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Objective: Emotion dysregulation, negative affects, and aggression can affect each other. 
This study aimed to demonstrate the role of the negative effects and emotion dysregulation 
in aggressio.

Methods: The statistical population was Kharazmi University students that 280 of them were 
selected by random multiphasic sampling method. The study instruments were Buss-Perry 
aggression questionnaire, the short form of cognitive emotion regulation questionnaire and 
positive affect and negative affect scale. The Pearson correlation, Student t test, and hierarchical 
regression tests were used to analyse the data.

Results: Gender, negative affect and maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (rumination, 
catastrophizing, and others blaming) were correlated with aggression. After controlling for 
gender and negative affect, maladaptive emotion regulation explained only 0.029% of the 
aggression variance and in this case and negative affect could explain 11.4% of its variance. 
Furthermore, by controlling for gender and negative affect, others blaming and catastrophizing 
strategies could explain 0.077% of the aggression variance.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates the more important role of negative affect in 
predicting aggression. It seems that efficient methods to improve mood state can be 
helpful in aggression reduction.
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1. Introduction

ggression is a human behavioral pattern 
that manifests in different ways (Colak-
oglu & Solak, 2014) and its relationship 
with negative affects has a long history 
(Miller & Lynam, 2006). Negative affect 

refers to a tendency to experience negative emotions in 
different situations, even in the absence of any obvious 
stressful factors (Watson & Clark, 1984). In fact, tenden-
cy to experience negative affect is a fundamental issue 
from an evolutionary perspective of externalizing disor-
ders (Waldman, Singh, & Lahey, 2006). 

Negative excitability in teenagers predicts antisocial 
behavior and antisocial personality disorder, conse-
quently (Krueger, 1999). Similarly, negative affect vari-
ables are associated with aggression in adults (Miller, 
Zeichner, & Wilson, 2012). Some evidence indicates 
that the relationship between aggression and neuroti-
cism is somewhat related to increased aggressive emo-
tions (Barlett & Anderson, 2012). Studies have ad-
dressed the underlying mechanisms of the relationship 
between negative affect and aggression to clarify how 

they are related. Emotion regulation is an important 
variable (Werner & Gross, 2010). 

Emotion regulation includes a wide range of internal 
and external processes, used for reviewing, evaluating, 
and modifying the emotional reactions. In addition, it in-
cludes a broad range of cognitive, behavioral, emotional, 
and physical responses and is necessary for understand-
ing the emotional and behavioral correlates of stress and 
negative affective states (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006). 
Studies reported that emotion regulation can mediate the 
relationship between negative affect and aggression (Ro-
berton, Daffern, & Bucks, 2012).

Generally, emotion dysregulation is known as a mech-
anism by which negative affects influence psychopa-
thology. The Calkins’ evolutionary theory of emotion 
regulation (Calkins, 1994) claims that individual differ-
ences like emotion regulation skills modify the effect 
of behavioral features (e.g. this claim, Kim-Spon et al. 
(Kim‐Spoon, Cicchetti, & Rogosch, 2013) conducted a 
longitudinal study on children with and without history 
of misbehavior. They concluded that emotion regulation 
modifies the relationship between emotional instabil-
ity, negativism and externalizing symptoms. Similarly, 
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Highlights 

● There is a relationship between aggression and negative affect and emotion dysregulation. 

● Negative affect is stronger in predicting aggression than emotion dysregulation.

● The role of negative affect is greater than gender and negative emotion regulation in aggression.

Plain Language Summary 

We know that emotion dysregulation, negative affects, and aggression can affect each other. However, it is unclear 
that how and to what extent emotion dysregulation and negative affect can predict aggression. This fact can be very im-
portant in helping people with problems in aggression control. Therefore, this study conducted to demonstrate the role 
of negative affect and emotion dysregulation in aggression. The study participants were Kharazmi University students 
in Tehran, Iran. Of them, 280 were randomly selected. The study instruments were Buss-Perry aggression question-
naire, the short form of cognitive emotion regulation questionnaire, and positive and negative affect scale. Gender, 
negative affect and maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (rumination, catastrophizing, and others blaming) had 
significant correlation with aggression. 

After controlling for gender and negative affect, maladaptive emotion regulation explained a very small part of ag-
gression variance that was not statistically significant but negative affect could explain considerable amount of aggres-
sion variance beyond gender and maladaptive emotion regulation. This study demonstrated the more important role of 
negative affect in predicting aggression. It seems that efficient methods to improve mood state can be more effective 
in helping people reduce their aggressive behaviors than efforts to reduce maladaptive emotion regulation strategies or 
teaching constructive methods of emotion regulation.
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emotion regulation appears to relatively modify the rela-
tionship between anger rumination and reactive aggres-
sion (White & Turner, 2014). Moreover, some studies 
concluded that maladaptive emotion regulation leads to 
aggression through the increased experience of negative 
affect (Roberton et al., 2012). 

Megargee suggested that people, who overcontrol their 
emotions, experience more severe aggression compared 
to those with low control on their emotions, because 
the excessive control makes them experience higher 
levels of aggression and arousal of unpleasant emo-
tions (Megargee, 1966). The intense suppression of an-
ger had a direct relationship with aggressive behaviors 
(Norström & Pape, 2010). Another study showed that 
the above-mentioned maladaptive ways to control anger 
were predictors of aggressive behavior (Tull, Barrett, 
McMillan, & Roemer, 2007). Wyckoff (2016) reviewed 
previous studies on negative emotion and concluded that 
although many psychologists have theorized that nega-
tive emotions lead to aggression, the triggering context 
of these emotions and how such emotions predict ag-
gression, remains unclear.

An overview of the literature reveals that most studies 
conducted in recent decades have attempted to describe 
and explain the behavioral nature of this phenomenon. A 
few research demonstrated the role of emotional factors 
in predicting aggression. However, many researchers 
have emphasized on emotions derived from frustration, 
as an underlying factor in aggression and suggest that 
dimensions of emotions can play an important role in 
aggression (Roberton et al., 2012). In this regard, further 
research is needed to identify predictive factors for ag-
gression. This research aimed to investigate the role of 
negative affect in predicting aggression, as well as the 
role of emotion dysregulation in predicting aggression 
beyond the negative affect.

2. Methods

The statistical population consisted of the students of 
Kharazmi University of Tehran. Of them, 280 students 
were selected using a multistage random sampling meth-
od. Out of the university faculties (psychology and Edu-
cation, Mathematical Sciences, Engineering, Physical 
Education, Literature and Languages, Biological Scienc-
es, and Chemistry), 3 faculties were randomly selected. 
Then, 8 classrooms were randomly selected from those 
faculties. Questionnaires were provided to the students. 
Final sample size was 260, because 20 questionnaires 
were incomplete and discarded. Firstly, a brief instruc-
tion was provided on how to answer the questions. It 

was explained that the personal information of students, 
including their names are not needed to be written in the 
questionnaires, and the collected data would be used 
only for research purposes.

All participants’ data remained confidential throughout 
the study. Then, the students completed the question-
naires in 15 to 20 minutes. The questionnaires were 
implemented in 4 weeks. The data were analyzed by sta-
tistical methods of point-biserial correlation, the Pearson 
correlation coefficient, Student’s t test, and hierarchical 
regression, using SPSS-20.

Data collection tools include: 1. Buss-Perry Aggres-
sion Questionnaire (BP-AQ) which is the new version 
of hostility questionnaire (Buss & Perry, 1992) with 
29-item self-report instrument in 4 subscales. The sub-
scales include Physical Aggression (PA), Verbal Ag-
gression (VA), Anger (A), and Hostility (H). The sub-
jects answered each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale: 
1. Extremely uncharacteristic of me; 2. Somewhat un-
characteristic of me; 3. Uncertain; 4. Somewhat char-
acteristic of me; and 5. Extremely characteristic of me. 
The items number 9 and 16 are scored reversely. The 
total score of aggression is obtained by sum of scores 
of all subscales. The test-retest reliability and the cor-
relation coefficients of the questionnaire were found 
as 0.80, 0.76, 0.72, and 0.72, respectively for physical 
aggression, verbal regression, aggression, and hostility. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, split-half reliability, 
and test-retest reliability of the questionnaire have been 
reported as 0.89, 0.78, and 0.73, respectively, in Iran. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for hostility, physical 
aggression, verbal aggression, aggression, and hostility 
were 0.82, 0.79, 0.74, and 0.71, respectively (Bakhti-
yari, Tashkeh, Bazani, & Mohammadi, 2016). In this 
study, only the total test score was used and Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for it was 0.82.

2. Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, short 
version (CERQ-short) which is a 18-item questionnaire 
was developed by Garnefski and Kraaij (2007). Each 
item is answered on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=al-
most never to 5=almost always). It is a multi-dimension-
al scale and used to identify the coping cognitive strate-
gies after an adverse event. In addition to adaptive and 
maladaptive emotion regulation styles, this questionnaire 
measures different strategies of each style. Adaptive 
emotion regulation style includes positive refocusing, re-
focus on planning, positive reappraisal, and putting into 
perspective. Maladaptive emotion regulation strategies 
consist of self-blame, other-blame, rumination, accep-
tance, and catastrophizing. The Cronbach’s alpha coef-

http://jpcp.uswr.ac.ir/index.php?&slct_pg_id=10&sid=1&slc_lang=en


252

October 2018, Volume 6, Number 4

ficients for the 9 subscales of this questionnaire with a 
range of 0.68 to 0.82, indicating the acceptable reliability 
of the questionnaire. In addition, the 9-factor structure of 
CERQ-short has been approved by principal component 
analysis, and those 9 factors are accountable for a major 
part of data variance (75%) (Hasani, 2011). In the pres-
ent study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for total nega-
tive emotion regulation was 0.63 and varied from 0.53 to 
0.75 for the 5 subscales of this variable.

3. Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) 
which is a 20-item self-report tool, was designed for 
measuring the dimensions of negative and positive af-
fect. Each dimension has 10 items and is scored on a 
5-point Likert-type scale (from 1=very low to 5=very 
high). Its internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s 
alpha) was 0.88 for the positive affect and 0.87 for the 
negative affect (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). The 
internal consistency coefficient of the Persian version 
of this scale (Bakhshipour & Dezhkam, 2006) was ob-
tained as 0.87 for both subscales on Iranian population. 
Our study only used the negative affect dimension with 
reliability coefficient of 0.86. 

3. Results

Primary analysis

Demographic characteristics of participants is present-
ed in Table 1. Only gender had a significant negative cor-
relation with aggression (r=-0.169, P<0.01). Males had a 

higher level of aggression, compared to females (t=2.7, 
P<0.01). The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to 
determine the degree of correlation between aggression 
and negative affect, maladaptive emotion regulation, 
and its 5 subscales. The results of Pearson’s correlation 
analysis and descriptive statistics related to variables are 
listed in Table 2. 

As shown, aggression has a correlation with negative 
affect and maladaptive emotion regulation among the 
strategies of maladaptive emotion regulation, while self-
blame, and acceptance had no significant correlations 
with aggression. Thus, these two variables were not en-
tered in the hierarchical regression analysis. In order to 
analyze the hierarchical regression, gender and negative 
affect were initially entered into the model. 

Regression analysis

Gender and negative affect

As mentioned, gender and negative affect variables were 
included in the model. The results indicated that these 2 
variables had a significant role in the model (F2, 259=35.466, 
P=0.001) and explained 21.6% of aggression variance. In 
other words, gender (t=-2.372, B=-0.131, P=0.01) and 
negative affect (t=7.938, B=-0.439 P=0.001,) had a signifi-
cant relationship with aggression. In the second step, the 
negative emotion regulation was entered into the model. 
It also had a significant role in the model (F2, 259=28.996, 
P=0.001), and explained the 0.029% of the aggression vari-

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of study participants

No. (%)Variable

151(56.8)Men
Gender

112(43.25)Women

18-57 (Range)Age, y

200(76)BA student

Education 59(29.4)MA student

4(1.6)PhD student

57(22.8)History of aggression

93(365)First

Birth order

52(22.95)Second

43(16.7)Third

29(11.2)Fourth

43(13.2)Fifth or more
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ance (t=3.578, B=-0.208, P=0.001). It seems that the role 
of maladaptive emotion regulation beyond gender and 
negative affect was not considerable. 

Maladaptive emotion regulation strategies

In order to determine the role of each maladaptive emo-
tion regulation strategy, more exploratory analyses were 
conducted. After controlling the gender and negative affect 
in the first step, 3 strategies with a significant correlation 
to aggression, were entered into the model (F5, 259=21.060, 
P=0.001) that explained 0.077% of the aggression variance. 
Particularly, other-blame (t=3.424, B=-0.193, P=0.001,) 
and catastrophizing (t=2.390, B=0.149, P=0.05) had a sig-
nificant relationship with aggression, while this was not 
true about rumination (P=0.369). 

Gender, maladaptive emotion regulation and 
negative affect

In the next stage of analysis, gender and negative 
emotion regulation were initially entered into the mod-
el, with a significant role in the model (F2, 259=20.87, 
P=0.001) that explained 0.14% of the aggression vari-
ance. In other words, gender (t=-2.688, B=-0.156, 
P=0.01,) and maladaptive emotion regulation (t=5.875, 
B=0.340, P=0.001,) had a significant relationship with 
aggression. In the second step, the negative affect was 
entered into the analysis, with a significant role in the 
model (F2, 258=28.997, P=0.001,) that explained the other 
11.4% of the aggression variance (t=3.578, B=0.208, 
P=0.001). Therefore, the role of negative affect beyond 

gender and negative emotion regulation was much more 
considerable than the role of maladaptive emotion regula-
tion beyond gender and negative affect.

4. Discussion

Our results indicated the relationship between emotion 
regulation and negative affect on aggression. Gender and 
negative affect variables explained 21.6% of aggression 
variance and after controlling, maladaptive emotions ex-
plained less than 1% of aggression variance. Also, after 
controlling gender and maladaptive emotion regulation, 
the negative affect could explain 11.4% of aggression 
variance and played a stronger role in this regard. Nega-
tive affect beyond gender and negative emotion regula-
tion had a much higher role than maladaptive emotion 
regulation beyond gender and negative affect. Based on 
the general model of aggression, research findings sup-
ported this notion that current internal state character-
ized by experiencing unpleasant emotions and inability 
to manage them, dispose people to commit aggressive 
behaviors (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). In fact, when 
negative emotions overcome a person, he/she performs 
aggressive actions to suppress these emotions or avoid 
them (Roberton et al., 2012). 

Our findings are somewhat inconsistent with the 
study by Donahue, Goranson, McClure and Van Male 
(2014) that stated some aspects of emotion dysregu-
lation affect the relationship between negative affect 
and aggression, while their alternative hypothesis sug-

Table 2. Correlation coefficient matrix among studied variables

Ag N.E M.E.R S.B O.B R A C

Ag 1

NE 0.451 1

MER 0.343 0.367 1

SB 0.095 0.089 0.424 1

OB 0.318 0.208 0.480 0.105 1

R 0.172 0.215 0.627 0.038 0.146 1

A 0.016 0.126 0.563 0.082 0.026 0.256 1

C 0.367 0.394 0.716 0.352 0.117 0.322 0.215 1

Mean±SD 4.80±1.9 5.20±1.8 6.48±1.8 4.21±1.7 5.25±1.9 25.96±5.3 23±7.4 44.75±16.7

Abbreviations: Ag: Aggression; NE: Negative affect; MER: Maladaptive Emotion Regulation; SB: Self-Blame; OB: Others 
Blame; R: Rumination; A: Acceptance; C: Catastrophizing.
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gesting the mediating role of negative affect on the 
relationship between maladaptive emotion regulation 
and physical aggression, was not supported. However, 
only physical aggression was considered in their study, 
while our study considered aggression in general. In 
addition, the previous study had an acceptance-orient-
ed approach to maladaptive emotion regulation, using 
the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS), 
which differs from instruments used to measuring mal-
adaptive emotion regulation. 

Finally, both studies had been conducted in a non-
clinical setting and the mentioned inconsistency of 
study results could represent complexity and multi-
dimensionality of the relationship between aggression, 
negative affect and aggression, something that calls for 
further studies. Moreover, after controlling gender and 
negative affect in the first step, 2 maladaptive emotion 
regulation strategies (others-blame and catastrophiz-
ing) showed significant relationship with aggression. It 
seems that these findings were consistent with the previ-
ous research, stating that the mood state affects cognitive 
performance and information processing. 

Once individuals experience an emotion like anger, 
aggressive thoughts become active, aggressive schemas 
become dominant (Berkowitz, 1990), and their attention 
directs toward the information related to anger (Eckhardt 
& Cohen, 1997). Thus, the negative affective state may 
dispose people to aggression through their evaluation 
of situations and interference with information process-
ing (Rydell et al., 2008). Thus, it can be expected that 
the high levels of negative affect make the susceptible 
people to catastrophically interpret a situation and inap-
propriately evaluate their responsibilities in overcoming 
their aggressive behavior.

Mennin, Heimberg, Turk, and Fresco (2005) conduct-
ed an investigation to determine the emotional compo-
nents of emotion dysregulation in the psychopathol-
ogy of anxiety and depression. Based on their results, 
four factors of emotional intensity, poor understanding 
of emotions, negative reaction to emotions and mal-
adaptive management of emotions were reveled in the 
common tools used to measure the emotions function-
ing and their dysregulation. It was also found that the 
factors of poor understanding of emotions, negative 
reactions to emotions and maladaptive management 
of emotions, were related to the hidden factor of emo-
tion dysregulation. The emotional intensity was better 
identified, separately. This suggests that this factor may 
be an important factor and people with high emotional 

intensity are susceptible to psychological disturbances, 
due to their physical characteristics. 

In the theoretical model, it is believed that people with 
mental disorders have a temperamental susceptibility for 
these disorders. This factor is related to emotions and 
emotion dysregulation. In fact, the negative affect can 
lead to maladaptive regulation strategies, and maladap-
tive strategies can in turn lead to higher levels of nega-
tive affect (Mennin, Holaway, Fresco, Moore, & Heim-
berg, 2007). This model can also explain the problems of 
people with aggressive behaviors.

The present study had some limitations, too. First, 
studying aggression in a non-clinical sample of univer-
sity students limits the generalization of findings. Thus, 
we propose that future studies address variables affect-
ing aggression in clinical populations. Second, the study 
data were collected using self-report questionnaires that 
are probably not the best method for evaluating aggres-
sion. Using state-centered measurements for evaluating 
the aggression and negative affect could yield more valu-
able information. In addition, studying the diverse kinds 
of aggression and inclusion of other variables, such as 
the ability to tolerate frustration and positive affect, can 
help better understand the problem, because the previ-
ous research studies have shown that invoking anger 
had a positive relationship with enhanced positive mood 
(Harmon-Jones, Harmon-Jones, Abramson, & Peterson, 
2009) and maladaptive emotion regulation of positive 
emotions could be another route toward aggression. Fi-
nally, the correlational nature of the present study makes 
it impossible to infer causal conclusions and indicates 
the need for longitudinal investigations.

The findings indicate the importance of negative affect 
and to a lesser degree the maladaptive emotion regula-
tion effect on aggression. Notably, the strategies of cata-
strophizing and others-blame are of a greater importance. 
Thus, in order to reduce client’s aggressive behavior, cli-
nicians should focus on helping them to initially experi-
ence less negative affect, by educating efficient strategies 
of problem-solving and decision making, particularly in 
interpersonal contexts, problem-focused stress-manage-
ment skills, and correcting cognitive distortions.

The present study demonstrated the importance of neg-
ative emotions in predicting aggression. These results 
could provide researchers an opportunity to conduct fu-
ture research and a clinical guide to identify and address 
the factors influencing aggressive behavior management.
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