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Abstract

Background: Self-serving cognitive distortions and emotional intelligence (EI) have been extensively studied. However, research
examining their influence on prosocial behavior remains limited. This study aimed to analyze the differences, relationships, and effects
of, self-serving cognitive distortions and EI on prosocial behavior. Methods: A total of 444 Colombian students aged 14 to 18 years
(mean [M] = 15.66, standard deviation [SD] = 1.24) participated in the study. Self-serving cognitive distortions, self-perceived EI, and
prosocial behavior were assessed. Descriptive, comparative, correlational, and predictive analyses were performed using SPSS Version
25. Results: Gender differences were observed in self-serving cognitive distortions, EI, and prosocial behavior. Prosocial behavior
was positively associated with EI and negatively related to self-serving cognitive distortions. Predictive analyses indicated that female
gender and younger age were associated with higher prosocial behavior. Self-serving cognitive distortions demonstrated weak predictive
effects, whereas emotional repair emerged as the strongest predictor of prosocial behavior. Conclusions: Higher EI and fewer self-
serving cognitive distortions are associated with greater prosocial behavior. Future research should evaluate the benefits of intervention
on prosocial behavior, EI skills, and cognitive distortions through cognitive and behavioral interventions.
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1. Introduction
Cognitive processes and their relationship with behav-

ior represent a major area of inquiry in psychology. Evi-
dence shows that an individual’s thinking has a decisive in-
fluence on their behavior, and various mental health and be-
havioral interventions, including cognitive behavioral ther-
apy, focus on modifying distorted thinking patterns to pro-
mote behavioral and emotional change (Clark, 2013). Cog-
nitive distortions are systematic errors in thinking that in-
fluence the interpretation of events and the evaluation of
one’s own and others’ behaviors. Evidence indicates that
certain cognitive distortions, namely self-serving ones, are
associated with behavioral problems (Barriga and Gibbs,
1996; Dragone et al., 2020; Peña-Fernández et al., 2013).
Recent research has analyzed the role of emotional intel-
ligence (EI) in promoting prosocial behavior among ado-
lescents, establishing a positive association between EI and
prosocial behavior, with age and gender serving asmoderat-
ing factors (Cao and Chen, 2025). Self-reported EI has also
been shown to predict prosocial behavior in young popula-
tions, a relationship that is further reinforced when medi-
ated by empathy (Babić Čikeš and Tomašić Humer, 2023).
Furthermore, emotional regulation skills have been associ-
ated with greater prosocial engagement during adolescence
(González-Moreno and Molero Jurado, 2024). Conversely,
self-serving cognitive distortions have been linked to prob-

lematic behaviors, suggesting that distorted cognitions may
decrease prosociality (Brugman et al., 2024). Few studies
have simultaneously examined self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions, EI, and prosocial behavior in adolescents, and the
present study addresses this gap. A review of the scien-
tific literature revealed that self-serving cognitive distor-
tions and EI reflect complementary cognitive and emotional
mechanisms underlying adolescent behavior. Specifically,
self-serving cognitive distortions involve biased thinking
patterns that justify maladaptive actions and have been
linked to problematic behaviors and reduced prosociality
(Barriga and Gibbs, 1996; Brugman et al., 2024). In con-
trast, EI has been shown to facilitate prosocial behavior
(Cao and Chen, 2025; González-Moreno and Molero Ju-
rado, 2024). Given these contrasting profiles, it is hypoth-
esized that whereas EI promotes prosocial behavior, self-
serving cognitive distortions, previously associated with
antisocial behavior (Barriga and Gibbs, 1996), exert a neg-
ative effect on it.

Self-serving cognitive distortions represent cognitive
strategies through which individuals justify or rationalize
transgressive, egocentric, or aggressive behaviors while
preserving a positive self-concept (Barriga and Gibbs,
1996). In contrast, social-emotional processes, such as
EI, are considered protective factors that promote adap-
tive functioning and emotional regulation (Extremera et al.,
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2020; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2019). Contrary to cog-
nitive distortions, EI supports mental health, social adjust-
ment, and well-being (Zeidner et al., 2009). Given the rel-
evance of self-serving cognitive distortions and EI to be-
havior, the present study examines both constructs and how
they are associated with and influence prosocial behavior.

Promoting prosocial behavior among adolescents is
becoming increasingly important given its benefits at both
individual and social levels (Mesurado et al., 2019). Proso-
cial behavior refers to a broad category of selfless acts in fa-
vor of others that generate positive feelings and contribute
to social cohesion (Dahl, 2015). Its development is shaped
by factors such as education, experiences, values, morals,
cognitions, and thinking styles (Declerck and Boone, 2016;
Martin-Raugh et al., 2016; Xiao et al., 2019).

The development of prosocial behavior is a topic of
considerable interest due to its positive effects across all
stages of life (Lee et al., 2020). Its evaluation and imple-
mentation are important, as prosocial and aggressive behav-
iors follow distinct pathways and develop as a continuum
over time (Hay et al., 2021). Prosocial behavior is related
to empathy, greater social adaptation, and improved inter-
personal relationships, underscoring the importance of fos-
tering it during adolescence (Mesurado et al., 2019; Spinrad
and Gal, 2018). Reasoning and social cognition, especially
perspective-taking, are relevant to the development of em-
pathy and prosocial behavior (Carlo et al., 2010).

Cognitive distortions have been identified in individ-
uals with various mental health problems, e.g., suicidal risk
(Jager-Hyman et al., 2014), anxiety (Kuru et al., 2018),
and depression (Tecuta et al., 2019). Self-serving cogni-
tive distortions are a component of maladaptive thinking
styles that arise from impaired learning processes and bi-
ased emotional processing (Tiba, 2010); they are related
to negative perceptions of emotions and feelings, distress,
anxiety, depression, and behavioral problems (Wilson et al.,
2011). Specifically, self-serving cognitive distortions are
considered determinants in aggressive behaviors (Barriga
et al., 2008; Dragone et al., 2020; Van der Meulen et al.,
2019). Most studies on self-serving cognitive distortions
in adolescents have focused on forensic or justice-involved
examples (Brugman and Bink, 2011). In normative popula-
tions, research remains limited and has primarily addressed
problematic behaviors (Brugman et al., 2024; Chabrol et
al., 2011; Dragone et al., 2020; Van der Meulen et al., 2019)
or psychometric analyses (Barriga and Gibbs, 1996; Peña-
Fernández et al., 2013). This justifies further investiga-
tion on self-serving cognitive distortions in normative ado-
lescent populations, as such research may advance under-
standing of themechanisms underlying antisocial behaviors
within educational environments.

Self-serving cognitive distortions include self-
centred, minimization, blaming others, and assuming the
worst. Self-Centred involves prioritizing one’s own views,
expectations, needs, rights, feelings, and desires at the

expense of others. Minimization (or mislabeling) uses
mechanisms such as dehumanization to justify negative
behavior toward others. Blaming others refers to the
attitude of attributing responsibility for one’s own miscon-
duct to other people or external circumstances. Finally,
assuming the worst refers to attributing hostile intentions
to others and considering one’s own negative behaviors
as inevitable (Barriga and Gibbs, 1996; Dragone et al.,
2020; Peña-Fernández et al., 2013). Negative attributions
and beliefs regarding the legitimacy of certain acts can
be decisive in the expression of aggression (Kabiri et al.,
2020). In contrast, individuals are capable of altering their
immediate contexts through emotion regulation, creating
cognitive self-incentives, predicting the consequences of
their behavior, and even directing positive behavior toward
prosocial ends (Bandura, 1978; Schunk and DiBenedetto,
2020).

Consistent with the foregoing, intervening in self-
serving cognitive distortions among adolescents who
present behavioral problems has been proposed as an im-
portant strategy for promoting mental health and social ad-
justment (Brazão et al., 2017; Brugman and Bink, 2011;
Chabrol et al., 2011). In school contexts, self-serving cog-
nitive distortions have been shown to increase bullying and
cyberbullying, and addressing these distortions in both ado-
lescent aggressors and observers has been recommended as
means of reducing acts of aggression (Van der Meulen et
al., 2019). It has also been reported that promoting em-
pathy and prosocial behavior among adolescents in educa-
tional contexts favors interpersonal relationships and mu-
tual helping behaviors (Spinrad and Gal, 2018). Further-
more, targeting cognitive distortions in adolescents with
conduct problems has been shown to reduce distorted think-
ing and improve social adjustment and social skills (Brug-
man and Bink, 2011; Helmond et al., 2014).

Contrary to cognitive distortions, EI contributes to
mental health, subjective well-being, and social adjustment
(Extremera et al., 2020; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2019).
In the ability model, EI is defined as the capacity to rea-
son with emotions, express emotions accurately, use emo-
tions to enhance thinking and behavior, and attain desired
emotional states and experiences (Mayer et al., 2016). It
consists of four factors: perceiving emotions, understand-
ing emotions, facilitating thought using emotions, and man-
aging emotions (Mayer et al., 2016; Salovey and Mayer,
1990). EI contributes to adolescent development by foster-
ing social relationships and prosocial behaviors (Frederick-
son et al., 2012; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2019). It has
also been associated with improvements in mental health,
academic performance, social adjustment, and subjective
well-being (Allen et al., 2014; Extremera et al., 2020; Fred-
erickson et al., 2012; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2019).
Previous evidence indicates that EI is positively related to
prosocial behavior (Cao and Chen, 2025; Charbonneau and
Nicol, 2002; GetahunAbera, 2023; Kaltwasser et al., 2017).
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It has also been reported that EI is associated with cognitive
processes such as conceptualization, attention, habit forma-
tion, and cognitive control; addressing these relations con-
stitutes an essential field of clinical psychology research
(Smith et al., 2018). Recent studies analyzing adolescent
behavior in virtual (Piccerillo and Digennaro, 2025) and
school environments (Van Rens et al., 2025) suggest that EI,
particularly emotional regulation, plays a protective role in
adolescent social adaptation, as it is associated with reduced
involvement in bullying and other behavioral problems.

It has been proposed that both EI and self-serving cog-
nitive distortions affect adolescent behavior (Côté et al.,
2011; Cox and Nelson, 2008). High EI has been associ-
ated with lower levels of antisocial behavior and aggression
(Contreras and Cano, 2016; Garaigordobil, 2020; Hayes
and Reilly, 2013; Megías et al., 2018). Furthermore, in-
dividuals with behavioral problems have been shown to
exhibit lower EI and greater difficulties in self-regulation
(Garofalo et al., 2020). Recent research in adolescent pop-
ulations has also shown that deficits in EI are associated
with greater engagement in maladaptive behaviors, includ-
ing those occurring in digital contexts, thereby reinforcing
the regulatory role of emotional skills during adolescence
(García-Canalejas et al., 2025). Therefore, the development
of emotional regulation has been identified as important, as
it contributes to the management of impulsivity and sup-
ports socioemotional development (Baumeister et al., 2018;
Vohs and Baumeister, 2016), while also increasing mental
health and well-being (Miller et al., 2020). Evidence fur-
ther suggests that adolescents with higher levels of emo-
tional repair and respect show lower involvement in school
violence and reduced substance misuse (González-Moreno
and Molero Jurado, 2024).

Regarding cognitive distortions and EI, a negative as-
sociation has been observed between dimensions of EI and
distorted thinking (Cox and Nelson, 2008). It has also been
indicated that irrational beliefs negatively affect motiva-
tional and emotional processes (Tiba, 2010) and that indi-
vidual differences in the cognitive processes of attention
and interpretation underlie difficulties in emotion regula-
tion (Joormann and D’Avanzato, 2010). Cognitive distor-
tions have further been linked to negative behaviors that in-
clude emotional aspects, such as hateful behaviors among
adolescents (Pace et al., 2021).

Regarding gender differences, self-serving cognitive
distortions are higher in males (Peña-Fernández et al.,
2013), and females generally show better performance of
EI (Cabello et al., 2016); however, it has been suggested
that gender does not determine the development or perfor-
mance of EI (Salavera et al., 2017). Females have also been
shown to exhibit greater prosocial behavior (Van der Graaff
et al., 2018).

Few studies on the relationship between self-serving
cognitive distortions and prosocial behavior are available
in the literature; however, existing evidence shows a neg-

ative relationship between these variables (van Langen et
al., 2014). Self-serving cognitive distortions have been
identified as significant predictors of behavioral problems
(Chabrol et al., 2011) and have also been shown to predict
various forms of aggression (Barriga et al., 2008; Dragone
et al., 2020; Oostermeijer et al., 2017; Tisak and Goldstein,
2023; Van der Meulen et al., 2019; Van Leeuwen et al.,
2014). Given that both self-serving cognitive distortions
and EI are likely associated with prosocial behavior, the
present study examined the nature of these relationships.

To our knowledge, no prior studies have examined the
relationship between self-serving cognitive distortions, EI,
and prosocial behavior; clarifying these relationships may
inform the development of interventions to improve ado-
lescent social adjustment and individual well-being. The
present study aims to analyze the differences, relationships,
and effects of self-serving cognitive distortions and EI on
prosocial behavior in adolescents. The hypotheses are:

1. Compared with males, adolescent females show
greater prosocial behavior and EI, whereas males exhibit
greater self-serving cognitive distortions.

2. Prosocial behavior is positively related to EI and
negatively associated with self-serving cognitive distor-
tions.

3. Self-serving cognitive distortions and EI influence
prosocial behavior.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1 Participants

The study included 444 Colombian adolescents aged
14–18 years (mean [M] = 15.66, standard deviation [SD] =
1.24; 45.9% females). Participants were of middle and low
socioeconomic status. Grade distribution was as follows:
3.6% were enrolled in sixth and seventh grades, 38.5% in
eighth and ninth grades, and 57.9% in tenth and eleventh
grades. The main exclusion criterion was a diagnosed
psychiatric condition. This cross-sectional study used a
convenience sampling strategy. A previous power analy-
sis was performed in G*Power (version 3.1.9.7; Heinrich
Heine University Düsseldorf, Düsseldorf, North Rhine-
Westphalia, Germany) to characterize the sample; the mean
difference by gender had a mean effect size of 0.50, an al-
pha of 0.01, and a power of 0.99, and required a minimum
of 175 participants. For linear regression, a minimum of
374 participants was required, based on a mean effect size
of 0.15, an alpha of 0.05, and a power of 0.90. Therefore,
the final sample size was sufficient to achieve statistical sig-
nificance in all analyses.

2.2 Measures
(a) Sociodemographic data were collected utilizing an

ad hoc questionnaire, which included items on age, sex, and
school grade level.

(b) The How I Think Questionnaire (HIT-Q; Barriga
and Gibbs, 1996) adapted into Spanish by Peña-Fernández
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et al. (2013), is a 54-item self-report with six response op-
tions (1: Strongly disagree, 6: Strongly agree). It com-
prises 39 items expressing distorted attitudes or beliefs, 8
control items (anomalous responding), and 7 positive items.
Higher scores on each subscale indicate greater cognitive
distortion. The Self-Centred subscale includes items such
as “Sometimes you have to lie to get what you want.” and
“You should get what you need, even if it means some-
one has to get hurt.” The Blaming Others subscale in-
cludes items such as “People are always trying to hassle
me.” and “When I lose my temper, it’s because people
try to make me mad.” The Minimization subscale includes
items such as “You have to get even with people who don’t
show you respect.” and “ Everybody lies, it’s no big deal.”
Assuming the Worst subscale includes items such as “You
can’t trust people because they will always lie to you.” and
“You should hurt people first before they hurt you.” In this
study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the subscales Self-
Centred, Blaming Others, Minimizing, and Assuming the
Worst were 0.77, 0.81, 0.81, 0.81, and 0.79, respectively.

(c) The Trait Meta-Mood Scale (TMMS-24; Salovey
et al., 1995) Spanish adaptation by Fernández-Berrocal et
al. (2004), is a 24-item measure based on Mayer and Sa-
lovey’s (1997) ability model assessing attention, clarity,
and emotional repair. A 5-point Likert scale is used (1:
Strongly disagree, 5: Strongly agree). Each subscale is
composed of 8 items. The attention subscale includes items
such as “I pay a lot of attention to feelings.” and “I usually
spend time thinking about my emotions.” The clarity sub-
scale includes items such as “I often notice my feelings in
different situations.” and “I can always tell how I feel.”
The emotional repair subscale includes items such as “I try
to think positive thoughts, even if I feel bad.” and “When I
am angry, I try to change mymood.” Higher scores indicate
greater EI. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for Attention,
Clarity, and Repair was 0.85, 0.87, and 0.86, respectively.

(d) The Prosocial Behavior Scale (PBS; Caprara and
Pastorelli, 1993). Consists of 15 items that assess Prosocial
Behavior using a Likert scale with 3 response alternatives
(1: Never, 3: Often). The items refer to helping, sympa-
thetic, and trusting behaviors. The scale includes items such
as “I try to make people happier when they are sad.” and
“I help others with their tasks.” High scores in the PBS in-
dicate greater prosocial behavior. In this study, Cronbach’s
alpha for the scale was 0.72.

2.3 Procedure

Data collection procedures were carried out in accor-
dance with the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki
(World Medical Association, 2013). Informed consent
was obtained from both the participants and their legal
guardians. Prior to data collection, all adolescents and
their families were informed about the study’s aims, objec-
tives, and procedures. Participation was voluntary, anony-
mous, and uncompensated. Data collection was performed

directly by the investigators on paper-based forms and
was completed during tutoring hours at the participating
schools. The evaluation lasted approximately 30 minutes.

2.4 Statistical Analysis
Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS (IBM

SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 25.0, IBMCorp., Ar-
monk, NY, USA). Descriptive statistics, including the M,
SD, and reliability estimates, were first calculated alongside
participants’ sociodemographic characteristics. Second,
between-group comparisons by gender were conducted us-
ing Student’s t-tests. Cohen’s d was used to calculate the
effect sizes for the t-tests (Cohen, 1988). Third, Pearson
correlations were used to estimate the associations between
variables. Finally, multiple regression analysis was used to
assess the effects of self- servingcognitive distortions and
EI on prosocial behavior. Hierarchical entry order of pre-
dictors was defined a priori based on theoretical consider-
ations. Sociodemographic variables were entered first, fol-
lowed by cognitive distortions, and finally, EI as the most
direct predictor. Prior to conducting the regression anal-
yses, the assumptions of multicollinearity and common-
method bias were examined. Specifically, multicollinear-
ity was assessed using variance inflation factors (VIF), and
potential common-method bias was evaluated using Har-
man’s single-factor test (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Statistical
significance was set at p < 0.05 for all analyses.

3. Results
Descriptive results show that 37% of males and 43%

of females reported low self-serving cognitive distortions.
High distortions were observed in 6% of males and 2% of
females. In turn, low emotional attention was reported by
23% of males and 42% of females. Regarding emotional
clarity, 43% of males indicated low ability and 10% high
ability; in females, 55% noted low ability and 6% high abil-
ity. Low emotional repair was observed in 20% of males
and 38% of females. Additionally, high repair was ob-
served in 13% of females and 22% of males. In prosocial
behavior, 9.6% of males obtained low scores and 50.8%
obtained medium scores; in females, 5.9% obtained low
scores and 50% obtained medium scores. High scores were
obtained by 39.6% of males and 44.1% of females.

Gender comparisons showed statistically significant
differences across most variables. Specifically, males
scored moderately higher on emotional clarity (d = 0.54),
emotional repair (d = 0.42), and total EI (d = 0.45). In con-
trast, females scored lower on distortions with significant
differences and moderate effect sizes in minimization (d =
0.42), blaming others (d = 0.30), assuming the worst (d =
0.24), and total self-serving cognitive distortions (d = 0.30).
Additionally, females reported slightly higher prosocial be-
havior with a small effect size (d = 0.19). Significant differ-
ences with a small effect size are also observed in prosocial
behavior (Table 1).
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Table 1. Differences in variables by gender.

Variables
Female (n = 204) Male (n = 240)

t(442) p-value Cohen’s d
M SD M SD

Self-serving cognitive distortions
Self-centred 2.40 0.82 2.55 0.88 1.80 0.070 0.17
Blaming others 2.02 0.78 2.27 0.87 3.07 0.002 0.30
Minimizing 1.87 0.75 2.22 0.90 4.37 <0.001 0.42
Assuming the worst 2.41 0.76 2.61 0.84 2.57 0.011 0.24
Total, HIT-Q 2.19 0.71 2.42 0.80 3.19 <0.001 0.30

EI
Attention 26.08 7.14 26.57 6.70 0.74 0.460 0.07
Clarity 23.27 6.79 26.88 6.50 5.70 <0.001 0.54
Repair 26.25 6.94 29.21 6.89 4.49 <0.001 0.42
Total, EI 75.61 16.30 82.67 15.02 4.74 <0.001 0.45
Prosocial behavior 2.47 0.25 2.42 0.27 –2.09 0.038 0.19

Note. d = 0.20 small; d = 0.50 medium; d = 0.80 large. Coding for the grouping variable:
Female (1), male (0).
EI, emotional intelligence; M, mean; SD, standard deviation; HIT-Q, How I Think Question-
naire.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations between self-serving cognitive distortions, EI, and prosocial behavior (n = 444).
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 Self-centred 2.48 0.86 -
2 Blaming others 2.16 0.84 0.77** -
3 Minimizing 2.06 0.85 0.77** 0.82** -
4 Assuming the worst 2.52 0.81 0.75** 0.79** 0.78** -
5 Total, distorsions 2.31 0.76 0.89** 0.93** 0.92** 0.91** -
6 Attention 26.35 6.90 –0.10* –0.08 –0.07 –0.07 –0.08 -
7 Clarity 25.22 6.86 –0.09 –0.12* –0.12* –0.13** –0.13** 0.41** -
8 Repair 27.85 7.06 –0.22** –0.13** –0.15** –0.22** –0.20** 0.25** 0.49** -
9 Total, EI 79.43 15.99 –0.18** –0.14** –0.15** –0.19** –0.18** 0.72** 0.82** 0.76** -
10 Prosocial behavior 2.44 0.26 –0.32** –0.34** –0.36** –0.36** –0.38** 0.04 0.14** 0.28** 0.21** -
Note. The range for EI variables is 1–40, for self-serving cognitive distortions 1–6, and for prosocial behavior 1–30. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
EI, emotional intelligence; M, mean; SD, standard deviation.

Correlation analyses indicate that prosocial behavior
is positively related to emotional clarity and emotional re-
pair, as well as negatively related to self-serving cognitive
distortions. Additionally, both emotional clarity and emo-
tional repair were negatively associated with self-serving
cognitive distortions (Table 2).

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was per-
formed to predict prosocial behavior. The sociodemo-
graphic variables gender and age were entered in the first
step, self-serving cognitive distortions in the second step,
and EI variables in the third step. Multicollinearity diagnos-
tics indicated acceptable VIF values for all predictors in the
final model (range: 1.03–4.12), suggesting no severe multi-
collinearity. To assess potential common-method bias, Har-
man’s single-factor test was performed using all question-
naires items to an unrotated in an exploratory factor analy-
sis (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The first factor accounted for
only 16.37% of the total variance, well below the recom-

mended threshold of 50%, indicating that common-method
bias was unlikely to substantially affect the results (Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin (KMO) = 0.854; χ2 = 20137.21; p < 0.001).

The model with the sociodemographic variables was
significant (R2 = 0.01; F = 3.14; p = 0.044), but only the
gender (female) variable contributed to the explained vari-
ance (β = 0.09; t = 2.00; p = 0.046). In the second step, the
addition of self-serving cognitive distortions yielded a sig-
nificant model (R2 = 0.15; F = 13.25; p < 0.001). Assuming
the worst was a significant negative predictor of prosocial
behavior (β = −0.19; t = −2.40; p = 0.017), whereas min-
imization (β = −0.17; t = −1.94; p = 0.052) and age (β =
−0.09; p = 0.051) showed only marginal associations. In
the third step, the inclusion of EI variables produced a sig-
nificant model (R2 = 0.21; F = 12.98; p < 0.001); how-
ever, only emotional repair contributed significantly to the
explained variance (β = 0.26; t = 4.98; p < 0.001). Both
gender (female; β = 0.09; p = 0.046) and age (β = −0.10; p
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Table 3. Hierarchical regression for prosocial behavior prediction.

Variable B
95% CI for B

SE B β R2 ΔR2 f
LL UL

Step 1
Constant 26.43*** 23.35 29.50 1.56
Gender + 0.47 0.01 0.98 0.25 0.09* 0.01 0.01* 0.01
Age –0.13 –0.33 0.05 0.10 –0.07

Step 2
Constant 30.19*** 27.17 33.19 1.53 0.15 0.14*** 0.16
Gender 0.02 –0.03 0.06 0.02 0.03
Age 0.02 –0.04 0.00 0.009 –0.09
Self-centred –0.03 –0.49 0.43 0.23 –0.01
Blaming others –0.11 –0.64 0.43 0.27 –0.03
Minimizing –0.52 –1.04 0.01 0.27 –0.17
Assuming the worst –0.62 –1.12 –0.11 0.26 –0.19*

Step 3
Constant 2.75 2.44 3.07 0.16 0.21 0.06*** 0.27
Gender 0.05 0.00 0.10 0.02 0.09*
Age –0.02 –0.04 –0.009 0.01 –0.10*
Self-centred 0.01 –0.03 0.06 0.02 0.04
Blaming others –0.03 –0.08 0.02 0.03 –0.09
Minimizing –0.05 –0.09 0.003 0.03 –0.16
Assuming the worst –0.04 –0.09 0.01 0.02 –0.13
Attention –0.02 –0.05 0.02 0.02 –0.04
Clarity 0.01 –0.03 0.05 0.02 0.02
Repair 0.09*** 0.06 0.13 0.02 0.26***

Note. β = standardized beta. Effect size: f: 0.02 small, f: 0.15 medium, f: 0.35 large. +Coding
for the grouping variable: Female (1), male (0). *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
B, unstandardized beta; CI, confidence interval; LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit; SE, standard
error.

= 0.019) were significant predictors in the final model, with
younger age associated with higher levels of prosocial be-
havior. Taken together, these findings indicate that female
gender, younger age, and elevated emotional repair are sig-
nificant predictors of prosocial behavior. Self-serving cog-
nitive distortions, specifically minimization and assuming
the worst, were associated with prosocial behavior exclu-
sively in the intermediate model (Step 2), but these asso-
ciations lost statistical significance upon inclusion of vari-
ables in the final model (Table 3). Fig. 1 illustrates the
final hierarchical regression model (Step 3), depicting only
the statistically significant predictors of prosocial behavior.

4. Discussion

Prosocial behavior is a topic of considerable interest
in psychology, as its development promotes well-being, so-
cial adjustment, and interpersonal relationships across dif-
ferent stages of life (Hay et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2020). This
study was based on the premise that prosocial behavior may
be facilitated by the development of EI skills and the cor-
rection of self-serving cognitive distortions. Accordingly,
it aimed to analyze differences, relationships, and predic-

tive effects of self-serving cognitive distortions and EI on
prosocial behavior in adolescents. Results indicated gen-
der differences in the variables evaluated, and demonstrated
that prosocial behavior was positively related to emotional
clarity and emotional repair, and negatively related to self-
serving cognitive distortions. Predictive analyses showed
that self-serving cognitive distortions were initially associ-
ated with prosocial behavior. However, upon inclusion of
emotional repair, these associations were attenuated, which
highlights the stronger influence of emotional regulation on
prosocial behavior. These findings further support the idea
that cognitive and emotional mechanisms jointly contribute
to prosocial tendencies in adolescents. Nevertheless, the
pattern of nonsignificant associations for specific dimen-
sions indicates that not all self-serving cognitive distortions
or EI skills equally affect prosocial behavior. This suggests
that certain factors, such as lower distortion in assuming
the worst and greater emotional regulation capacity, may be
more closely linked to the specific cognitive and emotional
processes underlying prosocial behavior.

Hypothesis 1 was partially supported. This indicates
that, when compared by gender, adolescent females exhib-
ited greater prosocial behavior, whereas males showed a
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Fig. 1. Final hierarchical regression model predicting prosocial behavior. *Note. Standardized beta coefficients (β) from the final
hierarchical regression model (Step 3) are presented. Only statistically significant predictors are displayed. R2 corresponds to the total
variance explained by the final model. ΔR2 represents the incremental variance explained by EI variables in Step 3. *p < 0.05; ***p <
0.001.

higher levels of self-serving cognitive distortions. Specifi-
cally, males scored higher on several self-serving cognitive
distortion subscales, with small to moderate effect sizes, in-
cluding minimization (d = 0.42), blaming others (d = 0.30),
assuming the worst (d = 0.24), and total distortions (d =
0.30). These results are consistent with previous findings
that indicate that males show greater self-serving cogni-
tive distortions (Peña-Fernández et al., 2013), and further
support the notion that higher levels of distortion may help
explain the higher prevalence of behavioral problems ob-
served in males (Dragone et al., 2020; Peña-Fernández et
al., 2013). Consistent with prior research, female adoles-
cents reported slightly higher levels of prosocial behavior,
although the magnitude of this difference was small (d =
0.19). This study uses a measure of prosocial behavior that
refers to helpful, agreeable, and trusting behaviors. The ob-
served gender differences in prosocial behavior may be par-
tially attributable to differences in empathy development,
which previous research has found to be higher in females
and associated with moral and cognitive development (Van
der Graaff et al., 2018).

In this study, males scored higher than females on EI
variables, particularly emotional clarity (d = 0.54) and emo-
tional repair (d = 0.42), as well as on total EI (d = 0.45).
These findings diverge from expectations, as females gen-
erally tend to perform better on EImeasures thanmales (Ca-
bello et al., 2016). According to the EI abilitymodel (Mayer

and Salovey, 1997; Mayer et al., 2016), socioemotional
competencies are learned. Therefore, it is possible that indi-
vidual or social factors specific to the male adolescent sam-
ple in the current study may have favored higher EI perfor-
mance relative to females. The results of this study support
the idea that gender does not determine the development
or performance of EI and other aspects that may influence
social and emotional development should be considered
(Salavera et al., 2017). For example, it has been observed
that conflict resolution skills, extroversion, openness, em-
pathy, and fewer emotional problemsmay favor EI (Garaig-
ordobil, 2020). Hypothesis 2 was partially supported, pre-
dicting that prosocial behavior would be positively related
to EI and negatively related to self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions. Correlational analyses showed that prosocial be-
havior was positively associated with emotional clarity (r =
0.14; p < 0.01), emotional repair (r = 0.28; p < 0.01), and to-
tal EI (r = 0.26; p < 0.01), but not with emotional attention
(r = 0.04; p = 0.321). The absence of a significant asso-
ciation between emotional attention and prosocial behav-
ior suggests that mere awareness or perception of emotions
may not directly translate into prosocial action. Instead,
emotional regulation and repair appear to play a more cen-
tral role in transforming emotional understanding into be-
havior that benefits others. This observation is consistent
with models emphasizing that emotion regulation serves
as the functional bridge between affective experience and
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prosocial behavior (Baumeister et al., 2018). The associ-
ation between prosocial behavior and emotional repair has
been observed in previous studies (Moroń et al., 2018). In
this study, prosocial behavior (encompassing helping, sym-
pathy, and trust) was moderately related to EI. The rela-
tionship between EI and prosocial behavior appears to be
stronger when specific prosocial behaviors are assessed.
In this regard, low associations with EI, civic behaviors,
and altruism in adolescents have been reported previously
(Charbonneau and Nicol, 2002). By contrast, when as-
sessing prosocial behavior tendencies (encompassing oblig-
ing, public, anonymous, direct, emotional, and altruistic di-
mensions) and EI, a significant association was observed
(Getahun Abera, 2023). Such observation underscores the
need to assess the relationship between and prosocial be-
havior, referring to specific prosocial behavioral tendencies
and their contextual conditions. Similarly, it highlights the
importance of analyzing expected prosocial behaviors by
gender and cultural context (Xiao et al., 2019).

Associative analyses further showed that prosocial be-
havior was moderately and negatively related to total self-
serving cognitive distortions (r = −0.38; p < 0.01), mini-
mization (r = −0.36; p < 0.01), blaming others (r = −0.34;
p < 0.01), and assuming the worst (r = −0.36; p < 0.01),
as well as with self-centred (r = −0.32; p < 0.01), indi-
cating that greater levels of self-serving cognitive distor-
tions were related to lower prosocial tendencies. This re-
sult is consistent with previous evidence suggesting that
self-serving cognitive distortions are associated with anti-
social tendencies and reduced adaptive interpersonal func-
tioning (Dragone et al., 2020; Peña-Fernández et al., 2013).
Similarly, total EI was positively associated with proso-
cial behavior (r = 0.21; p < 0.01) and negatively associ-
ated with the total measure of self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions (r = −0.18; p < 0.01), suggesting an inverse re-
lationship between emotional competencies and distorted
cognitive patterns. These observations are also consistent
with research indicating that EI is associated with lower an-
tisocial tendencies and greater adaptive social functioning
(Contreras and Cano, 2016; Garaigordobil, 2020; Megías
et al., 2018). This suggests that emotional competencies
may promote prosocial engagement and mitigate maladap-
tive thoughts and behaviors (Baumeister et al., 2018; Garo-
falo et al., 2020). Hypothesis 3 was partially supported, pre-
dicting that self-serving cognitive distortions and EI would
be related to prosocial behavior. In Step 2 of the hierar-
chical regression model, which included self-serving cog-
nitive distortions, the model explained 15% of the variance
in prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.15), with assuming the worst
emerging as a negative predictor (β = −0.19; p < 0.017).
However, when EI variables were introduced in Step 3, the
explained variance increased to R2 = 0.21 (ΔR2 = 0.06),
with emotional repair (β = 0.26; p < 0.001), along with
female gender (β = 0.09; p < 0.05) and younger age (β =
−0.10; p < 0.05) emerging as predictors. In this final model,

the effects of cognitive distortions were no longer statisti-
cally significant These findings suggest that the predictive
contribution of self-serving cognitive distortions is reduced
when emotional regulation processes are considered, high-
lighting the stronger unique association between emotional
repair and prosocial behavior in the final model.

Self-serving cognitive distortions allow individuals to
justify negative behavior toward others through dehuman-
ization and the attribution of hostile intentions, thereby
validating negative behavior (Dragone et al., 2020; Peña-
Fernández et al., 2013). Emotional repair was the strongest
predictor of prosocial behavior and refers to the ability
to regulate and control positive and negative emotions, as
well as to employ strategies to identify and either reduce
or intensify an emotional response (Mayer et al., 2016).
Such results suggest that lower cognitive distortions and
greater emotional repair are associated with higher levels
of prosocial behavior, with emotional regulation showing
the strongest predictive value. This is also consistent with
previous observations demonstrating that self-serving cog-
nitive distortions are significant predictors of aggression
(Dragone et al., 2020; Oostermeijer et al., 2017; Tisak and
Goldstein, 2023; Van derMeulen et al., 2019; Van Leeuwen
et al., 2014), and that prosocial behavior is positively asso-
ciated with emotional repair (Moroń et al., 2018). The de-
velopment of emotional regulation or repair is inferred to fa-
cilitate prosocial behavior; additionally, prior research has
indicated that it contributes to aggression management, so-
cioemotional development, and mental health (Baumeister
et al., 2018; Miller et al., 2020; Vohs andBaumeister, 2016).
The lack of a significant predictive effect for self-centred
distortions and blaming others may indicate that these dis-
tortions are more closely associated with problematic be-
haviors than with the inhibition of prosocial acts. Thus,
their link to prosocial tendencies may be indirect, mediated
by other deficits such as empathy or emotional regulation.
Future research should evaluate these indirect pathways us-
ing mediation or structural models to clarify these dynam-
ics. In relation to the findings reported here on age and
gender, recent meta-analyses indicate that EI and prosocial
behavior in adolescents are significantly and positively as-
sociated and that this association varies according to age
and gender. Furthermore, these relationships may be in-
fluenced by culture (Cao and Chen, 2025). In the present
study, females reported higher levels of prosocial behavior
than males, a finding consistent with other studies (Gómez-
Tabares, 2019). However, the current findings regarding
age do not align consistently with previous research, which
suggests that prosocial behavior develops during childhood,
stabilizes in early adolescence, and either remains stable
or increases throughout late adolescence (Cao and Chen,
2025; Gómez-Tabares, 2019). As reported here, younger
age was a significant predictor of higher prosocial behav-
ior, suggesting a slight developmental decline during ado-
lescence. This inconsistency with previous literature may
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be attributable to the inclusion of self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions in the regressionmodel employed here, as prosocial
behavior is more typically assessed in relation to variables
such as empathy. Furthermore, the questionnaires used to
assess prosocial behavior in this study may be more sen-
sitive to the behaviors and experiences of younger adoles-
cents, which could have contributed to the observed age-
related results. Based on the present study, it may be hy-
pothesized that lower levels of self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions in adolescents are associated with greater proso-
cial, altruistic, and helping behavior, whereas the presence
of self-serving cognitive distortions is associated with re-
duced helping behavior. This study also shows that emo-
tional repair helps prosocial behavior. Evidence from pre-
vious studies shows that the ability to regulate emotions
is associated with socioemotional development, social ad-
justment, mental health, and well-being (Baumeister et al.,
2018; Miller et al., 2020; Vohs and Baumeister, 2016).
These findings evidence that negative attributions and be-
liefs manifested as forms of cognitive distortions are related
to prosocial behavior (Kabiri et al., 2020; van Langen et al.,
2014). and that emotional repair favors a behavioral ori-
entation toward prosocial conduct (Bandura, 1978; Schunk
and DiBenedetto, 2020).

According to this study, self-serving cognitive dis-
tortions are associated with prosocial behavior; however,
their influence appears to be attenuated when emotional
regulation, particularly emotional repair, is considered. As
such, interventions targeting self-serving cognitive distor-
tions among normative adolescents, as in school contexts,
may reduce problematic behaviors (Van der Meulen et al.,
2019). For adolescents presenting with behavior problems,
interventions for self-serving cognitive distortionsmay sup-
port social adjustment and reduce aggression (Brazão et al.,
2017; Brugman and Bink, 2011; Chabrol et al., 2011). Im-
portantly, interventions targeting cognitive distortion have
been used for the treatment of mental health conditions
through cognitive restructuring, such as suicidal risk, anxi-
ety, and depression (Clark, 2013; Jager-Hyman et al., 2014;
Kuru et al., 2018; Tecuta et al., 2019).

A further consideration is the importance of develop-
ing EI skills in adolescents, particularly emotional repair,
to facilitate prosocial behavior (Mayer et al., 2016). Prior
research has indicated that EI may promote prosocial be-
haviors (Charbonneau and Nicol, 2002; Frederickson et al.,
2012; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2019; Getahun Abera,
2023; Kaltwasser et al., 2017). Given evidence suggesting
that EI may be related to cognitive factors such as conceptu-
alization, attention, habit formation, and cognitive control,
further research exploring its applications within the frame-
work of cognitive therapy is warranted (Smith et al., 2018).
Finally, promoting prosocial behavior in children and ado-
lescents is of fundamental importance, as the developmen-
tal pathways underlying prosocial behavior are established
in these stages (Hay et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2020).

Limitations

The present study has several limitations. First, its
cross-sectional design precludes evaluation of the stability
of the measures over time. Secondly, the use of self-report
questionnaires introduces potential biases, such as social
desirability. Currently, to assess EI of ability, performance-
based measures are recommended (Mayer et al., 2016);
moreover, the measure of prosocial behavior herein em-
ployed was limited to the facets of helpfulness, sympathy,
and trust. Other measures allow assessment of a broader
range of prosocial behavioral tendencies such as public,
anonymous, emotional, and direct behaviors (Xiao et al.,
2019). It is important to verify gender differences in EI per-
formance using ability-based measures such as the Mayer-
Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test, which as-
sesses emotion perception through task-based items, the fa-
cilitation of thoughts through emotion, and the understand-
ing and management of emotions (Mayer et al., 2016). Al-
though the associations observed among the study variables
were consistent with theoretical expectations, future stud-
ies using explanatory and longitudinal designs are needed
to elucidate the underlying mechanisms of these relation-
ships in normative adolescent populations. This is espe-
cially important given the unexpected findings in this study,
including higher EI scores among males, the nonsignificant
predictive effects of self-centred and blaming of others on
prosocial behavior, and the central role of emotional regu-
lation in prosociality.

5. Conclusions
Due to the importance of prosocial behavior for indi-

vidual and social well-being (Marshall et al., 2020; Martin-
Raugh et al., 2016; Petruța and Stănculescu, 2025), the
role of EI in socioemotional development (Contreras and
Cano, 2016; Garaigordobil, 2020; Hayes and Reilly, 2013;
Megías et al., 2018), and of the impact of self-serving cog-
nitive distortions on problematic behaviors and aggression
(Dragone et al., 2020; Tisak and Goldstein, 2023), further
investigation into the relationships among these constructs
and their effects on adolescent prosocial behavior is war-
ranted. Likewise, it is important to develop promotion and
prevention interventions that foster prosocial behavior and
EI, as well as to evaluate strategies aimed at correcting self-
serving cognitive distortions in adolescents (Clark, 2013).
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