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Abstract: The links between emotional intelligence and loss are under-researched, even though a lot of studies have 
investigated the psychological outcomes of traumatic experiences. Many people suffered multiple losses during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including a loss of job, money, support services, or loved ones. The loss of a loved one might 
result in severe psychological trauma, and research suggests that early-life trauma relates to numerous forms of emotion 
dysregulation, including stress-reactivity. The consequences of loss for people with special needs deserve special 
attention since it often means not only the loss of a loved one but also the usual way of life. Thus, it is essential to 
analyze various aspects of loss experience, including the impact on emotional regulation, to reduce the harmful 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this research was to examine emotional intelligence in 
groups of those who have a recent experience of loss and those who have not and to establish the impact of the 
experience of loss on the human psyche and mental health. We have analyzed the results of a simple random sample of 
gymnasium students (n=362). We hypothesized that the recent loss of a loved one diminishes the ability to understand 
self and other focused emotions as well as situational emotions. The survey has revealed that respondents who 
experienced the loss of a loved one understood better how individuals felt in the presented situations than those who did 
not have such experience. The premise that people who have experienced the loss of a loved one have a lower 
understanding of emotions than their peers who did not have such an experience has not been confirmed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Globally, as of 27 October 2020, there have been 
1.157.509 deaths due to COVID-19. The world is facing 
around six thousand deaths, daily reported to World 
Health Organization (WHO). Many people suffered 
grief and multiple losses during the COVID-19 
pandemic, including job loss, money, support services, 
or loved ones [1-4]. The loss of a loved one might 
result in severe psychological trauma [5]. Some 
research indicates that the younger a person who 
experiences it is, the worse the consequences [6]. 
Moreover, research suggests that early-life trauma 
relates to numerous forms of emotion dysregulation, 
including stress-reactivity, which is one factor 
underlying the link between trauma and psychological 
complaints [4-8]. Thus, it is essential to analyze various 
aspects of loss experience, including the impact on 
emotional regulation, to reduce the harmful 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Some decades ago, researchers proposed the 
concepts of Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Emotional 
Understanding (EU). The EI can generally be defined 
as the ability or knowledge to perceive and understand  
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emotional processes and to regulate them well [9-12]. 
The EI applies to two comparatively different theoretical 
constructs: ability EI and trait EI. Ability EI refers to “the 
ability to perceive emotions, to access and generate 
emotions so as to assist thought, to understand 
emotions and emotional knowledge, and to reflectively 
regulate emotions so as to promote emotional and 
intellectual growth”, which emphasizes EI as an actual 
ability [8]. The ability EI model conceptualizes EI as a 
set of abilities to accurately perceive and express 
emotions, to use emotions in one’s thinking, to 
understand emotions, and to consciously regulate 
emotions. Another widely used model is the trait EI 
model. Trait EI is defined as an arrangement of 
emotional perceptions at the lower levels of personality 
hierarchies [13-17]. Trait EI denotes self-perceived 
emotionality and emotional efficacy that positions within 
the personality domain [18]. 

Furthermore, researchers identified that EI is 
composed of self-and other-focused dimensions. 
Other-focused EI dimensions relate to the aim of 
straight modifying other people's psychological states, 
including behavior, mood, or emotions, and can be 
referred to as other-focused emotional skills. This 
concept of emotional skills is based on theories of 
social-information processing [19-23] and social 
competence [24]. While other-focused EI dimensions 
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are directed at social interactions and might be 
important during communicating with others, self-
focused EI dimensions are directed at one's own mood 
state and may contribute to well-being when engaging 
in emotionally challenging tasks. This concept relates 
to theories on stress, coping, and emotion regulation 
[13-15]. Interestingly, EI is considered to encompass 
four factors of emotion-related abilities: (1) the accurate 
perception of emotions (Perception), (2) the ability to 
generate emotions to facilitate cognitive performance 
(Facilitation), (3) the ability to understand emotions 
(EU), (4) the ability to manage one’s own and other’s 
emotions intentionally (Management) [8, 15].  

Emotional understanding (EU) is one of four abilities 
proposed as components of emotional intelligence [16]. 
Mayer and colleagues suggested several areas of 
reasoning underlying EU, including “differentiate 
between moods and emotions”, “understand how a 
person might feel in the future or under certain 
conditions”, and “appraise the situations that are likely 
to elicit emotions” [25-28]. 

COVID-19 pandemic, especially if it brings losses of 
the loved ones, is a robust stressor leading to post-
traumatic stress responses and may be designated as 
a powerful intrusion into the self, its organization, 
integrity, and adaptive functioning. In 1994, Parson 
proposed the damaged self-syndrome concept: 
“children with damaged selves appear to be in constant 
psychological distress, and the sense of powerlessness 
over the traumatizing event creates within the child a 
sense of insecurity and an experienced sense of 
impotence. Chronic feelings of impotence harm the 
child's sense of self, which turns to a compensatory 
feeling of omnipotence to cope. With this sense of 
omnipotence, the child feels and behaves as if nothing 
can affect it, that the self is impregnable against further 
hurt and feelings. Moreover, the damaged self often 
maintains its organization and integrity by managing 
anxiety by creating defenses to protect inner 
vulnerability” [29]. Even though Parson applied this 
concept in a different context than the pandemic 
experience, it can be assumed that the uncertainty and 
losses during COVID-19 might result in similar 
consequences. Having recent researches in the field in 
mind [5, 6, 17, 19-22], this study intended to contribute 
to a better understanding of mechanisms underlying 
loss experience and emotional experience. 

It is worth noting that for people with intellectual 
disabilities, the loss of parents or other loved ones is 
also related to the loss of someone the most familiar 

with their peculiarities, special needs [30-32]. One of 
the factors that impact dealing with loss for people with 
special needs is that they may be not told about the 
death of a loved one and, accordingly, not have a 
chance to live through grief and be allowed to call it 
bereavement formally. They even may not know what 
happened and why a person has disappeared from 
their lives. It occurs due to stereotyping people with 
intellectual disabilities and mistaken beliefs about them. 
Others' will to protect them only complicates the 
process of living through grief. Also, often the relatives 
who are grieving themselves are not sure if they may 
deal with the reaction of a person with special needs 
[30]. An additional issue of dealing with the death of a 
parent is when a person has to leave their home. All 
the changes, including change of guardians or 
caretakers, meeting new people, and living in a new 
place, are additional factors that worsen the process of 
coping with loss and social integration. 

Our research aimed to evaluate self- and other-
focused emotional intelligence and situational 
emotional understanding in groups of adolescents (girls 
and boys) who experienced and did not experience the 
recent loss of a loved one and determine the impact of 
the loss of a loved one on the condition of people with 
special needs. We hypothesized that the recent loss of 
a loved one diminishes the ability to understand self 
and other focused emotions as well as situational 
emotions [33-38]. We have also expected to identify 
emotional intelligence differences in different gender 
groups. In this paper, we analyze the results of a 
simple random sample of gymnasium students. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

In our research, a simple random sample consisted 
of 362 Lithuanian gymnasium students. Overall, data 
from seven different schools were collected in the 
Vilnius and Telšiai regions. The mean age of the 
respondents was 16.31 years (±1.00 SD), and 59% 
were female. Students completed an online-gamified 
questionnaire at www.kasesu.lt. We informed the 
participating schools, students, and their 
parents/guardians about the anonymous and voluntary 
participation, and the respondents (or their 
parents/guardians, when necessary) provided their 
consent. The procedure was administered online at 
www.kasesu.lt by “Blue Bridge”, Ltd., J. Jasinskio g. 
16A, LT-03163 Vilnius, Lithuania, and followed the 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 
guidelines. Before data gathering, this study was 
reviewed and approved by the research ethics board of 
the Institute of Management and Psychology. 
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Self-focused and other-focused emotional 
intelligence. We measured EI with the 28-item 
Rotterdam Emotional Intelligence Scale (REIS) [39, 
40]. The REIS is a self-reported EI instrument based on 
the ability EI model. The REIS consists of the 
dimensions of self-focused emotion appraisal 
(Cronbach alpha in our study was 0.87), self-focused 
emotion regulation (Cronbach alpha in our study was 
0.88), other-focused emotion appraisal (Cronbach 
alpha in our study was 0.82), and other-focused 
emotion regulation (Cronbach alpha in our study was 
0.88). We asked the participants to indicate the extent 
to which they agreed with the items on a 5-point scale 
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 
Example items are “I can distinguish my own emotions 
well” (self-focused emotion appraisal), “I do not let my 
emotions take over” (self-focused emotion regulation), 
“I know which feelings others experience” (other-
focused emotion appraisal), and “I am able to calm 
others down” (other-focused emotion regulation). We 
used the REIS in the present study because it is one of 
the few EI questionnaires that separately assess self- 
and other-focused EI dimensions. 

Situational emotional understanding. We applied the 
situational test of emotional understanding – brief 
(STEU-B) measure to assess an individual’s ability to 
understand the connections between events and 
emotions (i.e., the understanding emotions branch) 
[41]. The content of the items of the STEU was derived 
from Roseman's [42-44] appraisal theory. The STEU-B 
consists of scenarios covering the following emotions: 
sadness, pride, relief, joy, regret, gratitude, distress, 
hope, contempt, surprise, frustration, anger, fear, and 
dislike. The scenarios contain ample multiple-choice 
items [45-48]. In each scenario, an emotional situation 
is described, and five emotions are presented. 
Respondents are asked to indicate which emotion is 
most likely to be generated by that particular situation. 
The answers of the items are scored as either correct 
or incorrect based on the appraisal theory. The STEU-
B was scored according to the original scoring system. 
Specifically, the correct answer was scored as “1”, and 
the other answers were scored as “0” [49-51]. The split-

half reliability Spearman-Brown coefficient (0.71) was 
used to assess the reliability of this test. 

Experience of loss of a loved one. We measured 
the experience of a loss of a loved one with the 
question: Have you ever experienced the loss of a 
loved one? Students had to fill in the answer ranging 
from “Never” to “x years ago”, “x months ago”, “x weeks 
ago”, “x days ago”. 

We used Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences, AMOS 26.0 programs for data analysis. The 
distribution of variables was statistically significantly 
different from normal (p<0.05) [52-56]; the visual 
assessment of the distribution of variables also did not 
correspond to the normal distribution. Based on these 
results, we have chosen non-parametric statistical 
criteria for the data analysis. The Spearman correlation 
coefficient, the Mann-Whitney criterion, and the 
Friedman criterion were used to analyze emotional 
intelligence's peculiarities and the loss of a loved one 
[57-60]. 

RESULTS 

At first, we aimed at identifying the peculiarities of 
adolescents' emotional intelligence. Table 1 presents 
the descriptives, mean estimates, standard deviations, 
medians of the emotional intelligence scales [61-64]. 

The Friedman criterion was used to evaluate 
whether these emotional intelligence estimates differ 
statistically significantly. Table 2 shows statistically 
significant differences between the distributions of 
emotional intelligence scale estimates (p <0.001, Chi-
square = 23.55). The most expressed was self-focused 
emotion appraisal (M = 3.94, mean rank = 2.74, SD 
= 0.77), the least expressed was self-focused emotion 
regulation (M = 3.75, average rank = 2.26), SD = 0.80) 
[65-68]. 

Furthermore, we calculated situational emotional 
understanding evaluations. Table 3 presents the 
descriptives – mean, standard deviation, and median of 
the situational emotional understanding test [69, 70]. 

Table 1: Descriptive of Emotional Intelligence Subscales 

 Min. Max. Mean SD Median 

Self-focused emotion appraisal 1.57 5 3.94 0.77 3.9 

Other-focused emotion appraisal 1.14 5 3.92 0.75 4.0 

Self-focused emotion regulation 1.00 5 3.75 0.80 3.7 

Other-focused emotion regulation 1.00 5 3.79 0.78 3.9 
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Furthermore, we have evaluated adolescents’ 
experiences of the loss of a loved one. Of the 362 
adolescents, 57% indicated that they had recently 
suffered the loss of a loved one. Respondents were 
also asked how long ago they had lost a loved one: 
how many days, weeks, months, or years ago [71-74]. 
Of the 206 adolescents who reported losing a loved 
one, 33 study participants indicated the exact time 
when this occurred. Due to the small number of 
respondents, it was decided to summarize the 
experience time and convert it into weeks. The results 
are presented in Table 4. 

As can be seen from the data obtained, the subjects 
experienced the loss of a loved one for a period on 

average 22 weeks ago [75]. We hypothesized that 
adolescents who have experienced the loss of a loved 
one have a lower understanding of emotions than their 
peers who did not have such an experience. Table 5 
presents the results obtained by comparing the 
estimates of emotional intelligence subscales with 
study participants with or without loss experience using 
the Mann-Whitney criterion [76-80]. 

The results show a statistically significant difference 
when comparing emotional intelligence in groups of 
those who experienced loss and those who did not 
experience [81-84]. Respondents who experienced the 
loss of a loved one (mean rank = 129.12) understood 
better how individuals felt in the presented situations 

Table 2: Emotional Intelligence Subscales: Statistically Significant Differences 

 Mean rank Chi-square p (p < 0,001) 

Self-focused emotion appraisal 2.74 23.55 0.000* 

Other-focused emotion appraisal 2.60   

Self-focused emotion regulation 2.26   

Other-focused emotion regulation 2.41   

 

Table 3: Situational Emotional Understanding Test Estimates 

 Min. Max. Mean SD Median 

Situational emotional understanding 1.00 16.00 8.34 3.41 9 

Table 4: Experience of Loss: How Many Weeks Ago? 

 Min. Max. Mean SD Median 

How many weeks ago was experienced the loss of a loved one 2.00 55.71 22.13 14.66 21.43 

 

Table 5: Mann Whitney (U) Test Comparisons Based on Emotional Intelligence and Experience of Loss of a Loved 
One 

Emotional 
Intelligence Experience N Median Mean 

ranks 
Mann-

Whitney U Z p Effect 
size 

Loss 143 3.9 120.05 Self-focused emotion 
appraisal No loss 104 4 129.43 

6871 -1.022 0.307 0.06 

Loss 142 4 121.01 Other-focused emotion 
appraisal No loss 104 4 126.90 

7030 -0.644 0.520 0.04 

Loss 141 3.7 119.73 Self-focused emotion 
regulation No loss 104 3.9 127.43 

6871.5 -0.842 0.400 0.05 

Loss 141 3.9 122.33 Other-focused emotion 
regulation No loss 104 3.9 123.91 

7237 -0.174 0.862 0.01 

Loss 137 9 129.12 Situational emotional 
understanding No loss 103 8 109.03 

5874 -2.228 0.026 0.14 
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than adolescents who did not have such experience 
(mean rank = 109.03), U = 5874, p = 0.026. The 
premise that adolescents who have experienced the 
loss of a loved one have a lower understanding of 
emotions than their peers who did not have such an 
experience has not been confirmed. It has also been 
found that the experience of loss significantly affects an 
individual's overall well-being and mental health. 
Moreover, we have also assumed that females' 
understanding of emotions is higher than males' one. 
The research indicated that 48.60% of males and 
62.60% of females reported the experience of the loss 
of a loved one. Therefore, it was decided to perform an 
analysis to find out whether there is a difference in the 
understanding of emotions between different gender 
groups [85]. Table 6 presents the results obtained by 
comparing the estimates of emotional intelligence 
scales by gender, using the Mann-Whitney criterion. 

Comparing the estimates of emotional intelligence 
scales and gender, it was found that males (mean rank 
= 136.93) have a statistically significant higher score on 
their emotion regulation scale than females (mean rank 
= 112.72), U = 5883, p = 0.008. Meanwhile, females 
(mean rank = 140.90) had a statistically significant 
higher score of situational emotional understanding 
than males (mean rank = 91.95), U = 4144.5, p = 
0.000. To sum up, males are better able to regulate 
their emotions than females. Meanwhile, females 
demonstrated a higher situational emotional 
understanding. Females were better at recognizing 
emotions, even though they had experienced the loss 
of a loved one. 

DISCUSSION 

This research investigated whether adolescents 
who experienced the loss of a loved one have a lower 

understanding of emotions than peers who did not 
have such an experience. This study also 
demonstrated the correlation between gender and the 
ability to regulate emotions. 

Surviving the death of one or both parents or 
relatives/friends in adolescence has long-term 
consequences for adolescent development and 
psychological well-being. Higher risk of suicide 
attempts, depression, decreased self-esteem, 
increased crime, aggressive behavior, drug, and 
alcohol abuse, and decreased academic achievement 
are some of the costs [86, 87]. The death of loved ones 
among teenagers is a common experience. And 
regardless of the cause of death or kinship with the 
deceased, the adolescent experiences long-term 
difficulties like grief, mental health problems, academic 
difficulties, relationship problems, self-harm. The loss 
of a loved one experiences causes strong feelings of 
anger and injustice, suicide, and guilt [88]. 

Berg, Rostila, Saarela, and Hjern [30] clarified the 
links between experienced parental deaths in childhood 
and academic achievement. The results show that 
poorer learning outcomes and school failures 
characterize those who have experienced losses at this 
age. Adolescents with sudden parental loss have lower 
academic attainment, problems in concentrating and 
learning, and they drop out of school, are convinced 
that teachers mistreat them or their peers [89]. 
Marcussen, Hounsgaard, O'Connor, Moller, Wilson, 
and Thuen [32] conducted a study explaining mental 
health problems such as complicated and prolonged 
grief. The results obtained confirm the consequences 
of the loss on young adults' mental health after the 
death of their parents, but a higher risk of prolonged 
and complicated grief, alcohol abuse, and the loss of 
the death of divorced parents. 

Table 6: Mann Whitney (U) Test Comparisons Based on Emotional Intelligence and Gender 

Emotional 
Intelligence Gender N Median Mean ranks Mann-Whitney U Z p Effect 

size 

Male 106 4 131.31 Self-focused emotion 
appraisal Female 141 3.9 118.51 

6698.5 -1.398 0.162 0.09 

Male 105 4 127.60 Other-focused 
emotion appraisal Female 141 4 120.45 

6972 -0.782 0.434 0.05 

Male 104 4 136.93 Self-focused emotion 
regulation Female 141 3.6 112.72 

5883 -2.649 0.008 0.17 

Male 104 3.9 126.33 Other-focused 
emotion regulation Female 141 3.9 120.54 

6985.5 -0.634 0.526 0.04 

Male 100 6 91.95 Situational emotional 
understanding Female 140 10 140.90 

4144.5 -5.408 0.000 0.35 



646    Journal of Intellectual Disability - Diagnosis and Treatment, 2021, Volume 9, No. 6 Dirzyte et al. 

Berg, Rostila, and Hjern [30] explained the 
relationship between parental death due to natural and 
external causes (suicides, accidents, or homicides) 
before 18 and the risk of developing depression in 
adulthood. This study suggests that parents' loss due 
to natural causes is associated with a small increase in 
the risk of long-term consequences for psychological 
well-being and health. Meanwhile, children who lose 
their parents due to external causes of death, such as 
accidents, or homicides, are at a much higher risk of 
long-term consequences and at a high risk of 
developing depression (more severe forms are likely). 
Surprisingly, results showed that adolescents who 
experienced the loss of a loved one had a better 
understanding of how individuals felt in the situations 
presented than their peers who did not have such an 
experience. It could be presumed that the adolescents 
who experienced the loss are able better understand 
situational emotions because they had to experience 
intense emotions themselves.  

Furthermore, based on previous research, we 
assumed that there might exist some emotional 
intelligence differences based on gender. Salguero, 
Extremera, and Fernandez-Berrocol [32] found that 
females better perceive and recognize emotions in 
themselves and others, are able to use emotions for 
focus and creative thinking. Thus, research 
demonstrated females’ ability to analyze, understand, 
regulate emotions, moods in oneself and others better 
than males [90, 91].  

Loss and grief are phenomena that are difficult to 
cope with for most people. Individuals with intellectual 
disabilities, though, are more perceptive to the negative 
outcomes of these phenomena since, along with the 
deaths of significant ones, they have to cope with 
relocations, loss of friends, jobs, surroundings. 
Individuals who understand that they are treated 
differently may experience intensive grief. The 
researchers [32, 56] emphasize that during the 
conversation about the death of a parent, individuals 
with intellectual disabilities should be addressed 
directly, not by referring to another person. Also, 
euphemisms shouldn't be used since they are useless 
and confusing. 

This study's results are partly consistent with 
previous studies, as females were found to perform a 
situational emotional comprehension test better than 
males. They better recognized and named how the 
individuals would feel in the situations presented. 
Males, meanwhile, have better regulation of their 

emotions. Some studies show that females are more 
dissatisfied with themselves, have difficulties in 
everyday life, do not have clear goals and direction in 
life, and experience more negative emotions [34]. 
Thus, our results are consistent with the works of other 
authors. 

The limitation of the current study firstly consists of 
location because the study was conducted in Lithuania, 
and the results might reflect the specifics of this area. 
Furthermore, we have analyzed the results of the 
adolescents' sample, which was random, not a 
representative sample. It would be desirable to analyze 
a representative sample of adolescents and to 
compare the groups of adults and adolescents in the 
future. Moreover, based on the data obtained, it is 
possible to conclude only the existence of variations of 
the examined variables. One of the implications for 
future research is creating an experimental or 
longitudinal design. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study intended to contribute to a better 
understanding of mechanisms underlying loss 
experience and emotional experience. We considered 
that it is essential to investigate the relationship 
between loss experience and emotional intelligence. 
The purpose of our research was to evaluate self- and 
other-focused emotional intelligence and situational 
emotional understanding in groups of adolescents (girls 
and boys) who experienced and did not experience the 
recent loss of a loved one. 

We hypothesized that the recent loss of a loved one 
diminishes the ability to understand self and other 
focused emotions as well as situational emotions. In 
this paper, we analyze the results of a simple random 
sample of gymnasium students. The hypothesis that 
adolescents who have experienced the loss of a loved 
one have a lower understanding of emotions than their 
peers who did not have such experiences has not been 
confirmed. According to the results obtained, the 
participants of the study who experienced the loss of a 
loved one had a better understanding of how 
individuals felt in the presented situations than their 
peers who did not have such experience. Attention was 
paid to the specifics of the mental state of people who 
experienced loss. Mental and somatic health problems 
may arise. Life satisfaction, social engagement, and 
overall mental health were found to be significantly 
impaired. Also, people with special needs experience 
loss much more painfully. Among other things, this is 
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due to the fact that loss often leads to significant 
changes in their lives. 

This study also demonstrated that males are better 
able to regulate their emotions than females. 
Meanwhile, females demonstrated a higher situational 
emotional understanding: they were better at 
recognizing emotions, even after losing a loved one. 
Our research modestly contributed to the previous 
research in the field. This research implies that loss 
experience might affect emotional intelligence in a 
particular way, even though our findings need further 
investigation. We hope that this research provided 
empirical evidence on gender differences in emotional 
intelligence, but it is necessary to explore these results 
thoroughly.  
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