
SMADSMAD

How to cite this article

Villarreal-Mata JL, Navarro-Oliva EIP, Bresó EE, Rodríguez LA, Alonso-Castillo MM, Torres OR. Mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence in the prevention of relapses in people in treatment: a review. SMAD, Rev Eletrônica Saúde 
Mental Álcool Drog. 2020;16(3):81-87. doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.11606/issn.1806-6976.smad.2020.167320

SMAD, Rev. Eletrônica Saúde Mental Álcool Drog.
2020 May-June;16(3):81-87
DOI: 10.11606/issn.1806-6976.smad.2020.167320
www.revistas.usp.br/smad/

* This article refers to the call “Mindfulness and other 
contemplative practices”.

1 Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, Facultad de 
Enfermería, Monterrey, Nuevo León, Mexico.

2 Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila, Facultad de Enfermería 
“Dr. Santiago Valdés Galindo”, Saltillo, Coahuila, Mexico.

3 Universitat Jaume I de Castelló, Castellón, Spain.

Julia Lizeth Villarrea Mata1

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8829-0537

Edna Idalia Paulina Navarro Oliva2

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2695-8220

Edgar Bresó Esteve3

 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1332-7689

Linda Azucena Rodríguez Puente2

 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4040-6171

María Magdalena Alonso-Castillo1

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7197-8116

Reyna Torres Obregón2

 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3546-6970

Objective: to analyze the empirical evidence available 

on Mindfulness and Emotional Intelligence intervention 

programs for relapse prevention in people in treatment. 

Methodology: descriptors in English (Mindfulness, emotional 

intelligence, relapse prevention) and Spanish (mindfulness, 

emotional intelligence, relapse prevention) languages were 

included in the search strategy. Results: a significant effect of 

Mindfulness practice was identified on emotional intelligence 

by supporting the regulation of emotions and preventing 

possible relapses. Conclusion: continue researching 

Mindfulness and its effects on emotional intelligence in 

different contexts.

Descriptores: Mindfulness; Emotional Intelligence; Relapse 

Prevention.
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Mindfulness e inteligencia emocional en la prevención de 
recaídas en personas en tratamiento: una revisión 

Objetivo: analizar la evidencia empírica disponible sobre los programas de intervención de 

Mindfulness e Inteligencia Emocional para la prevención de recaídas en personas en tratamiento. 

Metodología: en la estrategia de búsqueda se incluyeron descriptores en los idiomas inglés 

(Mindfulness, emotional intelligence, relapse prevention) y español (atención plena, inteligencia 

emocional, prevención de la recaída). Resultados: se identifió efecto significativo de la práctica 

de Mindfulness, sobre la inteligencia eemocional al apoyar en la regulación de las emociones y 

su vez prevenir posibles recaídas. Conclusion: continuar investigando sobre el Mindfulness y sus 

efectos sobre la inteligencia emocional en diferentes contextos.

Descriptores: Mindfulness; Emotional intelligence; Relapse prevention

Mindfulness e inteligência emocional na prevenção de 
recaídas em pessoas em tratamento: uma revisão

Objetivo: analisar as evidências empíricas disponíveis nos programas de intervenção Mindfulness 

e Emotional Intelligence para prevenção de recaídas em pessoas em tratamento. Metodologia: 

os descritores nos idiomas inglês (atenção plena, inteligência emocional, prevenção de recaídas) 

e espanhol (atenção plena, inteligência emocional, prevenção de recaídas) foram incluídos 

na estratégia de busca. Resultados: um efeito significativo da prática da atenção plena foi 

identificado na inteligência emocional, apoiando a regulação das emoções e prevenindo possíveis 

recaídas. Conclusão: continuar pesquisando Mindfulness e seus efeitos na inteligência emocional 

em diferentes contextos.

Descriptores: Atenção Plena; Inteligência Emocional; Prevenção de Recaídas.
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Introduction 

Dependence on alcohol and illicit drugs is a 

serious public health problem in all countries of 

the world due to the consequences generated for 

the physical and mental health of their users and 

those around them. According to the World Health 

Organization, approximately three million people die in 

the world each year from alcohol consumption, which 

represents 5.1% of the morbidity burden. Likewise, 

1.5% of the total deaths are attributable to the use of 

illicit drugs(1). 

Worldwide, approximately 275 million people, 

that is, about 5.6% of the population of the world 

between the ages of 15 and 64, have used a drug 

at least once in their life. It is important to highlight 

that, of these users, approximately 31 million suffer 

from disorders caused by consumption, which might 

require treatment to reduce consumption or prevent 

relapses(2).

In Mexico, 71% of the adult population between 

18 and 65 years of age has consumed alcohol some 

time in their life, 49.1% in the last year and 35.9% 

in the last month. Likewise, excessive alcohol intake 

in this age group increased 8.2% from 2011 to 2016. 

It is important to mention that, in this population 

of alcohol users in the last year, nearly 3% have 

requested treatment, while of the people who already 

have alcohol dependence, this figure increases to 

13.9% and it is highlighted that women are those who 

least request treatment (8.1%)(3). 

In relation to the consumption of illicit drugs, 

10.3% of the population has consumed some time in 

their life, 2.9% in the last year and 1.5% in the last 

month; it is important to highlight that 0.6% already 

has a dependence on the consumption of illicit drugs, 

of which only 20.3% have requested treatment in the 

last year; of the users with dependence who were 

in treatment, 32.4% were in an annex, 24.8% were 

in treatment for detoxification and 13.2% received 

psychiatric or residential treatment(3).

Treatment for drug dependence is intended 

to provide the person with strategies, tools or 

competencies that help to manage compulsive drug 

use and to reduce seeking it; such treatment can be 

carried out in a wide variety of settings, in various 

ways and for different periods of time(4). However, 

dependent drug use is often viewed as a chronic 

disorder characterized by constant relapses, and a 

treatment cycle(4) is usually not sufficient.

The evidence mentions that drug dependence is 

based on the need to escape from emotions considered 

negative, which damage or modify people’s mental 

health; it has been observed that the non-regulation 

of emotions is one of the main associated causes of 

consumption, since consumers, when experiencing 

difficulties or situations considered stressful, painful 

or distressing, seek to mitigate or minimize these 

emotions and, by not having skills that allow for 

emotional regulation, they can use maladaptive 

strategies such as drug abuse or present some relapse 

in consumption(5-14). 

Therefore, it is important to use tools that 

regulate or manage emotions, that is, that increase the 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) of the user. EI is defined 

as a set of knowledge and skills, referring to the 

emotional and social sphere that influence the general 

ability to effectively face the demands of the context; 

this ability is based on the individuals’ capacity to be 

aware of, understand, control, regulate and express 

their emotions effectively(15).

It is mentioned that EI is composed of five 

elements: first, the intrapersonal component, which 

refers to self-understanding, assertiveness, self-

concept, self-realization and independence, that is, the 

ability to be aware, to understand and to relate with 

others. The second component is interpersonal, which, 

by including empathy, interpersonal relationships, and 

social responsibility, implies the ability to regulate 

strong emotions and to control impulses(15).

The third component refers to the adaptability or 

adjustment that refers to problem-solving, that is, the 

ability to identify and define problems and to generate 

and implement effective solutions, also including the 

flexibility to adjust or regulate emotions, as well as to 

evaluate what is experienced and what actually exists. 

The fourth component corresponds to mood, which is 

constituted by the ability to adapt to changes and to 

solve problems of a personal and social nature; and, 

finally, the stress management component, which 

involves the ability to have a positive and optimistic 

view(15). 

One of the tools that have been used in recent 

years worldwide is the practice of Mindfulness, which 

has been integrated into some intervention programs 

for the prevention of relapses in alcohol and illicit drugs 

users, showing significant results in the regulation of 

emotions, which, in turn, indirectly impacts on relapse 

prevention. The state of Mindfulness considers two 

basic elements in the emotional regulation process, 

self-regulation of the attention in the present moment 

and minimization of value judgments(16); in this sense, 

the practice of Mindfulness connects the person with 

their emotions in a compassionate and non-reactive 

manner, where it allows them to detach from the 

thoughts and the emotional processes(17).
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Therefore, the objective of this review is 

to analyze the empirical evidence available on 

intervention programs based on Mindfulness and 

Emotional Intelligence for the prevention of relapses 

in people under treatment.

Method

The literature review was carried out according 

to the steps proposed by the Cochrane Handbook(18). 

First, the research question was formulated in order to 

respond to the proposed objectives; immediately after 

that, the selection criteria were defined, and the search 

and selection of articles was carried out, as well as 

the evaluation. Subsequently, the analysis of the data 

obtained was carried out and, finally, the synthesis was 

described and the results(18-19) were presented.

The inclusion criteria for the selection of articles 

were the following: limited to the last five years of 

publication (2015 to 2020), articles in English and 

Spanish written by professionals from various health 

disciplines. Studies belonging to the following levels of 

research were included: II (randomized experimental 

research studies) and III (quasi-experimental research 

studies, such as single-group controlled studies, and 

time series studies)(20). The study population selected 

in the articles were people in treatment for alcohol or 

illicit drug use. 

To collect the articles of interest, an exhaustive 

search was carried out in multiple databases such as 

BioOne, CONRICyT, EBSCO, Elsevier, PubMed, Scielo, 

Science Direct, and Scopus; it is important to mention 

that the Academic Google search engine was used as a 

strategy to obtain some full-text documents. As a search 

strategy, the DeCS and MeSH descriptors were included in 

the English (Mindfulness, emotional intelligence, relapse 

prevention) and Spanish (atención plena, inteligencia 

emocional, prevención de la recaída) languages in all 

possible combinations, as well as Boolean truncators and 

operators in the title and abstract.

A total of 471 articles were obtained from all the 

databases used; the titles were read, those that were 

not of interest were eliminated and, after that, the 

abstracts were read as the first filter for the selection 

of the articles. Subsequently, the critical analysis 

was carried out, as well as the search for the main 

variables and the relationship between Mindfulness 

and Emotional Intelligence for the prevention of 

relapses in alcohol and illicit drug use; work tools 

such as critical reading, underlining and analysis table 

were used (level of evidence, design, sample size, 

instruments used, and main results found). Figure 1 

shows the process of identification, screening, and 

eligibility, where it can be seen that only four studies 

were included after this process. 
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the database search
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Articles selected by 
title and abstract 

(n=42)

Excluded articles (n = 429)

Other population (n = 328)
More than five years ago (n = 50)

Non-original articles (n = 9)

Full-text articles excluded (n = 19)

Not focused on Mindfulness (n = 7)
Not addressing the variable 
Emotional Intelligence (n = 8)

Selected articles in full text
for analysis

(n=23)

Articles included in 
the systematic review

(n=4)

Figure 1 - Process of inclusion and exclusion of articles
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Results 

Figures 2 to 4 show the characteristics of the 

studies. It should be noted that the studies were carried 

out in China, India, and Iran, with samples between 

30 and 89 subjects; all the studies conducted with men 

who received involuntary or outpatient treatment. 

It was found that only one study addressed the 

prevention of relapse in alcohol consumption(7) and 

three studies in marijuana use(5-6,8), for which most of 

the studies received involuntary treatment(5-6,8). In all the 

studies, significant results were shown in the regulation 

of emotions(5-8); however, only three studies showed 

results on the prevention of relapse(5-6,8) and only one 

study demonstrated efficacy in the post-intervention 

follow-up (Figure 5)(5).

It is important to mention that only three studies 

explained in detail the intervention carried out focused 

on Mindfulness(5-6,8). Likewise, it is important to mention 

that not only mindfulness activities are carried out, but 

that it is an element used within the cognitive behavioral 

interventions commonly performed in patients in 

involuntary or outpatient treatment(5-8).

Author, year, place Type of 
drug Design and methods Empirical indicators Results 

Post-
intervention 

follow-up 
Chen J, et al. (2019)(5)

China 

Heroin Design: Experimental
Sampling: Simple random
Sample: 89 male 
heroin users from a 
forced rehabilitation 
center (n = 46 
experimental group, n = 43 
control group).

Contemplation Ladder 
(CL)

Obsessive Compulsive 
Drug Use Scale 
(OCDUS)

Beck Depression 
Inventory (BDI)

Aggression 
Questionnaire (AQ)

Significant differences (p < 0.001) in all 
the measuring instruments applied to the 
pre-test experimental group.
As well as when comparing the results 
with the pre-test control group.
The results of the Generalized 
Stimulation Equation (GEE) showed that 
the experimental group had a significantly 
greater effect on drug withdrawal than the 
control group (p = 0.027).

Yes
1, 3, 6, 12, 

24 and 
36 months

Figure 2 - Relevant information of the four studies included in this systematic review

Author, year, place Type of 
drug Design and methods Empirical indicators Results 

Post-
intervention 

follow-up 
George B. (2015)(7)

India

Alcohol Design: Experimental
Sampling: Random
Sample: 32 alcoholic 
men aged 30 to 
50 years old (n = 16 
experimental group, n = 16 
control group).

Alcohol Use Disorders 
Identification Test 
(AUDIT)

Clinical Institute 
Withdrawal Assessment 
for Alcohol (CIWA-Ar)

Difficulties in 
Emotion Regulation 
Scale (DERS)

Significant differences (t = 135.53, 
p = 0.00) between the experimental 
group (M = 46.81, SD = 2.40) and control 
group 
(M = 159.00, SD = 2.28) in the total 
score of the DERS and in its subscales.
Significant differences (t = 141.69, 
p = 0.00) in the pre-test (M = 160.31, 
SD = 3.04) and post-test (M = 46.81, 
SD = 2.40) of the experimental group 
in the total score of the DERS and its 
subscales.
The effectiveness of the treatment 
showed values above 0.8 in the Cohen’s 
test, which is considered a high effect.

No

Figure 3 - Relevant information of the four studies included in this systematic review (continued)

Author, year, place Type of 
drug Design and methods Empirical indicators Results 

Post-
intervention 

follow-up 
Esmaeili A, Khodadadi 
M, Norozi E, Reza M. 
(2017)(6)

Iran 

Heroin Design: Quasi-experimental
Sampling: Non-probabilistic
Sample: 60 men between 
20 and 50 years of age from 
an addiction center (n = 30 
experimental group, n = 30 
control group).

Cognitive Emotional 
Regulation 
Questionnaire 
[CERQ, (Garnefski & 
Kraaij, 2007)]

Significant difference (p < 0.01) and 
with Bonferroni correction (p < 0.006) 
between the experimental and control 
groups, in the pre-test and post-
test scores of positive (48.2% of the 
explained variance) and negative (64.7% 
of the explained variance) regulation.

No

Zargar F, Bagheri N, 
Javad TM, Salehi M.
(2019)(8)

Iran

Heroin Design: Experimental 
Sampling: Random
Sample: 30 men between 
20 and 50 years of 
age from an addiction 
center (n = 15 experimental 
group, n = 15 control 
group).

Difficulties in 
Emotion Regulation 
Scale (DERS)

Dyadic Adjustment 
Scale (DAS)

Craving Belief 
Questionnaire (CBQ)

Significant differences
(F = 21.88, p = 0.001) in the pre-test 
(M = 116.6, SD = 16.4) and in the 
post-test (M = 56.66, SD = 18.39) of the 
experimental group in the total score of 
the CBQ. While the control group did not 
show significant differences in the pre-
test (M = 119.1, SD = 11.64) and in the 
post-test (M = 105.2, SD = 34.5).

No

Figure 4 - Relevant information of the four studies included in this systematic review
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Author
Mindfulness

Emotional 
Intelligence (EI) R‡

Chen et al. (2019) * *

George (2015) * †

Esmaeili, Khodadadi, Norozi 
and Raza (2017) * *

Zargar, Bagheri, Javad 
and Mehrdad (2019) * *

*= Yes, it is reported; †Not reported; ‡R = Relapse 

Figure 5 - Effect of Mindfulness on emotional intelligence 

and relapse

Discussion

This review provides evidence that the practice of 

Mindfulness has been used in the treatment of the person 

with addictions, reinforcing Emotional Intelligence and 

helping to prevent relapses(5-8); which is important to 

mention, since the practice of Mindfulness combined with 

the increase of EI skills, such as decoding, recognition 

and management of emotions, play a key role in the 

treatment of substance use disorders(5-12).

Another aspect to be considered in the review is the 

specific focus on substances in the treatment of alcohol(7) 

and heroin(5-6,8) consumption which, according to the 

contexts where they were performed, are the drugs 

that are most consumed, as well as those that present 

greater dependence and require treatment; however, it 

would be interesting to know the effects of Mindfulness 

and EI in people who use marijuana, as it is one of the 

most widely used drugs in Mexico(3). In relation to the 

samples, it was observed that the participants were all 

men(5-8), which is consistent with the literature as they 

are the ones who most request treatments for drug 

dependence. 

The results show that Mindfulness shows an effect 

on the regulation of emotions, that is, it increases the EI 

of people who require treatment and, in turn, EI mediates 

the effect on the prevention of relapses(5-8), reason 

why it is important that the practice of Mindfulness be 

incorporated into the interventions that are commonly 

carried out with this type of population, although it does 

not replace such intervention, but rather shows that it is 

an important component for the treatment of people with 

dependence on alcohol and drugs that should continue 

to be investigated in order to show its effectiveness in 

various contexts.  

Another finding is that the interventions are mostly 

carried out by Psychology professionals(5-8). In this sense, 

it is important that the Nursing professionals, as they 

are in charge of caring for people in a global manner, 

make this type of intervention an important field of 

action, since it could be incorporated into this type of 

intervention and provide care in a holistic fashion. 

Conclusion 

According to the analysis of the studies, it can 

be concluded that the practice of Mindfulness shows 

significant results in the regulation of emotions, which 

increases the Emotional Intelligence of the people who 

practice it and, in turn, could be a tool for the prevention 

of relapse in people who are in treatment for alcohol or 

drug use. 

The existing evidence mentions that men are 

the ones who request treatment the most, which was 

observed in the studies when it was found that, in all the 

studies, the samples consisted of adult men. Therefore, 

it is suggested that research studies be carried out in 

women in order to know the efficacy in this population. 

No studies conducted in Mexican or Latin American 

contexts were found, so it is interesting to replicate 

these interventions in order to continue conducting 

research studies focused on the practice of Mindfulness 

and to help enhance EI, since it is considered a good 

tool showing promising results in relapse prevention. 

However, it is necessary to consolidate the results, which 

is why the evaluation of a greater number of empirical 

studies is required and suggested, in different contexts.
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