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Abstract
Emotional intelligence, which encompasses the ability to perceive, understand, express, and regulate emotions, is recognized 
as critical to the socioemotional development of adolescents. Despite its significance, the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and social media use among adolescents remains largely unexplored in the literature. This work aimed to provide 
a review that examines the association between adolescents’ emotional intelligence, including its dimensions (self-esteem, 
emotion regulation, empathy), and social media use. An online search of two electronic databases identified 25 studies 
that met the inclusion criteria. The results suggest that lower levels of emotional intelligence are associated with increased 
problematic social media use among adolescents, with social media use showing a negative correlation with adolescents’ 
self-esteem. In addition, difficulties in emotion regulation were associated with problematic social media use, while social 
media use was positively correlated with empathy. These findings underscore the importance of considering emotional intel-
ligence as a key factor in understanding the relationship between adolescents and problematic social media use.
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Introduction

This study examines the relationship between emotional 
intelligence, emotional regulation, self-esteem, empathy, 
and social media use among adolescents. Social media 
platforms have become a crucial aspect of adolescents' 
daily lives, significantly influencing their behavior, 
communication patterns, and self-presentation. Due to its 
potential implications for adolescents' social and emotional 
development, understanding the impact of emotional 
intelligence on adolescents' social media use is of significant 
importance. Although systematic reviews have examined the 
relationship between problematic technology use, including 
problematic Internet use and Internet gaming disorder, and 
emotional intelligence, (Gisbert-Pérez et al., 2024; Leite 
et  al., 2019; Yang et  al., 2022), no review has focused 

specifically on the correlation between social media use 
and emotional intelligence. The purpose of this study is to 
address this gap by conducting a systematic review of the 
relationship between emotional intelligence and social media 
use in adolescents.

Social Media Use During Adolescence

In the current digital age, social media has taken on a 
dominant role among adolescents. Social media experience 
has cognitive, emotional, behavioral and social dimensions 
(Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Korte, 2020). The digital 
environment provides a compelling context for youth to 
navigate socio-developmental tasks with a significant impact 
on their social-emotional well-being (Valkenburg, P. & Peter, 
J, 2013). As peer bonding is a key developmental task during 
adolescence, it is not surprising that social media and social 
network platforms are attractive to adolescents. Indeed, the 
most recent global census data indicate that Generation 
Z consisting of individuals born from the mid-1990s to 
the early 2010s, holds the title for the most extensive 
usage of social media, averaging over 2.5 h daily on these 
platforms (Global Web Index, 2023). Furthermore, 71% 
of adolescents access more than one platform and nearly a 
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quarter admit to being online all the time due to increased 
mobile accessibility via smartphones (Schivinski et al., 
2020). However, concerns about problematic and addictive 
adolescent social media use are emerging. Research 
suggests that time spent on social media daily is a risk 
factor for developing dysfunctional mechanisms of social 
media use (Schivinski et al., 2020). According to experts, 
problematic social media use resembles addiction with 
associated compulsivity, tolerance, withdrawal, motivation, 
and dysfunction (Shafi et  al., 2021). Adolescents with 
problematic social media use typically have a diminished 
ability to regulate their social media use impulses and feel 
uncomfortable when social media use is restricted (Boer 
et al., 2020). A large-scale study of European adolescents 
found that the prevalence of addiction-like problematic 
social media use was 9.1% (Mérelle et al., 2017).

Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence, defined by Salovey and Mayers 
(1990), as the ability to perceive, understand, express, and 
regulate emotions, plays a key role in promoting social 
adjustment and psychological well-being, especially during 
adolescence. Emotional intelligence is divided into different 
conceptualizations: ability emotional intelligence and mixed-
model emotional intelligence. The Ability-based model 
originates from the groundbreaking research conducted 
by Salovey and Mayer. They formulated a four-branch 
model of emotional intelligence, encompassing skills such 
as perception, appraisal, and expression of emotion; using 
emotions to enhance cognitive processes, understanding 
and analyzing emotions, using emotional knowledge; and 
adaptive regulation of emotion (Salovey et al., 1999). Mixed 
models characterize emotional intelligence as a collection 
of interrelated emotional and social competencies, skills 
and facilitators that determine how effectively individuals 
understand and express themselves, understand others and 
relate with them, and cope with daily demands (Bar-On, 
1997). Another differentiation was further operated by 
Petrides and Furnham (2001), who distinguished Trait 
emotional intelligence (TEI) from Ability emotional 
intelligence (AEI) and claimed that the nature of the model 
is determined by the type of measurement. Trait emotional 
intelligence is defined as a constellation of emotional 
self-perceptions located at the lower levels of personality 
hierarchies and measured via the trait emotional intelligence 
questionnaire (TEI-Que), while Ability emotional 
intelligence concerns emotion-related cognitive abilities 
that ought to be measured via maximum-performance tests 
(Petrides et al., 2007). However, the different “definitions’’ of 
emotional intelligence tend to be complementary rather than 
contradictory (Ciarrochi et al., 2000). According to Petrides 
and Furnahm (2001), Trait emotional intelligence includes 

various personality traits such as empathy and assertiveness 
(Goleman, 2005), as well as elements of social intelligence 
(Thorndike, 1920), personal intelligence (Gardner, H, 
1983), and ability emotional intelligence (Salovey & 
Mayer, 1990). The domain of Trait emotional intelligence 
includes 15 distinct components: trait optimism, trait 
happiness, self-esteem, emotion management, assertiveness, 
social awareness, empathy, emotion perception, emotion 
expression, relationships, emotion regulation, impulsiveness 
(low), stress management, self-motivation, and adaptability. 
Hughes and Evans (2018) identified several limitations in 
existing models of emotional intelligence, including the 
lack of clear and concise definitions that provide boundaries 
for each emotional intelligence-related construct and the 
absence of a theoretical framework. To overcome these 
limitations, they proposed an integrative theoretical model, 
which includes ability emotional intelligence, affect-related 
personality traits, and emotional regulation, called the 
Integrated Model of Affect-related Individual Differences.

Emotional Intelligence in Adolescence

Despite differences among emotional intelligence models, 
their application has resulted in numerous emotional 
intelligence-related findings, such as correlations between 
higher emotional intelligence scores and well-being, 
prosocial behavior, and physical activity (Laborde et al., 
2016; Llamas‐Díaz et al., 2022; Mavroveli et al., 2009; 
Sanchez-Alvarez et  al., 2015). During adolescence, 
emotional intelligence is particularly relevant, as it affects 
the quality of relationships with peers, family, and teachers 
(Petrides et al., 2006). Adolescents with high emotional 
competencies tend to have some relationship skills, such 
as the ability to both communicate and listen clearly 
and to manage conflict constructively, which can help 
them maintain interpersonal relationships (Wang et al., 
2019). Research suggests that emotional intelligence is an 
important construct in preventing health and behavioral 
problems, including problematic Internet and technology 
use (Sural et al., 2019). In fact, several studies indicate that 
higher emotional intelligence correlates with more adaptive 
coping and fewer dysfunctional strategies (Alshakhsi et al., 
2022; Kun & Demetrovics, 2010). On the other hand, people 
with lower levels of emotional intelligence are more likely to 
develop problematic behaviors. A small number of studies 
have shown that lower levels of emotional intelligence 
may be correlated with higher levels of problematic use of 
technological communication media such as smartphones, 
the Internet, and video games (Alshakhsi et al., 2022; Che 
et al., 2017; Gisbert-Pérez et al., 2024). A recent review 
found a positive correlation between adolescent emotion 
dysregulation and the severity of problematic technology 
use, including problematic smartphone use, problematic 
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Internet use and Internet Gaming Disorder (Yang et al., 
2022). Nonetheless, there is still relatively limited research 
examining the relationship between emotional intelligence 
components and these problematic behaviors.

Current Study

Emerging evidence suggests that emotional intelligence may 
act as a protective factor against various negative outcomes, 
including problematic technology use. However, its specific 
relationship with social media use remains underexplored, 
particularly within the context of adolescence. To address 
this gap, the current study systematically reviewed the litera-
ture on emotional intelligence and social media use during 
adolescence. defined as the period between the ages of 10 
and 19.

Methods

Information Sources and Search Terms 
for Identification of Studies

Between January 2023 and August 2023, an exhaustive 
search was conducted using the Web of Science Core Collec-
tion and Pubmed electronic database using the search strings 
stated in Table 1. The search query was formulated to iden-
tify studies investigating the nexus between emotional intel-
ligence and social media among adolescents’ group. Given 
the relative scarcity of research focusing on the interplay 
between emotional intelligence and social media utilization 
among adolescents, specific facets within the framework of 
Trait emotional intelligence, were included in the search 
string. According to Petrides and Furnham (2001), the sam-
pling domain of Trait emotional intelligence includes four 
primary factors (Well-Being, Self-Control, Emotionality, 
and Sociability) and a total of 15 facets. For each of these 
primary factors, one specific facet was selected (emotional 
regulation, emotion management self-esteem and empathy). 
To include studies that have not emerged from the initial 
databases-research, reference lists from previously identi-
fied articles were also screened as a source of information.

Screening (Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria)

The second phase of the review process entailed a screening 
procedure conducted in adherence to predefined inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria for the search 
strategy were articles published in English and Spanish, 
peer-reviewed journals, between the years 2001 and 2023. 
The decision to limit the study to this specific period was 
motivated by the notable development of social media, Ta
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coinciding with the introduction of tools for assessing 
emotional intelligence in 2001, e.g. Ciarrochi et al., (2001). 
To be considered for inclusion, studies were required to 
utilize instruments or methodologies grounded in one of 
the various established theoretical models of emotional 
intelligence or Trait emotional intelligence or one of its 
facets. Moreover, the selection criteria extended to studies 
that investigated both the overall extent of social media usage 
and the specific types of usage. This approach allowed for a 
comprehensive examination of the influence of social media 
on emotional intelligence across various dimensions. The 
WHO (2015) defines adolescence as the period between the 
ages of 10 and 19 years, so the participants' age range had to 
be from 10 to 19 years, including individuals of any ethnicity 
or gender. Articles that included participants recruited from 
college or postsecondary education settings were also 
subject to exclusion, because such studies expanded the age 
range beyond the confines of adolescence, and they did not 
offer separate analyses of results based on age groups. Cross-
sectional or longitudinal designs, and only full-text articles 
were included. Including specific facets provides a detailed 
understanding of how emotional intelligence interacts with 
adolescents' behavior on social media platforms.

Abstracts, reports, duplicates, conceptual papers, research 
debates, commentaries and book reviews were excluded. To 
maintain the focus of our analysis, articles featuring clinical 
samples were deliberately excluded. The primary aim was 
to investigate the connection between emotional intelligence 
and social media usage from a preventive standpoint, to draw 
conclusions that possess reduced potential for bias. Further-
more, the selection process involved the exclusion of studies 
that examined emotional intelligence and social media usage 
but did not explicitly investigate the relationship between 
these two constructs. This approach ensured the inclusion of 
studies that directly contributed to the objective of scrutiniz-
ing the interplay between emotional intelligence and social 
media use among adolescents, thus enhancing the robustness 
of the conclusions”.

Eligibility

Eligibility is the process by which the author manually 
includes or excludes literature items in light of particular 
criteria in accordance with the research question and the study 
objectives (Tang et al., 2021). An examination was conducted 
on all the retrieved articles, and only those aligning perfectly 
with the predefined criteria were considered suitable for 
inclusion. Titles and abstracts of all retrieved publications 
were imported into Zotero, and duplicates were removed 
by one reviewer. Two reviewers independently screened the 
titles and abstracts of retrieved articles. Articles that were 
deemed highly unlikely to be relevant based on their title and 
abstract were disregarded. Full-text versions of the remaining 

articles were then obtained and screened independently by 
the same reviewers. Researchers were blinded to each other's 
decisions throughout the selection process. Disagreements 
between the reviewers’ decisions were resolved through 
discussion. Following the inclusion and exclusion criteria and 
the subsequent manual screening of titles, abstracts, and full 
texts, a total of 25 articles met the stringent standards and were 
retained for the synthesis. Full-text versions of the remaining 
articles were screened independently by the same reviewers. 
The results of the literature search and the subsequent selection 
process are visually depicted in the flowchart provided in 
Fig. 1. The included studies were categorized according to 
different components and dimensions of emotional intelligence 
to facilitate a comprehensive analysis of their contributions to 
the research objectives. One additional study was identified 
after screening the reference lists of eligible articles.

Quality Assessment, Data Extraction and Synthesis

The quality of the studies reported was assessed using the 
Observation Study Quality Evaluation tool (OSQE) (Drukker 
et al., 2021). The OSQE has a cohort version, a case–con-
trol version and a cross-sectional version. All three versions 
have a different scoring system. The OSQE cross-sectional 
is a selection of items from the OSQE cohort. The OSQE 
cohort includes 14 obligatory items and 2 optional items, while 
the OSQE cross-sectional includes 7 obligatory items and 3 
optional items (a higher score represents a better quality). 
Quality assessment of the selected studies was performed by 
two authors independently and, through meetings, consensus 
was reached on the score of the articles (refer to Supplemen-
tary Material for scoring details). For each of the selected arti-
cles, a data extraction process was undertaken, encompassing 
multiple essential facets. This included parameters such as the 
identification of authors, the year of publication, sample size, 
mean age of subjects, gender distribution, geographical origin 
of the research, specific instruments used for the assessment 
of emotional intelligence, self-esteem, empathy, emotional 
regulation, the extent of involvement with social media plat-
forms, and the primary outcomes derived from the investiga-
tion (Table 2). Due to the heterogeneity of studies (different 
measures, different approaches, and designs), the articles that 
fulfilled the inclusion and exclusion criteria were synthesized 
using a qualitative narrative approach. The description of the 
data and findings from the systematic review was the basis for 
the qualitative synthesis. 
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Results

Study Characteristics

Twenty-five articles meeting the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria were included in this review. The total number 
of participants across the 25 articles was 41.624 (boys’ 
percentage across studies = 49.3%; mean age across 
studies = 14.6 years). In all the studies, data were collected 
through questionnaires. Twenty studies used a cross-
sectional perspective, while four studies used a longitudinal 
methodology. The distribution of the nationalities was: 
Spain (5), Netherlands (3 Turkey (3), Italy (2), Australia 
(2), Iceland, United States (2), United Kingdom, Germany, 

Belgium, China, and Scotland (one study each). Most of 
the excluded studies did not report the association between 
emotional intelligence and social media use or involved 
participants outside the age range of 10–19 years old or did 
not contain at least one component of emotional intelligence 
or social media use. Based on OSQE cross-sectional scores, 
31.6% (n = 6), 26.3% (n = 5), 26.3% (n = 5), 10.6% (n = 2) 
and 5.3% (n = 1) were rated 5, 6, 8 and 2 stars out of 10, 
respectively. Based on the OSQE cohort scores, 66.7% 
(n = 4), 16.7% (n = 1) and 16.7% (n = 2) were rated 9, 10 
and 7 stars out of 16 respectively.

Identification

Screening

Eligibility

Additional records identified 

through other sources

(n= 1)

Records screened by title and abstract

(n= 570)

Records excluded

(n= 515)

Reasons= Not about E.I. or SMU; not 

adolescent population 

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility

(n= 55) 

Full-text articles excluded (n= 30)

Reasons= sample outside age range; 

correlation between variables not 

reported; focus on smartphone use 

instead of SM

Records after duplicates removed

(n= 570)

Records identified through 

database searched

(n= 668)

Studies included 

(n =25)
Included

Fig. 1   PRISMA flow diagram of the literature review and paper inclusion pathways
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Emotional Intelligence and Social Media 
in Adolescents

The literature review showed four relevant results regarding 
the construct of emotional intelligence about social media. 
All studies examined social media use from a problematic 
standpoint, with three utilizing the Bergen Social Media 
Addiction Scale (BSMAS) and the remaining one employing 
the Social Media Addiction Questionnaire (SMAQ) 
(Andreassen et  al., 2017; Hawi & Samaha, 2017). The 
BSMAS assesses with 6 items the characteristic symptoms 
of addiction (i.e., salience, conflict, mood modification, 
withdrawal, tolerance, and relapse), without making a 
diagnosis of addiction, but suggesting a level of risk of 
problematic social media use. The SMAQ is composed 
of eight items scored on a 7-point Likert scale that ranges 
from strongly disagree strongly agree, with higher scores 
indicating dysfunctional mechanisms of social media 
use. Two of the studies measured emotional intelligence 
using the Wong and Law's Emotional Intelligence Scale 
(WLEIS) (Law et al., 2004), while two used the TEI-QueSF 
(Petrides, 2009). The WLEIS is often used to measure a 
range of basic emotional skills and consists of a 16-item 
scale divided into four subscales: self-evaluation of 
emotions, evaluation of others' emotions, use of emotions, 
and regulation of emotions. The TEI-Que comprises fifteen 
emotional intelligence domain personality grouped into 
four dimensions: well-being, self-control, emotionality and 
sociability. Two of these studies were conducted in Spain, 
one in Turkey and one in Italy. All the studies included 
in this review highlight a negative relationship between 
emotional intelligence and dysfunctional social media 
use In the majority of studies (Arrivillaga et al., 2022b; 
Kircaburun, et  al., 2019; Pino & Mastromarino, 2023), 
gender differences in problematic social media use were 
observed and were significantly higher in females compared 
to males; conversely, males tended to have higher levels of 
emotional intelligence. The correlational analyses of the 
Kirkaburun (2019) and Arrivillaga (2022a) study show 
a significant negative association between dysfunctional 
mechanisms of social media use and emotional intelligence, 
while the Arrillaga (2022b) study shows a negative and 
significant association only in the female sample. Several 
specific mediating variables were examined in these 
studies. It was found that perceived stress acts as a mediator 
in the relationship between emotional intelligence and 
problematic social media use, while depressive symptoms 
play a partial mediating role in this relationship (Arrivillaga 
et al., 2022a). Mediational analysis results showed that 
mindfulness, rumination and depression fully accounted 
for the association between trait emotional intelligence and 
problematic social media use (Kircaburun, et al., 2019) 
Consistent with Pino and Mastromarino's (2023) findings, 

increased stress and decreased emotional intelligence 
emerged as predictive factors associated with an increased 
likelihood of developing social network addiction. It 
should be noted, however, that the studies are not without 
limitations. One such limitation relates to the use of self-
report measures for both problematic social media use 
and emotional intelligence, which may be susceptible to 
the influence of social desirability bias. In addition, the 
research designs adopted a cross-sectional approach, which 
precludes the establishment of causal relationships between 
the variables under investigation.

Adolescents’ Self‑Esteem and Social Media Use

Constant exposure to social media encourages users to com-
pare themselves to others online, which can be detrimental 
to their self-esteem (Alfasi, 2019). This effect is notably sig-
nificant during adolescence, a developmental stage where 
individuals shape their identities and evaluate themselves 
based on both internal and external perceptions (Acar et al., 
2022). There is a relatively large body of research that has 
examined the association between social networking site 
use and self-esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is 
the most commonly used survey measure to assess general, 
trait-like levels of self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1989). Accord-
ing to Rosenberg, self-esteem manifests when ‘‘a specific 
object (in this case, oneself) holds a positive or negative 
attitude with essentially the same qualities and attitudes as 
towards other objects (besides oneself)’’ Consequently, he 
posited that, given the measurability of attitudes towards 
objects, attitudes towards oneself could similarly be quanti-
fied. The self-esteem scale developed by Rosenberg consists 
of 10 items, with responses assessed on a Likert scale. The 
majority (11) of studies on SOCIAL MEDIA USE and self-
esteem in this review used Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale 
(Acar et al., 2022; Ciacchini et al., 2023; Cingel & Olsen, 
2018; Errasti et al., 2017; Kelly et al., 2018; Livet et al., 
2022; Martinez-Pecino & Garcia-Gavilán, 2019; Thorisdot-
tir et al., 2019; Valkenburg, Beyens, Pouwels, Van Driel, 
et al., 2021; Woods & Scott, 2016; Xu et al., 2023). How-
ever, two studies (Rodgers et al., 2020; Valkenburg, Beyens, 
Pouwels, van Driel, et al., 2021), employed a single-item 
measure of self-esteem (“How satisfied do you feel about 
your-self right now?”; “I have high self-esteem”). The key 
finding was a weak-to-moderate correlation between social 
media use and lower self-esteem. The assessment of vari-
ables related to social media has emerged as a more diver-
sified research field, with numerous research tools being 
employed to examine various dimensions of engagement 
and problematic usage. Some studies have focused on the 
problematic aspect of social media usage, utilizing targeted 
instruments to measure this phenomenon (Acar et al., 2022; 
Ciacchini et al., 2023; Martinez-Pecino & Garcia-Gavilán, 
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2019; Xu et al., 2023). These tools include the Problem-
atic Instagram Use (Marino et al., 2017), the Social Media 
Addiction Scale (Sahin, C., 2018), the Mobile Social Addic-
tion Scale (Liu et al., 2023) and the BSMAS (Monacis et al., 
2017). A study examining the relationship between problem-
atic Instagram use and the number of likes received on posts 
found a notable correlation with self-esteem. Specifically, it 
identified a negative direct effect of self-esteem on problem-
atic Instagram use, indicating that individuals with higher 
self-esteem tend to exhibit lower levels of problematic Ins-
tagram use (Martinez-Pecino & Garcia-Gavilán, 2019). A 
consistent pattern of negative correlations has been found 
in the research carried out by other studies on addiction to 
social media and self-esteem (Acar et al., 2022; Ciacchini 
et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023). These findings suggest that 
individuals with lower self-esteem may be more susceptible 
to developing an addiction to social media platforms. For 
these individuals, social media may potentially serve as a 
means of seeking validation and building social connections.

Studies on social media use duration among adolescents 
often involve custom questions to assess this aspect, for 
example, ‘‘On average, how many hours a day do you spend 
on social media ?’’ or ‘‘How much time a day do you spend 
on Facebook, Twitter or other social media?’’.

It is important to underline that the findings of such 
studies are based on participants' estimates and subjective 
perceptions of their social media behavior, so there may 
variations and limitations related to participants' memory 
or perception of time (Lee et al., 2021). All studies included 
in this review found significant weak to moderate negative 
associations between time of social media use and self-
esteem (Ciacchini et al., 2023; Cingel & Olsen, 2018; Kelly 
et al., 2018; Livet et al., 2022; Thorisdottir et al., 2019; Valk-
enburg, Beyens, Pouwels, van Driel, et al., 2021). A negative 
correlation was found between usage time and self-esteem 
(r = -0.188, p < 0.001), and a slight negative correlation 
between active and passive social media use was also noted 
in a study (Thorisdottir et al., 2019).

Focused on two prominent social networking platforms, 
Facebook and Twitter, the ‘Facebook Use Questionnaire’ 
and the ‘Twitter Use Questionnaire’ were developed to pro-
vide detailed insights into users’ posting frequency, updates, 
expression of personal emotions, and empathy towards 
others’ emotions. Findings highlighted a significant nega-
tive relationship between self-esteem and the frequency of 
Facebook use (r = -0.124; p =  < 0.05). Similarly, self-esteem 
exhibited a significant negative correlation with both the 
frequency of Twitter use and the expression of emotions on 
Twitter (r = -0.151; p < 0.01; r = -0.187 p < 0.01).

Two studies incorporated in this review adopted a longi-
tudinal methodology. In Valkenburg and colleagues study 
( 2021), levels of social media use and self-esteem were 
assessed by an average of 126 momentary assessments of 

both variables over three weeks. Analyses revealed a sig-
nificant negative association between Instagram, Snapchat 
and WhatsApp use and participants’ self-esteem, meaning 
that participants who spent more time on social media over 
the three weeks had lower average self-esteem than those 
who spent less time on social media over this period. In con-
trast, Livet’s study (2022) extended over five years, during 
which participants consistently responded to annual surveys 
at twelve-month intervals. The findings indicated noteworthy 
associations between social media and self-esteem across 
these five time points. Specifically, adolescents with higher 
levels of social media use and video gaming reported con-
sistently lower self-esteem. The study further highlighted 
significant within-person associations. Any additional 
increases in social media exposure within a given year were 
linked to a concurrent decrease in self-esteem during that 
year and extended to the following year (+ 1 year). Instead, 
another study investigated how different online activities 
(posting status updates, posting photos of oneself with oth-
ers, posting selfies, posting videos of oneself with others, 
and posting videos of oneself alone) were related to self-
esteem and the results showed an indirect positive effect of 
self-presentation online on self-esteem via perceived online 
popularity (e.g. receiving “likes”) (Meeus et al., 2019).

The body of research indicates a generally negative rela-
tionship between social media use and self-esteem, regard-
less of the tool used to assess the variables and the type of 
study (cross-sectional or longitudinal). One of the key points 
is the relationship between problematic social media use and 
self-esteem. It would suggest that those with lower levels of 
self-esteem are more likely to engage in problematic use, 
perhaps seeking validation and connection through these 
channels. Despite the mixed criteria used to measure the 
duration of social media use, often relying on the subjective 
estimates of participants, a discernible negative relationship 
seems to emerge.

Adolescents Emotional Regulation and Social Media

Emotional regulation may be defined as the processes, 
both intrinsic and extrinsic, responsible for monitoring, 
evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions (Thompson, 
1991). Emotions, viewed as biological processes, organize 
multi-system responses to significant environmental events. 
Emotional regulation becomes essential for flexibility in 
behavioral processes and the quick and efficient response 
to changing conditions. It is worth noting the relative pau-
city of empirical research in this area. The present review 
includes four cross-sectional studies and one longitudinal. In 
assessing emotional regulation in these transversal studies, 
validated scales have been utilized, such as the "Difficulties 
in Emotion Regulation" (Kaufman et al., 2016). This scale 
assesses difficulties in emotional functioning, including lack 
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of emotional awareness, inability to accept one's emotions, 
difficulty engaging in goal-directed cognition and behavior, 
lack of ability to manage impulses, lack of emotional clar-
ity, and difficulty accessing effective strategies to feel better 
when distressed. Higher scores on this scale reflect greater 
emotional regulation difficulties. Multiple studies found a 
negative correlation between problematic social media use 
and emotional regulation abilities (Gracia Granados et al., 
2020; Peker & Nebi ̇Oğlu Yildiz, 2022; Wartberg et al., 
2021). Emotional regulation strategies such as limited access 
to emotion regulation strategies (r = 0.38, p < 0.01), nonac-
ceptance of emotional responses (r = 0.32, p < 0.01), impulse 
control difficulties (r = 0.37, p < 0.01); difficulties engaging 
in goal-directed behavior (r = 0.40, p < 0.01), lack of emo-
tional awareness (r = 0.13, p < 0.01) and lack of emotional 
clarity (r = 0.34, p < 0.01) were all positively correlated 
with problematic social media use (Wartberg et al., 2021). 
Emotional suppression was positively correlated with social 
media addiction (r = 0.21, p < 0.01), while emotional reap-
praisal was negatively correlated with it (r = -0.08, p < 0.01) 
(Peker & Nebi ̇Oğlu Yildiz, 2022).

Another study, confirms that both social context charac-
teristics and emotion regulation contribute to explaining the 
frequency of social media use and problematic social media 
use among adolescents (Marino et al., 2020). Regarding 
social context, friendships impact adolescents' social media 
usage, where friends' perceptions of usage frequency cor-
relate with individual use but not with problematic levels. 
On the other hand, social norms directly predict problem-
atic social media use, suggesting that peer pressure to use 
social media frequently and expectations of constant online 
availability pose a direct risk, irrespective of actual usage 
frequency. A study of a sample of 457 adolescents over 
six years aimed to understand the predictors and outcomes 
associated with different patterns of social media time use 
(Coyne et al., 2019). Most adolescents (83%), categorized as 
moderate users, consistently maintained their social media 
usage over time. Another group (increasers: 12%) started 
with low social media use, gradually increasing to higher 
levels by the end of the study. The third group, referred to 
as peak users (6%), initially had low social media use that 
spiked rapidly after a few years and then returned to baseline 
levels. Moderate users had higher levels of self-regulation 
and lower levels of overall media use compared to both peak 
users and increased users. This study suggests that patterns 
of social media use may vary significantly among adoles-
cents, and that such patterns may be associated with dif-
ferences in levels of self-regulation and overall media use.

Adolescent’s Empathy and Social Media

Empathy is defined as “a cognitive and emotional under-
standing of another’s experience, resulting in an emotional 

response that is congruent with a view that others are wor-
thy of compassion and respect and have intrinsic worth” 
(Barnett & Mann, 2013) Psychology often defined it as a 
multidimensional construct, encompassing cognitive and 
behavioral states (Davis, 1983). Empathic social skills play a 
crucial role in youth social development models and are key 
predictors of prosocial behavior, such as helping strangers, 
cooperative actions forgiveness and volunteering choices 
(Schroeder et al., 2015). Empathic ability is a construct 
closely related to emotional intelligence, since empathy is 
a skill closely related to understanding and using emotions 
(Segura et al., 2020). There is a limited body of research on 
the association between empathy and social media usage, 
with only three studies identified so far. Among these, one 
provides a cross-sectional perspective, while two offer longi-
tudinal insights over time. Standardized questionnaires, such 
as the Basic Scale of Empathy (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) 
and Adolescent Measure of Empathy and Sympathy (Vossen 
et al., 2015), were utilized in two studies (Errasti et al., 2017; 
Vossen & Valkenburg, 2016). The third study (Stockdale 
& Coyne, 2020) employed a 7-item measure for empathy, 
though the specific tool was not detailed. One research study 
examined the frequency of use of two specific social media 
platforms, Facebook and Twitter, and found that people who 
were more active on these platforms, both in expressing their 
positive or negative feelings and in empathizing with oth-
ers, had higher levels of affective and cognitive empathy 
(Errasti et al., 2017). Vossen and Valkenburg (2016) study 
results demonstrated a connection between the use of social 
media and a gradual enhancement of cognitive and affec-
tive empathy over time (2016). On the other hand, the sec-
ond longitudinal study broadened the research perspective 
by exploring the motivations for using social networking 
sites over three years (Stockdale & Coyne, 2020). The study 
found a positive correlation between motivations such as 
seeking information, social connection, and boredom and 
pathological use of social media and empathy, and an inverse 
relationship between pathological use of social media and 
empathy (r = -0.19, p < 0.001).

Discussion

The integration of information and communication 
technologies into daily life has transformed how individuals, 
particularly adolescents, communicate and interact. The 
concept of ‘‘onlife’’, coined by Floridi to describe the 
contemporary experience of being hyper-connected in 
a digital world where the line between online and offline 
existence is becoming increasingly blurred, fits perfectly 
with the Gen Z experience (Floridi, 2015). This exponential 
and constant growth in the use of social platforms raises 
significant concerns, especially for adolescents who are 
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known to be more susceptible to impulsivity and emotional 
challenges (Carvalho et al., 2023). While previous research 
has predominantly examined the role of emotional 
intelligence and problematic use of digital technologies 
more broadly (e.g., Internet addiction, gaming disorder), this 
study uniquely focuses on social media use. It also expands 
the scope of the search to including specific dimensions of 
emotional intelligence. This systematic review analyzed, 
organized and evaluated the existing literature on the 
relationship between emotional intelligence and social media 
use among adolescents, identifying a total of 25 articles. The 
findings of this study elucidate several associations linking 
adolescents' emotional intelligence, emotional regulation, 
self-esteem, and empathy with their patterns of social media 
consumption.

This review highlights the potential of emotional intel-
ligence as a preventative factor against problematic behav-
iors in adolescents. Studies consistently show a link between 
lower emotional intelligence and increased problematic 
social media use. The Interaction of Person-Affect-Cogni-
tion-Execution (I-PACE) model developed by Brand et al. 
(Brand et al., 2016) has been used as a theoretical frame-
work in several studies. This model suggests that individual 
characteristics, affective and cognitive responses to internal 
or external stimuli, executive and inhibitory control, and 
decision-making behaviors influence the use of specific 
Internet applications or sites, impacting vulnerability or 
prevention of the development of Internet-related problems 
such as problematic social media use. These studies support 
the I-PACE model's thesis that various risk factors interact 
to create different problematic online behaviors. Notably, all 
the reviewed studies found that low emotional intelligence 
(considered as an individual characteristic) is a risk factor 
for problematic social media use.

Three studies added useful elements to the understand-
ing of the relationship between emotional intelligence and 
problematic social media use. The results highlight that low 
levels of emotional intelligence are associated with higher 
levels of perceived stress and depressive symptoms, both 
of which are predictive of problematic social media us. 
Additionally, studies consistently show a concerning trend: 
females tend to have higher problematic social media use 
than males. This highlights a potential gender gap in social 
media navigation. Nevertheless, gender differences in emo-
tional intelligence scores may depend on the instruments 
and theoretical approaches used (Joseph & Newman, 2010). 
Furthermore, the studies currently available have focused 
specifically on the problematic use of social media among 
adolescents, rather than exploring other aspects of the use 
of these platforms, such as, for example, the frequency of 
use, the methods of interactions, the type of shared content, 
and activities performed. The limitation of research in this 
area highlights the need for a wider variety of studies that 

can cover a broader range of social media behaviors and 
interactions.

Self-esteem is mainly driven by three processes: social 
comparison, social feedback processing, and self-reflec-
tion, and all of these processes are influenced by social 
media use (Krause et al., 2021). Studies on self-esteem and 
social media use supports this thesis by showing a consist-
ent negative trend between the two variables. In explain-
ing the relationship between SNS use and self-esteem, 
social comparison emerged as a frequently used concept. 
A study (Thorisdottir et al., 2019), included in this review, 
has shown that both active and passive social media use 
are positively related to social comparisons, which in turn 
are negatively related to self-esteem. Social networks allow 
numerical social comparisons (number of friends, follow-
ers, likes, retweets, etc.) (Errasti et al., 2017). According 
to a recent study carried out among pre-teens, around 39% 
of the sample indicated they regularly check the number of 
likes and views of their videos or photos, doing so often or 
always (Digennaro & Iannaccone, 2023). Engaging in these 
activities, along with the need for likes and followers, can 
have a negative impact on self-esteem of adolescents.(Meeus 
et al., 2019). Although online interactions can initially boost 
self-esteem through positive feedback, a potential downside 
emerges, as individuals, particularly those with lower self-
esteem, may develop a dependency on social approval and 
engagement with social media (Martinez-Pecino & Garcia-
Gavilán, 2019). Individuals with higher self-esteem seem 
to be less swayed by the quantity of "likes" they receive on 
social media when it comes to the likelihood of experienc-
ing problematic internet use. This suggests that a solid sense 
of self-worth might serve as a buffer against the negative 
impacts of seeking validation through online interactions.

Regarding emotion regulation, findings highlight that 
the ability to regulate emotions contribute to the frequency 
or problematic nature of social media interactions in ado-
lescence. Adolescents with difficulties in emotional func-
tioning, including lack of emotional awareness, inability to 
accept one's emotions, difficulty engaging in goal-directed 
cognition and behavior, lack of ability to manage impulses, 
lack of emotional clarity handling emotions are more likely 
to frequently use social media, and to incur in dysfunctional 
social media use. Higher scores on the Difficulty in Emo-
tion Regulation Scale are associated with higher problem-
atic social media use, suggesting that deficits in emotional 
regulation or maladaptive regulatory strategies may be a 
risk factor for the development of social media addiction. 
Sometimes adolescents use these platforms as a maladaptive 
strategy to cope with difficult emotional states, attempting 
to find distraction and escape from emotional experiences 
(C. Andreassen & Pallesen, 2014). Yet, contrary to their 
intended relief, this behavior tends to result in a negative 
shift in mood (Hoge et al., 2017).
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Research on the relationship between empathy and 
social media use is limited, with only three studies identi-
fied. social media activity, particularly emotional expres-
sion and empathic interaction, appears to be positively cor-
related with users' levels of empathy (Errasti et al., 2017). 
This may imply that conscious use of can enhance people's 
empathic abilities. On the other hand, the inverse correla-
tion between pathological social media use and empathy 
suggests that certain online behaviors and motivations may 
hinder the development of empathy (Stockdale & Coyne, 
2020). Furthermore, if excessive use is motivated primarily 
by boredom rather than meaningful interactions or specific 
goals, it could contribute to some sort of harmful addiction 
(Stockdale & Coyne, 2020).

Limitations

The limitations of this systematic review should be noted. A 
meta-analysis was not conducted due to the high heterogene-
ity of the measures used across the included studies, which 
restricts our ability to infer the effect size of the reported 
associations. Almost all the studies included had cross-sec-
tional design, which limited the possibility of making infer-
ences about possible causal relationship between emotional 
intelligence and social media use. Another limitation is asso-
ciated with the small number of studies included for some 
dimensions of emotional intelligence, therefore affecting the 
ability to draw robust conclusions. The potential influence 
of publication bias must be considered. This review did not 
include gray literature searches, which may have limited 
the scope of inclusion of research studies. In addition, the 
generalizability of findings to other cultural settings is lim-
ited because most studies have been conducted in Western 
cultural contexts.

Regarding the limitations of the included studies, it 
should be mentioned that variable relative to time spent on 
social media, rely on participants' perceptions and subjective 
estimates of their social media use. This introduces poten-
tial variability and limitations due to inaccuracies in partici-
pants' memory or perception of time. Another limitation is 
the use of self-report measures. Social desirability response 
bias may lead to inaccurate self-reports and erroneous study 
conclusions (Latkin et al., 2017). Furthermore, the studies 
relied primarily on convenience sampling, which limits the 
generalizability of the findings.

Future Directions and Implications

This review suggests a number of methodological gaps that 
should be considered in future research to deepen the current 
understanding of emotional intelligence and social media 
use. All studies use questionnaires to collect data, over-
looking qualitative techniques that could more thoroughly 

capture the rich and varied experiences of adolescents in 
their interactions with social media. In order to be able to 
indicate causality and confidently identify the directions of 
these relationships, future studies need to employ longitu-
dinal designs.

These of the current study may have important practical 
implications for the implementation of health prevention 
and promotion programs. According to a number of studies, 
emotional intelligence can be learned and improved through 
the implementation of intervention programs (Gilar-Corbi 
et  al., 2019; Nelis et  al., 2011). Emotional intelligence 
training can significantly improve emotion identification, 
management skills, emotion regulation and understanding, 
and general emotional skills. Adolescents with higher 
emotional intelligence are more aware of their emotions and 
behaviors, better able to regulate their emotions, and less 
likely to engage in problematic social media use. Improving 
adolescents' emotional intelligence skills may be the key to 
preventing the development of problematic behaviors, such 
as excessive use of the social media platform.

Conclusion

The associations between emotional intelligence and prob-
lematic social media engagement among adolescents have 
not been previously reviewed. The present systematic review 
suggests promising, but also challenging, preliminary evi-
dence on the associations between emotional intelligence 
and problematic social media engagement among adoles-
cents. Lower levels of emotional intelligence have consist-
ently been linked to heightened engagement in problematic 
social media behaviors among adolescents across various 
studies, underscoring emotional intelligence's potential 
protective role against addiction. Furthermore, these stud-
ies have identified negative correlations between different 
aspect of social media use (time of social media use and 
addiction to social media) and adolescents' self-esteem, and 
emotional regulation, while social media use appeared to 
be positively correlated with empathy. These findings high-
light the significance of emotional intelligence in shaping 
adolescents’ interactions with social media, suggesting that 
enhancing emotional intelligence skills could mitigate the 
risk of problematic social media use and promote healthier 
emotional development in this demographic.
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