

So far, it has not been examined whether malleability 
beliefs are also relevant to paranoid ideation. Nonetheless, 
there are reasons to expect this to be the case when con-
sidering beliefs about the uncontrollability of anomalous 
experiences and thoughts. Anomalous experiences encom-
pass phenomena such as intrusions, hallucinations, and 
thought inferences, and it is theorized that they translate 
into clinically relevant paranoid symptoms when they are 
negatively appraised (e.g., Freeman, 2007; Morrison, 2001). 
Correspondingly, believing that anomalous experiences are 
uncontrollable was found to differentiate between individu-
als with persistent psychotic symptoms who required treat-
ment and those who did not (Peters et al., 2017). Regard-
ing beliefs about the uncontrollability of thoughts, clinical 
groups were shown to report greater beliefs that thoughts 
are uncontrollable and dangerous than healthy controls (Sun 
et al., 2017). These beliefs were associated with a higher fre-
quency of delusions in individuals with psychotic disorders 
(Sellers et al., 2016) and with an elevated suspiciousness 
and increased persecutory ideas in non-clinical individu-
als (Larøi & Van der Linden, 2005). In conclusion, existing 
research has linked beliefs about the uncontrollability of 
anomalous experiences and thoughts with paranoid ideation, 
but it remains unknown whether emotion malleability beliefs 
predict paranoid ideation and whether the use of emotion 
regulation strategies can explain the association.

Thus, the aim of this study was to examine the relation-
ship between malleability beliefs and paranoid ideation and 
the extent to which this relationship can be accounted for 
by emotion regulation. We expected that (I) greater beliefs 
that emotions are malleable are associated with more reap-
praisal and acceptance, and with less rumination, expres-
sive suppression, and experience suppression. We further 
hypothesized that (II) malleability beliefs are negatively 
associated with paranoid ideation and that (III) emotion 
regulation accounts for significant variance in the asso-
ciation between malleability beliefs and paranoid ideation. 
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Empirical evidence has shown that paranoid ideation is 
distributed along a continuum and that the underlying risk 
factors for paranoid ideation in individuals with psychotic 
disorders are similar to those found in the general population 
(Linscott & Van Os, 2013). Thus, we expected to find the 
associations across the continuum ranging from mild and 
transitory paranoid ideation to clinically relevant symptoms 
(Van Os et al., 2009).

Methods

Participants and Recruitment

We analyzed self-report data from a clinical sample consist-
ing of individuals with the diagnosis of a psychotic disorder 
(n = 50), which was collected as part of a larger research 
project DFG CL-757/1-1, and from a community sample 
(n = 218). In both samples, we used a cross-sectional design.

Clinical Sample

Participants were recruited via postings in internet forums, 
in outpatient and inpatient treatment settings in Hamburg, 
Germany. They were required to meet the criteria of a psy-
chotic disorder and paranoid delusions (either current or life-
time) according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM; 5th version; American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). Individuals with acute suicidality or the 
diagnosis of a substance dependence in the last 6 months 
were not included. In the sample, 44% reported as female 
and the mean age was Mage = 37.88, SDage = 12.80. Twenty 
percent of the participants reported having a university 
degree, 42% a general qualification for entering university, 
and 26% a lower educational degree. Thirty participants 
were diagnosed with schizophrenia, 16 with a schizoaffec-
tive disorder, and four with other psychotic disorders. About 
half of the clinical sample (n = 24) had current paranoid 
delusions. For further information on the clinical sample, 
see (Bahlinger et al., 2022)

Community Sample

The community sample was recruited online via Facebook 
groups on mental health, philosophy, and spirituality and 
via postings in mental health supportive faculties and church 
community centers in Hamburg, Germany. This procedure 
was chosen to recruit participants with a high variability in 
paranoid ideation, since spirituality, religiosity, and para-
normal beliefs were shown to be associated with psychotic 
experiences in community samples (Kovess-Masfety et al., 
2018; Oh et al., 2018; Pechey & Halligan, 2011). In the 
community sample, 83% reported as female and the mean 

age was Mage = 35.82, SDage = 12.52. About a third of the 
participants reported having a university degree (29.8%), a 
third a general qualification for entering university (33.9%) 
and 36.2% a lower educational degree. More than half of 
the participants (60.1%) reported having received a diagno-
sis of a mental disorder throughout their life. The reported 
diagnoses were most commonly depression (n = 104), anxi-
ety disorders (n = 75), posttraumatic stress disorder (n = 45), 
eating disorders (n = 33), and borderline personality disorder 
(n = 24). Ten participants reported having received the diag-
nosis of a psychotic disorder.

Procedure

Clinical Sample

The study was conducted in the laboratory. After providing 
informed consent, participants were diagnosed by a clini-
cal psychologist with the Structured Clinical Interview for 
DSM-5 (Beesdo-Baum et al., 2019) and interviewed with the 
delusion scale of the Psychotic Rating Scales (PSYRATS; 
Haddock et al., 1999). Afterwards, participants completed 
questionnaires about social demographics, malleability 
beliefs, and emotion regulation. At the end of the study, 
participants received monetary compensation (10 € / h).

Community Sample

The study was conducted online via the platform Unipark/ 
Questback. Participants provided informed consent and 
answered questions about social demographics. Then, they 
completed questionnaires assessing malleability beliefs, 
emotion regulation, and frequency of paranoid ideation. 
Additional questionnaires about emotional experiences were 
assessed but not analyzed here. After completing the study, 
participants had the opportunity to sign up for a raffle of 
vouchers (total value = 25 €).

Investigated Measures

Malleability Beliefs

We assessed malleability beliefs of emotions with the widely 
used Implicit Beliefs about Emotions Scale (i.e., IBES) by 
Tamir et al. (2007), which is the most commonly used ques-
tionnaire for research on emotion malleability beliefs (Hong 
& Kangas, 2022). The scale consists of four items with two 
of the items expressing fixed beliefs (e.g., “No matter how 
hard they try, people can’t really change the emotions that 
they have”). All items are rated on a five-point scale ranging 
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. For an overall 
score, the two items expressing fixed beliefs were reverse 
coded. By this, higher scores indicate stonger beliefs that 
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emotions are malleable. The scale was shown to be valid 
(Tamir et al., 2007) and internal consistency was good in 
our data (α = 0.79).

Emotion Regulation

To assess the employment of reappraisal, acceptance, rumi-
nation, expressive suppression, and experience suppression, 
we used the Heidelberg Form for Emotion Regulation Strate-
gies (HFERST; Izadpanah et al., 2019), which includes the 
strategy of experience suppression (i.e., the suppression of 
the subjective experience of emotions) in addition to expres-
sive suppression (i.e., the inhibition of emotion-expressive 
behavior). Each of the subscales of the HFERST consists 
of four items (except the subscale of acceptance, which is 
assessed by three items). Participants rate how much the 
items apply to them on a five-point scale ranging from 
“never” to “always” regarding the past four weeks. The 
questionnaire was shown to be valid and reliable (Izadpanah 
et al., 2019). In our study, the internal consistency of the 
subscales was acceptable to good (reappraisal: α = 0.89; 
acceptance: α = 0.83; rumination: α = 0.82; expressive sup-
pression: α = 0.76; experience suppression: α = 0.66).

Paranoid Ideation

In the clinical sample, we applied the delusion subscale of 
the Psychotic Symptom Rating Scales (i.e., PSYRATS, Had-
dock et al., 1999), a semi-structured interview regarding the 
past week. The interview consists of six items focusing on 
multiple facets of delusions (preoccupation, duration, con-
viction, amount of distress, intensity of distress, disruption 
to life), which are rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The sum 
score can range between 0 and 24. The PSYRATS has been 
reported as valid and shows a high interrater reliability (Had-
dock et al., 1999).

To assess paranoid ideation in the community sample, we 
used the 18-item Paranoia Checklist (Freeman et al., 2005), 
which has been validated and frequently used in non-clinical 
samples (Freeman et al., 2005) and in research on emotion 
regulation (Lincoln et al., 2018; Nittel et al., 2018; West-
ermann et al., 2013). Participants rate how frequently they 
experience paranoid thoughts on five-point scales ranging 
from “at least once a day” to “rarely”. The validity of the 
German version of the PCL was confirmed by various stud-
ies (e.g., Lincoln et al., 2010; Westermann & Lincoln, 2011) 
and the internal consistency was excellent in our sample 
(α = 0.94).

Statistical Analyses

All analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS (version 25; 
IBM Corp., Armonk, NY). To analyze whether malleability 
beliefs predict emotion regulation and paranoid ideation, we 
conducted separate multivariate regressions in the community 
sample and the clinical sample. We then examined indirect 
effects of emotion regulation strategies with the PROCESS 
macro (version 3.4.1) provided by Hayes (2017) for signifi-
cant associations between malleability beliefs and paranoid 
ideation. We included all emotion regulation strategies that 
were found to be significantly predicted by malleability beliefs 
as parallel mediators and chose a 95% confidence level. The 
number of bootstrap samples was 5000 for percentile bootstrap 
confidence intervals.

Results

Table 1 summarizes the means, standard deviations, and 
ranges of malleability beliefs, emotion regulation strategies, 
and paranoid ideation in the clinical sample and in the com-
munity sample. A correlation matrix of all variables can be 
found in the appendix (Table A1 and A2). In both samples, 
we tested for significant differences in malleability beliefs, 
emotion regulation, and paranoid ideation between female 
and male participants and for correlations with age but found 
no significant effects.

Malleability Beliefs as a Predictor of Emotion 
Regulation (I) and Paranoid Ideation (II)

Clinical Sample

Greater beliefs that emotions are malleable predicted more 
reappraisal and acceptance, but were not predictive of rumi-
nation, expressive suppression, and experience suppression 
(Table 2). Malleability beliefs did not significantly predict 
paranoid ideation.

Community Sample

Greater beliefs that emotions are malleable predicted more 
reappraisal, more acceptance, and less rumination, but mal-
leability beliefs did not predict expressive suppression and 
experience suppression (see Table 3). Greater beliefs that 
emotions are malleable predicted less frequency of paranoid 
ideation.

Indirect Effects of Malleability Beliefs on Paranoid 
Ideation Via Emotion Regulation Strategies (III)

In the clinical sample, no indirect effects were exam-
ined as there was no significant association between 
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malleability beliefs and paranoid ideation. Figure 1 illus-
trates the results for the community sample. As shown 
there, the direct effect of malleability beliefs on paranoid 
ideation was no longer significant when including the 
emotion regulation strategies of reappraisal, acceptance, 
and rumination as parallel mediators. Indirect effects 

via reappraisal and via rumination were statistically 
significant. This was not the case for the mediation via 
acceptance.

Table 1  Means, standard deviations, and ranges of malleability beliefs, emotion regulation strategies, and paranoid ideation

Values for malleability beliefs, emotion regulation strategies, and the Paranoia Checklist (Frequency) can range between 0 and 4. Higher scores 
indicate stronger malleability beliefs, a higher use of the strategy or more paranoid ideation. Emotion regulation strategies were measured with 
the Heidelberg Form for Emotion Regulation Strategies. PSYRATS The Psychotic Symptom Rating Scales, subscale delusion, values can range 
between 0 and 24. Tests for comparisons between the samples with Bonferroni-Holm correction

Clinical sample (n = 50) Community sample (n = 218) Comparison between samples

M (SD) Range M (SD) Range

Malleability beliefs 2.28 (0.87) 0.25–4.00 2.29 (0.96) 0.00–4.00 t(266) = – 0.04, p > .999
Reappraisal 2.28 (0.98) 0.50–4.00 2.00 (1.04) 0.00–4.00 t(266) = 1.73, p = .425
Acceptance 2.34 (0.91) 0.33–4.00 2.18 (1.05) 0.00–4.00 t(266) = 1.02, p = .927
Rumination 2.54 (0.86) 0.25–4.00 2.77 (0.96) 0.00–4.00 t(266) = – 1.50, p = .540
Expressive suppression 2.23 (0.81) 0.50–4.00 2.50 (0.96) 0.00–4.00 t(84.27) = – 2.10, p = .234
Experience suppression 1.55 (0.77) 0.00–3.25 1.64 (0.84) 0.00–3.75 t(266) = – 0.66, p > .999
Paranoia checklist (Frequency) 0.74 (0.80) 0.00–3.89
PSYRATS sum score 8.52 (6.92) 0.00–21.00

Table 2  Emotion regulation and paranoid ideation predicted by emotion malleability beliefs in the clinical sample (n = 50)

PSYRATS =  Psychotic Symptom Rating Scales, subscale delusion (sum score). Significant effects are in bold

Reappraisal Acceptance Rumination Expressive suppression Experience suppression PSYRATS sum score

Malleability Beliefs
 b 0.35 0.31 − 0.15 0.10 0.01 1.60
 SE 0.15 0.14 0.14 0.13 0.13 1.12
 t 2.26 2.15 − 1.08 0.74 0.04 1.43
 p 0.028 0.037 0.284 0.463 0.971 0.160
 95% CI [0.04, 0.66] [0.02, 0.60] [− 0.44, 0.13] [− 0.17, 0.36] [− 0.25, 0.26] [− 0.65, 3.85]
 η2

p 0.10 0.09 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.04

Table 3  Emotion regulation and paranoid ideation predicted by emotion malleability beliefs in the community sample (n = 218)

Paranoid ideation was measured by the Paranoia Checklist (Frequency). Significant effects are in bold

Reappraisal Acceptance Rumination Expressive suppression Experience suppression Frequency of 
paranoid idea-
tion

Malleability beliefs
 b 0.37 0.36 – 0.18 – 0.01 0.05 – 0.17
 SE 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.06
 t 5.24 5.17 – 2.73 – 0.08 0.79 – 2.97
 p  < 0.001  < 0.001 0.007 0.934 0.431 0.003
 95% CI [0.23, 0.51] [0.23, 0.50] [– 0.32, – 0.05] [– 0.14, 0.13] [– 0.07, 0.16] [– 0.28, – 0.06]
 η2

p 0.11 0.11 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.04
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Exploratory Analyses

We found no significant differences in emotion malleability 
beliefs or emotion regulation strategies between the clinical 
and the community sample (see Table 1).

Since it has been argued that an independent variable can 
exert an indirect effect on a dependent variable in absence of 
a significant direct effect (Hayes, 2009), we tested whether 
there is an indirect effect of malleability beliefs on para-
noid ideation via reappraisal and acceptance in the clinical 
sample. However, the indirect effects of malleability beliefs 
on paranoid ideation via reappraisal, ab = − 0.84, 95% CI 
[− 2.48, 0.04], and via acceptance, ab = -0.17, 95%-CI 
[-1.12, 0.93], were not significant in the clinical sample 
(total indirect effect: ab = − 1.01, 95% CI [− 2.45, 0.15]).

To explore whether associations of malleability beliefs 
with emotion regulation strategies and paranoid ideation 
differed between individuals with current vs. past paranoid 
delusions, we conducted a moderation analysis with the 
PROCESS macro (version 3.4.1) provided by Hayes (2017). 
Current paranoid delusions did not significantly moderate 
the association of malleability beliefs with emotion regu-
lation strategies or paranoid ideation (see Table A3 in the 
Appendix).

Since the distribution of paranoid ideation in the com-
munity sample was skewed to the right, we log-transformed 
the variable and repeated the analysis. After the log-trans-
formation, we also found that greater beliefs that emotions 
are malleable significantly predicted less paranoid ideation, 
b = -0.07, p = 0.039.

Discussion

We investigated whether malleability beliefs are associated 
with paranoid ideation and the extent to which this associa-
tion can be accounted for by the use of emotion regulation 
strategies. As expected, greater beliefs that emotions are 
malleable were related to the preference to regulate emotions 

with more reappraisal and acceptance and less rumination. 
Furthermore, greater beliefs that emotions are malleable 
were associated with less frequent paranoid ideation. In the 
community sample, this association was accounted for by 
the type of frequently used emotion regulation strategies.

Unexpectedly, malleability beliefs were not associated 
with the severity of paranoid delusions in the clinical sam-
ple. Moreover, malleability beliefs in the clinical sample 
were comparable to those reported in the community sample 
and also to those reported by healthy participants in other 
studies (Gutentag et al., 2022; Tamir et al., 2007). Thus, our 
findings neither indicate that individuals with a psychotic 
disorder believe that emotions are less malleable than the 
general population nor demonstrate that malleability beliefs 
explain the severity of paranoid delusions within this group. 
This is in contrast to a very recent study that was published 
after completion of our study and found that individuals in 
the schizophrenia-spectrum believed emotions to be gener-
ally less malleable than healthy controls (Berglund et al., 
2023). Instead of using the IBES, as we did in our study, 
Berglund et al. (2023) utilized the Emotion Beliefs Ques-
tionnaire, which includes not only beliefs about the mal-
leability of negative but also of positive emotions. This 
broader assessment was found to explain more variance in 
psychopathology than the IBES (Becerra et al., 2020). How-
ever, the study by Berglund et al. (2023) included individu-
als at clinical high risk and individuals with schizophrenia 
and no significant differences in the beliefs about emotions 
emerged when only the individuals with schizophrenia were 
compared to healthy controls. Together with our results, this 
indicates that malleability beliefs do not appear to be rele-
vant at clinical levels of psychotic symptoms. Other work on 
the relationship of malleability beliefs with psychopathology 
has focused on beliefs about people’s own emotions (e.g., De 
France & Hollenstein, 2021; Deplancke et al., 2022; McLa-
chlan et al., 2021), finding them to be a better predictor of 
psychological distress and well-being than beliefs about mal-
leability of emotions in general (De Castella et al., 2013). 
Hence, to explain symptom severity in clinical groups, it 

Fig. 1  Effects of malleability 
beliefs on paranoid ideation via 
emotion regulation in the com-
munity sample (n = 218) Note. 
Paranoid ideation was measured 
by the Paranoia Checklist 
(Frequency). ** p ≤ 0.01, *** 
p ≤ 0.001. Significant indirect 
effects are in bold

Acceptance

Reappraisal

Rumination

Malleability Beliefs Paranoid Ideation
-0.17** (-0.01)

-0.04

[-0.096, 0.002]

-0.09
[-0.147, -0.037]

-0.03
[-0.071, -0.004]

0.37***

0.36***

-0.18**

-0.24***

-0.11

0.17***
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may be more relevant to look at beliefs about one’s own 
emotions rather than about emotions in general.

Contrary to the findings in the clinical sample, the rel-
evance of malleability beliefs to paranoid ideation was 
confirmed in the community sample. When interpreting the 
differences between the samples, it needs noting that the 
use of different measures complicates the direct compari-
son of the groups. In contrast to the community sample, we 
assessed not only the frequency of paranoid ideation but 
also the associated distress in the clinical sample. Further-
more, the smaller sample size in the clinical sample was 
not sufficient to detect small effect sizes. However, it seems 
unlikely that the absence of an association of malleability 
beliefs with paranoid delusions in the clinical sample is due 
to insufficient power, as there was not even a tendency in the 
expected direction. Thus, the findings indicate that believing 
that emotions are generally not malleable does not seem to 
contribute to the severity of symptoms in individuals with 
psychotic disorders. It does however seem to contribute to 
subclinical paranoid ideation. The results are encouraging 
for future research on the specific role malleability beliefs 
play in early symptom development before the onset of a 
diagnosable psychotic disorder.

Moreover, our findings indicate that believing that emo-
tions are malleable is associated to the employment of poten-
tially helpful strategies. We found individuals believing that 
emotions are malleable to employ more reappraisal and 
acceptance. This corroborates previous findings in non-clin-
ical groups and in the context of other psychopathological 
symptoms (e.g., Deplancke et al., 2022; McLachlan et al., 
2021; Ortner & Pennekamp, 2020; Vuillier et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, we found that greater beliefs that emotions are 
malleable were related to less rumination in the community 
sample. All in all, the findings confirm theoretical assump-
tions positing that individuals who believe emotions to be 
malleable are more likely to employ functional strategies 
(Ford & Gross, 2019; Kneeland et al., 2016a, 2016b, 2016c; 
Nowak et al., 2021).

In contrast, we found no evidence that malleability beliefs 
are relevant to the employment of suppression corroborat-
ing non-significant findings in some of the previous stud-
ies (Gutentag et al., 2022; Schroder et al., 2015; Tamir 
et al., 2007). One explanation for the lack of an association 
between malleability beliefs and suppression could be that 
their relationship is moderated by regulatory goals and con-
text. Although suppression is often conceptualized as a dys-
functional strategy, it has been proposed that it can also be 
adaptive to employ suppression in order to achieve specific 
goals, depending on the context (Aldao et al., 2015). For 
instance, suppressing the expression of anger may be adap-
tive in situations where conflict avoidance is crucial (English 
et al., 2017). Similarly, suppressing the experience of an 
emotion might be a useful first step, when the emotional 

intensity remains too high to effectively employ other strat-
egies, such as reappraisal (Sheppes & Gross, 2011). Thus, 
individuals who believe that emotions are malleable may 
employ suppression in certain contexts to achieve positive 
long-term consequences (for a similar line of argument, see 
Ortner & Pennekamp, 2020). This explanation is supported 
by an experience sampling study, which revealed no direct 
association of malleability beliefs with expressive suppres-
sion but an interaction with the intensity and importance of 
emotional events (Ortner & Pennekamp, 2020). More spe-
cifically, individuals who more strongly believed that emo-
tions are malleable employed more expressive suppression 
when the intensity of emotional events increased and less 
expressive suppression when the importance of the event 
increased. In contrast, individuals who believed that emo-
tions are not malleable showed the reversed pattern (Ortner 
& Pennekamp, 2020). To better understand when malle-
ability beliefs become relevant to the use of experience and 
expressive suppression, future studies should include an 
assessment of the contexts and goals.

Within the community sample, the way emotions are reg-
ulated accounted for the relationship between malleability 
beliefs and subclinical paranoid ideation. Specifically, by 
using more reappraisal and less rumination. The relationship 
was not accounted for by using more acceptance, which was 
due to the absence of an association between acceptance 
and paranoid ideation. The lack of an association between 
acceptance and paranoid ideation was unexpected since 
acceptance has been found to be associated with a lower 
intensity of paranoid ideation in cross-sectional designs 
(Bahlinger et al., 2020; Nittel et al., 2018) and to predict 
subsequent paranoid ideation in a subclinical sample (Bahl-
inger et al., 2022). However, other studies have found no 
association of acceptance with the frequency of paranoid 
ideation (Osborne et al., 2017; Wittkamp et al., 2021) but 
only with the distress from symptoms (Osborne et al., 2017). 
Thus, the absence of an indirect effect via acceptance in our 
study may be due to the fact that we focused solely on the 
frequency of paranoid ideation and did not assess distress 
and intensity of paranoid thoughts.

Nevertheless, our findings are in line with the assump-
tion that malleability beliefs contribute to psychopathology 
via emotion regulation as has been suggested by various 
researchers (Ford & Gross, 2019; Kneeland et al., 2016a, 
2016b, 2016c). This also expands the growing body of evi-
dence in support of a mediating role of emotion regulation 
between malleability beliefs and symptoms of depression 
(De Castella et al., 2013; De France & Hollenstein, 2021; 
Ford et al., 2018; Kneeland & Dovidio, 2020; Skymba et al., 
2022), anxiety (Deplancke et al., 2022), and eating disorder 
psychopathology (Vuillier et al., 2021). An interpretation of 
these findings is that believing that emotions are not mal-
leable hinders adaptive attempts to regulate affect which 
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results in sustained or increased negative affect providing a 
fertile soil for paranoid symptoms. Likewise, the metacogni-
tive model of paranoia (Morrison et al., 2011; Murphy et al., 
2017) proposes that negative beliefs could lead to a pre-
servative thinking style in form of rumination, a fixation of 
attention on threat, and counterproductive coping attempts, 
which could maintain paranoid ideation and intensify the 
accompanying distress and disability. Taken together, it 
seems that the putative pathway from malleability beliefs 
to psychopathology via difficulties in emotion regulation is 
not specific to certain disorders but rather of transdiagnostic 
relevance. Hence, future studies could benefit from apply-
ing approaches that account for the dimensionality of symp-
toms and shared processes across disorders, such as HiTOP 
(Kotov et al., 2017, 2022).

Our findings should be interpreted in the light of some 
limitations. Firstly, the results were obtained with a cross-
sectional design and thus questions about causality cannot 
be answered. It is plausible that pathways between malle-
ability beliefs, emotion regulation, and paranoid ideation 
are multidirectional. Attempts to regulate emotions with 
dysfunctional strategies could also be unsuccessful or even 
intensify negative affect leading to beliefs that emotions are 
not malleable. Studies that implement experimental designs 
with a manipulation of beliefs are indispensable to investi-
gate the influence of malleability beliefs on emotion regula-
tion and paranoid ideation. Secondly, we assumed at least 
medium effect sizes when planning the study and therefore 
may have missed smaller effects in the clinical sample due 
to insufficient power. This may explain why the association 
of malleability beliefs and rumination was only significant in 
the community sample, although the effect was of a similar 
size in both samples. Thirdly, we only looked at a selection 
of strategies frequently investigated in the research field of 
paranoid ideation, although there is also evidence for the 
relevance of malleability beliefs to other strategies, such as 
avoidance (e.g., De Castella et al., 2018; Zimmermann et al., 
2021). Thus, future research could benefit from examining 
additional emotion regulation strategies. Fourthly, the com-
munity sample was predominantly female. It is therefore 
important to note that we did not find gender effects for 
the variables of interest. Fifthly, we did not assess levels of 
negative affect, which may be of different magnitude in both 
samples and explain differences in the association between 
malleability beliefs and paranoia.

In conclusion, our study speaks for a relevance of malle-
ability beliefs in subclinical but not in clinical manifestations 
of paranoid ideation. Subclinical paranoid ideation has been 
found to be related to distress and impaired functioning 
(Contreras et al., 2022; Hajdúk et al., 2019). Based on our 
findings, it seems promising to investigate whether targeting 
malleability beliefs could improve emotion regulation and 
thereby prevent subclinical paranoid ideation. It has been 

demonstrated that interventions changing fixed beliefs about 
personality have beneficial effects on mental health (Miu 
& Yeager, 2015; Schleider & Weisz, 2016; Schleider et al., 
2022; Verberg et al., 2022) and that malleability beliefs 
about emotions can be successfully manipulated (Bigman 
et al., 2016; De Castella et al., 2018; Kneeland et al., 2016a, 
2016b), also in groups with heightened levels of psycho-
pathology (Kneeland & Simpson, 2022; McLachlan et al., 
2021). Thus, strengthening malleability beliefs may be a 
promising avenue for the prevention of paranoid ideation.
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