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Abstract 
The onset age of anxiety is decreasing worldwide, yet the majority of the study conducted 
on anxiety were focused on adult populations. This study aimed to investigate the mediat-
ing effect of psychological capital and coping style tendency on the relationship between 
emotional intelligence and anxiety in Chinese adolescents and provide empirical evidence 
for research and prevention. A cross-sectional study recruited 5747 participants from 5 
randomly selected middle schools in the northeast China. Study results showed that high 
emotional intelligence (P < 0.05), high level of psychological capital (P < 0.05), and posi-
tive coping style tendency (P < 0.05) were correlated to lower level of anxiety symptoms in 
adolescents. Psychological capital and coping style tendency performed partial and serial 
mediating effect on the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety. Teaching 
adolescents how to regulate emotions can strengthens their positive mentalities, promotes 
the use of positive coping strategies, and then attenuates the severity of anxiety symptoms 
in a nonadditive manner.

Keywords Emotional intelligence · Coping style tendency · Psychological capital · 
Anxiety · Adolescent · Serial mediation

The high prevalence of anxiety is always a grave problem in the modern society. By 2019, 
301 million people were living with an anxiety disorder including 58 million children, and 
the prevalence of anxiety increased by a massive 25% since COVID-19 (Novel Coronavi-
rus 2019) rampaging the world (WHO, 2022). As one of the most common psychological 
problems across the globe, anxiety considerably disrupts people’s daily lives. The effect is 
especially significant in adolescents, who are experiencing high pressures from the increas-
ing academic requirements (Romano et al., 2020) and other internal stressors due to vari-
ous social, psychological, and physiological changes during this period. Researchers have 
found that prolonged anxiety in adolescents can trigger physiological changes in the brain 
and lead to mental disorders such as anxiety and depression in adulthood (Cummings et al., 
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2021). Severe anxiety was also found to be associated with severe sleep problems, addic-
tive behaviors, poor academic performance, and worse quality of life in children (Li et al., 
2022; Raknes et al., 2017). Adolescence is a crucial developmental stage which involves 
rapid changes in the brain and body, and has a profound impact on people’s future lives. 
Thus, it is vital to understand specific mechanisms of anxiety during adolescence and iden-
tify protective factors in order to improve adolescents’ mental well-being both at present 
and in the future.

Emotional Intelligence and Anxiety 

Emotional intelligence is defined as the ability to accurately perceive and interpret the 
emotion of others, which also include the ability to control and express one’s own emotions 
(Salovey & Sluyter, 1997). Many studies argued that stress management is a key function 
of emotional intelligence (Noorbakhsh et al., 2010; Sarabia-Cobo et al., 2017). When fac-
ing a stressful event, primal emotions like anger and fear overpower the reason of those 
who are unable to control their emotions, resulting in impulsive, irritable, and occasionally, 
destructive behaviors (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; Goleman, 1995). If people can control their 
emotions properly, they may ease up the impact of negative feelings and avoid health-risk-
ing behaviors. Higher emotional intelligence is associated with better personal well-being 
(Schutte et al., 2007) and increased health-promoting behaviors (Fermamdez-Berrocal & 
Cabello, 2016; Shen et  al., 2022). Other studies found that people with lower emotional 
intelligence are unlikely to maintain interpersonal relationships; hence, they cannot expect 
supports from others when in trouble and more likely to develop social withdrawal and 
avoidance (Cejudo et al., 2018; Moradi et al., 2011). Based on Daniel Goleman’s proposi-
tion, which said emotional intelligence is an individual’s ability to curb negative feelings 
and replace them with positive emotions (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020), the present study con-
structed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Emotional intelligence is negatively correlated to the severity of anxiety.

The Mediating Role of Psychological Capital

Psychological capital, a set of psychological resources that an individual can use to accom-
plish personal goals which consists of four distinct attributes: self-efficacy, optimism, hope, 
and resilience (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), is one of the concepts addressed in 
the positive psychology domain. According to Robert Rosenthal’s Pygmalion effect, high 
hope and expectations can dramatically increase students’ confidence and academic per-
formances (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 2003); therefore, many believe that positive emotions 
and mentalities are crucial to people’s work or academic performances (Abdollahi & Abu 
Talib, 2015), psychological well-being, happiness, and quality of life (Chafouleas & Bray, 
2004). In addition, previous studies revealed that a high level of psychological capital can 
help individuals to build stronger resistance to stress (Duan et  al., 2022; Rabenu et  al., 
2017), minimize the adverse impact of negative events (Jalil et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2022), 
and reduce burnout and other emotional distress (Finch et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020). 
Since one of the key features of emotional intelligence is to replace negative emotions with 
positive ones (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020), it is reasonable to assume that the availability of 
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positive psychological resources can greatly influence the effect of emotional intelligence 
on one’s mental state. All in all, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 2. Psychological capital will mediate the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and anxiety.

The Mediating Role of Coping Style Tendency

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as the cognitive and behavioral efforts to 
either resolve the problem or minimize the negative effect of stressful situations. In gen-
eral, coping strategies can be categorized into positive (active) and negative (dysfunctional) 
coping style (Gonzalez-Yubero et al., 2021). Positive coping suggests the individual proac-
tively looking for solutions to problems, which involve strategies like cognitive reassess-
ment and seeking for social support. Individuals can build confidence and self-efficacy as 
the result of resolving difficult situations (Bandura, 1977) and promoting growth and health 
(Compas et al., 2001; Kruczek & Basinska, 2018). On the other hand, people who like to 
rely on negative coping strategies focus on avoiding problems or delegating solutions to 
external forces. When people feel the situation is out of control, they are more likely to use 
negative coping strategies to alleviate the stress. Substance abuse and internet addiction are 
typical methods to divert people’s attention from the harsh reality (Gonzalez-Yubero et al., 
2021; Sun et al., 2019), and if the stressor is persistent and cannot be ignored, it will cause 
mental distress (Gregg et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2020).

Coping style tendency refers to an individual’s cognitive preference on coping style. 
No one is guaranteed to use only positive or negative coping strategies forever; in some 
circumstances, a strong-willed individual may as well choose to evade the problem rather 
than face it. Coping style tendency reflects the general trend of coping style that people 
like to deploy when they encounter problems. Although the term “coping style tendency” 
has rarely been used in literatures, sufficient study results indicated that a high level of 
emotional intelligence amplifies the effect of positive coping and reduces the use of nega-
tive coping strategies (Davis & Humphrey, 2012; Mitic et al., 2020). Studies also showed 
that proactive coping reduces stress level (Ebstein et al., 2019), and frequent use of nega-
tive coping strategies was associated with higher risk of mental disorders like anxiety and 
depression (Li & Miller, 2016). As a result, the study proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3. Coping style tendency will mediate the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and anxiety.

The Serial Mediating Role of Psychological Capital and Coping Style Tendency

According to the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998), positive emotions such 
as happiness could broaden thought-action repertories, enabling people to build novel 
thoughts and take exploratory actions. In other words, a positive mentality elevates peo-
ple’s ability of thinking and motivates them to proactively eliminate the stressor. Jing et al. 
(2022) pointed out that psychological capital provides people with the energy they need 
to confront stressors, and the success in resolving difficult situations will generate con-
fidence and psychological satisfaction which protect people from emotional distress and 
mental disorders. The finding was supported by several studies (Jalil et al., 2021; Wu et al., 
2020); however, most studies were conducted on college students or other adult population. 



 International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction

1 3

Limited research has investigated the relationship between these variables in the underage 
population. Based on the aforementioned theories and findings, the following hypothesis 
was proposed:

Hypothesis 4. Psychological capital and coping style tendency perform a chain medi-
ating effect on the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety in Chinese 
adolescents.

The Present Study

To the best of our knowledge, the majority of studies conducted on emotional intelligence, 
coping, and anxiety were focused on the adult population and specific occupational groups. 
However, with the increasing demand for higher educational backgrounds and highly 
competitive academic environment due to the high population density in China, Chinese 
adolescents are experiencing tremendous pressures from schools and parents (Zhu et al., 
2021), and they have far less methods to deal with mental distress than adults. Thus, the 
identification of protective factors against anxiety for adolescents in the Chinese culture is 
both valuable and important. The present study sought to fill some gaps in the literature by 
examining whether psychological capital and coping style tendency play serial mediation 
roles in the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety in the Chinese under-
age population. A serial mediation model was constructed in Fig. 1.

Method

Participants and Design

The study applied the cluster sampling method to collect data from 5 middle schools in 
northeast China. Printed questionnaires were distributed to entire Grade 7, 8, and 9 students 
in each school, and students were asked to complete the questionnaire independently under 
the supervision of homeroom teachers. The survey was administrated on a single day. After 
excluding questionnaires with blanks or obvious response patterns (e.g., same options for 
the entire scale, options making a zigzag pattern, similar items with opposite responses), 
the database was finalized with 5747 valid samples and a 94% effective response rate.

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework of the serial mediation model
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Instruments

Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS)

Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale is one of the most widely used self-report 
measurements of emotional intelligence. The questionnaire is comprised of 16 items which 
test on four aspects: the ability to recognize and interpret one’s own emotions, the ability 
to recognize and interpret other’s emotions, the ability to control one’s own emotions, and 
the ability to express one’s own emotions (Law & Wong, 2004). All items were answered 
on 5-point Likert scales (1—strongly disagree, 2—disagree, 3—not sure, 4—agree, 5—
strongly agree). The total score is between 16 and 80, with a higher score indicating higher 
overall emotional intelligence of the respondent. The Cronbach’s alpha in this study is 0.92.

Psychological Capital Questionnaire for Junior High Students

Psychological Capital Questionnaire for Junior High Students was designed specifically to 
measure the psychological capital level of Chinese adolescents (Ma, 2014). The survey 
consisted of 25 items, and each item was answered on a 5-point Likert scale with options 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The total score ranges from 25 to 125. A 
higher score suggests that the respondent possesses a more positive and optimistic psycho-
logical state and has stronger self-discipline. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire is 
0.95.

Simplified Coping Style Questionnaire (SCSQ)

Simplified Coping Style Questionnaire, the adapted version of Coping Strategies Question-
naire developed by Rosenstiel and Keefe in 1983, was designed specially to test the Chi-
nese population. Twenty items were answered on the 4-point Likert scale (0—never, 1—
occasionally, 2—sometimes, 3—always). The questionnaire comprises two dimensions: 
item 1 to 12 measure positive coping strategies like “I tell my worries to a friend,” and item 
13 to 20 measure negative coping strategies like “I use substances to relax.” It is worth 
mentioning that scores only reveal the type and frequency of different coping strategies that 
an individual likes to use during adversities. The score does not indicate whether the indi-
vidual has a positive or negative tendency. Someone who occasionally tries many positive 
strategies and someone who relies heavily on few positive strategies may display the same 
scores in the end, but the meaning represented by these scores are dramatically different. 
Chinese psychologist Xiaoyang Dai developed a mathematical equation that can calculate 
people’s coping style tendencies based on their ratings on SCSQ (Xie et al., 2015):

Coping style tendency

=
Individual score on positive coping style − Study population�s averages core on positive coping style

Standard deviation of population�s average on positive coping style

−
Individual score on negative coping style − Study population�s average score on negative coping style

Standard deviation of population�s average on negative coping style
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If the coping style tendency score is positive, it suggests that the respondent is more 
likely to choose positive coping strategies to deal with adversities in life; likewise, if the 
coping style tendency score is negative, it indicates that people incline to use negative cop-
ing strategies when they face problems. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire is 0.88.

The Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED)

SCARED, created by Birmaher in 1997, was designed to identify anxiety severity in 
children between 8 and 18  years old. Due to its self-report nature, the result is not 
appropriate to be recognized as clinical diagnosis. Therefore, we classified the result 
as subclinical anxiety. The Chinese version of the survey was revised by Wang et al. 
(2002). The questionnaire used 38 items to screen for 5 types of anxiety: somatic, 
generalized anxiety, separation anxiety, social phobia, and school phobia. This par-
ticular study only used the generalized anxiety subscale to represent the anxiety 
severity of participants. Nine items were answered on 3-point Likert scales (1 = never, 
2 = sometimes, 3 = always). The total score is between 9 and 27, with a higher score 
indicating that the child has more severe generalized anxiety symptoms. The Cron-
bach’s alpha in the study is 0.93.

Data Analysis

Demographic variables, emotional intelligence, psychological capital, coping style 
tendency, and anxiety were described with mean and standard deviation (M ± SD), 
number (N), and percentage (%) as appropriate. Pearson correlation coefficients (r) 
were used to describe the interdependency between study variables. Since the study 
needs to use regression analysis, Kurtosis and Skewness values were displayed to 
show the data distribution of variables.

Hierarchical regression models were used to test study hypotheses. Three mod-
els were created during the process. Model 1 only tested the effect of the independ-
ent variable (emotional intelligence) on the dependent variable (anxiety) without the 
interference of mediating variables. Psychological capital and coping style tendency 
were added separately in models 2 and 3 to examine their mediating effects on the 
relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety.

After proving that psychological capital and coping style tendency are significant 
mediators in the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety, the serial 
mediation analysis was performed with PROCESS v 3.4.1 Model 6 (Hayes, 2017). 
In total, three associations were tested in the analysis: emotional intelligence to psy-
chological capital to anxiety; emotional intelligence to coping style tendency to anxi-
ety; and emotional intelligence to psychological capital to coping style tendency to 
anxiety. 5,000 bootstrap sample size and 95% confidence intervals were used in all 
analytical methods, where P < 0.05 level represents the existence of statistically sig-
nificant results.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics of participants were displayed in Table  1. Among 5747 Chinese 
adolescents, there were 2932 (51%) males and 2815 (49.0%) females. In terms of grade, 
2616 (45.5%) students were enrolled in the seventh grade, 2125 (37.0%) were in the 
eighth grade, and 1006 (17.5%) were in the ninth grade. The average age of participants 
was 13.7 ± 0.99 years old.

Pearson’s correlation coefficients (r) were used to express the interdependence 
between study variables (Table  2). Emotional intelligence has statistically significant 
positive correlations with psychological capital (r = 0.606, P < 0.01) and coping style 
tendency (r = 0.372, P < 0.01). The correlation between psychological capital and cop-
ing style tendency is also positive (r = 0.498, P < 0.01). Anxiety has statistically signifi-
cant negative correlations with emotional intelligence (r =  − 0.195, P < 0.01), psycho-
logical capital (r =  − 0.255, P < 0.01), and coping style tendency (r =  − 0.329, P < 0.01). 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of 
the study sample (n = 5747)

Variable Value

Gender, n (%)
Male 2932 (51.0)
Female 2815 (49.0)
Age, M ± SD 13.70 ± 0.97
Grade, n (%)
7 2616 (45.5)
8 2125 (37.0)
9 1006 (17.5)
Only child, n (%)
Yes 3600 (62.7)
No 2147 (37.3)
Study variables, M ± SD
Emotional intelligence 55.23 ± 11.78
Psychological capital 83.19 ± 21.08
Coping style tendency  − 0.01 ± 1.17
Anxiety 17.06 ± 5.09

Table 2  Pearson’s correlation 
coefficients of variables

**  p < 0.01 level

Variable 1 2 3 4

Emotional intelligence 1
Psychological capital 0.606** 1
Coping style tendency 0.372** 0.498** 1
Anxiety  − 0.195**  − 0.255**  − 0.329** 1
Kurtosis 1.022  − 0.044 0.246  − 0.855
Skewness  − 0.286  − 0.028 0.267 0.134
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Hair et  al. (2010) proposed that data demonstrates a normal distribution if the skew-
ness value is between − 2 and + 2, and the kurtosis value is between − 7 and + 7. There-
fore, all study variables showed standard normal distributions and viable for regression 
analysis.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis

The results of the hierarchical regression analysis are shown in Table 3. Model 1 revealed a 
significant negative association (β =  − 0.20, p < 0.001) between emotional intelligence and 
anxiety, suggesting that adolescents with lower emotional intelligence show more severe 
anxiety symptoms. Model 2 showed that psychological capital was significantly and nega-
tively correlated with anxiety (β =  − 0.22, p < 0.001), indicating that adolescents with more 
pessimistic psychological states show more severe anxiety. Finally, model 3 showed that 
coping style tendency was negatively associated with anxiety (β =  − 0.27, p < 0.001), which 
suggested that anxiety is often observed in adolescents who like to use negative coping 
strategies to deal with problems. Notably, the independent variable (emotional intelligence) 
still shows significant influence on the dependent variable (anxiety) after introducing medi-
ating variables (psychological capital and coping style tendency) into the model, it implies 
that the mediating variables demonstrated partial mediation effects in the relationship. In 
addition, the variance inflation factor (VIF) values for emotional intelligence, psychologi-
cal capital, and coping style tendency were 1.58, 1.16, and 1.35, respectively. According to 
Johnston et al. (2018), a VIF value smaller than 2.5 means that the correlation is not strong 
enough to warrant corrective measure.

Serial Mediation Analysis

Serial mediation analysis was used to test whether psychological capital and coping style 
tendency perform a chain mediating effect on the relationship between emotional intelli-
gence and anxiety of adolescents.

To begin with, results (Fig.  2) showed emotional intelligence (β =  − 0.035, P < 0.05), 
psychological capital (β =  − 0.101, P < 0.05), and coping style tendency (β =  − 0.266, 
P < 0.05) all had statistically significant direct influences on the severity of anxiety in 

Table 3  Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for anxiety

***  p < 0.001 level

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β t β t β t

Emotional intelligence  − 0.20  − 15.06***  − 0.06  − 4.01***  − 0.04  − 2.22***
Psychological capital  − 0.22  − 13.47***  − 0.10  − 6.05***
Coping style tendency  − 0.27  − 18.49***
Adjusted R2 0.04 0.07 0.12
F-value 226.90*** 207.71*** 260.62***
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adolescents. The positive coefficients suggested that higher emotional intelligence is asso-
ciated with more optimistic psychological state (β = 0.606, P < 0.05) and stronger tendency 
of using positive coping strategies during adversities (β = 0.130, P < 0.05). More cheerful 
and hopeful mentality was also associated with stronger tendency of using positive coping 
strategies (β = 0.504, P < 0.05).

In total, three mediation pathways were tested in the serial mediation model 
(Table 4). Based on the use of 95% confidence intervals (CI) as evidence, the media-
tion pathway would be significant if neither the lower limit nor the upper limit con-
fidence interval contains zero. In this sense, the total indirect effect (β =  − 0.160, 
CI: − 0.184 ~  − 0.136), the pathway from emotional intelligence to anxiety via psycho-
logical capital (β =  − 0.061, CI: − 0.085 ~  − 0.037), the pathway from emotional intel-
ligence to anxiety via coping style tendency (β =  − 0.029, CI: − 0.039 ~  − 0.020), and 
the pathway from emotional intelligence to anxiety via psychological capital and cop-
ing style tendency (β =  − 0.069, CI: − 0.080 ~  − 0.060) all showed statistically signifi-
cant mediating effects. Results confirmed the serial mediating effect of psychological 
capital and coping style tendency on the relationship between emotional intelligence 
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0
.6

0
6
*

0.130*

- 0.035*

- 0.101*

- 0
.2

6
6
*

Fig. 2  The serial mediation of psychological capital and coping style tendency (*p < 0.05 level)

Table 4  Mediation effects of 
level of psychological capital 
and coping style tendency on the 
relationship between emotional 
intelligence and anxiety

EI emotional intelligence, PsyCap psychological capital, CST coping 
style tendency, Anxiety severity of subclinical anxiety measured by 
self-report questionnaire

Outcome: anxiety Standardized 
coefficient (β)

SE Bootstrapping (95% CI)

Lower limit Upper limit

Total effect  − 0.195 0.013  − 0.220  − 0.170
Direct effect
EI  − 0.035 0.016  − 0.065  − 0.004
Mediator: PsyCap  − 0.101 0.017  − 0.134  − 0.068
Mediator: CST  − 0.266 0.014  − 0.294  − 0.238
Indirect effect
Total indirect effect  − 0.160 0.012  − 0.184  − 0.136
 via PsyCap  − 0.061 0.012  − 0.085  − 0.037
 via CST  − 0.029 0.005  − 0.039  − 0.020
 via PsyCap + CST  − 0.069 0.005  − 0.080  − 0.060
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and anxiety in Chinese adolescents. In sum, a high level of emotional intelligence could 
significantly reduce the severity of anxiety symptoms in individuals, and this correlation 
can be further enhanced by building a high level of psychological capital and stronger 
positive coping style tendency.

Discussion

The study constructed a serial mediation model to explore the indirect effect of emotional 
intelligence on anxiety through psychological capital and coping style tendency. Since it 
focused on the identification of protective factors against anxiety in adolescents, the study 
sample did not target children with a clinical diagnosis of anxiety, but included the gen-
eral student population who show any severity of anxiety symptoms. The academic envi-
ronment in which adolescents are currently living has become increasingly competitive 
and high-pressure, with heavy workloads and the added pressure of entrance exams (Ye 
et al., 2019). This, combined with the prevalence of cram schools and homework, can cre-
ate a significant amount of stress for adolescents. As such, understanding how to effectively 
cope with stress and stress-related disorders has become an important topic for parents, 
schools, and society. Based on a survey of 5747 Chinese middle school students, findings 
demonstrated that all hypothesized effects were significant, suggesting that the association 
between emotional intelligence and anxiety could be partially explained by psychological 
capital and coping style tendency.

As hypothesized, the study found that emotional intelligence was negatively associated 
with anxiety (Cejudo et  al., 2018; Schutte et  al., 2007). Consistent with the self-aware-
ness theory, which proposed that individuals with a better understanding of the self will 
have better control over their emotional experience and do not easily let negative emo-
tions affect their thoughts and behaviors (Phillips & Silvia, 2005). The result of the present 
study showed that adolescents with higher emotional intelligence express less severe anxi-
ety symptoms. Emotionally intelligent individuals often have strong control over their own 
emotions. Therefore, they are less likely to have emotional outbursts which could result 
in adverse consequences in life (Goleman, 1995) and correspondingly high stress  levels 
(Fteiha & Awwad, 2020). Moreover, according to the drive theory proposed by Sigmund 
Freud, people are motivated to take actions in order to reduce internal tensions. If people 
have a better understanding of their own feelings, they can carry out timely and accurate 
interventions to minimize the negative impact of internal distress. Otherwise, ambiguous 
feelings could affect the unconscious mind and manifest in deviant behaviors.

In line with previous studies, hypothesis 2 was supported since the indirect effect of 
emotional intelligence on anxiety through psychological capital was significant (Finch 
et al., 2020; Rabenu et al., 2017). Notably, results from the hierarchical regression analy-
sis (Table 3) showed that the effect of emotional intelligence on anxiety weakened after 
introducing psychological capital as the mediating variable. High emotional intelligence 
only means that individuals are better at controlling their emotions and unlikely to dis-
play mood swings. The ego depletion theory argued that self-control draws from a limited 
pool of mental resources (Hagger et al., 2010). If people cannot use positive mentalities to 
neutralize the adverse impact of negative emotions and recover from them, soon or later, 
their mental resources will exhaust, and they will still suffer. The finding emphasized the 
important role of building and maintaining a stable positive mentality in the daily life. An 
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optimistic and cheerful mind can boost people’s confidence and encourage them to take 
proactive actions to deal with emotional distress (Chafouleas & Bray, 2004).

Furthermore, coping style tendency also mediated the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and anxiety, which confirmed hypothesis 3. As the availability heuristic theory 
pointed out, people have a tendency of making decisions based on recent information or 
frequent experience that is readily available to them (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). People 
who take on challenges have higher chances of achieving accomplishments in life. Such 
positive experience can reinforce beneficial behaviors and encourage them to take same 
actions when under similar situations. On the contrary, people with less control over their 
emotions could get overwhelmed by stress, which could result in irrational actions fol-
lowed by adverse consequences. Therefore, it is important for adolescents to develop posi-
tive strategies to cope with academic stress; otherwise, it could jeopardize their academic 
performance (Edwards & Trimble, 1992) and increase the risk of developing mental disor-
ders like anxiety (Sigmon et al., 2004; Thorne et al., 2013).

At last, hypothesis 4 of the study was supported. Results indicated that psychological 
capital and coping style tendency play not only parallel but also serial mediating roles in 
the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety. This particular result identifies 
emotional intelligence, psychological capital, and coping style tendency as three protective 
factors against anxiety. As a result of the joint effort, high emotional intelligence offers 
people a stronger internal locus of control (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), which 
could increase their opportunities to experience positive emotions under stressful situa-
tions (Sánchez-Álvarez et al., 2016) and facilitate the use of proactive coping strategies to 
resolve problems. Ultimately, three factors reduce the level of stress and the risk of stress-
related disorders. The process shares similar characteristics with the cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT). In particular, by reinforcing adolescents’ emotional skills and helping them 
to accumulate positive psychological resources, we are remodifying their cognitive process 
into believing stress is not unbeatable, which can promote proactive actions and minimize 
the negative impact of stressful situations on their mental health. However, the result of the 
hierarchical regression analysis revealed partial mediating effects of psychological capital 
and coping style tendency on the relationship between emotional intelligence and anxiety, 
suggesting there are more factors that can influence the main relationship and require fur-
ther investigations.

Practical Implications

As the most widespread mental health disorder during adolescence (Akgül & Ergin, 2021), 
anxiety affects people both somatically and psychologically. In serious cases, it can lead to 
social withdrawal, phobia, and even suicide. Theoretically, the present work makes a con-
tribution to the research of adolescents’ mental health by providing a relatively comprehen-
sive explanation of the mechanisms in the relation between emotions, cognition, and anxi-
ety. Specially, our theoretical model illustrated the process of how emotional intelligence 
exerts influences on psychological state and cognitive process and subsequently affects the 
severity of anxiety symptoms in adolescents.

Practically, our findings implied potential directions for the prevention and intervention of 
anxiety in adolescents. Specifically, assisting adolescents to practice their emotional skills, 
building positive mentalities, and training them to use positive coping strategies have proved 
to be effective strategies to reduce the risk of anxiety symptoms. As a matter of fact, plenty of 
camping programs already provided that outdoor activities can significantly increase people’s 
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emotional abilities (Uhls et al., 2014). Moreover, since the social circle of middle school stu-
dents is limited to school and home, caring from parents and teachers will be the major social 
resources that adolescents use to develop various psychological states and cognitive abilities. 
Proper guidance from adults could significantly strengthen adolescents’ mentalities and coping 
style. Adolescents are going through a confusing and complicated period of development, and 
it is the adults’ jobs to help them to navigate the growth and mental health.

Limitations and Future Direction

Several study limitations are of note. First of all, the current study is a cross-sectional 
design, and it cannot draw any causal conclusion. Secondly, data was collected through 
self-reported questionnaires. There is a possibility that responses were biased and unable 
to reflect participants’ true levels on each scale. Lastly, the sample pool was limited to 
a single city in China; hence, the result could not represent a larger population. In the 
future, we recommend to re-test our model with a larger number and diversity of the pop-
ulation, because in a vast and populated country like China, regional cultures often have 
significant influences on shaping children’s growth and thinking. We also recommend to 
consider other factors in the model, such as the role of parents and social relations in the 
development of emotional intelligence and psychological capital during adolescence.
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