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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to examine the impact of emotional intelligence on problematic social
media use through the mediating roles of perceived stress and depression among adults in Tehran.
Methods and Materials: The study adopted an applied and descriptive—correlational design. The
statistical population consisted of adults aged 18-73 years in Tehran. Based on Krejcie and
Morgan’s table, 385 participants were selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected
using Arrivillaga et al.’s (2022) standardized 35-item questionnaire measuring emotional
intelligence, perceived stress, depression, and problematic social media use. Content validity was
confirmed by experts, and construct validity was supported through confirmatory factor analysis.
The overall Cronbach’s alpha was 0.855. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 25 and LISREL
8.8 within a structural equation modeling (SEM) framework.
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Findings: Emotional intelligence had a significant negative effect on problematic social media use
(B=-0.98, p <0.01), perceived stress (f = -0.85, p < 0.01), and depression ( = -0.77, p < 0.01).
Moreover, perceived stress and depression both independently and serially mediated the relationship
between emotional intelligence and problematic social media use (f = -0.96, B = -0.85, and = -
Accepted: 25 October 2025 0.90, respectively). Model fit indices (RMSEA = 0.067, CFI =0.98, GFI = 0.99) indicated excellent
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Conclusion: The findings highlight that higher emotional intelligence decreases levels of perceived
a® stress and depression, thereby reducing problematic social media use. Enhancing emotional

Gt BY NG intelligence through educational and psychological interventions may serve as a preventive and
Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. corrective strategy against social media addiction.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The exponential growth of digital technology has
revolutionized human interaction, socialization, and
communication. Social media platforms, initially designed
to facilitate interpersonal connectivity and information
exchange, have become indispensable components of daily
life across all age groups (Johnson, 2022). However, their
ubiquity has introduced a significant behavioral concern—
problematic social media use (PSMU)—which refers to the
compulsive, excessive, and maladaptive engagement with
social networking platforms that interferes with individuals’
psychological well-being and daily functioning (Marino et
al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified this
phenomenon, as global lockdowns prompted individuals to
turn to digital environments for emotional regulation, social
support, and stress relief (Branscombe, 2022; Dasor et al.,
2023).

Recent research indicates that the roots of problematic
social media use are multifactorial, encompassing cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral dimensions (Arato et al., 2023).
Among psychological determinants, emotional intelligence
(ED)—the ability to perceive, understand, and manage one’s
own and others’ emotions—has emerged as a central factor
influencing how individuals interact with digital
environments (Alshakhsi et al., 2022). Individuals with high
El tend to regulate emotional impulses effectively, reducing
the likelihood of developing compulsive online behaviors,
whereas those with low EI are more prone to maladaptive
coping strategies such as excessive social media use to
escape negative emotional states (Arrivillaga et al., 2020;
Gazquez Linares et al., 2023).

A growing body of literature supports a mediational
model in which perceived stress and depressive symptoms
act as critical pathways linking emotional deficits and
problematic digital behaviors (Arrivillaga et al., 2022; Qiu et
al., 2023). When individuals experience chronic stress but

lack emotional regulation skills, they may resort to social

media for temporary relief or distraction. However, this
coping pattern tends to exacerbate psychological distress
over time (Granados et al., 2020). Moreover, depression has
been identified as both a consequence and a predictor of
problematic internet and smartphone use, creating a vicious
cycle between emotional dysregulation and digital
dependence (Horvath et al., 2020; Soraci et al., 2025).

Empirical studies conducted among adolescents and
young adults suggest that perceived stress and depression
sequentially mediate the relationship between emotional
intelligence and problematic social media use (Arrivillaga et
al.,, 2022; Wang et al., 2024). Individuals with lower EI
typically perceive higher levels of stress, experience reduced
psychological resilience, and consequently develop
depressive symptoms that heighten their reliance on online
platforms for emotional compensation (Dasor et al., 2023).
This theoretical framework aligns with the Interaction of
Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model, which
posits that problematic online behavior arises from
maladaptive interactions between personality traits,
emotional states, and cognitive processes (Arato et al.,
2023).

Furthermore, neuroscientific evidence reinforces this
link: functional MRI studies have demonstrated that
individuals exhibiting excessive smartphone use display
alterations in brain regions responsible for emotion
regulation and reward processing—patterns similar to those
observed in substance addictions (Araté et al., 2023). These
findings underscore the necessity of understanding the
emotional mechanisms underlying technology-mediated
addictions and the potential for interventions aimed at
enhancing emotional intelligence as preventive measures.

Cross-cultural studies have also shown that stress,
loneliness, and depression mediate the relationship between
smartphone use and well-being in diverse populations,
including older adults and students (Lai et al., 2025; Rabbani
et al., 2025; Unal-Aydin, 2025). Collectively, these findings

highlight a consistent pathway: emotional vulnerability
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fosters maladaptive coping mechanisms, which in turn
manifest as excessive social media engagement.

Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the effect
of emotional intelligence on problematic social media use
through the mediating roles of perceived stress and
depression among adults in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, descriptive—
correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The statistical population consisted of adults aged 18
to 73 years residing in Tehran. Using Krejcie and Morgan’s
sample size table, 385 participants were selected via
convenience sampling. Data were collected through the
standardized 35-item questionnaire developed by Arrivillaga
et al. (2022), which measures emotional intelligence,
perceived stress, depression, and problematic social media
use on a Likert scale.

The instrument’s validity was confirmed through expert
review and confirmatory factor analysis, while reliability
was verified using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (o = 0.855).
Data analyses were conducted using SPSS 25 and LISREL
8.8 software packages. SEM was applied to test the
hypothesized model, including direct, indirect, and total
effects among variables. Fit indices such as ¥?/df, RMSEA,
GFI, CFI, and TLI were used to assess model adequacy.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed moderate levels of
emotional intelligence and perceived stress, alongside
elevated levels of social media use among participants.
Correlation analyses indicated that emotional intelligence
was negatively correlated with both perceived stress and
depression, as well as with problematic social media use.

The SEM

intelligence had a significant negative direct effect on

results demonstrated that emotional
problematic social media use (p =-0.98, p <0.01), perceived
stress (f = -0.85, p < 0.01), and depression (f = -0.77, p <
0.01). Perceived stress exerted a significant positive effect
on depression (f = 0.64, p < 0.01) and problematic social
media use (f = 0.52, p < 0.01). Similarly, depression had a

positive and significant effect on problematic social media
use (B =0.55,p<0.01).

Mediation analyses indicated that perceived stress and
depression both independently and serially mediated the
relationship between emotional intelligence and problematic
social media use (B = -0.96, B = -0.85, and B = -0.90,
respectively). The model demonstrated excellent fit indices
(y¥/df=2.43, RMSEA = 0.067, GF1=0.99, CFI = 0.98, TLI
= 0.97), confirming the robustness of the conceptual
framework.

These results suggest that individuals with higher
emotional intelligence experience lower perceived stress and
depression, which in turn reduces their tendency toward
problematic engagement with social media platforms.
Conversely, individuals with lower emotional intelligence
tend to perceive higher stress levels, experience depressive
symptoms, and consequently demonstrate  greater
vulnerability to compulsive online behaviors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role of
emotional intelligence as a protective factor against
problematic social media use. Individuals with high
emotional intelligence possess a greater ability to identify,
interpret, and regulate emotional states, which allows them
to manage distress and social pressure without resorting to
maladaptive online coping mechanisms. Conversely, low
emotional intelligence predisposes individuals to heightened
stress perception and emotional instability, increasing the
likelihood of turning to social media for temporary relief.

The mediating role of perceived stress and depression
provides deeper insight into the psychological processes
linking emotional regulation and digital addiction. The
results suggest that stress not only directly triggers
maladaptive online engagement but also indirectly fuels
depression, which subsequently reinforces dependence on
social platforms. This chain mechanism highlights the
importance of addressing both stress management and
emotional regulation in preventive interventions targeting

social media addiction.
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From a theoretical standpoint, these findings extend the
I-PACE model by empirically validating the serial mediation
pathway of stress and depression between emotional
intelligence and problematic social media use. The model
offers a holistic understanding of how cognitive—affective
deficits translate into behavioral dysfunction in digital
environments. Moreover, it aligns with existing
neuroscientific evidence showing that individuals with poor
emotion regulation exhibit heightened activity in brain
regions associated with craving and reward when exposed to
social media stimuli.

The study’s results also hold significant implications for
mental health professionals, educators, and policymakers.
Given the strong relationship between emotional
intelligence, stress, and depressive symptoms, integrating
emotional education and stress-reduction training into public
health programs could mitigate the psychological risks
associated with excessive digital engagement. Furthermore,
emotional awareness and

enhancing interpersonal

competence may strengthen individuals’ resilience against

online peer pressure and social comparison dynamics that
perpetuate compulsive social media use.

This study enriches the growing body of research
emphasizing emotional regulation as the cornerstone of
psychological well-being in the digital age. The findings
reaffirm that problematic social media use is not merely a
technological or behavioral issue but a reflection of deeper
emotional and cognitive imbalances. Addressing these
internal mechanisms through emotional intelligence training
and mindfulness-based approaches may offer sustainable
pathways for promoting healthier digital behaviors.

In conclusion, emotional intelligence serves as a critical
determinant of how individuals interact with technology. By
reducing perceived stress and depressive symptoms, it
fosters adaptive digital engagement and protects against the
detrimental psychological effects of overreliance on social
media. The results call for a paradigm shift from solely
technological solutions toward emotionally informed
interventions that prioritize mental health and emotional

literacy as essential components of digital well-being.
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