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Abstract 
This article aims to investigate the association between emotion dysregulation and 

alcohol related intimate partner violence. A systematic review was conducted through a 
literature research for relevant studies on Medline, CINAHL Plus with Full Text, 
Psycoinfo and PsycArticle from inception through April 11, 2015. Additional articles 
were retrieved manually searching in reference lists. All relevant articles were accessed 
in full text. Data on study type; cases; controls; country; effect estimate; adjustments for 
confounders and quality of publication were extracted. The quality of the publications 
were scored by adherence to the STROBE and CONSORT 2010 checklists. Four studies 
satisfied the predefined criteria for inclusion and were included in this review. Results 
highlighted support for future research on emotion dysregulation and alcohol related 
intimate partner violence. 
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Introduction 
World Health Organization (WHO) defines intimate partner violence (IPV) as ‘any 

behaviour within an intimate relationship that causes physical, psychological or sexual 
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harm’ (Krug et al,2002). Research showed that IPV is associated with physical and 
mental health consequences for both man and women (Fletcher J, 2010). Women who 
experience IPV are more likely to show short- and long-term health consequences than 
women who have not experienced IPV (Black et al, 2011); and at times IPV can also 
lead to intimate feminicide (Stöckl et al, 2013) .  

Studies suggest that alcohol contributes in interpersonal aggression, but the 
alcohol’s role in IPV is not so clear (.Leonard, 2005; 

Wilson, Graham, Taft, 2014).  Associations between IPV and alcohol use are 
highlighted (McKinney et al, 2010; Slep et al, 2010;Stappenbeck CA, Fromme K. 2010; 
Walton-Moss et al, 2005;), and abuse in alcohol consumption is associated with more 
male perpetrated violent behaviors ( Klostermann , Fals-Stewart, 2006; Tumwesigyea et 
al, 2009;; Martin et al, 2010). In fact, in men, drinking has been more often shown to 
play a role in IPV perpetration than it has been shown in women, reflecting the role of 
gender in both problem drinking and IPV (Graham et al, 2011, Giancola et al, 2009; 
White, Chen, 2002]. IPV and alcohol consumption could be both caused by a third 
factor, such as previous trauma or psychopathology (Devries, 2013). 

Recently, studies have revealed that emotion regulation difficulties may be one of 
the underlying risk factor for psychopathology (Aldao,2010). Emotion regulation can be 
considered as a person's awareness, understanding, and acceptance of emotions, 
including the ability to appropriately employ strategies to control emotions and 
behaviors (Gratz, Roemer  

2004). From this point of view, emotion regulation could play a key role in the 
association between alcohol and IPV. The link between emotion regulation difficulties 
and perpetration of aggression has been recognized in both men and women [Bushman 
et al, 2001; McNulty, Hellmuth, 2008; 

Stuart et al, 2006;Tager et al,2010;Garofalo et al, 2015). Findings showed that IPV 
perpetrators have trouble with emotion regulation [Stuart et al,2006; 

Gratz et al, 2009; Shorey et al, 2011) suggesting that regulation of negative emotion 
could have an important role in contributing to IPV. McNulty and Hellmuth (2008) 
found that husbands’ variability in negative affect was related to increased intimate 
partner violence against wives. Victims refer that violent acts followed couple conflicts, 
when male partners experienced uncontrolled negative emotions (Stuart et al, 2006). 
Some scholars sustain that aggression could be an unsuccessful way of regulating 
negative emotions (Gratz et al,  2009; Shorey et al 2011) . A recent review (Shorey et al 
2011) underlined that, among the reasons for the use of partner violence, express 
negative emotion was the second most commonly motive. In a study, Tager and 
colleagues (Tager, 2010) indicated that men who reported difficulty in regulating 
emotions were more likely to abuse their partners, especially when they also held beliefs 
that men should be emotionless and dominant.  
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Few studies have evaluated difficulties in emotion regulation as predictors of 
alcohol-related problems [Magar et al, 2008; Garofalo C, Velotti, 2014); however, 
emotion dysregulation has been linked to alcohol misuse (Tripp, McDevitt, 2015). 
Individuals with alcohol dependence showed poorer emotion regulation abilities than 
the social drinkers (Fox et al 

2008) and alcohol intoxication may contribute to aggression by interfering with 
both the ability to effectively regulate emotions and with behavioral responses 
(Stappenbeck, Fromme, 2014). It may be that people with more frequent and/or more 
intense negative emotions who also lack the abilities to regulate these emotions are 
more prone to alcohol abuse and then learn to use alcohol as a coping strategy 
(Veilleux, 2014). The present systematic review aims to elucidate the association 
between emotion dysregulation and alcohol related intimate partner violence.  

 
GOALS OF THE CURRENT REVIEW 
This review aims to identify and summarize the best available evidence on emotion 

dysregulation and alcohol related intimate partner violence. To our knowledge, no 
systematic review exists addressing the role of emotion dysregulation on alcohol related 
intimate partner violence. In this review, the authors developed a research protocol 
regarding: the procedures for the handling of any disagreements; the specific objectives; 
the criteria for the selection and performance of the studies included and excluded; the 
criteria for the presentation of the results obtained; the approach to assess the quality of 
the included studies and the way by which graphics and conclusions will highlight it. 

 
METHOD 
Search Strategy 
An extensive literature search for relevant published and unpublished studies was 

conducted on Medline, CINAHL Plus with Full Text, PsycInfo and PsycArticle from 
inception through April 11, 2015. Additionally, we performed a search in Google 
Scholar and manually searched through the reference lists of included articles. The 
search criteria combined three separate domains: intimate partner violence, alcohol and 
emotion dysregulation. Comprehensive search strategies were developed using the 
controlled vocabularies of each database. We systematically searched for relevant 
studies using a combination of Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) terms and 
corresponding free-text terms. Search term and keywords were altered as per 
specification of individual database. The following MeSH terms and/or free text syntax 
were  used for CINAHL Plus with Full Text : (MM "Intimate Partner Violence") OR 
(MM "Domestic Violence+") OR “ipv” OR intimate partner violence OR relationship 
abuse OR ((TX ( violen* OR aggressi* OR abus* ) AND TX ( spous* OR wife OR 
wives OR partner OR husband )); (MM "Alcohol Abuse") OR "alcohol abuse" OR (MM 



4      VELOTTI, D’AGUANO et al. 

"Alcohol-Induced Disorders, Nervous System+") OR (MM "Alcohol Drinking+") OR 
(MM "Alcoholism") OR "alcoholism" OR (MH "Alcohol Withdrawal Delirium") OR 
(MM "Alcohol Amnestic Disorder") OR (MM "Alcohol Withdrawal Syndrome") OR 
(MH "Psychoses, Alcoholic") OR (MM "Binge Drinking") OR (MM "Drinking 
Behavior+") OR TX alcohol*; "emotion dysregulation" OR ( TX "affective 
dysregulation" OR TX "affective instabilty" OR TX "emotional lability" OR TX 
“emotion instability” OR TX “emotion dysregulation” OR TX “emotion regulation” OR 
TX “mood instability” OR TX “mood lability” OR TX “mood dysregulation” OR TX 
“mood swings” OR TX "autocontrol" OR TX “self regulation” OR TX ”emotional 
control” OR TX “self control” ). No language restrictions were applied to the search.  

Identification of Studies.  
As shown in Figure 1 (that depicts the Prisma flow diagram), 2485 records were 

retrieved using the search strategy described above, and 2460 studies remained after 
removal of duplicates. In the initial screening, titles and abstracts were examined.  If a 
title appeared potentially eligible but no abstract was available, the full-text article was 
retrieved. Two researchers (MD, PV) independently screened all titles and abstracts for 
eligibility. There was high level of agreement between raters. Any discrepancies (7 
cases) were resolved by discussion between the authors or if they were unable to resolve 
(1 case), with a decision by a third independent scholar (VL). The final list of excluded 
studies was discussed among the three authors (see Table 1). Finally, a list of eligible 
studies was reached (see Table 2). 

Study Selection Criteria   
IPV was considered as a term more specific to violence occurring between intimate 

partners, supporting literature the need to study men and women as both potential 
victims and perpetrators when approaching IPV (Costa et al, 

2015) . Moreover, studies highlight that incidents of IPV occurs within 
relationships of co-habiting and divorced couples as well as within those in same sex 
relationships (Johnson, Ferraro, 2000). 

Alcohol measures of interest included both alcohol use and alcohol use disorders 
based on codes from the International Classification of Diseases (ICD) version 10 
(World Health Organization, 1992). Studies examining only partner alcohol use were 
excluded. 

Emotion dysregulation refers to deficits in one’s ability to recognize, understand 
and accept emotions, engage in goal directed behaviours while experiencing negative 
emotions, and modulate the intensity and/or duration of emotional responses (Gratz, 
Roemer, 2004). 

Population: Adult people aged 18–65 years will be included.  
Comparisons: All studies, excluding case series and case studies, will be 

considered. 
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Exclusion criteria: People under 18 years. Case series and case studies. 
Data extraction 
Two reviewers (MA, PV) independently extracted information from the selected 

papers. Information comprised sample size and participants, sampling methods, 
measuring tools, description of the intervention and control group(s), and outcomes.  

Assessment of study quality 
The quality of the different studies was measured using the Strengthening The 

Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology checklist (STROBE)  (von Elm et 
al,  2007) and Consort Statement 2010 (Schulz et al, 

2010).  Each author counted items on the checklists as follows: -, item not reported; 
+, item reported but inadequately; ++, item reported adequately (see Table 3). Any 
disagreements (2 cases) between reviewers were resolved by discussion.  

 
Results 
As shown in Table 2, only four studies were categorized as effective for emotion 

dysregulation, alcohol abuse and violence. In the first laboratory study (Watkins et al, 
2015) 137 participants (68 couples and 1 men) were recruited from a large university 
sample. This study aimed to examine the interactive effects of two emotion regulation 
strategies (rumination and reappraisal) and alcohol intoxication on intimate partner 
aggression perpetration. Each participant was randomly assigned to drink an alcohol 
(men were given a dose of 0.80 g per kilogram of alcohol mixed with orange juice, 
women were given a dose of 0.72 g per kilogram of alcohol) or a placebo beverage 
(orange juice and four milliliters of alcohol). Participants were asked to identify an 
unresolved matter in their relationship in which they became very angry with their 
partner. After alcohol administration, each participant was randomized to a rumination, 
reappraisal, or uninstructed condition. In each condition, participants were instructed to 
think about the previously mentioned matter. Variations both in affect (pre-post recall) 
and in anger were examined.  

In addition, participants were informed that they would play a reaction time game 
against their partner. Before each of the two programmed trials, participants decide if - 
when they win and their partner loses - annoy with a white noise (determining the 
length and volume of noise) the headphones of their partner.  

Two outcome variables were created by averaging the noise intensity and noise 
duration from the first trial and the second trial. In the first trial participants have not yet 
received an explosion of white noise from their apparent adversary, thus it provide the 
measure of unprovoked aggression. A measure of provoked aggression was given by the 
second trial that occurs following a blast of maximum intensity and duration perceived 
to come from the participant’s partner.  
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Results shown that trait reappraisal, state rumination, and alcohol intoxication 
interacted to predict unprovoked intimate partner aggression (IPA), and that trait 
reappraisal was significantly related to unprovoked IPA among individuals who were 
given alcohol and instructed to ruminate. In provoked IPA, trait and instructed 
rumination interacted with alcohol intoxication to predict greater IPA perpetration. High 
trait rumination, rumination about an angering occasion, and alcohol intoxication seems 
to reduce the ability to manage aggressiveness.  

In the second laboratory study (Stappenbeck, Fromme; 2014), 150 participants were 
recruited from a pool of university students, and through newspaper and Internet 
advertisements, flyers around the community and campus. The study examined the 
effects of alcohol intoxication, alcohol expectancies, emotion regulation, and emotional 
arousal on aggression in dating relationships. Three different conditions were created: 1) 
alcohol condition(participants were administered beverages contained a 1:3 mixture of 
80-proof vodka); 2) placebo condition (participants received the same 1:3 ratio of 
decarbonated tonic to mixer); 3) no-alcohol condition (participants were given 
beverages of chilled water in an amount equal to the liquid they would have received in 
either the alcohol or placebo conditions). Participants were instructed to respond about 
their thoughts, feelings, and what they would do in response to a specific scenario. The 
Articulated Thoughts in Simulated Situations (ATSS) (Davison, 1983) was administered 
using different audio-taped scenarios: neutral, where a dating couple after a party have 
an ordinary conversation about the night and their upcoming plans; conflict, where a 
dating couple had a jealous interaction after a party and partners were upset with each 
other about their behavior at the event.  

Results highlights that those individuals less able to reappraise showed more 
aggressive intentions in the alcohol conditions than those in the placebo and no-alcohol 
conditions. Further, individuals better able to reappraise in the no-alcohol condition 
articulated more aggressive intentions than those who received alcohol and placebo. No 
effect of suppression was significant. 

In the third study (Schumacher, 2013) a sample of 97 participants with alcohol 
dependence and a pretreatment year history of IPV were recruited. This research 
examined the association between self regulation (i.e., impulsivity) and broad battery of 
neuropsychological tests of executive functioning (EF), and computerized delay 
discounting and behavioral inhibition tasks. Results shown that men reporting higher 
scores on impulsivity were more likely to engage in IPV on a drinking day than men 
reporting less impulsivity. In addition, men that evidenced better task performance were 
more likely to engage in IPV on a drinking day than men demonstrating poorer task 
performance. Differences in IPV were not evident on nondrinking days. 

In the last study (Tharp et al, 2013) a total of 121 participants enrolled in residential 
substance abuse treatment were recruited. The study aimed to evaluate the role of 
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hostility, impulsiveness and emotion dysregulation in explaining IPV perpetration by 
men seeking alcohol treatment. Results evidence that impulsiveness predicted 
psychological and sexual IPV above and over emotion dysregulation and hostility, while 
hostility domain in the predicted physical IPV above and beyond emotion dysregulation 
and impulsiveness. 

 
Discussion 
Intimate partner violence is one of the major public health problems and alcohol 

plays an important role in IPV (McKinney et al, 2010; Klostermann 
Fals-Stewart,2006; Leadley et al, 2000; Campbell, 2002, Murphy et al, 2005). Studies 
found that in most cases, who perpetrated violence against partners was drinking at the 
time of the event. Also, the literature has shown that IPV involving alcohol use tend to 
be more severe and increase the likelihood of co-occurrence of other forms of violence 
(Murphy et al,2005; Murphy et al, 2001;  Testa et al, 2003; Thompson, Kingree, 2006;  
Fonseca et al, 2009).   

Alcohol’s role in partner violence may be explained by: a) alcohol’s direct 
physiological disinhibitory effect; b) people’s expectations that alcohol will have a 
disinhibitory effect on behavior; c) people’s justifications for their violent behavior 
using alcohol. However, it is also possible that the association between alcohol and 
violence have common predictors (Reingle et al, 2012; Field et al, 2004), such as 
emotion dysregulation. 

The current review sought to address the role of emotion dysregulation on alcohol 
related IPV. In general, a limited literature has emerged examining the role of emotion 
dysregulation on IPV during alcohol abuse. Anyway, basing on the number of studies 
published in the last three years a possible new interest of research in this area seems to 
emerge.  Although we found that most results of these paper confirm the importance of 
considering the role of emotion dysregulation when people drink, the variability in 
population and in types of these few  initial studies limited their ability to deepen the 
understanding of the role of emotion dysregulation in alcohol related IPV. 

Using random assignment to alcohol conditions the first two studies (Stappenbeck, 
Fromme, 2010; Watkins et al, 2015) confirmed that alcohol intoxication disinhibited 
aggressiveness and contributed to the emergence of verbal and physical violence; and 
that an association between trait emotion regulation and IPA existed (Testa et al, 2014). 
Specifically, reappraisal seemed to have a buffer effect: individuals with lower trait 
reappraisal were less able to control aggressiveness against their partner while 
individuals with higher trait reappraisal were able to continue to consider partner 
perspective during anger event, even in the presence of alcohol intoxication and 
rumination. This data are consistent with studies that have associated habitual use of 
reappraisal with sharing one’s emotions and having closer relationships with others 
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(Velotti et al, 2015; Gross, Joh, 2003). Observational studies (Schumacher et al, 2013; 
Tharp et al,  2013) - both with a clinical population involved in residential substance 
abuse treatment – indicates impulsivity as moderator of alcohol related aggression; 
however, emotional dysregulation is a multidimensional construct. 

Conclusions 
In conclusion, this review found some support for an association between emotion 

regulation and alcohol related intimate partner violence. This finding lays the 
foundation for future research that will investigate the relationship between alcohol use 
and perpetration of IPV. Recently, some studies (Bateman et al, 2013) have underlined 
the importance of a focus on emotional awareness in psychotherapy as a first step to 
improve emotion regulation skills, as for example in the case of Metacognitive 
Interpersonal Therapy (Dimaggio, Attinà, 2012). From this point of view, improve 
specific emotion regulation facets (e.g., emotional awareness, impulsivity) during 
treatment could help in reducing both alcohol consumption and intimate partner 
violence. Accordingly, research need to unravel the construct of emotional 
dysregulation and focus on its component also in order to provide new insights in terms 
of treatment implications.  

Strengths and limitations   
Although an exhaustive search for literature was conducted in this systematic 

review in accordance to the highest reporting standards, this review is not without 
limitations. We have only conducted the search in electronic databases and studies 
published in local journals, which are not indexed in consulted database, might have 
been missed out in this review. Additional, articles written in any language were 
included, despite the search terms were all in English. Further studies are needed to 
better describe and compare the role of emotion dysregulation in intimate partner 
violence and to make possible a meta-analysis of the results. 

Contributions of authors   
Contributors MD, VL and PV contributed to the conception of the study. The 

manuscript protocol was drafted by MD and revised by PV. The search strategy was 
developed by all the authors and performed by MD and PV, who also independently 
screened the potential studies and extracted data from the included studies. VL arbitrate 
in case of disagreement. All authors assessed the risk of bias and approved the 
publication of the manuscript. 
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