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Opinion
Emotion regulation is defined as “the extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible for 

monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions, especially their temporal features, 
to accomplish one’s goals” [1]. On the other hand, emotion dysregulation is characterized by 
deficits in various aspects, such as the ability to monitor and assess one’s emotional experiences, 
adjust the intensity or duration of emotions, and adaptively manage emotional reactions to 
meet situational demands [2,3]. Emotions’ expressions, empathy and consciousness of one’s 
own and other’s feelings, if context appropriated, are suggestive of proper emotion regulation 
competencies. Otherwise, high lability, extreme sensitivity to emotional stimuli and over or 
under control of emotional reaction are suggestive of emotion regulation disorders [4]. 

Exposure to trauma, especially in childhood, such as maltreatment (e.g., neglect, 
emotional, physical and sexual abuse), is a significant factor in the development of emotion 
dysregulation. It is also a well-known risk factor for psychiatric disorders, particularly 
depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) [5,6]. In a study conducted by Kim et 
al. [7], it was demonstrated that maltreated children, compared to non-maltreated children, 
exhibited significantly lower levels of emotion regulation and higher levels of internalizing and 
externalizing symptomatology and with respect to peer relations, higher levels of peer rejection, 
and lower levels of peer acceptance [7]. It is also known that early child maltreatment presents 
a significant risk to the optimal development of emotional understanding and regulation [4]. 
Furthermore, preschool-age children who have experienced sexual abuse have been shown to 
have emotion regulation scores, on average, one standard deviation lower than their unexposed 
peers [8]. Notably, these deficits seem to follow a pattern related to the frequency of trauma 
exposure, with children exposed to chronic or frequent maltreatment experiencing significantly 
worse outcomes compared to those who were never exposed or exposed to less chronic 
maltreatment [7,9].

In young children, emotion dysregulation is linked to both externalizing and internalizing 
behavior problems. Risk factors associated with maltreatment, such as neglect, physical and/
or sexual abuse, as well as an earlier onset of maltreatment, have been found to be closely 
connected to emotion dysregulation. This, in turn, directly contributes to later internalizing 
and externalizing symptoms, and indirectly influences these symptoms through negative peer 
relations [10]. Maltreated children often exhibit multiple deficits in recognizing, expressing, 
and understanding emotions. A study conducted by Speidel et al. [10] has shown a significant 
correlation between parenting practices, emotion socialization processes and a child’s ability 
to regulate their emotions. The authors observed that within maltreating families, higher 
levels of positive expressiveness were associated with improved self-regulation in children, 
while higher levels of negative expressiveness were linked to poorer self-regulation. The 
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lack of sensitive interactions between caregivers and maltreated 
children, especially in their early years, poses a significant risk to 
the optimal development of emotional regulation and emotional 
understanding. In such families, parents may struggle to provide 
the necessary support and guidance for their children to manage 
their feelings effectively. According to this, maltreated children 
often present deficits in understanding, recognizing and expressing 
emotions.

With regard to the medical aspects of maltreatment, maltreated 
children often exhibit dysregulation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-
Adrenal (HPA) axis [11]. Early maltreatment and neglect appear 
to affect the neurobiological capacity to modulate behavioral 
responses to stressors and manage affective states. Brain imaging 
studies have also indicated smaller right temporal lobes and 
prefrontal cortex in maltreated children who have developed 
PTSD. Over time, some gender differences in emotional regulation 
have also been identified. According to literature, abused boys 
present lower emotion regulation skills than girls. Although this 
emotion regulation competences in girls could support them 
coping with traumatic events, this also may increase the risk of 
developing internalizing symptoms like anxiety and depression [3]. 
Additionally, children who display greater emotion dysregulation 
tend to have more behavioral and conduct problems in childhood 
and are at increased risk for violence and criminology in adolescence 
and adulthood [12]. Furthermore, emotion dysregulation across 
the lifespan is a hallmark symptom of psychiatric illnesses and 
psychopathology [13,14]. Considering the central role that 
emotional dysregulation plays in a child’s early development and its 
long-term impact, it is crucial to identify it as early as possible. This 
can be accomplished through clinical interviews with caregivers 
and the use of questionnaires designed to sensitively capture the 
various nuances of emotional dysregulation at the behavioral level. 
It is also crucial for clinicians working with children, especially 
pediatricians, to become proficient in recognizing indicators of 
behavioral dysregulation and differentiating it from the over-
diagnosed condition of hyperactivity.

Funding/Acknowledgement
This work was supported also by the Italian Ministry of Health 

with “Current Research funds”

References
1. Thompson RA (1994) Emotion regulation: A theme in search of 

definition. Monogr Soc Res Child Dev 59(2-3): 25-52.

2. Cole PM, Michel MK, Teti LO (1994) The development of emotion 
regulation and dysregulation: A clinical perspective. Monogr Soc Res 
Child Dev 59(2-3): 73-100.

3. Pekrun R, Linnenbrink GL (2014) International handbook of emotions 
in education. Routledge, New York, USA, p. 708.

4. Mullin BC, Hinshaw SP (2007) Emotion regulation and externalizing 
disorders in children and adolescents. APA Psyc Info, pp. 523-541.

5. McLaughlin KA, Greif GJ, Gruber MJ, Nancy AS, Alan MZ, et al. (2012) 
Childhood adversities and first onset of psychiatric disorders in a 
national sample of us adolescents. Arch Gen Psychiatry 69(11): 1151-
1160.

6. McLaughlin KA, Koenen KC, Hill ED, Maria P, Nancy AS, et al. (2013) 
Trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress disorder in a national sample 
of adolescents. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent 
Psychiatry 52(8): 815-830.

7. Kim J, Cicchetti D (2010) Longitudinal pathways linking child 
maltreatment, emotion regulation, peer relations, and psychopathology. 
Child Psychology Psychiatry 51(6): 706-716.

8. Langevin R, Hébert M, Allard DC, Bernard BAC (2016) Emotion 
regulation in sexually abused preschoolers: The contribution of parental 
factors. Journal of Traumatic Stress 29(2): 180-184.

9. Thompson KL, Hannan SM, Miron LR (2014) Fight, flight, and freeze: 
Threat sensitivity and emotion dysregulation in survivors of chronic 
childhood maltreatment. Personality and Individual Differences 69: 28-
32.

10. Speidel R, Wang L, Cummings EM, Valentino K (2020) Longitudinal 
pathways of family influence on child self-regulation: The roles of 
parenting, family expressiveness, and maternal sensitive guidance in the 
context of child maltreatment. Dev Psychol 56(3): 608-622.

11. Tupler LA, De Bellis MD (2006) Segmented hippocampal volume in 
children and adolescents with posttraumatic stress disorder. Biological 
Psychiatry 59(6): 523-529.

12. Cole PM, Teti LO, Zahn WC (2003) Mutual emotion regulation and the 
stability of conduct problems between preschool and early school age. 
Dev Psychopathol 15(1): 1-18.

13. Sheppes G, Suri G, Gross JJ (2015) Emotion regulation and 
psychopathology. Annu Rev Clin Psychol 11: 379-405.

14. Cole PM, Deater DK (2009) Emotion regulation, risk, and 
psychopathology. Child Psychology Psychiatry 50(11): 1327-1330.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7984164/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7984164/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7984169/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7984169/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7984169/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23117636/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23117636/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23117636/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23117636/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23880492/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23880492/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23880492/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23880492/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20050965/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20050965/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20050965/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26915665/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26915665/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26915665/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S019188691400289X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S019188691400289X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S019188691400289X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S019188691400289X
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32077728/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32077728/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32077728/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32077728/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16199014/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16199014/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16199014/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12848432/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12848432/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12848432/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25581242/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25581242/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19843190/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19843190/

	References

