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ABSTRACT 
 

Smartphones took the world by storm in the 2000s. Over the years, smartphones have become vital in everyday life. 
Each generation responds to technology differently. The younger generation is much more involved with smartphones 
as well as technology as a whole. Thus, spending too much time on a smartphone could be related to individual’s well-
being. The purpose of the present study is to measure Emotional Intelligence (EI), mindfulness, and social competence 
among different age cohorts and see if there are differences in phone use. Our hypothesis is that participants who score 
higher on EI, Social Skills, and Mindfulness will score lower on the Problematic Phone Usage Scale. Younger adults 
will score lower on EI, Social Skills, and Mindfulness and higher on Problematic Phone Usage than middle aged and 
older adults. We ran correlational analyses among the factors EI, mindfulness, social competence, and problematic 
phone usage and an ex-post facto comparison between the four cohorts with ages ranging 18-30 (n=105), 31-40 years 
old (n= 30), 41-50 (n= 30), and 51 and older (n= 21). Survey questions included the Trait Emotional Intelligence 
Questionnaire- Short Form (TEIQ-SF), Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills, Social Competence, and 
Problematic Phone Usage Scale. Data showed that as age increased phone use decreased. EI, mindfulness, and social 
competence scores for younger adults were much lower than for middle aged and older adults while younger adults 
had a significantly larger problematic phone use than middle aged.  

 

The Social Impact of Smart Phone Utilization 
 

Smartphones have become increasingly popular over the past few decades. Pew Research Center (2019) indicates that 
96% of Americans have a cellphone and 81% have a smartphone. Of those people, the largest percentage that has a 
smartphone is between the ages of 18-29. While older adults have cellphones, it is evident that the younger generation 
is more involved with online communication. Excessive amounts of time spent on a smartphone takes away from in 
person communication and interaction, self-reflection, and emotional processing. Based off of previous research, it is 
known that online communication can negatively affect an individual’s ability to self-regulate, leading to anxiety, 
depression, and a lower self-esteem.  (Alhassan et al., 2018; Arrivillaga et al., 2020; Bian & Leung, 2015; Bianchi & 
Phillips, 2005; Chang, 2018; Favotto et al., 2017; Kaiser, 2018; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010; Kaypakli et al., 
2020; Kunnanatt, 2004; Mayer et al., 2008; Munderia and Singh, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2019; Scott et al., 2016; 
Sural et al., 2019).  

 

Computer Mediated Communication 
 

Smartphones are a form of communication among many individuals across the globe. This form of communication is 
considered computer mediated communication (CMC) and is a way of communicating online through electronic 
devices (Kaiser, 2018). Communication online can include social media, texting, phone calls, and facetime. Overuse 
of CMC has been found to result in negative emotions and social relations with others (Favotto et al., 2017). Previous 
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studies suggest that mental and emotional state are impaired by overuse of the internet (Bian and Leug, 2014; Bianchi 
and Phillips, 2005; Scott et al., 2016). Bianchi and Phillips (2005) used a Mobile Phone Use Survey that consisted of 
27 questions relating to how people feel about mobile phones and how often they use them. Through their research, 
Bianchi and Phillips (2005) found that individuals use their smartphones to escape problems in their everyday lives. 
They noticed that this form of escapism failed to be controlled in younger individuals; therefore, they experience a 
greater impulse towards technology. These researchers propose that problematic phone use could result in impulse 
control or depression.   

CMC is beneficial because it allows us to always stay connected to others. Always being connected can blur 
the line between the division of keeping home at home and work at work and this disconnect can be emotionally 
stressful (Scott et al., 2016). As a result, “connectivity, accessibility, and information overload can contribute to a 
variety of mental health problems including stress, anxiety, and depression” (Scott et al., 2016 p. 605). In the review 
by Scott et al. (2016), the researchers listed ways that information overload can impact a person. This includes a 
decrease in emotional connection between individuals, lower self-esteem, and disintegration of empathy. This 
statement is supported by Bian and Leung’s (2014) research study on psychological attributes and smartphone patterns 
that can predict smartphone addiction symptoms, that the higher levels of smartphone addiction were correlated with 
depression, low self-esteem, and loneliness.  

The effects that information overload above mentioned could be a result of the amount of time an individual 
spends on their phone. Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) conducted a national stratified survey study on youth between 
the ages of 8 and 18 with 2,002 participants. The researchers found that youth spent an average of 7 ½ hours a day on 
media which leaves little time for self-reflection. In the study conducted by Kaiser Family Foundation, (2010) the 
researchers grouped youth into three groups, heavy users of media, moderate users, and light users. Those who were 
in the heavy category reported that they consumed more than 16 hours of media content throughout the day. Kaiser 
Family Foundation (2010) found that those who were in the heavy group reported poorer grades (C or below) and 
often felt sad. These researchers reported that those who score lower on contentedness spent more time on social 
media. Alhassan et al. (2018) found that younger individuals were more likely to be addicted to smartphones than 
older individuals due to accessibility to technology. These researchers study reported a positive correlation between 
smartphone addiction and depression and states that this addiction is related to a lack of self-control rather than 
possession of the smartphone itself.  

 

Emotional Intelligence   
 

Emotional intelligence (EI) is the way one regulates and manages their own emotions as well as the way an individual 
perceives and interprets other’s emotions (Goleman, 1995). The connection between smartphones and our everyday 
lives could potentially result in a decline in human emotions and connectivity among one another, therefore hindering 
EI. When using CMC as a form of communication, an individual might be missing the art of eye contact as well as 
tone of voice and body language. These are forms of communication that play a role in understanding human emotion 
and strengthening our emotional intelligence. When using CMC, we could potentially be losing that humanistic 
communication and hindering the ability to be able to interpret other’s emotions because of the lack of social skills 
that are acquired through in-person communication. Scott et al. (2016) suggests that Internet overload can impact our 
everyday lives by stress, decrease in our emotional connection with others, a need for instant gratification, lack of 
attention, and erosion of empathy.   

In-person communication helps strengthen our ability to understand emotions of others; however, being 
connected online can decrease the time we spend communicating in person. In a theoretical paper, Mayer et al. (2008) 
proposed four branches of emotional intelligence including: “(a) perceived emotions in oneself and others accurately, 
(b) use emotions to facilitate thinking, (c) understand emotions, emotional language, and the signals conveyed by 
emotions, and (d) manage emotions as to attain specific goals” (p.507). Arrivillaga et al. (2020) conducted a research 
study on adolescents’ problematic phone usage in relation to suicide ideation and if an increase in emotional 
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intelligence could make a difference. These researchers found that those who had a lower smartphone use had a higher 
emotional intelligence. They suggest that EI might be helpful in reducing negative smartphone use symptoms. 
Similarly, Kaypakli’s et al. (2020) research study on technological addictions in adolescents with ADHD, found that 
those who have a lower EI seem to suffer more addictive smartphone symptoms than those with a higher EI. These 
researchers state that individuals who score high in EI are rarely impulsive, have enhanced decision making processes, 
and better stress management. Taken together, this research suggests that our ability to understand and regulate our 
emotions are strengthened through in person communication.  

 

Social Competence  
 

Social competence is the ability to recognize the emotions of others by using personal skills to produce a desirable 
outcome (Kunnantt, 2004). Social competence overlaps with empathy in that they both involve an emotional 
understanding of other’s feelings and emotions. To have social competence, one needs to have the ability of strong 
interpersonal skills such as, social awareness, self-regulation, and self-awareness (Kunnantt, 2004). In a study done 
by Kaypakli et al. (2020), they state that some adolescents face challenges in social situations and might prefer online 
social interactions because it is easier for them to show emotions through written words. If conflict arises, they would 
not have to work through and interpret other people’s feelings through nonverbal communication. Munderia and Singh 
(2019) explain that individuals with deficit social skills may use a smartphone to maintain relationships in a virtual 
world with a sense of security and confidence in this online social interaction.  

 

Mindfulness  
 

Chang (2018) said mindfulness allows a person to understand and process their emotions, which allows them to 
interact with others more effectively. Favotto et al. (2017) reported in their research study on CMC on early 
adolescents (aged 11-15 years) that those who participated in CMC often felt absent from experiencing the moment. 
The researchers also noted that youth found technology useful for escaping reality when in an environment that was 
stressful (Favotto et al., 2017). Alhassan et al. (2018) states that they have no doubt that social relationships have been 
greatly impacted due to the introduction of technology, which was noted by older generations but there are gaps in the 
literature to show this relationship.  

 

Purpose of the Present Study  
 

After reviewing the literature, past research studies have examined specific age groups and the relationship between 
EI. However, there seems to be gaps where research studies have not addressed a combination of EI, mindfulness, and 
social competence among different age cohorts and whether there are differences in phone use. Thus, the present study 
examined the relationship among computer mediated communication, emotional intelligence, social competence, and 
mindfulness and whether or not there are differences in phone use among age groups. Our first hypothesis is that 
participants who score higher on Emotional Intelligence, Social Skills, and Mindfulness, will score lower on 
Problematic Phone Usage Scale. Our second hypothesis is that younger adults will score lower on Emotional 
Intelligence, Social Skills, and Mindfulness than young adults and middle aged. Finally, our third hypothesis is that 
younger adults will score higher on the Problematic Phone Usage Scale than young adults and middle aged.  

 

Methods 
 

Participants  
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In a small town in Southeast Georgia one hundred and eighty-seven participants completed an online survey from 
Qualtrics on phone use, social skills, and emotional intelligence. Of the 187 participants, 140 identified as female and 
47 identified as male. Participants were grouped based on the age range. The first group was between the ages of 18-
30 years old and was categorized by “younger adult”. There were 105 participants in this group.  The second group 
was between the ages of 31-40 years old and was categorized by “young adults”, and there were 30 participants in this 
group. The third group was between the ages of 41-50 and was categorized by “middle aged”, and there were 30 
participants in this group. Finally, the fourth group was 51 and older and was categorized by “older adults”, there were 
21 participants. Other demographic questions that were asked included ethnicity/ race, if they were married, widowed, 
divorced, or never married, and employment status.  

 

Design  
This study was both a correlational and ex-post facto design. For the ex-post facto analysis, the independent variable 
was age cohorts. Group one was categorized as “younger adult” with the age range from 18-30. Group two was 
categorized as “young adults” with the age range from 31-40. Group three was categorized as “middle aged” with the 
age range from 41-50. Group four was categorized as “older adults” with the age range from 51 and older. The 
dependent variables were Emotional Intelligence, mindfulness, social skills, and problematic phone usage. Participants 
who were between the ages of 18-25 were combined with participants who were 26-30 because of a lack of 
representation in the age range of 26-30. We also combined participants who were above the age of 65 with those who 
were between 51-64 because of a lack of representation in 65+. Combining age groups could be an extraneous variable 
that might have influenced the results between age and scores on emotional intelligence, mindfulness, social 
competence, and problematic phone usage. The current study was conducted during 2020 during an outbreak of 
COVID-19. This global pandemic could have also been an extraneous variable because of switching to online for 
work and/ or school. Thus, right before the debriefing statement, participants saw a question that asked if they thought 
their technology use increased during COVID-19. 154 out of 187 chose the answer “yes”.  

 

Materials  
Computer Mediated Communication was operationally defined as the way that individuals communicate with each 
other via social media, texting, phone calls and Face Time. Computer Mediated Communication was measured using 
the Problematic Phone Usage Scale developed by Pamuk and Atli (2016). We modified the Problematic Phone Usage 
scale from 26 questions to 23 (Appendix F); this scale ranges from 1-4. Emotional Intelligence is the ability to regulate 
and manage one’s emotions as well as interpreting other’s emotions. EI was measured using the Trait Emotional 
Intelligence Questionnaire- Short Form (Cooper & Petrides, 2010). This EI questionnaire was modified from 30 
questions to 25 and ranges from 1-6 (Appendix C). Social skills are the way that individuals are able to communicate 
with each other in person. This includes striking up a conversation, making eye contact and being able to socialize. 
Social skills were measured using a 10 question Social Competence Scale that ranges from 1-4 and was developed by 
Sarason et al. (1985). Mindfulness is a way of being present and attentive in a given moment. Mindfulness was 
measured using the Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills. This scale was modified from 39 to 22 questions and 
ranges from 1-4 and was developed by Baer et al. (2004).  

The participants completed an online survey from Qualtrics, consisting of scales such as Problematic Phone 
Usage Scale (PMPUS), Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire- Short Form (TEIQ-SF), Social Competence Scale, 
and Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills. PMPUS was developed by Pamuk and Atli (2016) and has a high 
reliability of .85. This scale was used to measure whether an individual spends a lot of time on their phone to the point 
it is too much and becomes a habit. PMPUS is a 23 question Likert-scale ranging from 1 (very inaccurate) to 4 (very 
accurate). With a high score meaning that the individual has a problem with phone use and a low score meaning there 
is not a problem. TEIQ-SF is a 25 question Likert-scale developed by Cooper and Petrides (2010), for psychometric 
measures see Cooper and Pretrides (2010). This scale ranges from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree). 
With a high score meaning that an individual has a high EI and a low score meaning the individual has a low EI. Social 
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Competence Scale was developed by Sarason et al. (1985) is a 10 question Likert-scale ranging from 1 (not at all like 
me) to 4 (a great deal like me). For psychometric measures see Sarason et al. (1985). A high score on this scale means 
that the individual has a high social competence. A low score on this scale means the individual has a low social 
competence. The Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills was developed by Baer et al. (2004) and is a 39 question 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (very inaccurate) to 4 (very accurate). A high score meaning increase mindfulness and a 
low score meaning decrease mindfulness. We modified the scale to 22 questions (see Appendix D).  

 

Procedure  
The participants were recruited through email, social media, in person contact and also through Desire 2 Learn (D2L). 
Consent was given in accordance with the College of Coastal Georgia Institutional Review Board. The participants 
first read a consent form that states the purpose of the study, that they would be put at minimal risk and that all of their 
information would be kept confidential. Participants answered the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire- Short 
Form (TEIQ-SF), followed by Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills, Social Competence, and then answered the 
Problematic Phone Usage Scale. Before being presented with the debriefing statement, participants answered one 
question about the use of their technology before and during COVID-19. Finally, participants were presented with the 
debriefing form that stated the purpose of the study along with an email address that they can use if they have any 
questions.  

 

Results 
 

Correlations  
To address our hypotheses, we ran a two-tailed Pearson correlational analyses among Emotional Intelligence, 
mindfulness, social competence, and problematic phone usage. As predicted, the Pearson correlational analyses 
showed that there was a negative correlation between Emotional Intelligence (M= 113.29, SD= 13.67) and problematic 
phone usage (M= 45.90, SD= 11.35), r (187) = -.315, p =.000. There was a strong positive correlation between 
Emotional Intelligence (M= 113.29, SD= 13.67) and mindfulness (M= 81.06, SD= 8.62), r (187) = .707, p = .000. 
There was a positive correlation between Emotional Intelligence (M= 113.29, SD= 13.67) and social competence (M= 
34.77, SD= 6.75), r (187) = .581, p = .000. There was a negative correlation between problematic phone usage (M= 
45.90, SD= 11.35) and mindfulness (M= 81.06, SD= 8.62), r (187) = -.416, p = .000. There was a negative correlation 
between problematic phone usage (M= 45.90, SD= 11.35) and social competence (M= 34.77, SD= 6.75), r (187) = -
.234, p = .000. There was also a positive correlation between mindfulness (M= 81.06, SD= 8.62) and social competence 
(M= 34.77, SD= 6.75), r (187) = .443, p = .000.  
 
Table 1. Correlations among the variables  

 

 
Note. N = 187. * p <.05; **p < .01 
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One-way ANOVA 
A one-way between groups ANOVA was then conducted to compare each age cohort’s level of problematic phone 
use and emotional intelligence, social skills, and mindfulness. There was a significant effect of Emotional Intelligence 
between the age cohorts [F (3, 183) = 5.29, p= .002], as seen in Figure 1. One-way ANOVA descriptives indicated 
that the mean score for each group was- “younger adult” (M= 4.367, SD= 0.66), “young adults” (M= 4.59, SD= 0.58), 
“middle aged” (M= 4.76, SD= 0.56), and “older adults” (M= 4.79, SD= 0.51). Post hoc comparisons using the LSD 
test indicated the differences in Emotional Intelligence scores between younger adults and middle aged were 
statistically significant (p= .002), F (3, 183) and EI scores between younger adults and older adults were significant 
(p= .005). There was no significant difference between the EI scores of younger adults and young adults (p= .074) 
(Figure 1). 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Emotional intelligence scores among cohorts.  

There was a significant effect of mindfulness between age cohorts [F (3, 183) = 5.15, p= .002], as seen in 
Figure 2. One-way ANOVA descriptive statistics indicated that the mean scores were as follows: for group one 
“younger adult” (M= 2.74, SD= 0.44), group two “young adults” (M= 2.89, SD= 0.42), group three “middle aged” 
(M= 3.01, SD= 0.38), and group four “older adults” (M= 2.84, SD= 0.43). Post hoc comparisons using LSD test 
indicated that the difference in mindfulness scores between younger adults and middle aged (p= .002) and younger 
adults and older adults were statistically significant (p= .006). However, mindfulness scores between younger adults 
and young adults were not statistically significant (p= .077) (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Mindfulness scores among cohorts.  

There was a significant effect of problematic phone use between age cohorts [F (3, 183) = 2.62, p= .052], as 
seen in Figure 3. One-way ANOVA descriptive statistics indicated that the mean score as follows: for group one 
“younger adult” (M= 2.08, SD= 0.46), group two “young adults” (M= 1.96, SD= 0.41), group three “middle aged” 
(M= 2.83, SD= 0.53), and group four “older adults” (M= 1.93, SD= 0.50). Post hoc comparisons using LSD test 
indicated that the differences in scores for problematic phone use between younger adult and older aged were 
statistically significant (p= 0.010). However, there were no differences between problematic phone use scores in 
younger adults relative to young adults (p= 0.197) and between younger adult compared to older adults (p= 0.183) 
(Figure 3).  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Problematic phone usage among cohorts.  

There was not a significant effect of social competence among age cohorts [F (3, 183) =2.10, p= .102], as 
seen in Figure 4. One-way ANOVA descriptive statistics indicated that the mean scores were as follows: for group 
one “younger adult” was (M= 2.51, SD= 0.71), group two “young adults” (M= 2.67, SD= 0.85), group three “middle 
aged” (M= 2.81, SD= 0.70), and group four “older adults” (M= 2.82, SD= 0.73). LSD test indicated that social 
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competence scores differences between younger adult and middle aged were statistically significant (p= .045). 
However, there was no difference in social competence scores between younger adult and young adults (p= 0.27) and 
scores between younger adult and older adults (p= 0.074).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Social competence among cohorts.  

Discussion 
 
The purpose of the current study was to examine the relationship among computer mediated communication, 
emotional intelligence, social competence, and mindfulness and whether or not there are differences in phone use 
among age groups. Our first hypothesis stated that participants who score higher on Emotional Intelligence, 
Mindfulness, and Social Competence, would score lower on Problematic Phone Usage. This hypothesis was partially 
supported; indeed, higher EI, mindfulness, and social competence was related to lower problematic phone use. This 
was significant between younger adults, middle aged and older adults but not between young adults and other cohorts.  
Through our research we were able to partially support the statement by Sural et al. (2019) which indicates that lower 
emotional intelligence may be associated to having a higher problematic excessive use of technology. We found a 
negative correlation between Emotional Intelligence and problematic phone usage where as EI increased, problematic 
phone use decreased. Arrivillaga et al. (2020)’s research study on adolescents with problematic phone use, stated that 
those who had a lower smartphone use, had a higher emotional intelligence. The current study expands these findings 
and can be applied to older generations that have a lower problematic phone use, have a higher Emotional Intelligence 
but also are higher in mindfulness and social competence.  

Our second hypothesis was that younger adults would score lower on Emotional Intelligence, Social Skills 
and Mindfulness than middle aged and older adults. This hypothesis was supported; we saw that scores from younger 
adults were much lower than middle aged and older adults.  

Finally, our third hypothesis was that younger adults would score higher on Problematic Phone Usage than 
middle aged and older adults. This hypothesis was partially supported in that younger adults had a significantly larger 
problematic phone use than middle aged. But there was not a significance between younger adults, young adults, and 
older adults. This hypothesis was supported by Bianchi and Phillips (2005)’s, survey on problematic phone usage 
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among young adults. They found that younger adults had a higher phone use problem than any other age group. The 
current study showed that younger adults had a greater impulse towards their smartphones than the older generation.  

 

Implications 
 
In the present study, we wanted to see if technology negatively impacts the development of social skills and the ability 
to regulate emotions. Our focus was to examine whether the four variables mentioned impact the younger generation 
more than the older generation and indeed they did. However, while not statistically significant, we saw a spike in the 
older adult age cohort having a higher problematic phone use score than middle aged. While we do not know what 
brought on this spike, it is worth exploring further. We believe it is important to investigate the social impact of smart 
phones among different cohorts, especially the younger generation who might lack the ability to process and regulate 
their emotions as their frontal lobe is not fully developed (Giedd et al., 1999). It is important to closely watch the 
development of technology and how it enhances our lives but also impacts our wellbeing. Research has shown that 
technology impacts our wellbeing because of overstimulation that can lead to anxiety, depression, and loneliness 
(Alhassan et al., 2018; Bian and Leung, 2015; Gao et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2016). If the younger generation is not 
capable of processing their emotions in the same ways as adults, depression and anxiety may have a greater effect on 
their overall wellbeing.  

 

Conclusion  
 
In conclusion, our study was able to support previous research that has been done while also expanding on the 
emotional and social impacts of technology among age groups. Results of this study point to the idea that excessive 
phone use impacts our overall well-being, with younger adults experiencing a greater effect. A society with a low 
wellbeing may experience anxiety, depression, decrease motivation, lack of empathy, or decreased social skills 
(Alhassan et al., 2018; Bian and Leung, 2015; Gao et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2016). They may have difficulty engaging 
in everyday activities as well as lose interest in participating in society.  

 

Limitations  
 
Limitations that we had in the current study included the fact that it was ran during a global pandemic where all schools 
were switched to online. This switch to online resulted in people using technology more than they normally would 
have. Promoting this survey and recruitment of participants was also a limitation due to social distancing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic forced us to use an online only format for recruitment and distribution of the 
survey. We were unable to access classrooms, businesses, or populated areas to advertise our study. Due to the 
pandemic, this study cannot be generalized to normal conditions. In the future we would like to compare these results 
to when the pandemic is over. Another limitation was the small sample size as well as sample bias. This study was 
conducted in a small town in Southeastern Georgia and our total sample size was 187; therefore, this study cannot be 
applied on a national or international level. Of the 187, 140 identified as female and 47 identified as male. Groups 
were divided based on age cohort with 105 younger adults, 30 young adults, 30 middle aged, and 22 older adults. The 
unequal group number distribution could have skewed some of the results; therefore, sample size should be increased 
in each age cohort for more representation in future research. Additionally, future researchers should include children 
under 18 and examine their problematic phone use to compare against other cohorts.  
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