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ABSTRACT

Body image (Bl) and emotional intelligence (El) are crucial for the
development of preadolescents. However, the widespread use of
social media (SM) may have negative effects. Overall, 1109
preadolescents completed an anonymous questionnaire. Results
show a negative correlation between social media use and both body
image and emotional intelligence. These findings suggest the need for
new educational strategies to address social media's impacts on these
important aspects of youth development.

L'immagine corporea e l'intelligenza emotiva sono cruciali per lo svilupp
dei preadolescenti. Tuttavia, I'ampio utilizzo dei social media potrebb
avere effetti negativi. Un campione di 1109 preadolescenti ha completat
un questionario. | risultati mostrano una correlazione negativa tra I'us
dei social media e sia I'immagine corporea che I'intelligenza emotiva. Ci
suggerisce la necessita di nuove strategie educative per affrontar
I'impatto dei social media su questi importanti aspetti dello svilupp
giovanile.
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Introduction

During adolescence, young people face a variety of significant psychological,
physical, social, and relational changes that can have a profound impact on their
sense of self and on the development of their emotional capacities. The social
environment surrounding adolescents influences their cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural development. This environment includes family, friends, school and,
more recently, social media and other digital platforms. The way younger
generations see and perceive essential parts of the human condition, such as the
body, well-being, identity and self, are being reshaped by technology (Digennaro,
2024).

Adolescents and preadolescents have become experts in the use of social media
and, in particular, they spend a great number of hours on social networking sites
(SNS), which are a specific type of social media (Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014) .
In these virtual spaces, people can share their own content, view others' profiles
and give/receive feedback, such as likes and comments. SNS are a set of internet-
based applications that have been developed on the technological and ideological
foundations of Web 2.0. These platforms facilitate the creation and exchange of
user-generated content, which includes messages and photos that can reveal
different aspects of users' personalities (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Thus, SNS offer
young people a wide range of opportunities to explore, reveal and express different
aspects of themselves, including authentic aspects of self, aspirations, desires, and
visions that individuals have of themselves, and also false aspects of self. Changing
the representation and narrative of life, relationships and information on social
networks gives everyone the ability to shape their social and personal selves
according to their preferences and circumstances (Digennaro, 2024).

The evidence regarding the positive and negative effects of social media is varied
and multifaceted. Numerous studies have documented both the beneficial and
detrimental impacts of social media usage across various domains of human
experience.

On one hand, responsible use of social media can improve human relationships
through increased social support (Utz & Breuer, 2017), improved perceptions of
friendship quality (De Stasio et al.,, 2019) and increased empathy (Vossen &
Valkenburg, 2016) . Furthermore, viewing positive social media content can
increase viewers' self-efficacy and positive emotions, influencing their learning
engagement and emotional well-being through the embodied emotion and brain
feedback phenomenon (Qi et al., 2024).



Conversely, a substantial body of literature also underscores the risks inherent in
excessive or uncontrolled social media consumption. Such risks encompass
heightened psychological distress, encompassing conditions like depression, social
anxiety, feelings of loneliness, and body dissatisfaction (O’Day & Heimberg, 2021,
Vidal et al., 2020).

Numerous research studies have examined the impact of social media on body
image (Digennaro & lannaccone, 2023; Fardouly et al., 2020; Holland & Tiggemann,
2016; Kleemans et al., 2018) but the focus has been primarily on adolescence, with
limited attention paid to preadolescence. The platforms facilitate virtual
interactions that allow individuals to connect with others, share multimedia
content, and establish a digital presence separate from their physical experiences.
Additionally, users often engage in social comparisons with content on social
networks, which frequently feature meticulously edited and filtered imagery. These
comparisons can promote unrealistic beauty standards and provoke concerns
about one's body image (Dwivedi et al., 2022).

The present study seeks to address this gap by examining the relationship between
social media use, socio-cultural attitudes towards appearance and emotional
intelligence, aiming to reveal potential links between the development of body
image and emotional intelligence among male and female preadolescents.

1. Body Image and Emotional Intelligence

Body image is a complex concept that involves various aspects, including how
individuals perceive their physical appearance, the emotions they experience in
relation to their body, and their cognitive beliefs about their body (Cash & Smolak,
2012). Research highlights the significant impact of socio-cultural factors on the
development of body dissatisfaction (Cash, 2005). Negative body image can arise
from different influences such as family, peers, media portrayals, and societal
expectations, ultimately affecting self-esteem, abilities, and social interactions
(Hosseini & Padhy, 2023). The feedback and validation received through social
networks play a crucial role in shaping an individual's self-esteem and sense of self-
worth (Lee et al., 2020). Interactions on social media, including likes, comments,
and reactions from friends and followers, can either enhance or diminish one's self-
perception (Chen & Sharma, 2015; Chua & Chang, 2016). These dynamics can
greatly influence self-perception, potentially leading to body dissatisfaction and
disruptions in self-image formation (Papaioannou et al.,, 2021). Exposure to
idealised lives and experiences on social media platforms can trigger feelings of



inadequacy and envy, impacting an individual's overall well-being. Moreover,
seeking validation online through likes and positive comments can foster a reliance
on external validation, linking one's self-worth to online approval (Dwivedi et al.,
2022). Numerous studies focused on female cohorts, driven by the prevalent notion
that females encounter greater body image difficulties (Chang et al., 2019;
Ferguson et al., 2014; Meier & Gray, 2014; Tiggemann & Slater, 2014).
Nevertheless, other investigations have been conducted on samples composed by
both male and female participants, revealing that body image concerns are not
inherently confined to females. Emerging evidence indicates a lack of substantial
gender disparities in this domain (Boursier et al., 2020; Cimke & Yildirnm Girkan,
2023; De Vries et al., 2016).

Trait emotional Intelligence or trait emotional self-efficacy explicitly recognises the
intrinsic subjectivity of emotions and can be defined as a constellation of emotion-
related self-perceptions and dispositions that constitute the affective aspects of
personality (Petrides et al., 2006). Essentially, trait emotional intelligence is a
reflection of an individual's perception of their own emotional competencies and
their confidence in their ability to manage their emotions effectively. These self-
perceptions are crucial to various aspects of psychological well-being, including
body image. Despite the potential importance of trait emotional intelligence in the
shaping of body image and psychological well-being, research in this area is limited.
Currently, while the existing literature has investigated the interaction between
emotional intelligence and body image in various populations, including young
athletes, young adults and children (Pollatos et al., 2020; Sanchez-Ruiz et al., 2020),
there is still a paucity of studies investigating this phenomenon among
preadolescents. Further research is needed to address the potential role of El in
developing body image and its potential implications for psychological well-being.



2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

The study was conducted on a convenience sample of 1109 preadolescents from 7
different Italian schools. Data collection took place during regular school hours,
with the collaborative assistance of educators, after obtaining parental informed
consent. An anonymous, self-administered battery of questionnaires was used to
investigate participants' daily social media usage, primary activities on social
networks, tendency towards social media addiction, emotional intelligence, and
level of body satisfaction. Every participant was given a distinct identification code
to ensure the confidentiality of their responses. The data gathered from the survey
were treated anonymously and kept confidential.

All research procedures adhered strictly to the ethical guidelines outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki, emphasising our commitment to ethical practices,
participant well-being, and the responsible management of confidential data.
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of
the Department of Human Sciences, Society, and Health at the University of Cassino
and Southern Lazio.

2.2. Instruments
2.2.1 Social Media Addiction

The tendency towards social media addiction was evaluated using the Bergen Social
Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS) developed by Andreassen et al., in 2017. This tool
consists of six items carefully designed to capture essential aspects of addiction,
including salience, mood alteration, tolerance, loss of control, withdrawal, conflict,
and functional impairment. Participants were asked to rate each item on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 ('very rarely') to 5 ('very often').

2.2.2 Emotional Intelligence

The Italian adaptation of the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire — Child
Short Form (TEIQue-CSF) by Russo et al., (2012) was used to assess emotional
intelligence (EI) among children aged 8 to 13 years. This version was meticulously
crafted based on a thorough review of socioemotional development literature
within this age group. The goal was to pinpoint the essential components of trait El
during childhood, primarily focusing on self-perceptions. The questionnaire
comprises 36 items, each rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5



(Strongly Agree), providing insights into various facets of emotional intelligence in
young individuals.

2.2.3 Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance

The Italian adaptation of the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance
Questionnaire-4-Revised (SATAQ-4R) developed by Stefanile et al. in 2019 was
used. This questionnaire comprises 31 items for the female version and 28 items
for the male version. Participants rated their responses on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Both versions of the
guestionnaire are divided into two main sections: Internalization and Pressures.
The Internalization section includes questions about perceptions of thinness and
body fat, muscularity, and overall attractiveness. In contrast, the Pressures section
focuses on inquiries concerning the influence of family, peers, significant others,
and media on body image perceptions.

2.4 Data analysis
The data collected were analysed using the SPSS 26 statistical software package.

The univariate- Shapiro-Wilks’s W test—and multivariate tests suggested that data
did not come from normally distributed univariate or multivariate distributions.
Transformations did not correct normality. Therefore, non-parametric analysis was
conducted for descriptive statistics. Mann-Whitney U test was employed to assess
differences between male and female participants regarding Body Satisfaction,
Emotional Intelligence, and Social Media Addiction. Additionally, Spearman
correlation analysis was conducted to explore the relationship between these
variables.

3. Results

The sample consisted of 1109 students with a mean age of 12.12 years, comprising
50.3% males and 49.7% females. Among them, 98.6% reported using an internet-
connected device, while 90.3% were found to use social media. This percentage
rises to 98.6% when considering instant messaging apps.

Table 1 represents descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations and
standard errors for variables associated with emotional intelligence, addiction to
social media, and subscales of the SATAQ-4R, namely thinness and body fat,



muscularity, overall attractiveness, and pressures from peers, family, significant

others, and media.

Female Male

Mean SE sD Mean SE sD
Age 12,07 ,038 ,308 12,16 ,039 ,913 i
Trait Emotional intelligence 3,3285 ,02248 ,52764 3,4444 ,01850 ,43614
iSDciaI Media Addiction Scale 12,7514 ,20454 4,80131 11,9227 ,19609 4,62381
;Inte rnalization: thin/low fat 2,9921 ,04883 1,14304 2,5380 ,04712 1,10698 :
Internalization: 1,8105 ,03068 ,71888 2,5584 ,04736 1,11270
muscular i
Internalization: 3,7069 ,03557 ,83335 3,6661 ,04697 1,10252
ideal appearance |
Pressures: family 2,0796 ,04164 ,06864 2,1798 ,03650 ,85764
Pressures: peers 1,7123 ,03883 ,90323 1,9002 ,03862 ,90235 |
Pressures: others 1,7273 ,03778 ,87800 1,9504 ,03834 ,89578 !
Pressures: media 1,9139 ,04900 1,13648 1,8334 ,04015 ,93651

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviations -SD, and standard errors-
SE) of the variables investigating emotional intelligence, addiction to social media

and subscales of the SATAQ-4R.



Spearman correlations between variables are reported in Table 2.

BSMAS TEI ITh IMu 1A PrFa  PrPe Proh Privie

BSMAS - -2837| 2167 1657 -0,004| ,2937 262" ,3357| 3537
TEl  -,3847 - -0,048 -0,043 -0,021 -152" | -087° -1707 | -1717
ITh ,3047 0 -,3097 - ,3637 | 0015 ,3297 ,2547| 2447 | 298"
IMu 0,062  -095° 099 - ,103"| 408" ,3957 | 3627 3827
A 3757 -,2557 ,598" 0,005 - -109° -086"  -0,065 -0,045
Prfa 2797 239 346 0,061 2127 - ,593" 6657 5017
PrPe ,3007 0 -28577 0 3317 L0957 226 5847 - 7057 L6197
Prot 2487 154 276 | 097" 183 6107 L6117 - 6497
PrMe 3577 292 470" 1417 3627 L3847 52577 | 413" -

Table 2: Relationship between variables assessed through the Spearman Correlational
analysis for males upper diagonal of the table) and females (lower diagonal of the table).
**p<0.01; *p<0.05 (BSMAS: Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale; TEIl: Trait Emotional
Intelligence; ITh: Internalization thin/low body fat; IMu: Internalisation muscular; IIA:
Internalization ideal appearance; PrFa: Pressures family; PrPe: Pressures peers; PrOt:
Pressures others; PrMe: Pressures media)

Results showed a negative correlation between social media addiction and
emotional intelligence in both males and females. In addition, among males, there
is a positive association between social media addiction and certain subscales of
social pressure, specifically those related to pressure from family, peers, others,
and the media, as well as the internalisation of thin and muscular body ideals. For
females, there is a positive correlation between social media addiction and
internalisation of appearance ideals and thin body standards, as well as a
correlation between social media addiction and the subscales of social pressure
from family, peers, others, and the media. The subscales of social pressure show a
significant and negative correlation with emotional intelligence for both genders,
whereas the subscales related to internalisation show a significant negative
correlation only for females.



4. Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine the associations among
emotional intelligence, social media addiction, internalisation of appearance ideals
and appearance pressures. Specifically, the hypothesis of the study was that
preadolescents with a greater social network addiction have lower emotional
intelligence and greater internalisation of appearance ideals and appearance
pressures. The results of the analyses confirm the research hypotheses in line with
the reference literature. In the context of this study, there were no differences
between males and females.

Since the 1970s, the mass media has consistently promoted thinness as the ideal
body shape for women and girls, reflecting a societal emphasis on thinness as a
cornerstone of female beauty and physical appearance (Hsu et al., 2021; Watson et
al., 2019). This culturally based body ideal, referred to as the "thin ideal", has been
linked to women's overall body dissatisfaction, increased investment in
appearance, and increased engagement in disordered eating behaviours (Grabe et
al., 2008). Thus, in this study, the socially preferred standard of thinness and
general desire for physical attractiveness is mainly internalised by girls. Today, more
than ever, social media platforms are saturated with images, messages and
narratives that promote and celebrate certain body types. It is therefore not
surprising that higher use of social media is associated with significantly higher
internalisation of a thin ideal. A recent meta-analytic review (Mingoia et al., 2017)
suggests that the tripartite influence model, originally applied to traditional media,
may extend to new media exposure, proposing that the internalisation of a thin
ideal could mediate the relationship between social networking site use and body
dissatisfaction.

In contrast to the thin ideal commonly attributed to women, the ideal male body is
typically distinguished by a dual focus on leanness (i.e. low body fat) and
muscularity (Lavender et al., 2017). In line with this, the standard of muscularity is
internalised to a greater extent for boys. Similarly to the female sample as well, for
male the tendency to be addicted to social media is associated with a significantly
higher internalisation of a muscular ideal.

Despite differences in cultural expectations regarding physical appearance
between the two genders, factors that contribute to body dissatisfaction, such as
social and cultural pressures, may have a similar impact on both genders (Helfert &
Warschburger, 2011). Individuals, particularly preadolescents, are susceptible to



comparing themselves to edited and filtered images that promote aesthetic
standards that are often unattainable.

Consistent with the existing literature, this study revealed that preadolescents
reporting higher levels of emotional intelligence demonstrated lower levels of
problematic internet use, suggesting a reduced tendency toward social media
addiction. This aligns, for example, with the findings of the study conducted by Acar
et al., (2022) which observed that adolescents who tended to report higher levels
of emotional problems also demonstrated higher levels of social media addiction.
Emotional intelligence appears to be negatively and significantly associated with
problematic social media use for both females and males, albeit with a slightly
stronger correlation observed among girls. These findings are partially consistent
with those reported by Arrivillaga et al., (2022) which instead found a significant
association only among girls.

Moreover, emotional intelligence has a negative association with exposure to
perceived appearance pressure from family, peers, significant others, and the
media. This supports the hypothesis that emotions and affective states are an
influencing factor in body image. In particular, according to Swami et al., (2010)
the well-being component of trait emotional intelligence is facilitative of the
development of a healthier body image. Similarly, Amado Alonso et al., (2020)
found that preadolescents who have better emotional and social skills are also
more satisfied with their body image, and when they are satisfied with their body
image, they have a greater ability to understand and appreciate the emotions of
others.

A lack of emotional expression and regulation has also been postulated to alter
body image. Adolescents who frequently experience negative thoughts and feelings
about their appearance are more likely to experience appearance dissatisfaction if
they tend to use negative strategies to regulate negative appearance-related
emotions (Amiri & Navab, 2019).

In particular, the current literature lacks studies that examine concurrently the
relationships between social media use, body image perceptions and emotional
intelligence among adolescents in this age group. This gap in the research presents
an opportunity for future investigations to provide a more detailed examination of
the interrelationships between these variables and their combined influence on the
well-being of adolescents.

In this perspective, future research should contribute to design longitudinal studies
that examine the ongoing effects of social media use on the trajectories of body



image and emotional intelligence, accounting for developmental changes over
time.

Furthermore, interventions aimed at fostering positive body image and emotional
intelligence skills among preadolescents should be developed and assessed. By
addressing these research needs, scholars can contribute to the formulation of
evidence-based strategies to promote the healthy development of adolescents in
the digital era. To tackle issues of body image dissatisfaction, it is imperative to
implement educational initiatives and interventions led by professionals such as
psychologists, graduates in sports sciences, nutritionists, and medical experts. The
primary objective is to raise awareness within the educational community,
including students, teachers, and parents, and to devise practical approaches for
maintaining a positive body image. These approaches could include initiatives to
promote healthy dietary habits, such as providing nutritious meal options in
schools, and encouraging regular physical activity.

In order to enhance the efficacy of such programs and engage participants, they
should be tailored to meet the evolving needs of contemporary society. Therefore,
implementing targeted programs and school-based laboratories to enhance
emotional competencies and foster positive body image construction could prove
beneficial. By equipping preadolescents with the skills to understand and manage
their emotions, they may be better prepared to navigate the challenges presented
by social media. In turn, promoting critical thinking and media literacy could
enhance young people's ability to distinguish between realistic and idealised
representations on social platforms.

There are several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the
results of the present study. The causal relationships between variables are
unknown due to the cross-sectional nature of the study. Therefore, to establish
causality and examine the direction of these effects, future studies should use
longitudinal designs. The present study used standardised self-report
guestionnaires, which have limitations such as memory recall and social desirability
bias.

Conclusions

The findings of this study underscore the complex interplay between social media
usage, body image, and emotional intelligence among preadolescents. The



pervasiveness of social media in contemporary society presents both opportunities
and challenges for preadolescents and adolescent development. While social media
platforms offer avenues for social connection and self-expression, they also expose
young people to unrealistic beauty ideals and societal pressures. Hence, the need
to develop educational strategies to build a positive body image and emotional
skills.
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