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Abstract
This systematic review examines the complex relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior 

in children and adolescents. Despite the prevailing assumption that positive emotions are generally associated 
with pro-social behavior, recent literature suggests that certain positive emotional states may also correlate with 
antisocial tendencies. A comprehensive search of peer-reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2023 was 
conducted using databases such as PsycINFO, PubMed, and Google Scholar. Findings from 25 studies indicate a 
nuanced relationship, highlighting that while positive emotions can promote prosocial behavior, they may also foster 
impulsivity and aggression in specific contexts. This review provides insights into the mechanisms underlying this 
relationship and suggests directions for future research.
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Introduction
Positive emotions are crucial for healthy psychological 

development, fostering resilience, social connections, and overall 
well-being in children and adolescents. Traditionally, research has 
emphasized the association between positive affect and pro-social 
behaviors, suggesting that individuals experiencing positive emotions 
are more likely to engage in altruism, cooperation, and supportive 
interactions [1]. However, a growing body of literature suggests that 
positive emotions may also have complex and potentially negative 
consequences, particularly concerning antisocial behaviors. Antisocial 
behavior, characterized by actions that harm or lack consideration 
for the well-being of others, can manifest in various forms, including 
aggression, delinquency, and rule-breaking. Understanding the 
relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior is 
essential for developing effective interventions aimed at promoting 
positive development in youth [2]. This relationship may be influenced 
by several factors, including environmental contexts, peer dynamics, 
and individual differences in emotional regulation. The current 
systematic review aims to explore the multifaceted relationship 
between positive emotions and antisocial behavior in children and 
adolescents. Specifically, it seeks to address the following questions: 
What contextual factors influence this relationship, potentially leading 
to both positive and negative behavioral outcomes. How do individual 
differences, such as gender and emotional regulation, moderate the 
relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior. By 
synthesizing findings from relevant studies, this review aims to clarify 
the complexities surrounding this relationship and inform future 
research directions and practical applications.

Materials and Methods
This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines [3]. The review focused on peer-reviewed 
articles that examined the relationship between positive emotions and 
antisocial behavior in children and adolescents aged 6 to 18 years.

Literature Search Strategy: A comprehensive literature search 
was performed across multiple electronic databases, including 

PsycINFO, PubMed, and Google Scholar. The search strategy 
included a combination of keywords and the search was limited to 
studies published between 2000 and 2023 to ensure the inclusion of 
contemporary research findings [4]. Inclusion criteria peer-reviewed 
empirical studies published in English. Research focusing on children 
and adolescents (ages 6-18) that explicitly measured positive emotions 
and antisocial behavior. Studies utilizing qualitative, quantitative, or 
mixed-methods approaches.

Exclusion Criteria: Studies not focused on the specified age group. 
Articles that did not measure both positive emotions and antisocial 
behavior. Non-peer-reviewed studies, opinion pieces, or grey literature 
(e.g., dissertations, conference abstracts).

Data Extraction and Analysis: Data were extracted from the 
selected studies, including information on sample size, demographics, 
methodologies, measures of positive emotions (e.g., self-report 
questionnaires, behavioral assessments), and indicators of antisocial 
behavior [5]. The quality of each study was assessed based on 
methodological rigor, including sample size, study design, and 
statistical analysis. A thematic synthesis of the findings was conducted 
to identify common patterns and relationships between positive 
emotions and antisocial behavior, as well as to highlight contextual and 
individual factors that may moderate this relationship.

Results and Discussion
The systematic review included a total of 25 studies that met the 

inclusion criteria, comprising diverse methodologies and populations. 
The results were synthesized into key themes that emerged regarding 
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the relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior in 
children and adolescents.

The analysis revealed that positive emotions do not uniformly 
predict antisocial behavior; rather, they can have both positive and 
negative influences depending on the context [6]. While many studies 
found that heightened positive emotions often correlated with pro-
social behaviors, several studies indicated that, in competitive or 
high-stress situations, these same emotions could lead to impulsive 
and aggressive actions. One study found that children who exhibited 
high levels of joy during competitive play were more likely to engage 
in aggressive behaviors if they perceived a threat to their status or 
winning outcome [7]. Conversely, other studies demonstrated that 
positive emotional states like happiness and excitement were linked to 
increased cooperation and decreased aggression in collaborative tasks.

Contextual factors influencing outcomes

Several contextual factors emerged as significant moderators of the 
relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior. These 
included:

Peer Influence: Studies indicated that the presence of peers could 
amplify antisocial tendencies when children experienced positive 
emotions. For example, children who felt happy in group settings 
were more likely to engage in rule-breaking if encouraged by peers 
[8]. Environmental context competitive environments, such as sports 
or academic competitions, were shown to heighten the likelihood of 
aggressive behavior in children experiencing positive emotions. The 
drive to succeed often led to unhealthy expressions of positive affect, 
including hostility towards competitors.

Individual Differences and Gender Variations: The results suggested 
that individual differences, including emotional regulation and gender, 
played a crucial role in moderating the relationship between positive 
emotions and antisocial behavior. Emotional regulation children with 
better emotional regulation skills tended to convert positive emotions 
into pro-social actions rather than impulsive or aggressive behaviors 
[9]. Studies indicated that training in emotional regulation could help 
mitigate antisocial behaviors in children experiencing high levels of 
positive affect.

Findings: One longitudinal study found that children who 
frequently experienced elevated positive emotions displayed higher 
levels of impulsivity, which correlated with increased aggression over 
time. Another study suggested that impulsive behaviors resulting 
from heightened positive emotions might lead to rule-breaking and 
aggressive acts, especially in unstructured environments [10]. Overall 
impact of positive affect while positive emotions are often associated 
with favorable outcomes, the findings from this review indicate that 
their impact on behavior is not straightforward. Positive emotions 
can facilitate both prosocial and antisocial behaviors, emphasizing 
the importance of context, individual differences, and emotional 
regulation.

Conclusion
This systematic review highlights the complex and nuanced 

relationship between positive emotions and antisocial behavior in 
children and adolescents. While positive emotions can foster prosocial 
behaviors, they may also lead to impulsivity and aggression under 
certain conditions. The findings suggest that context plays a critical 
role in determining whether positive affect translates into constructive 
or destructive behavior. To mitigate the risks associated with positive 
emotions leading to antisocial behavior, it is essential for parents, 
educators, and mental health professionals to foster emotional 
awareness and regulation skills among youth. Future research should 
further investigate the underlying mechanisms that contribute to this 
relationship, considering factors such as peer dynamics, environmental 
contexts, and individual differences. Understanding the dual nature 
of positive emotions may provide valuable insights for interventions 
aimed at promoting healthy emotional development and reducing 
antisocial tendencies among youth.
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