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Abstract  
This study investigated the relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) and mental well-
being among in-school adolescents in Kampala, Uganda, focusing on the mediating role of Social 
Media Fatigue (SMF) and the moderating role of gender. Using a correlational research design, data 
were collected from a sample of adolescents through standardized self-report measures. Descriptive 
statistics summarized demographic and study variables, while Pearson correlation, multiple 
regression, and the PROCESS macro were used for inferential analysis. Results indicated that DER 
significantly predicted mental well-being (B = 0.808, p < .001), suggesting that adolescents who 
effectively use digital tools to manage their emotions tend to report higher levels of mental well-
being. SMF was found to partially mediate this relationship (B = 0.227, p = .021), implying that DER 
influences mental health both directly and indirectly through its effect on digital fatigue. Moderation 
analysis showed that gender did not significantly influence the strength of the DER–mental well-
being relationship (B = 0.332, p = .219), though the effect appeared stronger among females. These 
findings highlight the relevance of digital emotional coping strategies in adolescent mental health 
and support the integration of DER training into school-based mental health programs. 

Keywords: Digital emotion regulation, Mental well-being, Social media fatigue, Adolescents, Gender, 
Uganda, Moderation, Mediation 

Introduction 

Mental well-being is a critical component of overall health and functioning, particularly among 

adolescents navigating the complexities of social, emotional, and academic transitions. According to 

Multahada et al., (2025), mental well-being is not just the absence of mental illness, but the presence 

of positive attributes such as the ability to manage emotions, build relationships, and cope with 

everyday stressors. Healthy mental well-being is often characterized by emotional stability, 

resilience, positive self-esteem, and strong social connections (Basit et al., 2024). In contrast, poor 

mental well-being manifests through anxiety, depression, social withdrawal, sleep problems, and 

cognitive difficulties, which can significantly impair academic performance and social functioning 

(Vettriselvan et al., 2025). 

Globally, mental health challenges among adolescents are on the rise. The WHO (2022) estimates 

that 10–20% of adolescents experience mental health conditions, yet most go undiagnosed and 

untreated. In the United States, one in five adolescents report symptoms of depression or anxiety 

(Azeem, 2025). In the UK, mental health disorders have increased by 50% in the past decade among 
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teenagers (Clarkson, 2023). Uganda is not exempt; a study by Kwesiga et al. (2025) revealed that up 

to 30% of Ugandan adolescents experience symptoms of depression and anxiety, often exacerbated 

by academic stress, family conflicts, and socio-economic instability. The implications are dire 

untreated mental health issues contribute to school dropout, substance abuse, risky behaviours, and 

even suicide (Ladegard et al., 2024). 

Efforts to address adolescent mental health have included school-based counseling, peer support 

programs, life skills education, and mindfulness interventions (Jobin et al., 2025). While these 

interventions show promise, many studies have largely focused on traditional emotional regulation 

strategies and neglected the increasingly dominant digital context in which adolescents now live. 

The rise of smartphones and social media presents new opportunities and challenges for emotional 

development, prompting the need to consider Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) as a relevant 

psychological construct. Furthermore, emerging variables such as Social Media Fatigue (SMF) a 

psychological state of tiredness and disengagement from online interaction could serve as important 

mediators in understanding how digital behaviours influence mental well-being. Gender, too, has 

been shown to moderate psychological responses, as male and female adolescents often exhibit 

different emotional regulation patterns and vulnerabilities. These gaps necessitate a study that 

examines how DER impacts mental well-being among in-school adolescents in Kampala, Uganda, 

while accounting for the mediating role of SMF and the moderating influence of gender. 

Digital Emotion Regulation refers to the use of digital tools and online behaviours to manage one’s 

emotional experiences (Smith et al., 2022). It encompasses behaviours such as listening to music, 

watching videos, venting online, and seeking support on social media platforms to alter emotional 

states (Fenton & Kingsley, 2023). People with high digital emotion regulation capacity are typically 

proactive in using digital platforms to cope with negative emotions, demonstrate better mood 

recovery, and maintain positive mental states through strategic online interactions (Raj et al., 2025). 

In contrast, individuals with poor DER tend to engage in maladaptive online behaviours such as 

doom-scrolling, online rants, or avoidance, which often worsen emotional distress (Scammon, 2025). 

The influence of DER on mental well-being is significant. Adolescents who positively engage in DER 

are more likely to report reduced levels of anxiety and depression and better psychological 

adjustment (Adeyemi, 2020; Adeyemi & Adufe, 2025). However, misuse or over-reliance on digital 

emotion strategies without offline coping mechanisms can lead to emotional dysregulation. Recent 

statistics indicate that 86% of adolescents globally use digital tools for mood management, yet nearly 

40% report worsening emotions after prolonged online engagement (Firth et al., 2025). In Uganda, 

smartphone use among secondary school students has increased rapidly, yet few studies have 

explored the psychological implications of this trend. 

Social Media Fatigue is defined as a subjective feeling of exhaustion resulting from excessive use of 

social media platforms and the cognitive load required to manage online interactions (Tian et al., 

2025). Alternatively, Faraci & Nasonte, (2024) describe SMF as a psychological withdrawal response 

to the overwhelming nature of digital content and social expectations online. Adolescents with high 

SMF often experience emotional numbness, disengagement from schoolwork, low energy, 

irritability, and decreased real-life social interactions. They may also suffer from decision fatigue and 

fear of missing out (FoMO) (Jajoo & Kumar Baag, 2025). In contrast, adolescents with low SMF 

maintain a healthy digital balance, feel in control of their social media use, and are less likely to 

experience cognitive overload. High levels of SMF are associated with increased anxiety, poor sleep 

quality, and depressive symptoms (Hendy et al., 2025). Globally, a survey by Rahman et al., (2025) 

indicated that over 45% of adolescents reported symptoms of SMF. In Africa, research by Mbithi et 

https://doi.org/10.59568/AMJD-2025-14-1-18


 

 Vol. 14, Issue 1 Nassozi et. al (2025) 

220 | P a g e   
ISSN: 2518-2951   https://doi.org/10.59568/AMJD-2025-14-1-18        African Multidisciplinary Journal of Development (AMJD) 

 

al., (2025) noted that urban youth in East Africa, particularly in Kampala, are increasingly showing 

signs of social media burnout. SMF has emerged as a silent but critical disruptor of mental health, 

especially in resource-constrained environments where mental health support is limited. 

Gender plays a significant role in how adolescents experience and respond to mental health 

challenges. Females are more likely to report internalizing symptoms such as anxiety, sadness, and 

low self-esteem, while males often exhibit externalizing behaviours like aggression, defiance, or 

substance use (Olivier et al., 2020). Girls also tend to engage more in emotional disclosure and seek 

social support, whereas boys may suppress emotions due to societal expectations around 

masculinity (Exner‐Cortens et al., 2021). Statistically, female adolescents worldwide report higher 

levels of depression and anxiety compared to their male counterparts. In Uganda, McLean et al. 

(2022) found that 35% of adolescent girls reported moderate to severe depressive symptoms 

compared to 21% of boys. This gender gap in mental well-being underscores the importance of 

tailoring mental health interventions according to gender-specific needs and coping styles. 

Despite the increasing focus on adolescent mental health, few studies have examined how digital 

behaviours influence emotional regulation in sub-Saharan contexts, particularly in Uganda. Existing 

literature has not sufficiently accounted for the mediating role of Social Media Fatigue or the 

moderating role of gender in the relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation and mental well-

being. Given the rise in smartphone use, digital engagement, and psychosocial stress among 

Ugandan adolescents, there is a pressing need to explore these contemporary variables. This study 

seeks to fill these gaps by investigating the role of Digital Emotion Regulation on mental well-being, 

examining how Social Media Fatigue mediates this relationship, and analyzing the moderating 

influence of gender. The findings will provide culturally relevant insights for educators, mental health 

professionals, and policy-makers in designing more effective, gender-sensitive, and digitally 

informed mental health interventions for adolescents. 

Purpose of the Study 

The general purpose of this study was to examine the influence of Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) 

on the mental well-being of in-school adolescents in Kampala, Uganda, within the context of 

increasing digital media use. Specifically, the study aimed to: 

1) Determine the relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation and Mental Well-Being 

among in-school adolescents. 

2) Examine whether Social Media Fatigue mediates the relationship between Digital Emotion 

Regulation and Mental Well-Being. 

3) Assess whether gender moderates the relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation and 

Mental Well-Being. 

4) Explore gender differences in levels of Social Media Fatigue and Digital Emotion Regulation 

among adolescents. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopted a quantitative, correlational research design to explore the relationships among 

Digital Emotion Regulation (DER), Social Media Fatigue (SMF), gender, and Mental Well-Being. The 

correlational design was appropriate as it allowed the researcher to examine naturally occurring 

relationships without manipulating variables, which is ideal when studying psychological constructs 

among adolescents. 
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Population of the Study 

The target population comprised in-school adolescents aged 13 to 19 years attending public and 

private secondary schools within Kampala. This group was selected due to their active engagement 

with digital technologies and their increased vulnerability to mental health challenges during 

adolescence. 

Sample Size and Sampling Technique 

A sample of 300 students was selected using a multistage sampling technique. First, schools were 

stratified based on ownership (public or private) and randomly selected. Next, proportionate 

sampling was employed to select students across different grade levels, followed by systematic 

random sampling to choose participants within each stratum. 

Instruments for Data Collection 

1) Digital Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS-Digital): 

Adapted from Heffer et al. (2019), this scale measures the frequency and type of digital 

strategies used by adolescents to regulate their emotions. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). The scale has demonstrated good internal 

consistency, with a reported Cronbach’s alpha of .88. 

2) Social Media Fatigue Scale (SMFS): 

Based on the instrument developed by Dhir et al. (2018), this scale assesses fatigue resulting 

from social media use across cognitive, emotional, and behavioral domains. It contains 10–15 

items rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The scale 

has shown high reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .92. 

3) Mental Well-Being Scale (WEMWBS): 

The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (Tennant et al., 2007) measures mental well-

being across emotional, psychological, and social dimensions. It comprises 14 positively worded 

items, each scored on a 5-point scale from 1 (None of the time) to 5 (All of the time). This scale 

has demonstrated excellent reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91. 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies) were used to summarize 

demographics and key variables. Pearson correlation tested relationships among DER, SMF, and 

mental well-being. Mediation was examined using Baron and Kenny’s (1986) method and PROCESS 

macro (Model 4). Moderation by gender was tested with Jasp statistical software. 

Result 

Research Question 1: Does Digital Emotion Regulation significantly predict Mental Well-Being among 

in-school adolescents in Kampala, Uganda? 

Table 1: Direct Effect of Digital Emotion Regulation on Mental Well-Being 

Predictor Estimate 

(B) 

SE z p 95% CI Std. 

Estimate 

Digital Emotion Regulation → 

Mental Well-Being 

0.808 0.077 10.55 < 

.001 

[0.658, 

0.958] 

0.484 

Table 1 reveals that there was a significant positive effect of Digital Emotion Regulation on Mental 

Well-Being, B = 0.808, SE = 0.077, z = 10.55, p < .001, 95% CI [0.658, 0.958]. This suggests that 

adolescents who effectively use digital tools to manage emotions report better mental well-being. 
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The standardized effect size (β = 0.484) indicates a moderately strong prediction, this indicates that 

digital emotion regulation account for 48.4% increase in mental well-being. 

Research Question 2: Does Social Media Fatigue (SMF) mediate the relationship between Digital 

Emotion Regulation (DER) and Mental Well-Being? 

Table 2: Mediation Analysis: showing the effect of Social Media Fatigue on Digital Emotion Regulation 

and Mental Well-Being 

Path Estimate (B) SE z p 

DER → SMF (a1) 0.221 0.095 2.34 .020 

SMF → Mental Well-Being (b1) 1.028 0.076 13.50 <.001 

Indirect Effect (a1 × b1) 0.227 0.099 2.30 .021 

Direct Effect (c') 0.808 0.077 10.55 <.001 

Total Effect (c1 + a1 × b1) 1.035 0.124 8.37 <.001 

Table 2 reveals that there a significant indirect effect of digital emotion regulation on mental well-

being through social media fatigue; B = 0.227, SE = 0.099, z = 2.30, p = .021, 95% CI [0.034, 0.420]. This 

means that DER influences mental well-being both directly and indirectly via SMF. The direct path 

from DER to mental well-being remained significant (B = 0.808), indicating partial mediation. That 

is, Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) explained 80.8% variance in adolescence mental wellbeing. 

More so, adolescents who use DER may also experience SMF, which surprisingly appears to 

contribute positively to their well-being (see, fig 1). 

 

Fig 1: Mediation model showing mediating effect of social media fatigue on digital emotional 

regulation and mental wellbeing. 

 

Research Question 3: Does gender moderate the relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation 

and Mental Well-Being? 

Table 3: Moderation Analysis: Interaction Between DER and Gender 

Predictor Estimate 

(B) 

SE z p 95% CI Std. Estimate 

DER → Mental Well-Being (c1) 0.856 0.158 5.43 <.001 [0.547, 1.165] 0.538 

Gender (Female = 1) -7.563 8.040 -0.94 .347 [-23.320, 8.195] -0.746ᵃ 

DER × Gender (Interaction) 0.332 0.270 1.23 .219 [-0.197, 0.861] 0.208ᵃ 

ᵃPartial standardization due to categorical predictor (gender) 

https://doi.org/10.59568/AMJD-2025-14-1-18


 

 Vol. 14, Issue 1 Nassozi et. al (2025) 

223 | P a g e   
ISSN: 2518-2951   https://doi.org/10.59568/AMJD-2025-14-1-18        African Multidisciplinary Journal of Development (AMJD) 

 

Table 4: Summary Table of Total Effects by Gender 

Gender Effect of DER on Mental Well-

Being 

SE z p 95% CI Std. 

Estimate 

Male (0) 0.856 0.158 5.43 <.001 [0.547, 1.165] 0.538 

Female (1) 1.188 0.219 5.42 <.001 [0.758, 1.617] 0.746 

Table 3 reveals that the interaction term between Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) and gender was 

not statistically significant, B = 0.332, SE = 0.270, z = 1.23, p = .219, 95% CI [−0.197, 0.861]. This indicates 

that gender did not significantly moderate the relationship between DER and mental well-being 

among adolescents. In other words, the positive association between DER and mental well-being 

was consistent across both male and female participants. However, as shown in Table 4, the 

conditional effect of DER was stronger for females (B = 1.188, p < .001) than for males (B = 0.856, p < 

.001), suggesting a non-significant trend that DER may have a relatively greater impact on mental 

well-being among girls (see fig. 2). 

 

Fig 2: Moderation model showing the moderation effect of gender on digital emotion regulation and 

mental wellbeing. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

The first research question examined the direct effect between digital emotion regulation and 

Mental Well-Being among in-school adolescents in Kampala, Uganda. The result revealed a 

significant positive effect of Digital Emotion Regulation (DER) on mental well-being among 

adolescents (B = 0.808, p < .001), with a standardized estimate (β = 0.484), indicating a moderately 

strong relationship. This suggests that adolescents who engage in digital emotion regulation 

strategies such as using apps, social media, or online journaling for emotional expression tend to 

report better mental health outcomes. 

This finding aligns with previous research indicating that digital tools can serve as effective channels 

for emotional regulation, self-expression, and coping during adolescence (Grover, 2024; Pandey, 

2025). For instance, studies have shown that adolescents who use digital media mindfully e.g., to 

express emotions, seek support, or access mental health resources report higher levels of life 

satisfaction and lower levels of depressive symptoms (Jones et al., 2022; Evli et al., 2023). DER may 

offer adolescents accessible and culturally adaptive avenues for emotional processing in contexts 

like Kampala, where traditional mental health services are limited or stigmatized (Musanje et al., 

2023). This resonates with the theory of self-determination, suggesting that when digital platforms 

support autonomy, competence, and relatedness, they enhance psychological well-being (West et 

al., 2024). While these findings support the utility of DER, some studies caution against overreliance 
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on digital media for emotion regulation, as it can sometimes foster avoidance behavior or 

dependency (Swargiary, 2025). The positive effect may depend on how consciously and 

constructively the tools are used, rather than frequency alone. 

The second research question investigated the mediation effect of Social Media Fatigue in the 

relationship between Digital Emotion Regulation and Mental Well-Being. The mediation analysis 

indicated a significant indirect effect of DER on mental well-being through Social Media Fatigue 

(SMF) (B = 0.227, p = .021), alongside a significant direct effect (B = 0.808). This implies partial 

mediation, meaning DER influences well-being both directly and indirectly via SMF. Interestingly, 

SMF often associated with negative emotional states was found here to positively contribute to well-

being. 

This counterintuitive finding may reflect a regulatory rebound adolescents using DER may become 

aware of their fatigue and take intentional breaks from digital platforms, ultimately enhancing 

mental well-being. This aligns with research by Dhir et al. (2018), who found that self-regulated social 

media breaks improved mood and focus among youth. Similarly, Herdin (2025) argued that 

awareness of SMF can lead to healthier digital boundaries and better emotional self-care. Typically, 

SMF is linked with negative outcomes such as emotional exhaustion, anxiety, and disengagement 

(Faraci & Nasonte, 2024). However, in the current context, adolescents who are more adept at DER 

may also be more reflective about their digital habits, thereby buffering the adverse effects of SMF. 

This interpretation challenges conventional views and points to the adaptive potential of DER even 

in the face of digital fatigue. 

The third research question estimated the moderation effect of gender moderate in relationship 

between Digital Emotion Regulation and Mental Well-Being. The moderation analysis found no 

statistically significant interaction between DER and gender (p = .219), suggesting that gender does 

not significantly influence the strength of the DER–mental well-being relationship. Nonetheless, 

subgroup analysis indicated that DER had a stronger effect for females (B = 1.188, β = 0.746) than for 

males (B = 0.856, β = 0.538), indicating a non-significant trend. 

These finding echoes literature suggesting that adolescent girls are generally more emotionally 

expressive and may be more receptive to digital emotion regulation strategies (McKone et al., 2024). 

Girls are also more likely to use social media for emotional support and identity exploration, 

potentially making DER more impactful for their well-being (Yang et al., 2021). Despite these 

gendered trends in emotional expression and media use, the lack of a significant moderation effect 

aligns with recent findings suggesting that the benefits of digital emotion regulation may transcend 

gender when controlling for emotional awareness and regulation skills (Fan & Cui, 2024; Gkintoni et 

al., 2025). Thus, while gender may influence style or frequency of DER use, it does not significantly 

alter its overall effect on mental well-being in this context. 

Conclusion 

The study confirms that Digital Emotion Regulation is a significant and positive predictor of mental 

well-being among adolescents in Kampala, Uganda, with partial mediation by Social Media Fatigue, 

and no significant moderation by gender. The findings both affirm and challenge existing literature, 

offering nuanced insights into how youth navigate the digital emotional landscape in low-resource 

settings. These insights are valuable for designing culturally relevant digital mental health 

interventions for adolescents in sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Recommendations 

1) Given the significant positive impact of DER on adolescent mental well-being, schools in 

Kampala and similar settings should incorporate digital emotion regulation strategies into 

their life skills or guidance curricula. This can include teaching students how to use mobile 

apps, online journaling, and mindfulness tools for healthy emotional management. 

2) Since Social Media Fatigue (SMF) was found to partially mediate the DER–well-being 

relationship, digital literacy programs should help students recognize signs of fatigue and 

develop skills for taking purposeful breaks. Workshops or campaigns can encourage “digital 

hygiene” practices like screen time limits, content filtering, and scheduled offline periods. 

3) Although gender did not significantly moderate the DER–well-being link, the trend of 

stronger effects for females suggests the need for gender-sensitive content. Interventions 

should be inclusive, addressing different emotional expression styles and digital habits 

among boys and girls without reinforcing stereotypes. 

4) Stakeholders including NGOs, ministries, and tech startups should invest in locally relevant 

digital mental health tools that integrate DER features. These tools should reflect the 

cultural, linguistic, and technological realities of Ugandan adolescents and be co-designed 

with youth input. 

5) Teachers, school psychologists, and peer mentors should be trained on the importance of 

DER and how to guide students in using technology for emotional self-regulation. Capacity 

building in this area will help educators serve as digital role models and early responders to 

emotional distress. 
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