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Abstract
Adolescent aggression is a global public health with long-lasting and costly emotional, social, and economic consequences, and it is
of vital importance to identify those variables that can reduce these behaviors in this population. Therefore, there is a need to
establish the protective factors of aggressive behavior in adolescence. While some research has demonstrated the relationship
between emotional intelligence (EI) and various aggressive responses in adolescence, indicating that EI—or the ability to perceive,
use, understand, and regulate emotions—could be considered a protective factor for the development of aggressive behavior in
adolescence, the strength of this effect is not clear. The aim of the present study was to conduct a systematic review of the
literature concerning the relationship between aggressive behavior and EI in adolescents and provide a reliable estimate of the
relationship between both constructs through a meta-analysis. For this purpose, we searched for relevant articles in English and
Spanish in Medline, PsycINFO, and Scopus, obtaining 17 selectable articles based on the search terms used in research in the
adolescent population. These studies provide scientific evidence of the relationship between the level of EI assessed from the
three theoretical models of EI (performance-based ability model, self-report ability model, and self-report mixed model) and
various aggressive responses, showing that adolescents with higher levels of EI show less aggressive behavior. Implications for
interventions and guidelines for future research are discussed.
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Although research suggests that the level of emotional intelli-

gence (EI) could be related to aggressive behaviors shown in

the adolescent population, the general outcomes of studies that

have analyzed the link between EI and the magnitude of

aggressive behavior remain unclear. Therefore, this article

focuses on investigating this issue through a systematic review

and meta-analysis in order to determine the potential relation-

ship between EI and aggressive behavior in adolescents. This

research could be particularly relevant for identifying ways of

introducing EI within intervention programs aimed at reducing

aggressive behaviors in the adolescent population.

Human aggression is understood as any behavior carried out

with the intention of causing immediate harm to another indi-

vidual in a situation where the aggressor must believe that the

behavior will harm the target individual, and the target individ-

ual is motivated to avoid the behavior (Anderson & Bushman,

2002). In this sense, it is important to highlight that aggressive-

ness among the adolescent population is one of the most

significant problems facing society today (Bonell et al.,

2015; World Health Organization [WHO], 2020) because

aggressive behaviors have extremely negative consequences

for both the aggressor and the victim in the short and long

terms. Nearly 200,000 young people aged 10–29 are killed each

year and several million suffer various types of trauma requir-

ing urgent medical treatment (WHO, 2020). A report issued by

UNESCO (2018)[AQ1] estimates that one of every three stu-

dents between the ages of 9 and 15 was involved in a fight with

another student and 32.4% had been beaten up in the 12 months

prior to this research, thus indicating the worldwide prevalence

of this problem. In addition, adolescent aggressive behavior is a

predictor of serious criminal activity and violence in adulthood,

and it is linked to the main mental health problems that occur in
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the adolescent population (Fung, 2019). Further, aggressive

behavior among adolescents is highly prevalent, reaching

even more alarming levels in the school environment (Sastre

et al., 2016).

Due to the considerable problem of aggressive behavior

among adolescents, multiple research have been designed to

help clarify which negative consequences may be associated

with these behaviors (Breman et al., 2018; Sitnik-Warchulska

& Izydorczyk, 2019). However, although several studies have

been conducted, those focusing on both protective and preven-

tive factors of aggression among adolescents are more limited

and recent. Some of these protective factors are, for example,

low impulsivity (Lanciano et al., 2018; Pérez Fuentes et al.,

2016), high empathy (Estévez et al., 2019; Graf et al., 2019;

Zych et al., 2019), adequate cognitive control (Gutiérrez-Cobo

et al., 2017), and adequate morality (Böhm et al., 2018;

Mazzone et al., 2019; Romera et al., 2019).

Another protective factor that has emerged in recent

research is that of EI, which can act as a buffer for aggressive

behavior among adolescents, allowing both victims and aggres-

sors to be involved in fewer aggressive behaviors. EI has been

described as the ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and

express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings

when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotion

and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions

to promote emotional and intellectual growth (Mayer & Salo-

vey, 1997, p. 10). In recent decades, various theoretical models

and instruments have been developed, of which the most

widely applied models are mixed models and the ability model

(Mayer et al., 2016; Mayer et al., 2008). Nonetheless, Joseph

and Newman (2010) have proposed a new classification,

dividing EI into three perspectives according to the type of

instrument used to measure the construct: performance-based

ability EI, self-report ability EI, and self-report mixed EI. The

performance-based ability model evaluates EI through perfor-

mance tests in which participants have to solve problems with

correct and incorrect answers and considers EI to be a form of

intelligence or mental ability based on emotional skills (Mayer

et al., 2012). The Mayer–Salovey–Caruso EI Test (MSCEIT;

Mayer et al., 2002) is the most important EI performance

test and is based on the ability EI model (Mayer & Salovey,

1997). The self-report ability model evaluates EI through

self-assessment tests and is based on the ability EI model. The

most widely used instrument for measuring this construct using

this model is the Trait Meta-Mood Scale (Salovey et al., 1995).

The self-report mixed model also uses tests focused on the

perception of oneself but considers EI within a broader con-

ceptual framework, including empathy, motivation, persis-

tence, optimism, and social skills, and it overlaps extensively

with personality traits, cognitive control, and/or measures of

emotional/psychological well-being (Mayer et al., 2008). One

of the most representative mixed self-report scales is the

Bar-On Emotional Quotient Inventory (Bar-On, 2004). Both

self-report scales evaluate the subjective perception that the

participants have about their own EI, and therefore for these

scales, there are no correct or incorrect answers.

Some authors indicate that an adequate level of EI can act as a

protective factor against aggressive behaviors (Garcı́a-Sancho

et al., 2014). In particular, studies that link EI with this behavior

have found that adolescents with high EI tend to have higher

levels of psychosocial adjustment than those with low EI

(Inglés et al., 2015; Sanchez-Ruiz & Baaklini, 2018). Along the

same lines, other research has shown that the ability to perceive,

use, understand, and regulate emotions in one’s self and others is

associated with a decrease in any type of aggressive behavior,

such as physical and verbal aggression (Garcı́a-Sancho et al.,

2017), aggressive behavior in relationships (Fernández-González

et al., 2018), or suicide risk (Quintana-Orts et al., 2019). Simi-

larly, some research has also analyzed whether EI and different

types of aggressive behaviors are affected by other variables such

as gender (Baroncelli & Ciucci, 2014; Peachey et al., 2017)

or parental educational style (Batool & Bond, 2015; Schwartz

et al., 2006).

The individual and social impact of adolescent aggressive

behaviors has led to the development of interventions aimed at

reducing these behaviors and promoting good psychosocial

functioning. Therefore, a growing number of initiatives have

been designed to prevent aggressive behaviors in educational

settings (Castillo-Eito et al., 2020; WHO, 2020). However,

little is known about the factors that must be included to

enhance the effectiveness of interventions for reducing aggres-

sive behavior. In this regard, EI is a potentially important vari-

able to consider when developing these interventions

(Castillo-Gualda et al., 2018; Durlak et al., 2011; Ruiz-Aranda

et al., 2013). However, research focused on understanding the

strength of the relationship between these two variables in the

adolescence population is scarce, making it difficult to form a

broader picture of the real benefits of developing intervention

programs focused on the development of emotional skills to

serve as a buffer against aggressive behavior among adolescent.

Therefore, the objective of this study was to conduct a sys-

tematic review of the existing research literature, along with a

meta-analysis for analyzing the strength of the relationship

between these variables. To this end, both cross-sectional and

longitudinal studies were analyzed, including research related

to the various models of EI (Joseph & Newman, 2010) and with

different types of aggressive behavior (Anderson & Bushman,

2002). To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review and

meta-analysis focusing on the relationship between the level of

EI and aggressive behaviors in the adolescent population.

Method[AQ2]

The search strategy and meta-analysis were conducted accord-

ing to Cochrane guidelines (Higgins, 2011).

Information Sources and Search

We conducted a systematic and careful search of the literature

to identify articles relating EI and aggression up to March

2019, using Medline, PsycINFO, and the Scopus database. The

search was focused on articles published in English or Spanish
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in scientific journals, independently of the year of publication.

Articles were labeled when they included the term “emotional

intelligence” as a key word or in the title or abstract in con-

junction with one or more of the following additional terms:

“aggression,” “violence,” “antisocial behaviour,” “antisocial

behaviour,” “aggressiveness,” “aggressive behaviour,”

“behaviour problem,” and “bullying.” In addition, in order to

ensure that no studies were overlooked, we conducted a hand

search on the reference lists of the identified articles.

Eligibility Criteria

The main priority of this review was to locate and select exist-

ing empirical studies concerning the relationship between the

level of EI and aggressive behaviors in the adolescent popula-

tion. These studies were required to assess EI based on one of

the three theoretical models (Joseph & Newman, 2010), even if

it only assessed a particular emotional competence within these

models. Due to the great plurality of terms related to

“aggressive behaviors,” including aggression, violence, and

bullying, and given the great diversity of empirical approaches

to the analysis of aggression, we decided to include only those

studies that analyzed aggression as defined by Anderson and

Bushman (2002). We gathered only the works in which EI was

related to an immediate intention to cause harm to another

person regardless of the type of harm, excluding research that

did not focus on intentional aggressions such as Machiavellian-

ism, which measures an individual’s willingness to engage in

manipulative behavior to promote their own interests (Christie

& Geis, 1970) but not on the obligation to cause harm to others.

Therefore, we adopted the following exclusion criteria for this

work: (a) research not published in peer-reviewed scientific

journals (we excluded unpublished research, conference pre-

sentations, theses, and dissertations to be more uniform with

respect to the quality of the research); (b) theoretical research,

systematic reviews, and meta-analyses; (c) publications in lan-

guages other than English or Spanish (which were the lan-

guages spoken by the authors); (d) studies carried out outside

the age range established for adolescents from 10 to 23 years

(due to the widespread postponement of adult roles, the defi-

nition of the age span of adolescence has become too restric-

tive), thus the ages between 10 and 24 years fit better with the

current definition of adolescent development (Sawyer et al.,

2018); and (e) those that did not evaluate EI from a theoretical

reference model.

Study Selection

The selection of studies was independently carried out by two

researchers (XXX and XXX)[AQ3] who were experts in the

field. They took into account the inclusion and exclusion cri-

teria and applied the first filter in relation to the title and the

abstract. Any discrepancies were resolved through discussion

with two other authors (XX and XX). In those publications in

which the title or summary did not provide sufficient data, the

complete article was reviewed and in cases of doubt, a third

researcher with expertise in the field decided whether or not it

should be included.

In each of the articles, the two reviewers searched for data

referring to the year of publication, authors, country or region in

which the research was carried out, age and gender of the parti-

cipants, context in which the research was carried out, sampling

method, EI measuring instrument used, theoretical model on

which they focused, type of aggressive behaviors and instrument

on which they are based, and statistical data on the strength and

direction of the correlation between the studied variables. The

process of selecting studies was carried out according to the

guidelines provided by PRISMA and is summarized in a flow-

chart (Liberati et al., 2009) presented in Figure 1.

Statistical and Bias Analysis

The Metafor package implemented in R software Version 3.6

(Viechtbauer, 2010) was used to conduct the meta-analysis.

Correlation coefficients (Pearson’s r) of the relationship

between total EI scores and aggressive behavior were extracted

from the articles that finally met the inclusion criteria as a

measure of effect size. For those articles that did not provide

a total score of EI or aggressive behavior (i.e. only provided

scores for the individual dimensions), we averaged the effect

sizes of the dimensions in order to obtain an approximate glo-

bal score. In the investigations that presented longitudinal

experimental or quasi-experimental studies, only the effect

sizes of the initial evaluation were included. Finally, in one

of the articles, effect sizes were entered separately according

to gender because this study did not provide an analysis of the

total sample.

The heterogeneity of the correlations of the selected studies

was evaluated using Cochran’s Q statistic and the I2 statistic

(Higgins & Thompson, 2002). Publication bias, that is, the ten-

dency to publish statistically significant rather than nonsignifi-

cant results, was assessed using the Egger’s test and Rosenthal’s

Fail-Safe N test (Egger et al., 1997; Rosenthal, 1991).

Results

Search Result

Initially, we obtained 777 relevant studies from systematic

searches among all the databases used, and the resulting num-

ber of publications found by each database was as follows: 172

in Medline, 316 in PsycINFO, and 289 in Scopus. Once dupli-

cates were eliminated, 326 potentially eligible studies were

obtained. Subsequently, eligible papers were filtered using the

inclusion and exclusion criteria, leaving a total of 17 articles

(Figure 1). The studies excluded in this last step were elimi-

nated because they did not address aggressive behavior as

defined by Anderson and Bushman (2002) or because they did

not study the direct relationship between this behavior and EI.

Characteristics of the Included Studies

The 17 articles included in this review and meta-analysis

were published between 2003 and 2019. Of these, three are

Vega et al. 3



longitudinal and the remainder are cross-sectional. Eight of the

studies were conducted in Europe, four in Australia, two in the

Americas, two in Asia, and one in Africa, and all studies were

conducted in school settings. The complete sample collected

from all the included studies comprises 4,544 participants, of

whom 2,359 were women (52%) and 2,185 were men (48%),

with an average age of 13.75 years. Of the 17 articles, only one

focused on the performance-based ability model (5.9%), eight

on the self-report ability model (57.05%), and eight on the

self-report mixed model (47.05%). Various instruments were

used for the assessment of aggressive behaviors, which provided

data on physical or verbal aggression (Cleveland, 2014), phys-

ical and sexual abuse (Fernández-González et al., 2018), and

bullying (Peachey et al., 2017). All articles showed a negative

relationship between the EI level and aggressive behaviors. The

main characteristics of each study are summarized in Table 1.

Meta-Analysis Result

Given the presence of heterogeneity between studies

(Cochran’s Q heterogeneity test: Q ¼ 83.45, p < .0001; I2

statistic ¼ 75.98%), a random effects model was used to cal-

culate the pooled correlation coefficient (95% confidence inter-

val [CI]). The meta-analysis revealed a significant negative

correlation between aggressive behavior and EI (combined

r ¼ �.20; 95% CI [�0.26, �0.15]; p < .0001). Higher EI was

related to a reduction in the aggressive behavior scores.

Figure 2 presents a forest plot displaying effect sizes and

95% CI from each study examined in the meta-analysis.

With respect to the presence of possible publication bias in the

included studies, Egger’s test did not reveal evidence of a signif-

icant bias (p ¼ .37) and Rosenberg’s Fail-Safe N indicated that

982 missing studies with an effect size of zero would be needed to

reduce the p value to a nonsignificant level (above .05). There-

fore, there is no publication bias in this meta-analysis.

Discussion

Aggressive behaviors in the adolescent population constitute a

global public health problem with long-lasting and costly emo-

tional, social, and economic consequences (WHO, 2020).

Thus, the number of investigations concerned with this issue

Figure 1. Flowchart showing the search process.
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is increasing worldwide, with many of these recent investiga-

tions showing us how certain protective factors are related to

aggressive behaviors among adolescents (Cleveland, 2014;

Garcı́a-Sancho et al., 2017; Kwok et al., 2015).

One of the protective factors for the development of aggres-

sive behaviors appears to be the level of EI shown by adoles-

cents, since high EI scores have been associated with lower

levels of aggressive behaviors (Garcı́a-Sancho et al., 2014).

Specifically, the systematic review conducted by Garcia-

Sancho et al. (2014) has shown how people with higher scores

on EI show lower levels of aggressive behaviors in general

population. However, since this systematic review, there has

been a 59% increase in studies linking EI to aggressive beha-

viors in adolescents. Moreover, the lack of previous

meta-analyses on this subject prevents us from knowing the

strength of the relationship between the level of EI and aggres-

sive behaviors in the adolescent population. Therefore, the

objective of this study was to carry out a systematic review

of all the studies published to date that are concerned with the

link between EI and aggressive behavior in the adolescent pop-

ulation and to also conduct a meta-analysis of these studies to

analyze the strength of the relationship between these

variables.

After conducting the systematic searches and applying the

inclusion and exclusion criteria, 17 studies were selected for

this systematic review and meta-analysis, providing a total

sample of 4,544 adolescents. Of these, three are longitudinal

and the remainder are cross-sectional. The analysis of all these

studies, and their results regarding the correlation between EI

and aggressive behavior, indicates that all of them show a

negative relationship between EI and aggressive behavior

among adolescents. Adolescents who obtain higher scores on

EI show lower levels of aggressive behavior. In terms of the

meta-analysis, the results revealed a significant negative corre-

lation between EI and aggressive behaviors in the adolescent

population (r ¼ �.20, p ¼ .0001), confirming, at a statistical

level, both the direction and strength of the relationship

between aggressive behavior and EI in adolescents.

Table 1. Characteristics and Correlation Coefficient of the Studies Included in the Meta-Analysis.

Study Name Sample Size
Age of the Sample

(Years)
Emotional Intelligence
Instrument Type of Aggression

Correlation
Coefficient (r)

Baroncelli and Ciucci (2014) 529 (247 boys and
282 girls)

10–15 EIS Bullying Females: �.10
Males: �.13

Cleveland (2014) 215 girls 20 TEIQue-ASF Physical and verbal �.37
Downey et al. (2010) 145 (60 boys and

85 girls)
11–13 SUEIT Aggressive behavior �.20

Fernández-González et al.
(2018)

542 (259 boys y and
283 girls)

15–17 TMMS Physical and sexual abuse �.04

Garcı́a-Sancho et al. (2017) 151 (75 boys and
76 girls)

13–17 TIEFBA Physical and verbal Study 1: �.17
Study 2: �.20

Kokkinos and Kipritsi (2012) 206 (111 boys and
95 girls)

10–13 TEIQue-ASF Bullying �.18

Kwok et al. (2015) 527 (250 boys and
277 girls)

13–17 C-EIS-R Physical �.07

Liau et al. (2003)[AQ4] 203 (106 boys and
97 girls)

15 EIS Externalization of
problematic behavior

�.31

Lomas et al. (2012)[AQ5] 68 (31 boys and
37 girls)

12–16 SUEIT Bullying �.10

Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz
(2011)

560 (274 boys and
286 girls)

7–12 TEIQue-CF Bullying �.22

Oluyinka (2009)[AQ6] 215 (106 boys and
109 girls)

16–22 EIS Bullying �.48

Peachey et al. (2017) 235 (115 boys and
120 girls)

9–12 TEIQue-CSF Bullying Females: �.26
Males: �.36

Pérez-Fuentes et al.
(2019)[AQ7]

317 (161 boys and
156 girls)

13–18 EQ-I-M20 Physical �.11

Petrides et al. (2006)[AQ8] 160 (83 boys and
77 girls)

11 TEIQue-ASF Physical and verbal �.15

Santesso et al. (2006) 40 (19 boys and
21 girls)

10 EQ-i: YV-O Externalization of
problems

�.43

Schoeps et al. (2018) 148 (64 boys and
84 girls)

12–15 ESCQ Cyberbullying �.22

Schokman et al. (2014) 283 (224 boys and
59 girls)

11–18 Adolescent SUEIT Bullying �.10

Note. EQ-i ¼ Bar-On Emotional Quotient Inventory; TMMS ¼ Trait Meta-Mood Scale; TIEFBA ¼ Botı́n Foundation’s Emotional Intelligence Test for
Adolescents.[AQ9]
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In the studies included in this review and meta-analysis, the

level of EI was measured in various ways but always within a

theoretical model of EI included in the classification provided

by Joseph & Newman (2010). Of the 17 articles included, only

one of these focuses on the performance-based ability model,

eight focused on the self-report ability model, and the remain-

ing eight focused on the self-report mixed model. In any case,

regardless of the EI model employed, the relationship between

the variables remains consistent. Nevertheless, the evaluation

of EI in the vast majority of these studies has been conducted

through self-reports (93.75%), either from the self-report abil-

ity model or the self-report mixed model due to the fact that

until a few years ago, there were no validated performance

instruments to measure EI levels in adolescents. The use of

assessment instruments with a nonself-reporting approach could

provide us with a more complete picture of the phenomenon

being analyzed here. In this sense, although a study among those

included in this systematic review (Garcı́a-Sancho et al., 2017)

evaluated EI with a performance measure and the result is in the

same direction as those of studies that used self-report measures

to evaluate EI, future work should focus on evaluating EI with

performance measures such as the Botı́n Foundation’s Emo-

tional Intelligence Test for Adolescents (Fernández-Berrocal

et al., 2015[AQ10]; Fernández-Berrocal et al., 2018) and the

MSCEIT–Youth Version (Mayer et al., 2005) to confirm if the

same pattern of results can be found with a variety of aggressive

behaviors.

Aggressive behaviors were evaluated through 12 different

instruments that assess physical aggression; psychological, ver-

bal, and sexual abuse; externalization of problems; and bullying.

These instruments are considered to generally assess aggressive

behavior. Although works focused on psychological and sexual

abuse are included (Fernández-González et al., 2018), the most

common aggressive behaviors among the studies included in

this systematic review were physical and verbal aggressions

(Cleveland, 2014; Garcı́a-Sancho et al., 2017) and traditional

bullying (Peachey et al., 2017; Schokman et al., 2014). It should

be noted that, regardless of the type of aggressive behavior and

the type of instrument used for its assessment, the outcomes of

all of the research studies are broadly similar, indicating that

those adolescents who score higher on EI show lower levels of

aggression. Nevertheless, many other aggressive behaviors

among adolescents have not yet been investigated in relation

to EI, and future research should focus on the analysis of other

important and increasingly frequent types of aggression among

adolescents such as relationship aggression (Fernández-

González et al., 2018), self-harm (Mikolajczak et al., 2009), and

suicidal ideation (Domı́nguez-Garcı́a & Fernández-Berrocal,

2018) in order to better understand how EI can help to reduce

these types of behavior.

Figure 2. Forest plot showing the variation (and 95% confidence intervals) among the studies included in the meta-analysis. Box sizes indicate
the weight of each study in the meta-analysis.
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Another interesting issue is related to gender. Although most

of the work has been conducted with both male and female

participants, the final data shown in our analyses are pooled

across the whole sample. Of the 17 papers included, only six

separately analyzed the data according to gender (Baroncelli &

Ciucci, 2014; Garcı́a-Sancho et al., 2017; Kwok et al., 2015;

Peachey et al., 2017; Santesso et al., 2006; Schokman et al.,

2014) and of these only two showed r values (Pearson’s r) dif-

ferentiating between men and women (Baroncelli & Ciucci,

2014; Peachey et al., 2017). This lack of studies analyzing gen-

der differences prevented us from conducting a moderation

analysis for gender in the meta-analysis. However, with regard

to the six articles that addressed gender differences (although

they did not report the effect size), we observed that all of these

showed a significant negative correlation between EI and

aggressive behavior for both genders. We believe that future

studies analyzing these gender differences could provide inter-

esting data for understanding how aggressive behavior develops

throughout adolescence, since research indicates that girls tend

to show more verbal and indirect aggressions while boys show

more physical forms of this behavior (Björkqvist, 2018). In

addition, previous research on gender differences in EI indicates

that women—although perceived as having less emotional

regulation than men—show higher total EI scores than

men when this skill is assessed using performance measures

(Fernández-Berrocal et al., 2012). Therefore, conducting

gender-differentiated analyses could help us to gain a more

in-depth understanding of this problem (Cabello, Sorrel, et al.,

2016) and inform the guidelines to be followed in intervention

programs.

In relation to the type of sample used in the works included

in this systematic review and meta-analysis, it should be men-

tioned that all the works used community samples recruited

from educational centers throughout the world. This represents

a limitation when it comes to identifying how aggressive beha-

viors evolve in relation to the EI level of adolescents who are

confined in juvenile centers for engaging in any type of aggres-

sive behavior. In future work, it would therefore be interesting

to investigate how aggressive behavior evolves in this popula-

tion. Moreover, it would be worthwhile for future research to

focus on exploring additional moderators on which the current

literature does not offer enough information such as, for exam-

ple, socioeconomic status, educational level, or cultural

differences.

While the results of this study make a valuable contribution

to an interesting body of research that seeks to analyze the

relationships between social–emotional skills and aggressive

behaviors, there are certain limitations worth mentioning. It

should be noted that the number of studies that met the inclu-

sion criteria was limited, while almost all of these were

cross-sectional and each of these studies focused on a different

type of aggressive behavior. Therefore, we believe it is neces-

sary to conduct further longitudinal research studies to help us

clarify whether the strength of the relationship between various

types of aggressive behaviors and the level of EI is maintained

over time, and whether these trajectories can be moderated by

variables such as gender differences during adolescence.

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study have

important implications for research and intervention programs

that seek to reduce the number of aggressive behaviors in ado-

lescence. Interventions aimed at reducing aggressive behavior

are growing in educational settings (Castillo-Eito et al., 2020;

WHO, 2020), but many of these have not considered EI. Even

so, etiological theories of aggression suggest that young people

engage in aggressive behavior through a complex interaction

between individual and contextual factors. In particular,

social–emotional factors such as emotional regulation, empa-

thy, coping strategies, problem-solving, and communication

skills are associated with a decline in the tendency to engage

in aggressive behaviors. For example, Social and Emotional

Learning (SEL) intervention programs have been implemented

in thousands of schools worldwide (Weissberg et al., 2015),

and evaluation of the various types of SEL programs has indi-

cated the benefits of these interventions for modifying aggres-

sive behavior (see Durlak et al., 2011). Specifically, EI

intervention programs with adolescents (Cabello, Castillo,

et al., 2016; Ruiz-Aranda et al., 2013) show us that teaching

emotional skills has a considerable impact on dealing with the

emotional and cognitive components of aggression and their

behavioral manifestations (Castillo-Gualda et al., 2018;

Ruiz-Aranda et al., 2013). Therefore, school strategies aimed

at reducing aggressive behaviors should promote these emo-

tional skills in young people through the use of EI intervention

programs (Durlak et al., 2011; Espelage et al., 2018).

In conclusion, this systematic review and meta-analysis con-

tributes toward obtaining a clearer understanding of the rela-

tionship between the level of EI and aggressive behaviors

among adolescents, showing a significant negative correlation

between these variables. These results are also congruent with

previous evidence on the positive impact of emotional compe-

tencies on the development of personal and social well-being in

adolescents.

Critical Findings

– To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review

and meta-analysis of the relationship between aggres-

sive behaviors and EI in adolescents. The research

findings of all of the studies included are broadly sim-

ilar, indicating that those adolescents who score higher

on EI show lower levels of aggression. Further, these

results are consistently observed regardless of the the-

oretical model of EI used, the type of aggressive beha-

vior assessed, and the type of instrument used for its

assessment.

– Meta-analyses of 17 studies revealed a significant neg-

ative correlation between EI and aggressive behaviors

in the adolescent population (r ¼ –.20, p ¼ .0001),

confirming, at a statistical level, both the direction and

strength of the relationship between aggressive beha-

vior and EI in adolescents.
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Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research

– A better understanding of the relationship between

aggressive behaviors and the level of EI in adolescents

could help to inform the design of tailored approaches

to the prevention of these behaviors and could improve

aggressive intervention policies.

– The finding that adolescents who obtain higher scores

on EI show lower levels of aggressive behavior high-

lights the importance of EI as a fundamental factor to

be considered when dealing with the emotional and

cognitive components of aggression and their beha-

vioral manifestations and opens up several promising

new lines of investigation.

– Programs that promote the development EI levels

among the adolescent population report the benefits

of these interventions for moderating aggressive beha-

vior as well as for reducing the emotional, social, and

economic consequences.

– There is a need to continue investigating the role that

EI plays in reducing aggressive behaviors. In particu-

lar, new longitudinal studies are needed to confirm

existing results and establish the mechanisms by which

an adequate level of EI is linked to a decrease in

aggressive behavior among adolescents.
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Raquel Gómez-Leal https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1847-6966

Pablo Fernández-Berrocal https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0844-2976

References

Anderson, C. A., & Bushman, B. J. (2002). Human aggression. Annual

Review of Psychology, 53(1), 27–51. https://doi.org/10.1146/annur

ev.psych.53.100901.135231

Bar-On, R. (2004). Baron emotional quotient inventory: A measure of

emotional intelligence: Administrator’s guide. MHS.

Baroncelli, A., & Ciucci, E. (2014). Unique effects of different com-

ponents of trait emotional intelligence in traditional bullying and

cyberbullying. Journal of Adolescence, 37(6), 807–815. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2014.05.009

Batool, S. S., & Bond, R. (2015). Mediational role of parenting styles in

emotional intelligence of parents and aggression among adolescents.

International Journal of Psychology, 50(3), 240–244. https://doi.org/

10.1002/ijop.12111

Björkqvist, K. (2018). Gender differences in aggression. Current Opin-

ion in Psychology, 19, 39–42. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.

2017.03.030
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