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The article discusses the role of cognitive emotion regulation (ER) as well as of individual 
alexithymic traits in the emergence of adolescents’ aggressive behavior. It is assumed that 
alexithymic traits cause aggression by developing maladaptive ER. 142 adolescents aged 
12–17 were examined in order to study this mechanism, such questionnaires as Cognitive 
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ), the Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children and 
the Buss–Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ) were used as research methods. It has 
been discovered that the use of maladaptive ER strategies is a significant factor in the 
development of aggressive behavior. It was confirmed that the reduced ability to identify 
one’s feelings is associated with the risk of developing maladaptive ER strategies, which in 
its turn enhances aggression. An inclination to catastrophize and ruminate, experiencing 
stressful events acutely and continuously, as well as showing hostility are the traits of  
a teenager’s character which can be considered as predisposing to aggressive behavior. 
These features of dysfunctional ER can serve as targets in psychotherapeutic work and 
they should also be paid special attention to while conducting psycho-prophylaxis of 
aggressive behavior with adolescents. 
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Introduction 

Considering the problem of aggression with adolescents over time, it should be noted 
that so far many theories of aggression have been presented as those describing the nature, 
forms, functions, and mechanisms of its development [31]. Despite these scientific 
achievements, this problem has not stopped bothering the minds of modern researchers, 
but, on the contrary, scientific and practical interest in teenage aggression has only been 
growing. This is primarily due to spreading of the phenomenon which can be described as  
a “culture of violence” in modern society [12]. In people's lives it is reflected in the form of 
the high level of adolescents’ wrongful acts committed in the public sphere, including 
school environment [47]. This fact is associated with the development and spreading of 
such forms of violence as bullying (school violence) [11], Columbine (massacre at schools) 
[15] and school shooting (armed attack on schoolchildren committed by a student or an 
intruder inside an educational institution), etc. [12; 27]. Thus, new questions arise with the 
representatives of the psychological science. The most important of them are the search for 
personal factors predisposing to aggression, the study of social and psychological factors 
provoking the development of aggressive reactions, as well as the search for adequate 
methods of providing psychological assistance to certain young people who are prone to 
aggressive behavior. The implementation of these objectives is an important and necessary 
step for building a healthy society [27]. 

This work considers personal factors causing teenage aggression. According to the 
frustration-agression theory by L. Berkowitz's, the development of aggression is associated 
with some stressors causing psycho-emotional stress, whose cognitive assessment 
peculiarities play a major role in the development of aggressive reactions [4].  
E.K. Ageenkova et al. have found that adolescents respond aggressively not only to 
frustrating factors, but may also feel aggression towards people showing inappropriate 
behavior, for example, vandals, sadists, those who jump in a queue, etc., while watching the 
environment [2]. Despite the fact that some scholars tend to consider modern adolescents 
being responsible for “lowering the standards of spirituality, neglecting positive socio-
cultural goals”, etc. [17, p. 106], the research has found out that adolescents are aware of 
their inappropriate behavior toward their teachers, parents and friends, as well as feel 
guilty and ashamed, whereas these feelings can be auto-aggressive in their nature [2]. 
Thus, adolescents in the process of their character building handle some aspects of the 
external and internal worlds acutely. They also face some negative or stressful situations, 
the response to which largely determines their psychological well-being. Therefore, 
studying emotion regulation (ER) processes associated with aggression is an important 
area of scientific and empirical teenage aggression research in our cultural space. 

Maladaptive Cognitive ER as a Risk Factor of Adolescents’ Aggression 

Researchers consider aggressive behavior to be an imperfect form of coping with 
negative emotional strain due to some difficulties with ER [45]. ER is defined as a system of 
conscious and unconscious mental processes regulating emotional experience [19]. While 
using various psychodiagnostic tools, it was found that aggression with adults [34; 36] and 
children [38] is associated with dysfunctional ER [43]. L. Rey and N. Extremera noted that 
the use of such ER strategies as self-blame and rumination predisposes boys to physical 
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and verbal aggression [41]. According to Russian researchers N.A. Polskaya and  
N.V. Vlasova, maladaptive ER strategies, namely, rumination, self-blame and blaming 
others, play an important role in the development of self-destructive forms of behavior and 
psychopathological symptomatology with adolescents and young people aged 13 to 21  
[22; 23]. The research of cognitive ER, considering its relationship with aggression, seems  
a promising approach if to take into account available opportunities for adjusting the ER 
processes during psychological assistance. However, the role of alexithymia as a personal 
trait connected with ER processes is still unclear [39]. 

The Construct of Alexithymia and Its Components 

The construct of alexithymia is multidimensional, as it consists of various personal 
traits characterizing emotional (affective) and cognitive components of alexithymia, which 
are based on various neuropsychological mechanisms [49]. The affective component of 
alexithymia is represented by low emotional arousability, reduced ability to symbolize, 
poverty of fantasy and imagination. The cognitive component of alexithymia results in 
difficulties identifying feelings and emotions and in the low cognitive awareness of or 
difficulty verbalizing and describing one’s own emotional states. It is associated with low 
cognitive awareness of feelings and bodily sensations and difficulty differentiating them, 
and is also characterized by concrete thinking and focusing on external events rather than 
on internal experiences [7; 49]. The causes of alexithymia are still not fully understood. 
Researchers tend to believe that there exist two forms of alexithymia: primary (genetically 
determined, irreversible) and secondary (formed during life, reversible), but there is still 
no scientific consensus on this point [7; 8]. Most likely, the main difficulties in studying the 
causes of alexithymia are related to the multidimensionality of the alexithymia construct 
itself. 

Alexithymia is a nonspecific risk factor for psychosomatic disorders, which makes the 
psychosocial adaptation of the individual more complicated [10] due to cognitive 
deficiency and low emotion differentiation [25]. It should be highlighted that alexithymia is 
not a psychopathological personal trait, and, according to B.D. Karvasarskij, the construct 
of alexithymia itself has been criticized because of its irrelevance [16]. E.K. Ageenkova and 
P.M. Larionov noted that the alexithymia construct includes multidimensional 
characteristics making it difficult to understand the intrapersonal processes associated 
with the development of psychosomatic disorders [1]. The most famous alexithymia 
questionnaire is the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), which consists of three subscales: 
difficulty identifying feelings (DIF), difficulty describing feelings (DDF), Externally-Oriented 
Thinking (EOT). It should be emphasized that the TAS-20 questionnaire features only the 
cognitive alexithymia component [29].  

Russian researcher E.Yu. Brel' mentions that severe anxiety and high level of 
aggression, along with reduced empathic skills, are psychological components of  
a “person’s alexithymic spaceˮ [5]. Using the Buss–Durkee Hostility Inventory and the 
Toronto Alexithymia Scale, a statistically significant positive correlation between 
alexithymia and physical aggression, irritation and resentment has been found with  
a sample of adolescents and young people aged 12 to 20, but no correlation between 
alexithymia and indirect and verbal aggression, negativity, suspicion and guilt could be 
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found [5; 6]. Other researchers emphasize that adolescents with high alexithymia levels are 
also characterized by a high level of hostility [30]. 

The Relationship Between Alexithymia and Cognitive ER 

According to N.A. Polskaya and A.Ju. Razvaliaeva, who conducted a major theoretical 
review of many studies on alexithymia, maladaptive coping and alexithymia are the 
constructs “reflecting either the functioning of an individual with emotional experiences or 
some disturbances in the course of these experiences” [24, p. 72]. The studies of ER 
peculiarities among individuals with the high level of alexithymia have shown that they are 
more prone to expressive suppression than the individuals with a normal level of 
alexithymia [46], i.e. to restraining the external manifestation of the arisen emotional 
response [20]. Highly alexithymic individuals are less likely to use the adaptive ER strategy 
of cognitive reappraisal and are characterized by lower empathy levels than non-
alexithymic individuals [46]. The heterogeneous nature of the anxiety levels, symptoms of 
depression and dysfunctional ER with alexithymic individuals are caused by the differences 
of alexithymic forms in terms of their severity [33]. Among teenage girls, alexithymic traits 
contribute to the increase in the symptoms of depression and anxiety [48]. Alexithymia 
predisposes to the use of maladaptive ER strategies among adolescent girls with anorexia 
nervosa and depression, but does not act as a predictor of adaptive ER strategies [44].  

It should be noted that coping with life difficulties among adults with the high level of 
alexithymia is associated with the choice of such coping strategies as “distancing”, “self-
control” and “escape/avoidance” (according to R. Lazarus) [3]. Using these strategies 
characterizes the individual’s escape from the very fact of emotion experiencing and 
contributes to emotion suppression, which reflects the characteristic features of an 
alexithymic individual. Diagnosis of psychological defense strategies among highly 
alexithymic individuals leads to similar conclusions [9]. Thus, alexithymia, expressed 
mainly as difficulty identifying feelings and narrowing of emotional experience, does not 
allow a person to regulate their emotional state and behavior adequately, which leads to 
the development of psycho-emotional disorders both directly and through the 
development of negative emotional states [35].  

Russian scholars L.A. Severyanova, V.V. Plotnikov and D.V. Plotnikov, conducted  
a research with a large sample of young people aged 18–22, and noted that people with the 
high level of alexithymia were characterized by a high level of anxiety, neuropsychic 
arousability, shyness, somatovegetative instability and low self-esteem [28]. Using  
E. Heim’s methods, these researchers found that highly alexithymic individuals tend to use 
maladaptive coping strategies. L.A. Severyanova et al. consider that alexithymia is “an 
integral psychological phenomenon that combines emotional-volitional and personal traits 
as well as mental individual’s features into a coherent whole” [28, p. 68]. The similar point 
of view is shared by E.Yu. Brel' [5].  

To sum up, it can be noted that alexithymia is associated with some deficit in 
individual’s cognitive and emotional sphere, which, according to the above mentioned 
Russian and foreign studies, can lead to both using destructive coping strategies and to 
aggressive behavior. 
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Aims and Hypotheses of the Research 

The aim of the research is to identify alexithymic traits and characteristics of 
cognitive ER that can play the role of aggression predictors, as well as to study the 
mechanisms with which alexithymic traits and cognitive impairment can predispose to 
aggressive behavior with adolescents. On the basis of research conclusions that alexithymia 
is a strong prognostic factor of maladaptive ER strategies, A. Sfärlea et al. suggested that 
alexithymic traits are responsible for maladaptive cognitive ER, which can lead to 
aggression [44]. Due to the fact that alexithymia is a multidimensional construct, it is 
wrong to generalize that all dimensions of alexithymia are prognostic factors of 
dysfunctional ER and aggressive behavior. In this study the hypothesis that alexithymia or 
its individual dimensions cause aggressive behavior with adolescents through the 
development of maladaptive ER is verified. It is assumed that in the presence of cognitive 
impairments caused by alexithymia, namely, difficulties identifying emotional experience 
(high level of DIF), a teenager is inclined to use maladaptive cognitive ER strategies, which 
can predispose to the development of aggression 

Research Methods 

1. The Buss–Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ) adapted in Russia by  
S.N. Enikolopov and N.P. Tsibul'skii, which provides the opportunity to quantify the level of 
aggression and its individual forms – physical aggression, anger and hostility. BPAQ 
contains 24 statements that are asked to be evaluated on a five-point scale from  
1 (“uncharacteristic of me”) to 5 (“very characteristic of me”) [13]. 

2. Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ), which allows one to evaluate 
the frequency of using 9 cognitive ER strategies (cognitive coping strategies), among which 
there are adaptive (acceptance, positive refocusing, refocusing on planning, positive 
reappraisal and putting into perspective), as well as maladaptive strategies (self-blame, 
rumination, catastrophizing and blaming others). The CERQ contains 36 statements (4 for 
each strategy), which are asked to be evaluated on a 5-point scale from 1 (“never”) to  
5 (“almost always”) [26]. 

3. Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children [42], the Russian version of which was used 
by O.R. Esin et al. in the study of adolescents with tension headaches [14]. The 
questionnaire is a simplified version of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) and 
consists of 20 statements that are asked to be evaluated with the options “not true”, “a bit 
true” and “true”. The questionnaire consists of three subscales identical to the TAS-20. 
According to the questionnaire developers S. Rieffe et al., only the DIF and DDF subscales 
show a high Cronbach’s alpha coefficient equal to 0,73 and 0,75 accordingly, whereas the 
EOT subscale is characterized by low reliability – 0,29 [42]. 

Sample and Research Procedure 

142 adolescents aged 12–17, including 102 girls and 40 boys were involved in the 
study (M=15,4, SD=1,03). The study was conducted in Zhytomyr (Ukraine) in the Regional 
Boarding School for gifted children, humanitarian gymnasium No. 23, lyceum No. 25, 
secondary school No. 26, secondary school No. 28, and in the Zhytomyr community center’s 

http://www.psyedu.ru/journal/2014/2/index.phtml
http://www.psyedu.ru/journal/2014/2/index.phtml


Ларионов П.М., Гречуха И.А.  
Роль алекситимии и когнитивной  
регуляции эмоций в развитии  
агрессивного поведения подростков 
Клиническая и специальная психология 
2020. Том 9. № 4. С. 57–98. 

Larionov P.M., Grechukha I.A.  
The Role of Alexithymia and Cognitive Emotion 
Regulation in the Development  
of Aggressive Behavior in Adolescents 
Clinical Psychology and Special Education 
2020, vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 57–98. 

 

83 

club for adolescents from January to February 2020. The survey was carried out in 
accordance with the policy of conducting scientific studies in Ukraine. The approval by the 
management of educational institutions and by the parents of the surveyed adolescents 
was obtained for the research project. The study was voluntary, anonymous and in 
accordance with the principles of scientific research confidentiality. As for the 
sociodemographic variables, the survey participants reported only gender and age. The 
respondents filled out special standardized diagnostic forms of the BPAQ, CERQ and the 
Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children individually, using the paper-and-pencil format. 
Instructions for each technique were presented in writing on the questionnaire forms and 
were also provided orally by the investigator. The time for filling out the questionnaires 
was not regulated. On average, it took no more than 10 minutes for subjects to fill out one 
questionnaire. It took no more than 30 minutes for all participants to complete all 
questionnaires. 

The statistical analysis was performed using program Statistica version 13.3 and 
PROCESS macro for SPSS [37]. There were used the methods of descriptive statistics, 
Spearman’s correlation, Mann–Whitney U test, multiple regression analysis, mediation 
analysis adjusted in accordance with bootstrap bias correction method with 10000 
iterations, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, Sobel test [40]. 

Results 

Appendix 1 presents the results of the comparative analysis of the utilization rate of 
ER strategies, the level of aggression and alexithymia among boys (M) and girls (F), as well 
as Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α) calculated for the questionnaire scales of this study. The 
reliability of most of the scales was high, except for some subscales from the CERQ 
questionnaire and the EOT subscale from the Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children. 
Taking into consideration the fact that the CERQ subscales include 4 questions each, and 
the survey itself was conducted on adolescents and was not clinical, the relatively low 
reliability of some CERQ subscales can be considered sufficient. In this study, the EOT 
subscale showed low reliability, but this is not an artifact. It should be noted that the 
developers of the Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children encountered some difficulties 
verifying the reliability of the EOT subscale; therefore, they recommended to interpret the 
results on this subscale with caution [42]. 

The verification of the normality of distribution for all the variables included in the 
analysis was accomplished by evaluating the coefficients of skewness and kurtosis. It was 
discovered that these indicators on the scale ‘catastrophizing’ lie beyond the permissible 
values range of -1 to 1. In this regard, the correlation analysis was carried out using the 
Spearman’s correlation. Except for the fact that boys are characterized by a higher level of 
physical aggression compared to girls (p=0,006), and girls are more prone to rumination 
than boys (p=0,003), it can be noted that there were no differences in the analyzed 
parameters between the groups (Mann–Whitney U test was used; see Appendix 1). 

It should be noted that among the maladaptive ER strategies, rumination  
and catastrophizing are more associated with aggression and alexithymia subscales (see 
Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Relationship of ER strategies with aggression, alexithymia and their forms 

Variables 
The Spearman rank-order correlation coefficients 

PA Ang H Agg DIF DDF EOT Alex 

Self-blame -0,11 0,17 0,25* 0,13 0,34** 0,15 -0,27** 0,13 

Acceptance 0,07 0,23* 0,19 0,21 0,14 -0,01 -0,17 0,00 

Rumination 0,04 0,36** 0,46** 0,36** 0,42** 0,26* -0,36** 0,19 

Positive refocusing -0,02 0,14 0,01 0,05 0,01 -0,11 -0,14 -0,07 

Refocusing on 
planning 

-0,15 0,08 -0,06 -0,05 0,03 -0,17 -0,35** -0,16 

Positive 
reappraisal 

-0,21 0,00 -0,21 -0,15 -0,10 -0,20 -0,33** -0,26* 

Putting into 
perspective 

0,00 0,08 0,08 0,05 0,21 0,05 -0,02 0,18 

Catastrophizing 0,30** 0,44** 0,53** 0,50** 0,41** 0,08 0,06 0,28** 

Blaming others 0,10 0,10 0,11 0,13 -0,04 -0,11 0,10 0,02 

Maladaptive 
strategies 

0,14 0,44** 0,54** 0,46** 0,50** 0,22 -0,23* 0,27** 

Adaptive strategies -0,08 0,17 0,00 0,04 0,07 -0,12 -0,29** -0,10 

Notes. PA – physical aggression, Ang – anger, H – hostility, Agg – the general level of aggression, DIF – 
difficulty identifying feelings, DDF – difficulty describing feelings, EOT – externally-oriented thinking, Alex – 
the general level of alexithymia. * – p<0,01; ** – p<0,001. 

The data regarding several ER strategies are of some particular interest. For example, 
self-blame is positively related with hostility (rs=0,25), and the acceptance as an adaptive 
strategy is positively related with anger (rs=0,23). The fact that there is almost no 
correlation between blaming others and aggression looks somewhat paradoxical. Such 
adaptive strategies as refocusing on planning and positive reappraisal, as well as 
maladaptive rumination strategy, negatively correlate with EOT (p<0,001). In general, it 
can be noted that adaptive strategies are not related with aggression, whereas maladaptive 
strategies, except blaming others, are characterized by quite a strong positive correlation 
with aggression and its forms. 

The results of correlation analysis show that aggression and its forms, especially 
hostility, are related with alexithymia. Hostility is related with alexithymia and its 
subscales to a greater extent than other forms of aggression (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Correlation of aggression and its forms with alexithymia and its subscales 

Variables 
The Spearman rank-order correlation coefficients 

PA Ang H Agg DIF DDF EOT Alex 

Physical 
Aggression (PA) 

– 0,51** 0,41** 0,79** 0,19 0,15 0,27* 0,27* 

Anger (Ang) 0,51** – 0,54** 0,84** 0,34** 0,19 -0,04 0,25* 

Hostility (H) 0,41** 0,54** – 0,77** 0,54** 0,29** -0,03 0,40** 

Aggression (Agg) 0,79** 0,84** 0,77** – 0,42** 0,27* 0,08 0,37** 

DIF 0,19 0,34** 0,54** 0,42** – 0,49** -0,01 0,77** 

DDF 0,15 0,19 0,29** 0,27* 0,49** – 0,13 0,78** 

EOT 0,27* -0,04 -0,03 0,08 -0,01 0,13 – 0,46** 

Alexithymia (Alex) 0,27* 0,25* 0,40** 0,37** 0,77** 0,78** 0,46** – 

Notes. DIF – difficulty identifying feelings, DDF – difficulty describing feelings, EOT – externally-
oriented thinking. * – p<0,01; ** – p<0,001. 

The EOT subscale is not related with other dimensions of alexithymia, neither with 
any forms of aggression, except physical aggression. This suggests that EOT is an 
autonomous component of the alexithymia construct. It can be noted that the DIF subscale 
is related with anger and hostility, as well as with general aggression level to a greater 
extent than DDF and EOT. 

Multiple regression analysis was carried out using sequential exclusion of 
alternatives method in order to determine the ER strategies and alexithymia forms which 
can predict the aggression level. As it was noted above, the catastrophizing variable has the 
distribution beyond the normal one. The analysis of the distribution of this variable was 
carried out. As a result, the data collected from the two respondents (outliers) were 
excluded from further statistical analysis. Thus, the number of the analyzed sample 
carrying out multiple regression analysis was decreased by 2 and amounted to N=140. 

The adaptive and maladaptive ER strategies as well as three alexithymia subscales 
were taken as independent variables and the general aggression level was taken as the 
dependent variable. As a result of the backward selection of variables which were not 
statistically significant predictors of aggression, the regression model that included two 
predictors: catastrophizing and DIF – was received (see Table 3). Catastrophizing (ß=0,42) 
is the more powerful aggression predictor compared to DIF (ß=0,25). The coefficient of the 
model determination is R2=0,317, thus, it explains the variability level of aggression which 
amounts to 31,7%, which is a very high indicator, considering the fact that only two 
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predictors are present in the model. This indicates the important role of these variables as 
aggression predictors. Therefore, the more difficulties with emotional experience 
awareness a teenager has and the more a teenager perceives the negative situations in 
their life as global incidents, the more serious the negative consequences are, the more 
they are prone to aggression. 

Table 3 

Prediction model for aggression 

Variables 
F(2,137)=31,7; p<0,001; R2=0,317 

ß St. error ß b St. error b t(137) p 

Constant term   37,799 3,261 11,592 <0,001 

Catastrophizing 0,419 0,077 2,250 0,412 5,466 <0,001 

DIF 0,247 0,077 1,188 0,369 3,219 0,002 

Notes. DIF – difficulty identifying feelings, st. error – standard error, ß – standardized beta coefficient,  
b – unstandardized coefficient b. 

In order to determine alexithymia dimensions which are capable of predicting the use 
of maladaptive and adaptive ER strategies, multiple regression analysis was performed 
using sequential exclusion of alternatives method (see Table 4). As a result of backward 
selection of statistically insignificant predictors, it was found that the use of adaptive ER 
strategies decreases (ß=-0,28) with the increase in EOT. The regression model is 
significant, however, the determination indicator is rather low R2=0,076; therefore, such  
a model is of little use for explaining the role of the EOT in studying ER processes. 

Table 4 

Prediction model for adaptive ER strategies 

Variable 
F(1,138)=11,292; p<0,001; R2=0,076 

ß st. error ß b st. error b t(138) p 

Constant term   65,363 2,266 28,850 <0,001 

EOT -0,275 0,082 -1,276 0,380 -3,360 0,001 

Notes. EOT – externally-oriented thinking, st. error – standard error, ß – standardized beta coefficient, 
b – unstandardized coefficient b. 

While creating a prediction regression model for maladaptive ER strategies, where 
alexithymia dimensions were taken as independent variables, it was found that only DIF is 
a statistically significant predictor (ß=0,47), whereas DDF and EOT were excluded from the 
analysis as insignificant predictors. Such a model is significant and is able to explain 22,3% 
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of the variability with maladaptive ER strategies. The determination indicator is very high 
in this model, taking into consideration the fact that there is only one predictor in the 
model. This suggests that the low cognitive awareness of emotions with a teenager is a very 
strong prognostic factor for the use of maladaptive strategies of cognitive ER (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Prediction model for maladaptive ER strategies 

Variable 
F(1,138)=39,629; p<0,001; R2=0,223 

ß st. error ß b st. error b t(138) p 

Constant term   32,982 1,236 26,695 <0,001 

DIF 0,472 0,075 1,253 0,199 6,295 <0,001 

Notes. DIF – difficulty identifying feelings, st. error – standard error, ß – standardized beta coefficient,  
b – unstandardized coefficient b. 

The study of ER mechanisms, with the help of which the aggression level can be 
explained, was carried out using mediation analysis based on multivariate regression [37]. 
The hypothesis that alexithymia, in particular its DIF dimension, can contribute to 
dysfunctional ER, thereby contributing to the growth of aggression, was verified. Appendix 
2 presents several series of regression analysis related to mediation analysis. The graphic 
representation of this regression model is presented in Picture 1. 

 

Picture 1.  Mediation model 

Notes. ** – p<0,01; *** – p<0,001; ß – standardized beta coefficient; ß' – standardized beta coefficient 
for relation between DIF and aggression with the mediator (maladaptive emotion regulation strategies) 
included into the model. 

The mediation analysis was carried out in three steps using the approach developed 
by R.M. Baron and D.A. Kenny [32]. The first step was to create a regression model, 
confirming the existence of the positive relationship between DIF and aggression (ß=0,41, 
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p<0,001). The second step was to analyse the relationship between the independent 
variable (DIF) and a mediator, which was presented by maladaptive ER strategies. The 
analysis showed that DIF is positively correlated with the use of maladaptive cognitive ER 
strategies (ß=0,47, p<0,001). The third step meant the introduction of both the 
independent variable and the mediator into the regression model. It has been discovered 
that when a mediator is introduced into the model, the strength of the relationship 
between DIF and aggression decreases from ß=0,41 to ß'=0,28, whereas the mediator is 
significantly positively associated with aggression (ß=0,27, p<0,01). Thus, maladaptive ER 
strategies have a partial mediating effect on the relationship between DIF and aggression. 
The significance of the mediation effect was proved using the Sobel test [40], which 
confirmed its statistical significance and the existence of the partial mediation effect 
(Z=2,895, p=0,004). Besides, the mediation effect was checked with the help of bootstrap 
method (bias correction) with 10000 iterations and calculating 95% confidence intervals 
(CI); it turned out to cause indirect effect (IF)=0,616, standard error (IF)=0,219, p=0,005; 
95% CI: 0,250; 1,109). Based on the range of the analysis procedures performed, it can be 
concluded that maladaptive ER strategies partially mediate the relationship between DIF 
and aggression. 

Discussion 

Based on the research done, it can be concluded that dysfunctional ER, expressed in 
the form of the increased use of maladaptive ER strategies, together with alexithymic traits, 
is a risk factor for the development of adolescents’ aggressive behavior. The level of 
aggression is influenced only by maladaptive ER strategies (but not adaptive ER strategies), 
especially catastrophizing and rumination. In case the interpretation of the negative events 
which a teenager encounters is catastrophized, such an experience is most likely related 
with severe frustration and internal stress, which can provoke aggressive behavior with  
a teenager being in an unbearable situation. 

Maladaptive ER strategies and their role in the development of aggression with 
adolescents. From the practical point of view, while providing psychological counseling to 
adolescents with high levels of aggression, as well as for those who are inclined to 
catastrophize and ruminate, the main emphasis should be put on reducing the use of 
maladaptive ER strategies, especially catastrophizing and rumination. In connection with 
this, the research conducted by N.A. Polskaya, in which it was noted that emotional 
dysregulation is also a predictor of self-aggressive behavior with adolescents, should be 
mentioned [21]. Besides, in the concept of N. Garnefski et al. rumination not only acquired 
the character of just being a separate strategy of ER [26], but also became an independent 
psychological construct. The broadening of ideas about rumination seems reasonable, since 
rumination can be considered not only as a strategy for ER, but also as a process of the 
higher order associated with obsession (fixedness on something). Thus, two related 
questions arise, if a person is ruminating and what the reason for rumination is. The 
answer to these questions determines the consequences for the psychological functioning 
of a person. 

Certain alexithymic traits as predictors of adolescents’ aggression. It should be 
acknowledged that the DIF dimension of alexithymia, embodied in low cognitive awareness 
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of emotional experience and reflecting the deficient cognitive-emotional sphere, is  
a fundamental characteristic of the alexithymia construct, which forms its core. The two 
other dimensions of alexithymia are hardly relevant. The evaluation of the traits related to 
the DDF subscale which are consciously recorded by the respondent is not only ambiguous 
from the methodological point of view, but also the items of this subscale are characterized 
by contentious content. It is the DIF that is more associated with aggression and its forms 
than other dimensions of alexithymia. 

The effect made by externally-oriented thinking (EOT) on aggression is also 
ambiguous. The observed significant negative relationship between EOT and rumination, 
self-blame, refocusing on planning and positive reappraisal presumably reflects the dual 
role of EOT. On the one hand, EOT can prevent immersion in the process of rumination 
(“mental chewing gum”) and self-blame, thereby reducing emotional strain, on the other 
hand, excessive orientation to the external world does not contribute to the reappraisal of 
the problem and trying to resolve it. The existence of a weak positive correlation between 
EOT and physical aggression (rs=0,27, p<0,01) alongside with the absence of significant 
relationship between EOT and anger, hostility and the general level of aggression, makes it 
possible to speculate on the role of the EOT in considering the problem of aggression. It is 
most likely that external thinking allows one to stabilize the emotional state through  
a possible decrease in psycho-emotional stress through interaction with the outside world, 
which can take the form of physical aggression in unfavorable cases. It is only possible to 
talk about the adaptive or maladaptive nature of the EOT by comparing the consequences 
that are related with an increase or decrease in the severity of this trait. In considering 
aggression, it can be suggested that EOT plays an adaptive role to a great extent, protecting 
the teenager’s mental state from such adverse effects as rumination and self-blame, though 
at the cost of avoiding reappraisal of the problem while coping with difficulties. 

In order to prevent researchers from considering alexithymia as a one-dimensional 
construct, at least while studying it in the context of aggression, it is worth emphasizing 
that alexithymia is a multidimensional construct, and its dimensions (subscales) are 
heterogeneous in content, therefore only the analysis of individual subscales can be 
methodologically substantiated. 

The study of ER strategies reflects to some extent the static ER model, not allowing 
studying the flexibility of emotional regulation. Like alexithymic traits, ER strategies can 
play both an adaptive and maladaptive role depending on the situation. Further 
consideration of ER and its relationship with aggression can be significantly extended 
through the study of flexibility, which is considered as a “specific ability of the individual, 
allowing them to organize their cognitive activity and intellectual behavior depending on 
changing conditions” [18, p. 128]. 

Limitations of the Study 

Despite some limitations of the study, which include the uneven distribution of 
participants by gender, the construction of a correlation model of the study, relatively small 
(N=140), but sufficient sample, the significant conclusion can be drawn that emotional 
dysregulation, demonstrated as difficulty identifying and describing feelings, and 
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expressed in the form of using maladaptive ER strategies, in particular of catastrophizing, is 
a prognostic factor for adolescents’ aggressive behavior. 

Findings and Conclusion 

1. Boys are characterized by a higher level of physical aggression compared to girls. 
Girls are more likely to use such maladaptive ER strategy as rumination. 

2. Adaptive cognitive ER strategies do not relate with aggression, whereas 
maladaptive strategies, except for blaming others, have a strong positive relationship with 
aggression and its forms. 

3. The external-oriented thinking is a negative predictor for adaptive cognitive ER 
strategies, whereas the difficulty identifying feelings is a positive predictor for the use of 
maladaptive ER strategies. 

4. The role of alexithymic traits as adolescents’ aggression predictors is 
heterogeneous. Difficulty identifying feelings and such maladaptive ER strategy as 
catastrophizing are strong predictors of adolescents’ aggression. 

5. Maladaptive ER strategies serve as the mediator for the relationship between 
difficulty identifying feelings and aggression (partial mediation effect is observed). 
Difficulty identifying emotions among adolescents promotes the use of maladaptive 
cognitive coping strategies, which, in its turn, predisposes to aggressive behavior. 

6. While conducting psychoprophylaxis of aggressive behavior, attention should be 
paid to adolescents who experience negative situations acutely, are prone to 
catastrophizing, prolonged rumination and recalling past events in a negative way, as well 
as to showing hostility. These features are the precursors of aggressive behavior. 

To sum up, we should note that the study is consistent with the ideas of both Russian 
and foreign authors about the role of alexithymia and maladaptive ER strategies as 
predictors of aggressive behavior among adolescents. The research confirms the original 
hypothesis that cognitive deficit, embodied in alexithymia and related to difficulty 
identifying and describing feelings or emotions, does not allow an adolescent to assess 
what is happening in their emotional sphere adequately. Consequently, it promotes 
aggressive behavior through increasing the use of maladaptive cognitive ER strategies. 
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Appendix 1 

Gender differences in the level of aggression, alexithymia and ER functioning 

Variables 

Average (standard deviation) 

p-value Total 
sample 

Male Female 

Self-blame (α=0,75) 11,4 (3,5) 10,9 (3,7) 11,7 (3,4) 0,179 

Acceptance (α=0,65) 11,2 (3,4) 10,8 (3,1) 11,3 (3,5) 0,511 

Rumination (α=0,79) 12,4 (3,8) 11,0 (3,5) 13,0 (3,8) 0,003* 

Positive refocusing (α=0,55) 10,6 (2,9) 10,6 (3,0) 10,7 (2,8) 0,815 

Refocusing on planning (α=0,65) 12,6 (3,2) 12,7 (3,4) 12,5 (3,1) 0,760 

Positive reappraisal (α=0,71) 12,8 (3,4) 12,4 (3,4) 13,0 (3,4) 0,267 

Putting into perspective (α=0,65) 11,0 (3,3) 10,5 (3,1) 11,2 (3,4) 0,303 

Catastrophizing (α=0,69) 8,1 (3,0) 7,9 (2,4) 8,2 (3,2) 0,960 

Blaming others (α=0,56) 8,2 (2,4) 9,1 (2,8) 7,9 (2,1) 0,064 

Maladaptive strategies (α=0,78) 40,1 (8,4) 38,8 (8,1) 40,7 (8,5) 0,234 

Adaptive strategies (α=0,84) 58,2 (11,5) 57,0 (11,6) 58,6 (11,4) 0,394 

Physical aggression (α=0,81) 19,1 (6,4) 21,4 (5,4) 18,3 (6,6) 0,006* 

Anger (α=0,80) 21,2 (5,8) 19,7 (4,0) 21,8 (6,3) 0,068 

Hostility (α=0,73) 22,2 (5,9) 21,2 (5,0) 22,6 (6,2) 0,291 

Aggression (α=0,88) 62,5 (14,7) 62,2 (11,0) 62,6 (16,0) 0,847 

DIF (α=0,72) 5,5 (3,0) 5,3 (2,7) 5,6 (3,2) 0,632 

DDF (α=0,68) 4,2 (2,3) 4,1 (2,3) 4,2 (2,4) 0,869 

EOT (α=0,45) 5,5 (2,5) 5,9 (2,6) 5,3 (2,4) 0,156 

Alexithymia (α=0,72) 15,1 (5,5) 15,2 (5,0) 15,1 (5,7) 0,677 

Notes. DIF – difficulty identifying feelings, DDF – difficulty describing feelings, EOT – externally-oriented 
thinking. * – p<0,01. 
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Appendix 2 

Regression models of mediation analysis 

Prediction models 

Parameters of predictor variables in 
regression models 

Model parameters 

ß (st. error ß) 
b (st. 

error b) 
t p F statistics R2 

Model 1 (step 1 of the 
mediation analysis): 

The predictor is DIF, the 
dependent variable is 
aggression 

0,41 (0,08) 
1,97 

(0,37) 
5,28 <0,001 

F(1,138)=27,85, 
p<0,001 

0,168 

Model 2 (step 2): 

The predictor is DIF, the 
dependent variable is 
maladaptive ER 
strategies (MERS) 

0,47 (0,08) 
1,25 

(0,20) 
6,30 <0,001 

F(1,138)=39,63, 
p<0,001 

0,223 

Model 3 (step 3): 

The predictors are DIF 
and MERS, the dependent 
variable is aggression 

DIF 
0,28 

(0,09) 
1,36 

(0,41) 
3,30 0,001 

F(2,137)=19,87, 
p<0,001 

0,225 

MERS 
0,27 

(0,09) 
0,49 

(0,15) 
3,17 0,002 

Notes. DIF – difficulty identifying feelings, st. error – standard error, ß – standardized beta coefficient,  
b – unstandardized coefficient b. 
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