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a b s t r a c t

The way in which positive and negative affects are perceived may be as-
sociated with a distinct pattern of behaviors and attitudes. The aim of this 
study was to evaluate the relationship between various combinations of 
affections and gender along with tendencies towards neuroticism, rumina-
tion, reflection, and life satisfaction. The participants were 348 students, 
who answered the questionnaire in groups. The euphoric group showed the 
highest scores of life satisfaction and emotional stability, while the dysphoric 
group presented the lowest scores. The emotional and apathetic groups 
showed no significant differences in relation to life satisfaction, depression, 
anxiety and vulnerability. From these results, it can be assumed that positive 
affect can lessen the impact that negative affect has on the development 
of vulnerability and other psychopathological symptoms. Interventions 
based on positive affect increase might be efficient to prevent vulnerability.
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r e s u m e n

La forma en que los afectos positivos y negativos son percibidos puede estar 
asociada con un patrón diferenciado de comportamientos y actitudes. El 
objetivo de este estudio fue evaluar la relación entre varias combinaciones de 
afectos y género, junto con tendencias hacia el neuroticismo, la rumiación, 
la reflexión y la satisfacción vital. Los participantes fueron 348 estudiantes 
que respondieron al cuestionario en grupos. El grupo eufórico mostró las 
puntuaciones más altas en satisfacción vital y estabilidad emocional, mien-
tras que el grupo disfórico presentó las puntuaciones más bajas. Los grupos 
emocional y apático no mostraron diferencias significativas en relación con 
la satisfacción vital, depresión, ansiedad y vulnerabilidad. A partir de estos 
resultados, se puede suponer que el afecto positivo puede reducir el impacto 
que el afecto negativo tiene en el desarrollo de la vulnerabilidad y de otros 
síntomas psicopatológicos. Intervenciones que se basan en el aumento de 
afecto positivo podrían ser eficientes para prevenir la vulnerabilidad.
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Introduction

Positive and negative affects are within the emo-
tional dimension of subjective well-being (Diener, 
Scollon & Lucas, 2003), characterized by the fre-
quency and intensity of emotions and feelings that 
an individual experiences as either pleasant or un-
pleasant (Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005). In 
turn, the affective disposition, or the way in which 
people perceive positive and negative affects, may 
be associated with a distinct pattern of behaviors 
and attitudes. The objective of this study, there-
fore, is to evaluate the relationship between differ-
ent combinations of positive and negative affects 
(AD: affective disposition) with Neuroticism (and 
its facets), rumination, reflection, life satisfaction 
and gender.  

Individuals with high scores of positive affect 
(PA) experience frequent and intense episodes of 
pleasure. Furthermore, they consider themselves 
happy, enthusiastic, and confident (Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005). Conversely, those subjects with high 
levels of negative affect (NA) experience repeated 
episodes of intense displeasure (Watson, 2005). 
Generally, these people perceive themselves as 
sad, discouraged, and anxious. According to 
Naragon and Watson (2009), low levels of positive 
affect are among the symptoms of several disor-
ders, such as social phobia, agoraphobia, post-
traumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, eating 
disorders and substance abuse disorders, amongst 
others.

Some studies suggest that positive and negative 
affects are independent factors (Bradburn, 1969; 
Diener & Emmons, 1985). Adopting this view one 
assumes that both affects can coexist at the same 
moment without necessarily canceling each other 
out. Based on this idea, it is then theoretically 
possible to increase the levels of positive affect 
without necessarily reducing the levels of negative 
affect. This has direct clinical implications, since 
a therapist can focus its intervention on strength-
ening and developing those healthy aspects of 
patients to increase their well-being, as opposed 
to focusing primarily on reducing their levels of 
negative affect (Seligman, 2005; Watson, 2005). 

There is evidence that different combinations 
of affect are associated with several indicators 
(Norlander, Bood & Archer, 2002). Some studies 
found that individuals with high scores of positive 
affect and low scores of negative affect have greater 
emotional stability (Karlsson & Archer, 2007) and 
a healthier psychological profile (Bood, Archer & 
Norlander, 2004). On the other hand, individuals 
with high scores of negative affect and low positive 
affect scores have shown higher rates of anxiety, 
depression and stress, along with lower optimism 
scores (Arntén, Jansson & Archer, 2008). 

It has also been found that individuals with high 
scores of both positive and negative affect have 
higher levels of energy and optimism, but also anxi-
ety, depression and stress (Arntén et al., 2008). Fi-
nally, subjects with low scores of both positive affect 
and negative affect have lower levels of anxiety and 
depression compared to subjects with high scores 
of positive and negative affect, but they also have 
lower scores of optimism and energy than individu-
als with high positive affect and low negative affect 
(Arntén et al., 2008). Since different combinations 
of affect are related to different psychopathological 
indicators, it is possible that they also have varied 
configurations of neuroticism, thinking styles and 
life satisfaction.

Neuroticism, Thinking Styles, 
and Life Satisfaction

Neuroticism (emotional maladjustment) is a factor 
of the Big Five model (McCrae & John, 1992) com-
posed, in Brazil, of four facets (vulnerability, psy-
chosocial disadjustment, anxiety, and depression) 
that categorize personality traits as hopelessness, ir-
ritability and hostility (Hutz & Nunes, 2001). These 
four facets slightly differ from the facets found on 
the most used test around the world (NEO-PI-R: 
Costa & McCrae, 1992) because in the Brazilian 
test the items did not load on six components and so 
the most appropriate solution was kept. The degree 
and frequency with which the features highlighted 
by these facets manifest themselves in people, de-
termine the prevalence of each trait. Individuals 
with high scores of Neuroticism are typically anx-
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ious, they have frequent changes in mood, tend to 
suffer from psychosomatic disorders, and have very 
intense reactions to stimuli. Moreover, there is evi-
dence that Neuroticism is positively correlated with 
rumination and negative affect, and negatively re-
lated to positive affect and life satisfaction (Deneve 
& Cooper, 1998; Steel, Schmidt & Shultz 2008).

Rumination and reflection are two distinct ways 
of thinking about oneself, and both are present in 
all people to a greater or lesser degree (Trapnell & 
Campbell, 1999). While rumination would be an 
incongruent and unproductive way in which to 
think about oneself, it is usually characterized by re-
petitive and persistent thoughts (Nolen-Hoeksema, 
1991), this constant reflection can lead to a more 
accurate knowledge of self, and thusly a superior 
problem solving ability (Trapnell & Campbell, 
1999). Evidence shows that ruminative thinking is 
associated with depression (Papageorgiou & Wells, 
2004), anxiety (Muris, Roelofs, Rassin, Franken & 
Mayer, 2005), hopelessness (Lyubomirsky, Caldwell 
& Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998) and negative affect 
(Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). In turn, it is plausible 
that a reflective thinking mitigates the psychologi-
cal distress and acts as a protective factor against 
mental illness, since it could dampen the negative 
impact of rumination (Joireman, 2004). 

Finally, life satisfaction, the cognitive compo-
nent expressed as a sense of well-being, is character-
ized by an individual’s perception of how happy they 
are with their life (Diener, Lucas & Oishi, 2005). 
Generally, life satisfaction is positively correlated 
with self-esteem, and negatively to Neuroticism 
(Deneve & Cooper, 1998). Moreover, the literature 
suggests that people with high levels of life satisfac-
tion often experience high positive affect and lower 
levels of negative affect. However, the levels of life 
satisfaction in individuals with both high positive 
affect and high negative affects are not very known, 
as is the same on individuals with low scores in 
both affects (see, Grueber, Maus & Tamis, 2011, 
for a perspective on patients with bipolar disorders).

This study was undertaken to advance the un-
derstanding of positive and negative affects, as well 
as its relationship with personality traits, thinking 
styles and life satisfaction. The results of this study 

may be relevant to the development of new clinical 
interventions, which focus on the development of 
positive affect. 

To assess the relationship between the four pos-
sible combinations of positive and negative affect 
(affective disposition), as presented in Table 1, with 
the other variables mentioned earlier, this study 
aims to evaluate the differences in the averages 
of Neuroticism, vulnerability, psychosocial dis-
turbance, anxiety, depression, rumination, reflec-
tion and life satisfaction within the four affection 
groups. Once the dysphoric participant have high 
levels of negative affect and low levels of positive af-
fect, it might be expected to find these people with 
high levels of Neuroticism, vulnerability, psychoso-
cial disturbance, anxiety, depression, rumination, 
and with low levels of life satisfaction. On the other 
side, euphoric participants are likely to present high 
levels of life satisfaction, and low levels of Neu-
roticism, vulnerability, psychosocial disturbance, 
anxiety, depression, rumination. Emotional and 
Apathetic groups will probably show differences 
in the way that they experience their lives and 
symptoms, however, no clear clue is hypothesized 
once positive and negative affect might not buffer 
each other. Another objective was to verify possible 
gender differences.

Method

Participants

The participants were 348 university students 
(48.5% women and 51.5% men) between the 

table 1  
Affective Disposition

Groups Affects
positive affect negative affect

Dysphoric ↓ ↑
Euphoric ↑ ↓
Emotional ↑ ↑
Apathetic ↓ ↓

*the symbol “↑” represents high level of the construct and 
the symbol “↓”represents low level of the construct.
Source: own work
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ages of 16 and 55 (M = 20 years, SD = 3.6). 
Over 95% of the sample is composed by Cauca-
sians. The participants were selected based on 
convenience and their participation in the study 
was voluntary.  

Instruments 

Positive Affect and Negative Affect: These variables 
were measured using the Positive and Negative 
Affect Scale (PANAS: Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 
1988; adapted to Portuguese by Giacomoni & Hutz, 
1997). This scale consists of two orthogonal factors: 
positive affect and negative affect. Both have good 
internal consistency (Cronbach Alphas of 0.88 and 
0.86, respectively). Each factor consists of 20 adjec-
tives representing the various moods and emotions 
of subjects, such as ‘nice‘, ‘cautious‘, ‘distressed‘, and 
‘impatient‘. Each adjective is rated by the partici-
pants on a 5-point Likert scale. 

Life Satisfaction: This quality was measured us-
ing the Life Satisfaction Scale (ESV: Pavot & Die-
ner, 1993; adapted to Portuguese by Hutz, Bardagi, 
Souza & Sternert, 2009), which is composed of five 
statements such as: “My life is close to my ideal.” 
The Brazilian adaptation has good internal consis-
tency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91). 

Neuroticism Factor Scale (NFS: Hutz & Nunes, 
2001): A self reporting instrument modeled on the 
Big Five, this scale allows for a fast and objective 
evaluation of the dimension of human personality 
known as Neuroticism. The scale is comprised of 82 
items divided into four subscales: Vulnerability, Psy-
chosocial Maladjustment, Anxiety, and Depression. 
Moreover, the instrument provides a total score for 
the Neuroticism factor, which is derived from the 
sum of standardized scores of these facets. Items in 
the NFS were constructed in the form of sentences 
that describe the attitudes, beliefs and feelings of 
participants. Examples of the items include: “I often 
go through periods where I get extremely irritable, 
and I am annoyed with the smallest things,” and 
“I don’t do the things I want to do for fear of being 
criticized by others.” The NFS showed adequate 
internal consistency - Cronbach’s alpha - ranging 
from 0.88 to 0.92. 

Rumination and Reflection Questionnaire (RRq: 
Trapnell & Campbell, 1999; adapted to Portuguese 
by Zanon & Teixeira, 2006): Composed of two 
scales with 12 items each, this test was designed to 
evaluate how individuals engage in ruminative and 
reflective thoughts. Examples of items include: “I 
spend a good time recalling embarrassing moments 
or frustrations I‘ve passed through;” “Long after 
a disagreement or argument is over, my thoughts 
remain focused on what happened;” and “I always 
seem to be brooding in my mind about the things I 
recently said or did.” Evidence (Zanon & Teixeira, 
2006; Zanon & Hutz, 2009) indicates that the RRq 
has factorial validity and a satisfactory internal 
consistency for use within the Brazilian universities 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87 for both scales).

Procedure 

The participants responded collectively to the 
questionnaires from within their classrooms. Be-
forehand, the students were informed that the par-
ticipation in the study was voluntary, and that all 
the information shared would remain confidential.

The participants were asked to carefully read the 
questions and respond to items according to their 
personal feelings. Data collection was performed in 
a single session for each class of students and the 
total time taken to complete the test was approxi-
mately 45 minutes. 

Results

Four groups were created from combinations of 
affect (as presented in Table 1), and determined 
by the participants’ positive and negative affects 
scores. Those subjects with scores above the mean 
are considered high in positive and negative, and 
those who scored below average were considered 
low in affect. The mean score for positive affect 
was 65, and 45 for negative affect. The means and 
standard deviations of the dependent variables are 
presented in Table 2. 

One Pillai’s MANOVA (2 x 4 Factorial de-
sign) was conducted with independent variables 
of the affective disposition (AD) and gender, and 
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the four dependent facet variables of Neurotic di-
mension: vulnerability, psychosocial disturbance, 
anxiety, and depression. There was no effect from 
an interaction between the independent variables. 
The analysis showed significant differences among 
groups of affective disposition and gender differ-
ences. An analysis for each of the facets showed 
the following results:

Vulnerability: There was a significant difference 
between the four AD groups (F (3, 317) = 19.7, 
p < 0.01). Descriptive analysis and post hoc tests 
(Scheffe) revealed that the dysphoric group had the 
highest average vulnerability, significantly higher 
than the euphoric group (d = 1.0), the emotional 
group (d = 0.4), and the apathetic group (d = 0.7). 
The “d” is an estimate of effect size in terms of 
percentage of standard deviation (Cohen, 1988). 
Other groups that showed significant differences 
were the euphoric and emotional groups (d = 0.5). 
No significant difference was found for gender 
(F (1, 317) < 1).

Psychosocial Maladjustment: There was no sig-
nificant difference among the four groups AD 
(F (3, 317) = < 1), but there was a significant 
difference in regards to gender (F (1, 317) = 4.81, 
p < 0.03). Men (M = 31.64, SD = 18.4) had a high-
er average of inconsistency than women (M = 26.1, 
SD = 16.8, d = 0.5). 

Anxiety: There was a significant difference 
among the four groups AD (F (3, 317) = 14.0, 
p < 0.01]. Descriptive analysis and post hoc tests 
(Scheffe) revealed that the dysphoric group had 
the highest average anxiety, which differed signifi-
cantly from the euphoric group (d = 0.7) and the 
apathetic group (d = 0.8). There was also a signifi-
cant difference in terms of gender (F (1, 317) = 6.0, 
p < 0.02). Women (M = 80.7, SD = 25.4) had a 
higher average for anxiety than men (M = 74.1, 
SD = 25.4, d = 0.3).

Depression: There was a significant difference 
among the four groups AD (F (3, 317) = 11.9, p 
< 0.01). Descriptive analysis and post hoc tests 
(Scheffe) revealed that the dysphoric group had the 
highest average of depression, significantly higher 
than the averages for the euphoric group (d = 0.7) 
and the apathetic group (d = 0.6). There was no 

significant difference in terms of gender (F (1, 317) 
= 3.21, p > 0.05).

Two-way ANOVA’s were performed for inde-
pendent variables of the four affect groups and 
gender. The dependent variables were: neuroticism, 
rumination, reflection, life satisfaction, positive af-
fect and negative affect. 

Neuroticism: The value of the variable scores 
is represented by a T score because the value for 
Neuroticism is found by adding the standardized 
scores of Vulnerability, Psychosocial Maladjust-
ment, Anxiety and Depression. A significant dif-
ference was observed among the four groups AD 
(F (3, 328) = 138.9, p < 0.01). Descriptive analy-
sis and post hoc tests (Scheffe) revealed that the 
dysphoric group had the highest average for neu-
roticism, significantly higher than in the euphoric 
(d = 0.8) and apathetic groups (d = 0.7). Other 
groups that differed significantly were the euphoric 
and emotional groups (d = 0.5), and the emotional 
and apathetic groups (d = 0.4). There was a signifi-
cant interaction between groups AD and gender 
(F (3, 317) < 1), but no significant differences be-
tween the sexes (F (1, 317) < 1).

Rumination: There was a significant differ-
ence between the AD groups (F (3, 328) = 24.2, 
p < 0.001). Descriptive analysis and post hoc tests 
(Scheffe) revealed that the dysphoric group had the 
highest average rumination, significantly higher 
than the euphoric group (d = 1.0) and the apathetic 
group (d = 0.8). Other groups that differed sig-
nificantly were the euphoric and emotional groups 
(d = 0.7) and the emotional and apathetic groups 
(d = 0.6). There was a significant interaction be-
tween the AD groups and gender (F (3, 328) p < 1), 
but no significant differences between the sexes 
(F (1, 328) p < 1).

Reflection: There was no significant differ-
ence between the AD groups (F (3, 338) = 1.89, 
p > 0.05). However, there were significant differ-
ences observed in terms of gender (F (1, 338) = 6.70, 
p < 0.02]. Men (M = 40.3, SD = 10.6) had higher 
averages of reflection than women (M = 37.1, 
SD = 9.9, d = 0.3). No significant interaction be-
tween the AD groups and sex (F (3, 338) = 1.89, 
p > 0.05) was observed. 
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Life satisfaction: There was a significant differ-
ence between the AD groups (F (3, 346) = 20.89, 
p < 0.001]. Descriptive analysis and post hoc tests 
(Scheffe) revealed that the euphoric group had 
the highest average life satisfaction, significantly 
higher than the dysphoric group (d = 0.9), the 
emotional group (d = 0.4) and the apathetic group 
(d = 0.7). Furthermore, the apathetic and dys-
phoric groups differ significantly (d = 0.5). There 
was also a significant difference in terms of gender 
(F (1, 346) = 6.71 p < 0.02). Women (M = 26.2, 
SD = 5.3, d = 0.2) had an average life satisfaction 
higher than that of men (M = 25, SD = 6.1). There 
was a significant interaction between affective dis-
position and gender (F (3, 346) p < 1).

Discussion

This study aimed to evaluate how different com-
binations of affect are related to personality traits, 
thinking styles, life satisfaction and gender. In the 
end, the results showed that the euphoric group had 
the lowest average for Neuroticism, vulnerability, 
anxiety, depression and rumination. In addition, 
individuals in this group had the highest average life 
satisfaction. These results suggest that the subjects 
with high scores of positive affect and low scores 
of negative affect are generally satisfied with their 
lives. Furthermore, these participants have few per-
sonality traits that resemble symptoms of depression 
or anxiety disorders. In short, this group is the most 
emotionally stable and content. 

On the other hand, dysphoric participants 
showed the highest average Neuroticism, vulner-
ability, anxiety, depression, and rumination, with 
the lowest average life satisfaction. These indi-
viduals were the most dissatisfied with their lives, 
and also possessed personality characteristics that 
are related to symptoms of anxiety disorders and 
depression. The magnitude of differences in aver-
ages for neuroticism between the dysphoric group 
and the euphoric groups indicates that each one 
has a distinct psychological profile. These results 
are similar to those found by Norlander, Bood, 
and Johansson (2005), and Arntén, Jansson and 
Archer (2008).

The differences between the dysphoric and 
emotional groups suggest that high scores of posi-
tive affect can alleviate the effects of negative 
affect on the development of vulnerability. With 
this in mind, the results revealed that the emo-
tional and apathetic groups had no statistically 
significant differences in relation to life satisfac-
tion, depression, anxiety and vulnerability. These 
results reinforce the notion that positive affect can, 
in some ways, minimize the impacts that negative 
affect has on a sense of well-being and its potential 
to develop into psychopathological symptoms. It is 
important to note, however, that this supposition 
is only true in relation to vulnerability, since there 
were no significant differences observed between 
the dysphoric and the emotional groups beyond 
the variables discussed.

The differences between the emotional and 
apathetic groups, in relation to Neuroticism and 
rumination, suggest that the individuals who fre-
quently experience negative affect (occasionally at 
the same time as positive affect) ruminate more 
and have greater emotional instability than those 
who do not experience positive or negative af-
fect. It is possible that subjects who develop traits 
of Neuroticism, and who frequently experience 
negative affect, may be predisposed to rumination 
(Roberts, Gilboa & Gotlib, 1998). In this case, 
high scores of positive affect seem somewhat rel-
evant for those subjects with respect to rumination 
and show signs of emotional stability.  People who 
ruminate often and have high scores of Neuroti-
cism, perhaps, would benefit more from therapy 
that focuses on reducing rumination (Lyubomirsky 
& Tkach, 2004).

Neither psychosocial maladjustment nor reflec-
tion showed any statistically significant change in 
relation to affective disposition. In terms of psy-
chosocial disturbance, the data suggests that the 
trends in violating social norms, alcohol abuse, 
partaking in risky sexual behavior, among other 
practices, are not associated with the levels of posi-
tive or negative affect. Other factors, such as cul-
tural values or peer groups, may help to determine 
those behaviors. There is also no evidence that ties 
different combinations of affection to reflection. 
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Although reflective subjects feel more satisfied 
because they are more adaptable and have a bet-
ter problem solving the ability, it is possible that 
these people possess a more pessimistic outlook on 
the world (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999) and suffer 
because of it. Therefore, this reflection does not 
seem to be directly related to affect.

Regarding gender differences, women were 
found to have had the higher averages of anxiety 
and life satisfaction, while men showed higher av-
erages of psychosocial disturbance and reflection. 
Except for psychosocial maladjustment (d = 0.5), 
other differences were shown to be minimal 
(d = 0.2 or 0.3) between men and women, repre-
senting a small magnitude of difference. Indeed, 
the literature supports the findings that women 
have higher averages of anxiety and that men 
have higher scores of psychosocial disturbance 
(Hutz & Nunes, 2001). Studies (Jose & Brown, 
2008; Nolen-Hoeksema & Jackson, 2001) suggest 
that women have higher levels of depression and 
rumination than men, which was not observed in 
this study. It is possible that this result is due to 
some idiosyncrasies within the sample. 

In sum, these findings corroborate part of the 
Positive Psychology suppositions that emphasize in 
the development of positive aspects, virtues, and 
strengths, instead of just trying to impair negative 
ones. It might be of great value to promote mental 
health (Seligman, 2005). More specifically, to have 
high levels of positive affect can somehow allevi-
ate deleterious effects caused by negative affect 
on vulnerability. Considering that vulnerability 
may be an entrance door to the exacerbation of 
symptoms and psychopathologies, the findings of 
this study suggest that interventions designed to 
increase positive affects might be efficient to pre-
vent vulnerability. These results are preliminary 
and should be tested on specific intervention-
based research. 

The main limitation of this study is the sample 
studied. The participants were university students 
from only one region of Brazil. It is a homogeneous 
and non-representative sample. Therefore, these 
results should be corroborated in more heteroge-
neous and more representative samples. 
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