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Abstract 

 

            The influence social support and social networks have on resilience, and stress is 

widely discussed in existing literature. However, the role of social contact in daily life in this 

relationship, is not yet largely researched. This study aimed to investigate whether general 

social contact and different types of social contact moderate the relationship between stressful 

events and negative affect. A convenience sample of 67 participants (M=29, Male 46,27%, 

Female 53.73%) completed questionnaires up to 10 times a day for 7 days. Negative affect 

was assessed with the negative affect component of the 8-item positive and negative affect 

schedule (PANAS). Linear mixed models showed no significant association between stressful 

event, negative affect and social contact (B=-0.11, p=.17). Similarly, rather liked social 

contact (B=-0.08, p=.35), social contact with a friend (B=0.11, p=.36), family member (B=-

0.21, p=.11), romantic partner (B=-0.09, p=.46), and unknown persons (B=-0.15, p=.23) 

also showed no significant moderation effects. The association between stressful events and 

negive affect was moderated by social contact with a colleague (B=-0.29, p=.02). The 

findings provide new insights such as that social contact with colleagues negatively 

moderates the relation between stressful events and negative effect. Moreover, by exclusively 

assessing between-person associations in this study, it became clear that more idiosyncratic 

study designs would be very interesting to incorporate in future research.  
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Introduction 

Resilience, Stress, and Recovery from Stress 

Stress is a construct prevalent in all areas of human life. According to the American 

Psychological Association (2017), 65 per cent of all workers in the USA feel that their 

profession is a significant source of stress in their lives. The consequences of stress exposure 

vary and can have devastating effects such as cardiovascular disease, depression, anxiety, 

trauma and other psychiatric disorders (eWu et al., 2013; Kivimäki et al., 2006). To this end, 

the concept of resilience has received significant attention recently due to the influence it 

poses on people's reactions to stressful situations. In existing literature, resilience is defined 

as overcoming negative effects from exposure to stress, preventing negative consequences of 

stress, and successfully coping with traumatic experiences (Garmezy et al., 1984; Masten & 

Powell, 2003; Luthar et al., 2000). Resilience does not prevent the experience of stress, but it 

allows individuals to recover more quickly from negative consequences of stressful stimuli 

(Fleshner et al., 2011). Additionally, different studies also found that individuals low in 

resilience showed higher levels of perceived stress (Thompson, 2018; Rahimi et al., 2014). 

Thus, the assumption can be made that resilience is negatively related to perceived stress.  

Social Support and the Role of Social Context 

Resilience in people is influenced by many factors, with social support being one 

resource that helps people adapt to stressful experiences. According to Hubbard et al. (1984), 

high levels of social support are associated with high engagement in healthy exercises, 

including nutrition, relaxation, safety, and health promotion. Furthermore, social relationships 

are a strong predictor of general health and self-care (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010). According to 

Lo (2002), social support is an effective coping mechanism to deal with stress. Thus, people 

who engage in social relationships and experience social support are more likely to adapt to 
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stressful situations quickly. A person that experienced a stressful event might seek social 

contact to use social support as a resilient resource to adapt to stressful situations.  

The social context people are in and how they socially interact pose an influence on 

the resilience-building process. According to Zautra et al. (2010), positive emotions are a 

crucial factor in fostering resilience in people. Thereby, social activities can play an 

important role. Firstly, social interaction opens the opportunity to develop and maintain 

positive relations with others which can elicit positive emotions. Secondly, social interaction 

can create positive feelings such as joy and pleasure. Thirdly, social interaction provides the 

opportunity to engage in problem solving behaviour and perspective taking, which may also 

enhance resilience in people. Thus, social interaction can help people adapt to stressful 

experiences by eliciting positive emotions or coping strategies. Also, Rohrer et al. (2018) 

suggest a positive relation between social contact and positive emotions, which is mediated 

by feelings of social connectedness. Additionally, these findings are substantiated in a study 

by Ungar (2015), who found that engaging in social interactions with other people fosters 

resilience in people. Thereby, profound interactional relationships with a primary caregiver, 

peers, colleagues, or teachers are especially resilience-enabling.   

Different Types of Social Contacts 

Throughout life, people build different kinds of social relationships. The family is the 

first and most important social contact people usually experience when growing up. Thereby, 

a person's overall development is shaped by the family context one grows in (Mertika et al., 

2020). During adulthood, peer relationships begin to grow more important. According to 

Kornieko & Santos (2013), positive peer relationships predict the ability to adapt in a person. 

Also, positive peer relationships trigger less risky behaviour, which is linked to overall well-

being (Telzer et al., 2015). Another type of relationship that becomes more important in 
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adulthood is a romantic relationship. Romantic relationships offer support, companionship, 

social status and proximity, often predicting overall well-being (Amato, 2015). Also, positive 

relationships with colleagues or supervisors increase well-being and contribute to team 

flourishing (Warren et al., 2017; Ragins & Dutton, 2006). Hence, people experience different 

types of social relationships in their life, with all of them having the potential to lead to 

overall well-being when they are of positive nature. 

To this end, one could argue that social relationships or social contact that is 

perceived as rather liked has the potential to lead to overall well-being due to the positivity of 

the contact. Suggesting that rather liked social contact is equal to positive social interaction, 

this is in line with previous research stating that positive social interaction triggers increase in 

positive affect (Woodward et al., 2018; Vittengl & Holt, 2000). According to Francis et al. 

(2017), increases in positive affect trigger decreases in negative affect. Also, according to 

Joseph et al. (2020), the induction of positive emotions causes a comparable decrease in 

negative affect, supporting the bipolar continuum of positive and negative affect. At the same 

time, rather unliked social contact could have a counteractive influence as the contact might 

lack the positive emotions associated with the other person, or even lead to increased 

negative affect. However, despite the important role of social context for adaptation and well-

being, more is needed to know about social context in ESM literature, how it behaves in 

relation to stressful events and resilience.  

Experience Sampling Method 

When studying social contexts, the Experience Sampling Method (ESM) offers in-

time measurements that allow an exact recording of a situation. ESM is a sampling technique 

that prompts several measurements daily over a certain period (Kansky & Diener, 2017). One 

of the significant advantages of ESM studies is that they examine the direct impact of daily 
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events on people's affective states (Beal, 2015). Thus, by asking about the experienced 

negative affect after stressful events and the social context, ESM provides the advantage of 

providing detailed insights into contextual aspects. Moreover, ESM studies strive for high 

ecological validity by measuring the participants' experiences in their natural environment 

instead of laboratory settings (Beal, 2015). Resilience is mostly defined as an individual's 

ability to overcome the consequences of stress exposure, which makes the concept dynamic 

(Kuranova et al., 2020). ESM studies are beneficial for measuring those dynamic concepts 

that cannot be adequately assessed in other study designs as cross-sectional studies (Shiffman 

et al., 2008). Thus, resilience will be operationalised as the association between stressful 

events and negative affect in this study. Operationalising resilience into a dynamic concept 

allows a more nuanced understanding of how social context may affect resilience. ESM 

allows to draw a clear picture of the temporal trajectory of stress over the day (Vaessen et al., 

2019). Therefore, ESM is a well-suited method for this study as people's context can be well 

assessed, as well as how stressful events and negative affect relate to each other in different 

situations. 

Current Study 

Until now, several studies have shown the positive effect of social support on the 

development of resilience. However, the effect of social context on the association between 

resilience and stress is not researched yet. By assessing resilience as the association of 

stressful events and negative affect, resilience can be implicitly measured as a state variable. 

In this study, social context is defined as the presence of different kinds of social contact. 

Thereby, it will be distinguished whether a person is alone or with company and whether the 

company is liked or not. Over their life-course, people build different types of social 

relationships as the relationship with their family, friends, romantic partners, or colleagues. 
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All these types of relatonships differ in context and can increase well-being in individuals. 

Therefore, it also will be examined whether different types of social context, namely social 

contact with a family member, a friend, romantic partner, colleague, or unknown people, 

have a different influence on the relationship between stressful events and negative affect. 

Hence, the following research questions are formulated; RQ1: "Does social contact moderate 

the relationship between stressful events and negative affect?", "RQ2: Is the relationship 

differently moderated by liked and unliked contacts?" RQ3: "Is the relationship differently 

moderated by different types of social contact (family member, friend, romantic partner, 

colleague or unknown people)?". Based on existing literature, the following is hypothezised: 

H1: Social contact reduces negative affect in individuals when in a stressful situation. H2: 

Rather liked social contact reduces negative affect in individuals when in a stressful 

situation, whereas rather unliked social contact increases negative affect. H3: Different types 

of social contact reduce negative affect in people when in a stressful situation but to varying 

extents. 

Methods 

Participants  

To be eligible for the study, participants had to be at least 18 years old, English 

speaking, and possess a smartphone that can use the application "Ethica". For the recruitment 

of participants, selective convenience sampling was used. Selective convenience sampling is 

a type of non-probability sampling where members of a target population that meet specific 

criteria are selected. As this study exhibited a high response demand, it was expected that not 

all participants might be motivated to maintain a high response rate. With selective 

convenience sampling, participants are invited via personal networks, which helps gaining a 

sample of more motivated and reliable participants compared to anonymously sampled 



 8 

participants (Etikan et al., 2016). Furthermore, a 40 € voucher was raffled among participants 

as an extra incentive to participate in the study, which is found to increase response rates in 

ESM studies (Van Berkel et al., 2017). According to Van Berkel et al. (2017), previous ESM 

literature recruited an average of 53 participants. In this study a total of 113 participants in 

the VAS-Scale condition and 130 participants in the Likert-Scale condition were recruited. 

Materials 

Baseline Questionnaire 

In the baseline questionnaire, demographic questions about age, gender, nationality, 

occupation, and highest degree obtained, were administered. Besides the demographic 

questions, several self-report questionnaires were administered as well, however, those were 

used for different studies and not relevant for this study. The same accounts for the daily 

questionnaires. Only the daily questionnaires used in this study will be described in the 

following. 

Daily Questionnaires 

To measure negative affect, the 8-item version of the positive and negative affect 

schedule (PANAS) was used, applying only the negative affect components. These questions 

were "How 'anxious', 'irritable', 'down', 'guilty' do you feel right now?" with the participants 

replying on a 7-point Liker Scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The use was based on 

previous studies, which measured a high internal consistency for the negative affect 

component (α=.76; α=.74) (Thompson, 2007; Hartmann et al., 2015). In this study, the 

negative affect items had acceptable split-half reliability (rs =.66).  

One question to assess whether the participant experienced a stressful event in the last 

hour was administered. The question was retrieved from the ESM item repository (ESM item 
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repository, n.d.), and was "Think of the most striking event in the last hour. How (un)pleasant 

was this event or activity?", with the participants replying on a 6-point scale from -3 (very 

unpleasant) to 3 (very pleasant). Indications between -3 and 0 were coded as "1" (stressful 

event), while indications between 1 and 3 were coded as "0" (no stressful event). The 

question was also used in previous ESM studies (Geschwind et al., 2010; Habets et al., 2022).  

            Lastly, to assess social context, the participants were asked; "Who are you with right 

now?" With the answering possibilities being "Family member (1), friend (2), romantic 

partner (3), colleague (4), unknown people (5), I am alone (6)". Indications of 6 were coded 

as "0", which indicates no social contact. Indications of 5 or below were coded as “1” which 

indicates social contact. Social contact further was distinguished into the different types of 

social contact. When somebody was not alone, they were prompted to indicate an additional 

question; "I like this company" indicating on a 7-point Liker scale with 1 (not at all) to 7 

(very much). Indications of 5 or below were coded as "0", representing rather unliked social 

contact, and all indications from 6 or above were coded as "1", representing rather liked 

social contact. As the frequency of rather liked social contact was significantly higher than 

the frequency of rather unliked social contact, the cut-off from 5 or below for rather unliked 

social contact produced a more even distribution. The use of this question was in line with 

previous research (Jung, 2021; Veltmann, 2021). 

Design and Procedure 

This study is part of a longitudinal study running in waves of data collection, with this 

study being the third wave. The first data collection wave occurred between the 7th – 13th of 

November 2022. The second data collection wave was conducted between the 13th - 19th of 

February 2023. Other students conducted those first two waves of data collection during their 

bachelor's thesis. The third wave, collected in this study, took place between the 16th – 22nd 
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of April 2023. Before the data collection, participants were randomised into two conditions 

(VAS-Scale Condition & Likert-Scale Condition) for methodological research in another 

study. In this study, the data set of the Likert-Scale condition was used, due to the higher 

sample size in that condition. Afterwards, the participants were invited via email and 

provided with the instructions. Each participant had to download the application "Ethica" and 

register with the study code which the researcher provided. At the start of the study, each 

participant was provided with the informed consent, which had to be agreed on to proceed 

with the study. Next, a one-time baseline questionnaire was administered with a duration of 

about 20 minutes to complete. Each participant had to complete the baseline questionnaire. In 

case of non-completion, the participants were reminded after 8, 24 and 72 hours. The baseline 

questionnaire did not expire. Simultaneously, the participants were given daily questionnaires 

triggered at 10 moments per day. The daily questionnaires took about 3 minutes to complete, 

were sent each day between 7.30 and 22:30 at random moments and expired after 15 minutes. 

This type of ESM triggering is called signal contingent triggering and has the advantage of 

reducing bias from situational factors and providing a more accurate picture of the 

participant's experience by triggering at random moments (Van Berkel et al., 2017). 

Additionally, if a person experiences particular emotions or events only at certain times of a 

day, signal contingent triggering captures these experiences more accurately (Van Berkel et 

al., 2017). 

Data Analysis  

To analyse the data, the statistical software RStudio was used. First, all participants 

who did not comply with the minimum response rate of 30% were removed. This aligns with 

previous ESM research that employed a similar compliance rate of 33% (Wouters et al., 
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2018). Subsequently, the four questions concerning negative affect were grouped into one 

variable to create an average score.  

Dummy variables were created for the social contact variables. For the question "Who 

are you with right now?" a dichotomous variable was created: thereby it was distinguished 

between social contact (1) and no social contact (0). For the question "I like this company", a 

dichotomous variable distinguishing between "rather liked" and "rather unliked" social 

contact was created. Rather liked social contact was categorized as (1) and rather unliked as 

(0). To identify stressful events, responses to the question "Think of the most striking event in 

the past hour, how (un)pleasant was this event?" were categorised. Stressful events were 

coded as (1) while no stressful events were coded as (0). Additionally, from the question 

"Who are you with right now?" the five different social contact categories (Family, Friend, 

Romantic Partner, Colleague, Unknown, No Contact) were transformed into five dummy 

variables. Each category was coded as (1) if the indication matched and as (0) otherwise. The 

category "No contact" served as reference category. 

With ESM data, one of the challenges is that per participant, multiple data points are 

assessed, and some data points are missing as participants mostly do not manage to fill in 

everything. Therefore, linear mixed effect models using the lmer function from the lme4 

package were applied (Bates et al., 2014). Mixed effect models have the advantage that they 

make use of all available data, account for repeated assessments on the same subject and can 

adequately handle missing data (Gueorguieva & Krystal, 2004). Also, to account for the 

nested data due to the 70 measurements per participant, a mixed effect model is proposed to 

be a well-suited analysis (Cheng & Kelly, 2011). Fixed effects are employed to answer the 

research question, and random effects are used to account for correlations within a group. 

Participants were included as random effects, and the independent and dependent variables as 

fixed effects. 
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When analysing the first hypothesis about the moderation effect of social contact on 

the association of stressful events and negative affect, negative affect was set as the 

dependent variable, with social contact and stressful event being the independent variables 

and additionally used as interaction variables. 

 Negative affect was again employed as a dependent variable to test the second 

hypothesis, about rather liked and rather unliked social contact. Rather liked social contact 

and stressful event were set as independent variables. In this hypothesis an interaction of 

rather liked social contact with stressful event was tested. 

            For testing the third hypothesis, about the five different categories of social contact, 

negative effect was the dependent variable, whereas the five different contact categories 

(Family, Friend, Romantic Partner, Colleague, Unknown) were set as independent variables 

alongside stressful event. Each of the five dummy variables was employed in an interaction 

effect with stressful event. 

Results 

In this study a total of 130 participants were recruited. However, after removing 

participants that did not comply with the minimum response rate of 30%, 67 participants (31 

males, 36 females) were left. The participants had a mean age of 29 (M = 23, SD = 12,72), 

with nearly the whole sample being German (62 German). The rest of the demographics can 

be found in Table 1. 
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Frequencies of assessed variables 

Table 1 

Sample Characteristics (N=67) 

 

Variable                      Category Frequency % 

Sex    

 Male 31 46,27 

 Female 36 53.73 

Nationality    

 German 62 92.54 

 Dutch 3 4.48 

 Other 2 2.98 

Degree of Education    

 Middle School 1 1.48 

 High School 33 49.24 

 Bachelor 21 31.34 

 Master 8 11.94 

 PhD 2 2.98 

 Other 2 2.98 

Status of 

Employment 

   

 Working  21 31.33 

 Self-Employed 3 4.48 

 Student 29 43.27 

 Studying & Working 13 19.39 

 Other 1 1.48 

 

As shown in Table 2, this sample exhibited an uneven distribution in the conditions of 

stressful and non-stressful events, with most participants experiencing non-stressful events. 

Similarly, during assessments involving social contact, rather liked social contact was twice 

as common (66.12%) as rather unliked social contact (33.87%). The categories of social 

contact assessed for the third hypothesis varied in their measurement frequencies, with 
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friends being the most common, followed by romantic partners, family members, colleagues, 

and unknown individuals. 

 

Table 2 

Frequency distributions of the variables used to test the three hypotheses 

 

 

 

Variable Condition Frequency % 

Hypothesis 1:    

Stressful Event: No Stressful Event 1741 79.79 

 Stressful Event 441 20.21 

Social Contact: Absence of Social Contact 981 44.87 

 Presence of Social Contact 1213 55.13 

Hypothesis 2:    

Social Contact: Rather Liked Contact 802 66.12 

 Rather Unliked Contact         411 33.87 

Hypothesis 3:    

Family SC: Presence of Family Contact 235 10.72 

 Absence of Family Contact 1959 89.37 

Friend SC: Presence of Friend Contact 350 16.14 

 Absence of Friend Contact 1844 83.95 

Romantic Partner 

SC: 

Presence of Romantic Partner 

Contact 

284 12.92 

 Absence of Romantic Partner 

Contact 

1910 87.17 

Colleague SC: Presence of Colleague Contact 192 8.78 

 Absence of Colleague Contact 2002 91.32 

Unknown SC: Presence of Unknown Contact 154 7.01 

 Absence of Unknown Contact 2040 93.08 
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Results of the Hypotheses 

As indicated in Table 3, the interaction of stressful event and social contact, that was 

tested for the first hypothesis, was negatively associated with negative affect but not 

significant (B=-0.11, p=.17). The interaction of stressful event and rather liked social contact, 

that was tested for the second hypothesis, was also negatively associated with negative affect, 

however, insignificantly (B=0.15, p=.15).  As rather unliked social contact was used as 

reference category, it can be concluded that also rather unliked social contact is not 

significantly related to the association of stressful event and negative affect.  

Table 3 

Output of Linear Mixed Models for the 1st and 2nd Hypothesis 

 

 

 In Figure 1, the variables used for the 1st Hypothesis were compared under four 

different conditions. First, when there was no social contact, and no stressful situation, the 

negative affect means of people were higher (1.89) than when there was social contact and no 

stressful situation (1.76). Secondly, when there was no social contact and a stressful situation, 

Independent Variable Estimate SE df t Sig Confidence Interval 

1st Hypothesis 

Stressful Event 

 

 0.74 

 

0.06 

 

2128.01 

 

12.55 

 

<0.01 

 

[0.62, 0.85] 

Social Contact 

Stressful Event * Social 

Contact 

2nd Hypothesis  

-0.09 

-0.11 

0.04 

0.06 

2138.11 

2124.00 

-2.68 

-1.37 

<0.01 

  0.17 

[-0.16, -0.02] 

[-0.25, 0.04] 

Rather Liked Social 

Contact 

-0.19 0.04 2138.20 -4.78 <0.01 [-0.27, -0.01] 

Stressful Event * Rather 

Liked Social Contact 

0.15 0.10 2121.58  1.40   0.15 [-0.26, 0.10] 
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negative affect was higher (2.66), than when there was social contact and a stressful situation 

(2.41).   

 

Figure 1 

Boxplot comparing the means of the no social contact and social contact conditions when in 

no stressful situation and when in a stressful situation. 

 

 

   In Figure 2, the variables used for the 2nd hypothesis were again compared under the 

four different conditions. When there was rather unliked social contact in no stressful 

situation, the mean of negative affect was higher (2.11), compared to the mean of rather liked 

social contact when in no stressful situation (1.61). When a person was with rather unliked 

social contact in a stressful situation, the mean of negative affect was lower (2.39) than when 

with rather liked social contact (2.43). 
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Figure 2 

Boxplot comparing the means of liked social contact and unliked social contact condition 

when in no stressful situation and when in a stressful situation 

    

As indicated in Table 4, five different categories of social contact were tested on their 

relation to negative affect and respectively applied in an interaction effect with stressful 

event. The interaction of stressful event with the social contact categories family (B=-0.21, 

p=.11), friend (B=0.11, p=.36), romantic partner (B=-0.09, p=.46) and an unknown person 

(B=-0.15, p=.23), were all found to be insignificantly related to negative affect. The 

interaction of stressful event with social contact of a colleague was positively significant 

related to negative affect (B=-0.29, p=.02). 
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Table 4 

Output of Linear Mixed Model for the 3rd Hypothesis 

Independent 

Variable 

Estimate SE df t Sig Confidence 

Interval 

3rd Hypothesis       

Stressful Event 0.74 0.06 2120.15 12.52 <0.01                        [0.62, 0.85] 

Family -0.01 0.05 2131.48 -0.06 0.93 [-0.12, 0.11] 

Friend -0.16 0.04 2125.82 -3.30 <0.01 [-0.27, -0.06] 

Romantic Partner -0.21 0.07 2154.79 -3.30 <0.01 [-0.33, -0.08] 

Colleague 0.05 0.07 2123.22 0.73 0.45 [-0.08, 0.18] 

Unknown -0.08 0.08 2122.85 -1.04 0.30 [-0.23, 0.06] 

Stressful Event * 

Family 

-0.21 0.13 2114.77 -1.60 0.11 [-0.45, 0.04] 

Stressful Event * 

Friend 

0.11 0.12 2116.88 0.92 0.36 [-0.12, 0.33] 

Stressful Event * 

Romantic Partner 

-0.09 0.12 2116.98 -0.73 0.46 [-0.36, 0.16] 

Stressful Event * 

Colleague 

-0.29 0.14 2115.91 -2.21 0.02 [-0.56, -0.03] 

Stressful Event * 

Unknown 

-0.15 0.14 2114.64 -1.18 0.23 [-0.43, 0.10] 
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Discussion 

This study investigated whether social contact moderates the relationship between 

stressful events and negative affect. Thereby, this research was led by the hypothesis that 

social contact, rather liked social contact and different types of social contact (Friend, Family, 

Romantic Partner, Colleague, Unknown) reduce negative affect in people when in a stressful 

situation and thus, moderate the association of stressful events and negative affect. Contrary 

it was hypothesised that rather unliked social contact increases negative affect in stressful 

situations. 

This study found no significant effect of social contact on the association of stressful 

events and negative affect. A possible explanation for this finding is stated in previous 

research by Weil et al. (2012), who found that social involvement first exposes people to 

heightened stress levels in stressful situations. Only over time the social involvement starts to 

buffer the stress significantly. This is explained by the notion that in stressful situations, the 

social environment places increased demand on individuals. However, after the stressful 

experience passes, the social environment helps to buffer the experienced stress. In this study, 

negative affect was assessed in a time span of a maximum of one hour after the stressful 

event. Under the findings by Weil et al. (2012), the assessment of negative affect could have 

been too early after experiencing the stressful event, so no significant decreases in negative 

affect have occurred. Future research could conduct a repeated measurement with one 

measurement close to the stressful situation and another a few hours later to investigate if 

over time significant differences in negative affect emerge. Repeated measurements, have the 

advantage to capture within-person variations and thus, provide a more nuanced 

understanding of the variables of interest (Adolf et al., 2014) 
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Likewise, to social contact, rather liked and rather unliked social contact showed no 

significant effect on the association. In a study by McFadden et al. (2009), individuals shared 

more negative emotions with close people as they felt more comfortable than with people 

they knew for shorter periods of time. Further, the authors argue that emotions must first be 

experienced before they can be shared. Suggesting, rather liked social contact makes 

individuals feel comfortable, this could lead to releases of negative emotions as one feels in a 

safe environment. This in turn, could lead to increased levels of negative affect and explain 

the insignificane of the second hypothesis. The findings by Weil et al. (2012), could as well 

be a possible explanation for the insignificance of both rather liked and rather unliked social 

contact. 

Another possible explanation could be found in measurement error. According to 

Higgins & Straub (2006), using well-validated and exact measurement scales is crucial to 

account for measurement error. The questions administered in this study to distinguish 

between rather liked and rather unliked social contact are not validated but only supported by 

other studies using them in their study designs (Jung, 2021; Veltmann, 2021). Also, the 

preciseness of the scales in assessing rather liked and rather unliked social contact is not 

validated. The participants indicated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) how much 

they liked the company at the time of an assessment. First, the cut-off to distinguish between 

rather liked and rather unliked social contact was determined to be "4", so all indication of 4 

or below were coded as rather unliked and from 5 or above as rather liked social contact. 

However, it was found that rather liked contact was assessed noticeably more often than 

rather disliked contact. Thus, a cut-off of 5 was chosen, with all indications of 5 or below 

being coded as rather unliked and from 6 or above as rather liked social contact. This cut-off 

produced a more even distribution between rather liked and rather unliked social contact. 

However, participants could have experienced a social contact as rather liked from an 
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indication of 3 or 4 already. For this, ambiguity was not accounted for.  Thus, for future 

research it can be recommended to use validated questionnaires to account for measurement 

error. 

Next, the analysis showed that most types of social contact (Family, Romantic 

Partner, Colleague, Unknown) had no significant effect on the relationship of stressful event 

and negative affect. Solely the interaction with social contact of a colleague exhibited a 

significant effect. These findings are interesting as one could assume that social contact with 

a person very close to oneself is more effective in buffering stress than with a more 

unfamiliar person. However, as delineated above, the findings by McFadden et al. (2009), 

could explain why social contact with a colleague significantly moderates the relationship 

between stressful events and negative affect. While closer social contact with friends, family 

and romantic partner do not. Also, existing literature on social contact in the work field found 

that positive interactions with colleagues increase well-being, which aligns with this study's 

finding (Warren et al., 2017; Ragins & Dutton, 2006).  

A possible explanation for the insignificance of most findings of this study are 

between- and within-person measurements. The importance of within-person measurements 

has been extensively argued in existing literature, as most psychological theories or models 

seek to conclude relationships or processes that occur within individuals (Curran & Bauer, 

2011; Hamaker, 2012). One can only infer between-person and within-person measurements 

if stringent statistical ergodicity assumptions are met (Kraiss et al., 2022). This means that the 

measured effects are consistent across individuals and lasting over time (Voelkle et al., 2014). 

As these assumptions are not accounted for, and no within-person measurements were 

conducted, individual fluctuation could provide different insights. It could be that individuals 

vary extensively in how they perceive the role of social contact association with stressful 
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events and negative affect. For future research, it would be interesting to look at within-

person associations to account for possible fluctuations in how people perceive the role of 

social contact on the association of stressful events and negative affect. 

Lastly, a factor that also needs to be considered is the statistical power of this study. 

Due to the low response rate in this study, only 67 participants could be integrated in the data 

analysis. Statistical power can be defined as the likelihood of determining whether the 

population effect one is looking for is present in the sample (Phillips & Jiang, 2016). It could 

be that due to the rather small sample size, this study is missing the statistical power to find 

significant results. For Future research a larger sample size could provide more statistical 

power (Vangeneugden, 2004). 

Strengths & Limitations 

The main strength of this study is the experience sampling methodology, which gives 

an insight into the momentary levels of negative affect when a stressful event is present or 

absent. This kind of momentary measurement allows for more detailed information and high 

accuracy as retrospective bias is accounted for (Hogarth et al., 2007). Another strength of this 

study is that the sample was rather equally distributed in terms of the status of employment. 

43 per cent of this sample were students, while 31 per cent of this sample belonged to the 

working population. Thus, participants were in different life stages, which allows to draw 

more nuanced inferences about the real-life applicability of this study. Also, this study had a 

high data collection frequency compared to other studies (Brockman et al., 2016; Johnson et 

al., 2016), which has the advantage of providing more information and, thus, give a more 

detailed insight into the psychological processes.  

However, the low compliance rate in this study poses a limitation to this research. 

Half of the initial sample was excluded in this study even though a minimum response rate 
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criterion of 30% was applied. Previous studies also used a similar threshold (e.g., Wouters et 

al., 2018; Field, 2013). However, a meta-review of ESM studies reported an average 

compliance rate of 69% (Van Berkel et al., 2017). Also, the offering of incentives like a 40-

euro voucher and Sona points for students from the University of Twente did not suffice to 

achieve a higher response rate. This is contrary to recent literature which stated these kinds of 

incentives increase response rates (Van Berkel et al., 2017). A possible explanation for this 

low response rate is that 31 percent of the sample were of the working population. Being at 

work, might decrease the possibilities to look at the phone and check for study notifications. 

Besides, the low response rate, another limitation is that 92% of the sample are German with 

43 percent being students, which makes the sample homogenous and limits generalizability 

of the study.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, this research gives new insight how social contact influences negative 

affect in stressful events. Due to the experience sampling methodology, the observations are 

natural and accurate to everyday life. However, contrary to the expectations most findings 

showed no significant moderation effect of social contact. Implications of this study are that 

repeated-measurement designs are an interesting future direction as they provide a more 

nuanced picture of the temporal trajectory of the variables of interest. Also, within-person 

designs could provide interesting new insights as they might reveal explanations in 

individuell differences. 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix A 

Informed Consent  

Dear participant, 

Thank you for your participation in this study. 

Brief summary of the project: 

The study is using the Experience Sampling Method (ESM) to obtain data. This means that 

10 times a day there will be a prompt to answer a questionnaire containing about 20 items, 

which will take about 1 minute to complete. The questions regard your psychological well-

being in the specific moment you are receiving the questionnaire and the time in-between 

questionnaires. It is important to fill out as many questionnaires as possible to ensure the 

success of the project. 

To participate in this study, we need to ensure that you understand the nature of the research, 

as outlined in the participant information sheet. Please confirm at the bottom of the page to 

indicate that you understand and agree to the following conditions: 

• I confirm that I have read the participant information sheet for this study. I have had 

the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions, and have had these answered 

satisfactorily 

• I understand that to take part in this study, I should 

• Be at least 18 years old 

• Possess a basic level of English 

• I understand that personal data about me will be collected for the purposes of the 

research study including age, gender, nationality, level of education, current studies, and 
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primary occupation, and this data will be processed completely anonymous and in accordance 

with data protection regulations. 

• I understand that taking part in this study involves that I will be filling in 10 

questionnaires every day for one week. 

• I am voluntarily taking part in this research, and I know that I can stop the research at 

any time without giving any reason, without my rights being affected 

• I don't expect to receive any benefit or payment for my participation. 

• I understand that I am free to contact the researchers or supervisor with any questions 

I may have in the future. 

• I understand that the data collected in this study will be anonymized, and only be used 

for academic purposes i.e., writing a thesis for the bachelor and/or master. 

• I understand that personal data that will be collected within this study will not be 

shared with anyone other than the study team. 

• I agree to take part in this study. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 

information, ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than 

the researcher(s), please contact the Secretary of the Ethics Committee/domain Humanities & 

Social Sciences of the Faculty of Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences at the 

University of Twente by ethicscommittee-hss@utwente.nl 
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Appendix B 

Baseline Questionnaires 

Triggered once in the beginning, reminder after 8, 24 and 72 hours, does not expire  

Demographics  

o Age: How old are you?  

o Gender: What gender do you identify as? Male, female, other  

o Nationality: What is your nationality? Dutch German Other  

o Occupation: What is your current occupation? Student, Working, Self-employed, 

studying and working, not working, other  

o Highest degree obtained: Middle school (such as MBO, MTS, MEAO or Haupt- oder 

Realschule), High school (such as HAVO, VWO, HBS or Gymnasium/ Berufsschule/ 

Berufskolleg), High school, Bachelor, Master, PhD, Other 

Appendix C 

ESM Questionnaires 

 

Negative Affect 

Below you can find several questions about your current feelings. Please try to indicate how 

you felt right before you started to answer the questionnaire! 

- How anxious do you feel right now? 

- How irritable do you feel right now? 

- How down do you feel right now? 

- How guilty do you feel right now? 

- 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) 

Stressful Events 
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Think of the most striking event or activity in last hour. How (un)pleasant was this event or 

activity? 

- -3 (very unpleasant) to +3 (very pleasant)   

Social context  

Who are you with right now?  

- Family member, friend, romantic partner, co-worker/fellow-student, unknown 

people/others, I am alone  

If not alone:  

- I like this company:  

1 (not at all) to 7 (very much)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


