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How Do Positive Emotions Impact Negative Emotions?

Positive emotions play a critical role in shaping how individuals experience, regulate, and
recover from negative emotional states. While early psychological frameworks often treated
positive emotions as secondary to the management of distress, contemporary research
demonstrates that positive emotions actively influence emotional resilience, cognitive flexibility,
physiological regulation, and meaning-making processes. Rather than merely coexisting with
negative emotions, positive emotions can soften their intensity, shorten their duration, and
transform how adversity is interpreted and integrated. Understanding how positive emotions
impact negative emotions is essential for advancing models of mental health, trauma recovery,
learning, and well-being.

Broadening and Counteracting Effects of Positive Emotions

One of the most influential explanations for how positive emotions impact negative
emotions is Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory. Positive emotions such as joy, interest,
gratitude, and hope broaden momentary thought—action repertoires, expanding attention,
cognition, and behavioral flexibility (Fredrickson, 2003). This broadening effect directly
counteracts the narrowing associated with negative emotions like fear or anger, which focus
attention on immediate threat or loss.

From a neuropsychological perspective, positive emotional states are associated with
increased cognitive flexibility, improved executive functioning, and adaptive stress regulation
(DeLuca & Randolph, 2022). These processes help individuals disengage from ruminative or
threat-focused loops that sustain negative emotions. As a result, positive emotions do not
eliminate distress but reduce its grip by expanding perceptual and cognitive resources.

Emotional Regulation and Recovery from Distress



Positive emotions play a central role in emotional regulation by facilitating recovery from
negative emotional states. Colombo et al. (2021) found that practices such as savoring positive
experiences increase positive affect while simultaneously reducing the intensity and persistence
of negative emotions. This reciprocal process suggests that positive emotions serve as emotional
“buffers,” allowing individuals to experience distress without becoming overwhelmed by it.

In therapeutic and group contexts, positive emotions have been shown to support
adaptive emotional spirals. Wei et al. (2021) demonstrated that increases in positive emotions
within group counseling predict improvements in relational connection and emotional
cultivation, which in turn reduce distress and defensiveness. Positive emotions thus function as
stabilizing forces that enable individuals to engage difficult emotions safely and constructively.
Emotional Intelligence, Meta-Emotion, and Emotional Balance

The impact of positive emotions on negative emotions is significantly shaped by
emotional intelligence (EI). Individuals with higher EI are more likely to use positive emotions
strategically to regulate distress, maintain motivation, and preserve relational engagement under
stress (Stoewen, 2024; Tiffin & Paton, 2020). Importantly, beliefs about emotions also matter.
Costa and Faria (2025) found that individuals who view emotions as developable rather than
fixed demonstrate better emotional outcomes, including reduced negative affect.

D’ Amico and Geraci (2023) extend this understanding through the construct of meta-
emotional intelligence, which involves awareness of one’s emotional experiences and beliefs
about emotions themselves. Positive emotions such as curiosity, compassion, or hope enhance
this meta-awareness, allowing individuals to respond to negative emotions with regulation rather
than avoidance. In this way, positive emotions support emotional coherence rather than

emotional suppression.



Meaning-Making and the Transformation of Negative Emotions

Positive emotions also influence negative emotions through meaning-making processes.
Csikszentmihalyi et al. (2023) argue that positive psychology is not about minimizing suffering,
but about cultivating experiences that allow adversity to be integrated into a meaningful life
narrative. Emotions such as gratitude, purpose, and hope can coexist with grief or fear,
transforming how negative emotions are interpreted and remembered.

Psychoanalytic perspectives similarly suggest that positive emotions deepen
psychological integration by allowing individuals to tolerate emotional complexity (International
Psycho-Analytical Association & Akhtar, 2009). Rather than negating negative emotions,
positive emotions provide a relational and intrapsychic container that makes distress more
bearable and less disorganizing.

Creativity, Learning, and Adaptive Engagement

Positive emotions also mitigate negative emotional states by enhancing creativity,
engagement, and adaptive problem-solving. Taghizadeh and Seyri (2025) demonstrated that
positive emotions facilitate creative thinking, which can interrupt rigid cognitive patterns
associated with anxiety or despair. In educational contexts, positive emotions such as humor and
interest improve learning outcomes by reducing stress and increasing cognitive openness
(Morrison, 2008).

From an evolutionary and biological perspective, positive emotions signal safety and
social connection, which dampens threat-based emotional responses (Montag & Davis, 2020).
When individuals experience positive emotions within supportive relational or organizational
environments, negative emotions such as frustration or fear are less likely to escalate and more

likely to resolve adaptively (van Dun & Kumar, 2023).



Conclusion

Positive emotions exert a powerful and multifaceted influence on negative emotions. By
broadening cognition, supporting emotional regulation, enhancing meaning-making, and
strengthening relational engagement, positive emotions reduce the intensity and persistence of
negative emotional states. Importantly, positive emotions do not eliminate distress; rather, they
alter how distress is processed, regulated, and integrated.

Contemporary research emphasizes that psychological well-being arises not from the
absence of negative emotions, but from the presence of positive emotional resources that enable
resilience, flexibility, and coherence. By cultivating positive emotions intentionally and ethically,
individuals and systems can transform how negative emotions are experienced, shifting from

overwhelm and avoidance toward integration, growth, and adaptive functioning.



References

Burton, H. (Ed.). (2020). The science of emotions: A conversation with Barbara Fredrickson.
Ideas Roadshow.

Colombo, D., Pavani, J.-B., Fernandez-Alvarez, J., Garcia-Palacios, A., & Botella, C. (2021).
Savoring the present: The reciprocal influence between positive emotions and positive
emotion regulation in everyday life. PLOS ONE, 16(5), €0251561.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0251561

Costa, A., & Faria, L. (2025). Implicit theories of emotional intelligence and students’ emotional
and academic outcomes. Psychological Reports, 128(4), 2732-2756.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00332941231183327

Csikszentmihalyi, M., Csikszentmihalyi, I. S., & Gallup Organization. (2023). 4 life worth
living: Contributions to positive psychology. Oxford University Press.

D’Amico, A., & Geraci, A. (2023). Beyond emotional intelligence: The new construct of meta-
emotional intelligence. Frontiers in Psychology, 14, 1096663.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1096663

DeLuca, J., & Randolph, J. J. (2022). Positive neuropsychology: Evidence-based perspectives on
promoting brain and cognitive health (2nd ed.). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
031-11389-5

Fredrickson, B. L. (2003). The value of positive emotions. American Scientist, 91(4), 330-335.
https://doi.org/10.1511/2003.4.330

International Psycho-Analytical Association, & Akhtar, S. (2009). Good feelings: Psychoanalytic

reflections on positive emotions and attitudes. Karnac.



Montag, C., & Davis, K. L. (2020). Animal emotions: How they drive human behavior. Punctum
Books. https://doi.org/10.1353/book.77430

Morrison, M. K. (2008). Using humor to maximize learning: The links between positive emotions
and education. Rowman & Littlefield.

Stoewen, D. L. (2024). The vital connection between emotional intelligence and well-being: Part
1. Canadian Veterinary Journal, 65(2), 182—184.

Taghizadeh, M. S., & Seyri, H. (2025). Do positive emotions spark creativity? Acta
Psychologica, 260, 105566. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2025.105566

Tiffin, P. A., & Paton, L. W. (2020). When I say ... emotional intelligence. Medical Education,
54(7), 598-599. https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.14160

Tugade, M. M., Shiota, M. N., & Kirby, L. D. (Eds.). (2014). Handbook of positive emotions.
Guilford Press.

van Dun, D. H., & Kumar, M. (2023). Social enablers of Industry 4.0 technology adoption:
Transformational leadership and emotional intelligence. International Journal of
Operations & Production Management, 43(13), 152—182. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJOPM-
06-2022-0370

Wei, M., Wang, L., & Kivlighan, D. M. (2021). Group counseling change process: An adaptive
spiral among positive emotions, relationships, and emotional cultivation. Journal of

Counseling Psychology, 68(6), 730-745. https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000550



