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Abstract.  Adolescents’ engagement in Anime, Comics, and Games (ACG) subcultures, particularly through cosplay and
conventions, has become a prominent avenue for identity exploration and emotional coping. This study examines how different
types of ACG participation—cosplay only (CP-Only), convention attendance only (CN-Only), and combined cosplay and
convention engagement (CP+CN)—influence emotion regulation strategies, specifically cognitive reappraisal and expressive
suppression, among Chinese adolescents aged 13–18 years (N = 204). Using the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ) and a
one-way ANOVA with post hoc tests, significant differences were observed across groups. The CP+CN group exhibited lower
cognitive reappraisal scores compared to CP-Only (p < .001), suggesting that public role-playing demands may deplete cognitive
resources, while their reduced expressive suppression scores (p  < .001) aligned with the “safe space” hypothesis, where
communal belonging fosters emotional authenticity. Regression analyses revealed that increased cosplay frequency predicted
both higher reappraisal (R²  = 0.114) and suppression (R²  = 0.140) scores, indicating context-dependent regulatory flexibility.
Gender imbalance (74.7% female in CP+CN) further highlighted gendered socialization effects on suppression tendencies. These
findings underscore the dual role of ACG subcultures: mitigating suppression through peer support while constraining adaptive
cognitive strategies under performance pressures. The study advocates for culturally sensitive interventions leveraging ACG
communities and calls for longitudinal and neuroimaging research to disentangle causal mechanisms. This work contributes to
understanding how leisure activities shape adolescent emotional development, bridging social identity theory with
neurobiological perspectives to inform mental health practices in digital-popular cultures.
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1. Introduction

Adolescence represents a pivotal stage marked by neurobiological plasticity and heightened socioemotional sensitivity, during
which individuals develop adaptive or maladaptive strategies to navigate stressors [1]. Coping strategies, defined as cognitive
and behavioral efforts to manage internal or external demands perceived as exceeding personal resources, play a central role in
shaping emotional regulation (ER) outcomes [2]. Among these strategies, 'cognitive reappraisal’ (reinterpreting emotional stimuli
to alter their impact) and 'expressive suppression’ (inhibiting outward emotional expressions) are two well-documented ER
mechanisms with distinct neural and psychological correlates [3]. Cognitive reappraisal engages prefrontal cortical regions (e.g.,
medial orbitofrontal cortex) to downregulate amygdala activity, thereby reducing subjective negative affect and sympathetic
arousal, whereas expressive suppression amplifies physiological reactivity (e.g., increased heart rate) despite masking emotional
behaviors, potentially depleting cognitive resources and impairing social functioning [4]. The Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
(ERQ), developed by Gross, is widely adopted for its robust psychometric properties; its Chinese version demonstrates high
reliability and validity in adolescent populations, making it suitable for cross-cultural ER research [5].

Parallel to these ER processes, youth subcultures like ACG (Anime, Comics, and Games) have emerged as critical arenas for
adolescent identity exploration and emotional coping. Approximately 35% of adolescents in East Asia engage in ACG-related
activities annually, with 'cosplay’ (costume role-playing) and 'conventions’ serving as cornerstone practices [6]. These activities
facilitate ER through multiple mechanisms. By embodying fictional characters, adolescents engage in a process known as
identity experimentation, which allows them to temporarily dissociate from real-world stressors and reframe self-perceived
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inadequacies through cognitive reappraisal [7]. At the same time, conventions offer communal spaces where shared interests
foster a sense of social belonging and peer acceptance, thereby reducing the need for expressive suppression in socially
validating environments [8]. Additionally, immersive role-playing may function as a form of escapism, providing short-term
emotional relief through avoidant coping strategies, though it also carries the risk of prolonged disengagement from real-life
issues [9].

However, the duality of these effects remains underexplored. While cosplay enhances self-efficacy and social connectivity for
many, excessive reliance on fictional personas may exacerbate emotional dysregulation, particularly among adolescents
predisposed to maladaptive ER strategies [10]. For instance, conformity to idealized character traits could amplify social
comparison pressures, triggering anxiety or depressive symptoms when the real self conflicts with the character identity [11].
Grounded in 'Social Identity Theory’, which posits that group membership shapes self-concept and emotional well-being, this
study investigates how ACG participation modulates ER strategies in adolescents [12].

The ERQ’s focus on cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression aligns with ACG culture’s dual ER pathways: creative
reinterpretation (reappraisal) and emotional restraint (suppression) during social interactions. Prior studies on analogous
subcultures (e.g., gaming communities) reveal that group norms often valorize emotional control (e.g., suppressing frustration
during competitive play), paralleling expressive suppression’s behavioral outcomes [13]. Conversely, narrative engagement in
anime or comics frequently necessitates cognitive reframing of complex themes (e.g., moral ambiguity), mirroring reappraisal
processes [14].

In this study, the author investigates how different types of ACG participation, such as cosplay only, convention attendance
only, and combined involvement, relate to adolescents’ use of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. By integrating
emotion regulation theory with social identity theory, this research highlights the dual role of ACG subcultures in shaping
emotional coping. The findings aim to inform culturally sensitive mental health practices by illustrating how popular youth
leisure spaces can both support and constrain adaptive emotional development.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants were recruited through volunteer sampling, comprising 204 Chinese adolescents aged 13–18 years (M = 16.0, SD =
1.62). After exclusion of invalid responses (e.g., incomplete or patterned answers), the final sample consisted of 204 individuals
(40.7% male, 59.3% female). Recruitment targeted Anime, Comics, and Games (ACG) interest communities via social media
platforms (Weibo and WeChat). Digital posters and questionnaire links explicitly stated the study’s purpose and the principle of
voluntary participation. No direct compensation was offered; however, participants could enter a raffle for three ¥50 e-coupons
following questionnaire completion.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Cosplay engagement types

Participation was categorized into three mutually exclusive groups based on self-reported activities over the preceding year. The
Cosplay Only (CP-Only) group included adolescents who engaged in private or public cosplay without attending conventions.
The Convention Attendance Only (CN-Only) group comprised those who attended ACG conventions but did not participate in
cosplay. The Combined Engagement (CP+CN) group consisted of individuals involved in both cosplay and convention activities
concurrently.

2.2.2. Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ)

The 10-item Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ), developed by Gross and John in 2003, assessed two emotion regulation
strategies using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cognitive reappraisal was
measured with six items that evaluated the tendency to regulate emotions by reinterpreting situations, such as the statement "I
control my emotions by changing how I think about situations." Expressive suppression was assessed with four items that
captured the inclination to inhibit emotional expression, exemplified by the item "I keep my emotions to myself." Subscale
scores were calculated as the mean of the item ratings, with higher scores indicating more frequent use of the respective strategy.
The internal consistency of the two subscales was acceptable, with Cronbach’s      coefficients of .81 for cognitive reappraisal
and .73 for expressive suppression.
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2.2.3. Demographic and engagement variables

Age, gender, and ACG engagement frequency (5-point scale: 1 = Never to 5 = Weekly) were collected. The online questionnaire
was hosted on Wenjuanxing (https://www.wjx.cn/vm/eJVnBO5.aspx#) and remained accessible for a 21-day data collection
period.

2.3. Statistical analysis

All analyses were conducted using SPSS 26.0. Group differences in ERQ subscales across cosplay engagement types were
examined via one-way ANOVA, with Tukey’s HSD post hoc tests applied upon significant omnibus results. Homogeneity of
variance was verified using Levene’s test (p > .10 for all comparisons). Linear regression analyses evaluated associations
between cosplay frequency (independent variable) and ERQ subscale scores (dependent variables), with residual plots
confirming normality and homoscedasticity assumptions.

3. Results

3.1. Participant characteristics

The sample included 204 participants aged between 13 and 18 years (M = 16.00, SD = 1.62). Of the total sample, 40.7% were
male and 59.3% were female. Participants were categorized into three distinct groups based on their engagement in cosplay and
convention activities: Cosplay Only (CP-Only), Convention Only (CN-Only), and Cosplay and Convention (CP+CN). As shown
in Table 1, CP-Only refers to participants who engage in cosplay but do not attend conventions (n = 46), CN-Only refers to
participants who attend conventions but do not engage in cosplay (n = 75), and CP+CN refers to participants who engage in both
cosplay and attend conventions (n = 83).

Table 1. Participant characteristics by cosplay engagement type. The CP+CN group is slightly older (M = 16.28) and
predominantly female (74.7%), while the CP-Only and CN-Only groups have more balanced gender distributions, showing that

the CP+CN group has the highest proportion of females

Group N Mean Age (SD) % Male % Female
CP-Only 46 15.83 (1.45) 52.2% 47.8%
CN-Only 75 15.79 (1.37) 50.7% 49.3%
CP+CN 83 16.28 (1.78) 25.3% 74.7%

Total 204 16.00 (1.62) 40.7% 59.3%

3.2. Cosplay and convention engagement frequency

To assess differences in cosplay engagement frequency among the three participant groups (CP-Only, CN-Only, CP+CN), a one-
way ANOVA was conducted, and the results are shown in Table 2. The analysis revealed statistically significant differences
between groups, F(2, 201) = 11.237, p < .001, with a moderate effect size (η² = 0.101). Post hoc Tukey HSD tests indicated that
the CP+CN group reported significantly lower engagement frequency (*M* = 3.76, *SD* = 0.774) compared to both the CP-
Only group (*M* = 4.28, *SD* = 0.779, *p* < .001) and the CN-Only group (*M* = 4.25, *SD* = 0.699, *p* < .001) (see
details in Table 2). No significant difference was found between the CP-Only and CN-Only groups (*p* = 0.405). These results
suggest that participants engaged in both cosplay and conventions exhibited distinct engagement patterns compared to those
focused solely on one activity.

Table 2. ANOVA results for cosplay engagement frequency by group. The CP+CN group reported significantly fewer cosplay
engagements (M = 3.76) compared to both the CP-Only (M = 4.28) and CN-Only (M = 4.25) groups, showing that combining

cosplay and convention attendance leads to lower engagement frequency

Group N Mean Std. Deviation 95% Confidence Interval
CP-Only 46 4.28 0.779 [4.05, 4.51]
CN-Only 75 4.25 0.699 [4.09, 4.41]
CP+CN 83 3.76 0.774 [3.59, 3.93]
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3.3. Differences in emotion regulation scores by cosplay and convention engagement

To examine whether cosplay and convention engagement types were associated with differences in emotion regulation, a one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to compare Cognitive Reappraisal and Expressive Suppression scores across
the three groups (CP-Only, CN-Only, and CP+CN).

3.4. Cognitive reappraisal scores

The ANOVA results in Table 3 indicated a significant difference in Cognitive Reappraisal scores among the three groups, F(2,
201) = 18.235, p < .001, with a moderate effect size (η² = 0.154). Post hoc Tukey HSD tests revealed that participants in the CP-
Only group had significantly higher Cognitive Reappraisal scores compared to the CP+CN group (p < .001). No significant
difference was observed between the CP-Only and CN-Only groups (p = 0.405).

Table 3. The results of the ANOVA and the post hoc comparisons. The CP-Only group had significantly higher Cognitive
Reappraisal scores compared to the CP+CN group, meaning that participants who engaged only in cosplay scored higher in

cognitive reappraisal than those who participated in both cosplay and conventions

Group (I) Group (J) Mean Difference (I-J) p-value
CP-Only CN-Only 1.047 0.405
CP-Only CP+CN 4.304 < .001
CN-Only CP+CN 3.257 < .001

Figure 1. Mean cognitive reappraisal scores by cosplay engagement type (***P<0.01)

Figure 1 illustrates the CP-Only group had the highest cognitive reappraisal scores, while the CP+CN group scored the
lowest, which means the dual engagement in cosplay and conventions is associated with reduced cognitive reappraisal.
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3.5. Expressive suppression scores

The ANOVA results for Expressive Suppression scores in Table 4 also showed a significant difference among the three groups,
F(2, 201) = 37.596, p < .001, with a large effect size (η² = 0.272). Post hoc Tukey HSD tests indicated that participants in the CP-
Only group had significantly higher Expressive Suppression scores compared to the CP+CN group (p < .001). Similarly, the CN-
Only group had significantly higher Expressive Suppression scores compared to the CP+CN group (p < .001). No significant
difference was found between the CP-Only and CN-Only groups (p = 0.837).

Table 4. ANOVA and Post-Hoc Results for Expressive Suppression Scores. The CP-Only and CN-Only groups had significantly
higher expressive suppression scores compared to the CP+CN group; thus, the dual engagement in cosplay and conventions is

associated with lower expressive suppression

Group (I) Group (J) Mean Difference (I-J) p-value
CP-Only CN-Only 0.346 0.837
CP-Only CP+CN 4.215 < .001
CN-Only CP+CN 3.869 < .001

Figure 2 shows the mean Expressive Suppression scores across the three cosplay engagement types. To examine the
predictive relationship between cosplay participation frequency and emotion regulation scores, two separate linear regression
analyses were conducted, with Cognitive Reappraisal and Expressive Suppression as the dependent variables. Only participants
from the CP-Only and CP+CN groups (n=129) were included in the analysis, as the CN-Only group does not engage in cosplay.

Figure 2. Mean expressive suppression scores by cosplay engagement type. The CP-Only and CN-Only groups had significantly
higher expressive suppression scores compared to the CP+CN group, showing that participants engaging in both cosplay and

conventions reported lower expressive suppression

3.6. Cognitive reappraisal

A linear regression model was conducted to predict Cognitive Reappraisal scores based on cosplay participation frequency. The
overall model was statistically significant, F(1, 127) = 16.370, p < .001, indicating that cosplay frequency significantly predicted
Cognitive Reappraisal scores. The coefficient of determination (R²) was 0.114, suggesting that cosplay participation frequency
accounted for approximately 11.4% of the variance in Cognitive Reappraisal scores.
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The regression coefficients indicated that the intercept was 24.287 (SE = 2.026, p < .001), and the coefficient for cosplay
frequency was 2.035 (SE = 0.503, p < .001). For every one-unit increase in cosplay participation frequency, Cognitive
Reappraisal scores increased by approximately 2.035 points. The 95% confidence interval for the coefficient ranged from 1.040
to 3.031, indicating a precise and statistically significant effect (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Scatterplot of cosplay participation frequency and cognitive reappraisal scores. For each unit increase in cosplay
participation, cognitive reappraisal scores increase by approximately 2.035 points

3.7. Expressive suppression

A second linear regression was conducted to examine the relationship between cosplay participation frequency and Expressive
Suppression scores. The overall model was statistically significant, F(1, 127) = 20.625, p < .001, indicating that cosplay
frequency significantly predicted Expressive Suppression scores. The coefficient of determination (R²) was 0.140, suggesting
that cosplay frequency accounted for approximately 14.0% of the variance in Expressive Suppression scores.

The regression coefficients showed that the intercept was 12.801 (SE = 1.737, p < .001), and the coefficient for cosplay
frequency was 1.958 (SE = 0.431, p < .001). For every one-unit increase in cosplay participation frequency, Expressive
Suppression scores increased by approximately 1.958 points. The 95% confidence interval for the coefficient ranged from 1.105
to 2.811 (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Scatterplot of Cosplay Participation Frequency and Expressive Suppression Scores. Each unit increase in cosplay
participation leads to a 1.958-point rise in expressive suppression
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4. Discussion

The findings of this study reveal nuanced relationships between adolescents’ engagement in ACG subcultural activities and their
emotion regulation strategies, particularly in the context of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. The 'CP+CN group’
(participants engaging in both cosplay and conventions) exhibited distinct patterns compared to isolated engagement groups,
suggesting that subcultural immersion may simultaneously foster emotional authenticity and impose cognitive demands that
constrain adaptive regulation. These results align with emerging perspectives on the dual role of leisure activities in emotional
development, where communal belonging and performance pressures create a dynamic interplay between adaptive and
maladaptive strategies [15].

The reduced cognitive reappraisal scores in the CP+CN group contrast with prior studies emphasizing the benefits of
cognitive strategies in social settings [16]. This discrepancy may stem from the unique pressures of public role-playing, where
real-time social evaluation shifts focus from reflective reappraisal to behavioral adaptation—a phenomenon observed in
neurobiological studies linking prefrontal-limbic interactions to performance anxiety [17]. Specifically, the heightened demand
for maintaining fictional personas in conventions might deplete cognitive resources, redirecting neural activity from prefrontal
regions involved in reappraisal to limbic areas mediating immediate emotional responses [18]. Such a mechanism is supported
by recent findings on visual cortex involvement in emotion regulation, where sensory processing regions unexpectedly modulate
depressive behaviors through thalamic pathways [19]. This underscores the need to reevaluate traditional models of emotion
regulation that prioritize limbic-centric networks.

Conversely, the CP+CN group’s lower expressive suppression scores align with theories positing that subcultural
communities act as "safe spaces" for emotional authenticity [20]. Shared norms and acceptance of non-conventional self-
expression may reduce the need to inhibit emotions, a pattern documented in therapeutic communities and online support groups
[21]. This effect is further amplified by the gender composition of the CP+CN group (74.7% female), as cultural studies
highlight gendered differences in emotion expression, with females often exhibiting lower suppression tendencies in collectivist
contexts [22]. However, the lack of suppression reduction in the CN-Only group suggests that passive convention attendance
lacks the identity experimentation inherent in active cosplay, which may be critical for fostering emotional openness [23].

The regression analysis, showing that increased cosplay frequency predicted both higher reappraisal and suppression scores,
introduces a paradox: frequent engagement may cultivate situational flexibility, enabling individuals to toggle between adaptive
and maladaptive strategies depending on context [24]. This mirrors occupational studies on "emotional labor," where workers
alternate between deep acting (reappraisal) and surface acting (suppression) to meet role demands [25]. In ACG contexts, private
cosplay might allow for reflective reappraisal, while public performances necessitate suppression to maintain character
consistency—a duality that warrants further exploration through longitudinal designs.

Future research should prioritize interdisciplinary approaches to unravel the complex interplay between ACG subcultural
engagement and emotion regulation. Neurobiological investigations using fMRI could map prefrontal-limbic dynamics during
cosplay activities, particularly contrasting private and public settings, while recent advances in visual cortex research suggest
sensory regions may play underappreciated roles in emotion modulation [19]. Cross-cultural comparisons with Western cohorts
are critical to test whether individualistic norms alter suppression patterns observed in East Asian collectivist contexts [26].
Intervention studies could integrate cognitive reappraisal training into cosplay workshops, leveraging self-distancing techniques
to mitigate performance-related cognitive depletion, while longitudinal designs tracking adolescents’ transitions between
engagement types may clarify whether subcultural immersion cultivates adaptive strategies or attracts predisposed individuals
[27,28].

5. Conclusion

This study positions ACG subcultures as dual-edged emotional ecosystems: they reduce expressive suppression through
communal belonging yet risk depleting cognitive resources under public performance demands. By bridging social identity
theory with neurobiological insights, it underscores the need for context-sensitive mental health interventions that harmonize
subcultural engagement with psychological well-being. Future work must adopt cross-cultural, longitudinal, and neuroimaging
frameworks to disentangle these dynamics, ultimately transforming leisure spaces into laboratories for adaptive emotional
learning.
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