
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Scoping review and concept analysis of early adolescents’ emotional skills : Towards
development of a music therapy assessment tool

© 2021 the Authors

Published version

Salokivi, Maija; Salanterä, Sanna; Ala-Ruona, Esa

Salokivi, M., Salanterä, S., & Ala-Ruona, E. (2022). Scoping review and concept analysis of early
adolescents’ emotional skills : Towards development of a music therapy assessment tool. Nordic
Journal of Music Therapy, 31(1), 63-88. https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977

2022



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnjm20

Nordic Journal of Music Therapy

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnjm20

Scoping review and concept analysis of
early adolescents’ emotional skills: Towards
development of a music therapy assessment tool

Maija Salokivi, Sanna Salanterä & Esa Ala-Ruona

To cite this article: Maija Salokivi, Sanna Salanterä & Esa Ala-Ruona (2021): Scoping review and
concept analysis of early adolescents’ emotional skills: Towards development of a music therapy
assessment tool, Nordic Journal of Music Therapy, DOI: 10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 09 May 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnjm20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnjm20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977
https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnjm20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnjm20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-09


ORIGINAL RESEARCH ARTICLE

Scoping review and concept analysis of early 
adolescents’ emotional skills: Towards development of a 
music therapy assessment tool
Maija Salokivi a, Sanna Salanterä b and Esa Ala-Ruona a

aDepartment of Music, Art and Culture Studies, University of Jyväskylä, Jyvaskyla, Finland; 
bDepartment of Nursing Science, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
Introduction: This paper describes the concept and content of early adolescents’ 
emotional skills among the general population. The research literature contains many 
emotional skills-related terms with overlapping meanings, and it can be challenging 
to determine which are applicable for example, to a music therapy assessment tool. 
This study comprises the first phase of developing an assessment tool for early 
adolescents’ emotional skills, namely, determining what is to be assessed.
Method: A scoping review of the literature is presented with written definitions of 
emotional skills-related terms, as well as a concept analysis of the terms performed 
using Walker and Avant’s method.
Results: The components of early adolescents’ emotional skills are presented. Early 
adolescents’ emotional skills comprise several skill components as presented in the 
current research literature. These components help in understanding the multifaceted 
entirety of emotional skills.
Discussion: This paper presents the term emotional skills as a practical, general term 
that includes the content of other emotional skills-related terms. The concept analysis’ 
outcome, the components of early adolescents’ emotional skills, is applicable to future 
research as a theoretical framework for developing an assessment tool for early 
adolescents’ emotional skills. The components are also useful for music therapy 
clinicians to analyse their work with early adolescents and to communicate in detail 
the phenomenona related to emotional skills in therapy.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 19 August 2020; Accepted 24 February 2021 
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Introduction

A lack of interaction and emotional skills is often a part of mental and social problems 
for early adolescents (Gonçalves et al., 2019; Parker et al., 2006; Zins & Elias, 2006). 
These problems are also related to challenges in school and use of intoxicants (Zins & 
Elias, 2006). A lack of emotional skills is also a recognised issue in clinical music 
therapy practice with early adolescents (Lindahl Jacobsen, 2019). In Finland, early 
adolescents (10–14 years) account for 60% of all children (0–15 years) in music therapy 

CONTACT Maija Salokivi Maija.salokivi@gmail.com Department of Music, Art and Culture Studies, 
University of Jyväskylä

NORDIC JOURNAL OF MUSIC THERAPY              
https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and repro-
duction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0886-3532
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2529-6699
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3873-5179
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08098131.2021.1903977&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-08


rehabilitation. Eighty-five percent of these early adolescents have mental or beha-
vioural problems (Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 2017). These various angles 
indicate the justifiable reasons to focus research to develop music therapy assessment 
on this age group and their needs.

In this research, the term “emotional skills” is chosen as a general term that covers at 
least somewhat other emotional skills-related terms. In Finland, the term “emotional 
skills” is in daily use by rehabilitation professionals and is typically used in official 
rehabilitation reports and documents. The term “emotional skills” is commonly used 
in everyday language, but many other terms are also used in a research context. The 
terms are often overlapping, and finding a practical theory-based definition that is 
applicable for helping to structure a music therapy assessment tool, for example, may 
be challenging. Inconsistencies in the use of these terms dictate the need for further 
exploration to develop clear definitions that fulfil scientific requirements (Humphrey 
et al., 2007; Matthews et al., 2002; Wigelsworth et al., 2010).

Systematic research-based theory building of music therapy assessment tools is 
increasing but still scarce in music therapy research generally (Cripps et al., 2016; 
Waldon & Gattino, 2018; Wheeler, 2018). Before developing and validating an assess-
ment tool, the phenomenon should be well grounded in theories and clearly defined 
(DeVellis, 2017). This article presents one possible way to define a concept and start 
building a theoretical framework for a music therapy assessment tool for early adoles-
cents’ emotional skills.

Early adolescence

Early adolescence is the first step in a transition period when childhood is left behind 
for the biological, cognitive, and socio-emotional changes one goes through to reach 
adulthood. Early adolescence begins at approximately 10 to 13 years of age (Santrock, 
2008) but is usually considered as the period between 11 and 13 years of age (Levesque, 
2012; Salmela-Aro, 2011). Changes in one’s body and strengthening sexual awareness 
challenge the balance established in childhood (Impiö, 2005). Changes also happen on 
a neurobiological level, which are part of the cognitive and affective behaviour seen 
during early adolescence (Yurgelun-Todd, 2007).

Typical for early adolescents are, for example, a struggle with emotional and social 
development, feeling awkward about oneself and one’s own body image, worrying 
about being normal, having heightened conflicts with parents, becoming increasingly 
influenced by peer groups, having an increased desire for independence, returning to 
childish behaviour when stressed, being prone to mood swings, testing rules and limits, 
becoming more private, and having a growing interest in sex (Sawyer et al., 2012).

In Piaget’s cognitive development theory early adolescence is called the formal 
operational period. Children begin to use logic to solve abstract problems and can 
develop a hypothesis, plan how to test the hypthothesis, and also consider possible 
cosequences of different hypotheses. At the end of this period, early adolescents can 
perform relativistic thinking and are able to consider their own behaviour (Carr, 2016). 
Bandura (2018) describes these aforementioned skills in his social cognitive theory 
using three main properties. These are forethought, in which people can motivate and 
guide themselves by action plans, goals, and visualizing the outcomes; self-reactiviness, 
which means people’s ability to perform self-regulation, and self-reflectiveness, with 
which people can self-examine their functioning (Bandura, 2018).
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Emotional skills of early adolescents

Brummer (2005) pointed out that the normal emotional development of early adoles-
cence is based on the developmental periods of earlier childhood. Unfinished child-
hood psychological development can cause difficulties for early adolescents when 
moving between life phases; one’s biological and psychological age may collide with 
each other. Carr (2016) emphasized how attachment relationships with parents or 
caregivers are the foundation for the rules of recognizing, understanding, and mana-
ging emotions and also interactions with peers and others through modelling and 
reinforcement. In early adolescence, children increase the use of multiple startegies for 
regulating emotions and managing stress. They differentiate between emotional 
expression with close friends and others, and they better understand social roles and 
how to regulate emotions in making and maintaining friendships (Carr, 2016).

A successful transition from middle childhood (period between 6 and 12 years) to 
early adolescence requires a successful latency stage. Latency occurs in middle child-
hood and is marked by increased numbers of relationships with peers and adults 
outside the family, ego function growth (the ego is the personality component that 
deals with the external world and its practical demands; American Psychological 
Association, 2018), skills, activities, and interests and by adaptation to the rules of 
the family and community (Furman, 1991).

A crucial developmental task during the latency stage is strengthening the self. The 
“self” is based on the theory of psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut and relates 
to the individual’s intrapsychic sturctures that can reliably regulate and calm the 
person (Baker & Baker, 1987). The essential quality of having a strong sense of self is 
the ability to internalise contradictions. In practice, this means that children with 
a strong enough self do not need to display their own internal conflicts as aggressive 
behaviour towards other people because they are able to internally process such 
conflicts. (Brummer, 2005).

An emotional life develops forward when regulatory abilities and emotional experi-
ences are more internalised (Henderson et al., 2017). A sufficiently strong self is 
flexible, permissive, and empathic; can tolerate anxiety, fear, shame, guilt, and con-
flicts, and is also capable of protecting oneself from those emotions. Furthermore, 
a strong enough self is capable of playfulness. When the latency stage is closed, the 
childhood’s dependency and needs are no longer a goal, and the child wants to grow up 
and change (Brummer, 2005).

Emotional skills of early adolescents in music therapy

Music therapy is a therapeutic approach used with early adolescents who have emo-
tional difficulties. Often, these early adolescents come to music therapy because of 
behavioural problems and an inability to regulate their feelings. They can be either 
aggressive or withdrawn. Other reasons can include, for example, a challenging life 
situation, fears, difficulty concentrating, low self-esteem, or obsessive-compulsive 
symptoms. Music therapy offers the possibility to process emotions in a nonverbal 
way and therefore is suitable for clients who need a more practical approach to 
working with emotions (Finnish Society for Music Therapy, 2015).

Previous research has supported the use of music therapy with emotionally dis-
turbed early adolescents (Gold et al., 2004, 2007). However, studies with larger sample 
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sizes and higher methodological quality performed in various research settings are still 
needed (Geipel et al., 2018; Porter et al., 2017). Based on research, music therapy for 
early adolescents with emotional challenges may reduce anxiety (Hendricks et al., 
1999), have an influence on mood state (Shuman et al., 2016), increase emotional 
responsiveness (Wasserman, 1972), reduce impulsiveness and increase self-regulation 
(Layman et al., 2002; Uhlig et al., 2018), and help the adolescents to develop a self- 
image (Friedlander, 1994).

Both music and emotions are multilevel constructs that are influenced by multiple 
variables, processes, and interactions. The literature has examined the role of music- 
induced emotions in culture, music’s ability to facilitate group emotions, the musical 
properties that contribute to emotional responses and the communicative function of 
music-induced emotions. However, studies are still needed to help understand the 
complexity of the interactions between music and emotions and how this knowledge 
can be used in an intentional way in music therapy among early adolecents for example 
(Moore, 2017).

Emotional skills of early adolescents in music therapy assessment

Music therapy assessment tools that are probably applicable to early adolescents’ 
emotional skills have been developed for different purposes, settings, and contexts. 
However, most of these tools target both children and adolescents, such as Baxter et al. 
(2007), Carpente (2013), Langan (2009), MacKeith (2011), Layman et al. (2002), 
Douglass (2006), and Goodman (1989), or are applicable to all age groups, such as 
Loewy (2000). Based on Cripps et al.’s (2016) comprehensive overview of outcome 
measures in music therapy, the only assessment tool that was strictly limited to early 
adolescence was Wells (1988) Music Therapy Assessment for Disturbed Adolescents. 
Remarkably, none of these tools has been validated among early adolecents.

Additionally, none of these aforementioned assessment tools focuses comprehen-
sively on emotional skills; mainly they highlight some particular aspect of emotional 
skills instead such as emotional differentiation, expression, regulation, and self- 
awareness (Baxter et al., 2007) or attention, affect, adaption engagement, and inter-
relatedness (Carpente, 2013). They also evaluate emotional expression (Langan, 2009; 
MacKeith, 2011), emotional responsiveness (Layman et al., 2002) and emotional 
constriction (Wells, 1988). Other tools assess social-emotional functioning or beha-
viour (Douglass, 2006; Goodman, 1989) and range of affect (Loewy, 2000).

All of these assessment tools are important steps in music therapy assessment 
research; however, more detailed and focused music therapy assessment tools are 
still needed specifically for the early adolescent target group and to cover all compo-
nents of emotional skills.

Study objectives

The purpose of this study is to determine the concept of early adolescents’ emotional 
skills based on a scoping review and concept analysis of the research literature. 
Through these methods, the study presents the first phase of the assessment- 
development process: to describe clearly what is intended to be assessed (DeVellis, 
2017). We aim to answer the following questions: What are the definitions and 
theoretical frames of the emotional skills-related terms in the current research 
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literature? What kind of practical general definition of the concept could be applicable 
as a theoretical framework for developing a music therapy assessment tool for early 
adolescents’ emotional skills?

Method

Scoping review

We chose to conduct a qualitative scoping review in order to create a foundation for 
the concept analysis of emotional skills. A scoping review addresses an exploratory 
research question, and its aim is to map the literature and to identify the key conceps, 
gaps in the research, types of evidence, and sources available to inform practice and 
research by systematically searching for, selecting, and synthesizing existing knowledge 
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Colquhoun et al., 2014; Daudt et al., 2013). A scoping review 
is an appropriate approach for finding papers with diverse methodologies and evi-
dence; for example, it is useful for answering the question “What is known about the 
concept?” (Tricco et al., 2018).

Arksey and O’Malley (2005) five-step guidelines for conducting a scoping review 
were used: (a) identify the research question; (b) identify relevant studies; (c) define 
a relevant study selection; (d) chart the data; and (e) collect, summarise, and report the 
results (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Step 1 in the scoping review focused on the 
following question: What are the definitions and theoretical frames of emotional skills- 
related terms? Steps 2 and 3 are reported by adhering to the PRISMA for Scoping 
Review Checklist (Tricco et al., 2018). The PRISMA flow diagram depicts the flow of 
information through the different phases of a scoping review (see Figure 1). It maps out 
the number of studies identified, included, and excluded and the reasons for the 
exclusions (PRISMA, 2015). Step 4 and 5 are presented in the table of study character-
istics (see Table 1).

Preparation phase of the scoping review
The main search was prepared and relevant keywords were found using the Web of Science 
and Scopus databases. A professional information specialist searched the databases by 
focusing on early adolescents and emotional skills. This preparation phase determined the 
main search strategy. In the preparatory phase, the concept of emotional skills was found 
not to be solid, and the databases offered many related concepts for the search. Fourteen 
other terms in addition to the term “emotional skills” were identified as keywords and 
therefore were relevant search words for this study. The terms were “emotional clarity,” 
“emotional competence,” “emotional control,” “emotional differentiation,” “emotional 
functioning,” “social-emotional functioning,” “emotional intelligence,” “emotional learn-
ing,” “social-emotional learning,” “emotional maturity,” “emotional regulation,” “emo-
tional responses,” “emotional self-efficacy,” and “emotional states.”

Search strategy for the research articles
The main electronic literature search highlighting these 15 emotional skills-related 
keywords was performed using the PsycINFO database. PsycINFO was chosen because 
it covers all of the scientific fields found to be relevant for the topic in the Web of 
Science and Scopus databases. The timeframe limit of the search was set to end of 
December 2018. The data search was conducted on 18 April 2019. The search covered 
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all branches of science in PsycINFO and peer-reviewed journals in the English 
language, and the population was limited strictly to 11- to 13 -year-old early adoles-
cents. The search was done at a title and abstract level, in accordance with PRISMA 
study selection procedures (Moher et al., 2009). A total of 2,206 studies were identified 
and considered for this qualitative synthesis and concept analysis. The search strategy 
is listed in Table 2.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The papers that were included in the qualitative synthesis met the following criteria: 
written in the English language, included a written definition of the emotional skills- 
related terms needed in this study, and possessed a sample group including only 11- to 
13-year-olds without a diagnosis or disability. This study focused primarily on the 
middle period of early adolescence; therefore, 10-year-olds and 14-year-olds were 
excluded. Usually, early adolescence is considered as the period between 11 and 
13 years of age (Levesque, 2012; Salmela-Aro, 2011).

Populations with special characteristics were excluded because this study focuses on 
the definition of emotional skills of early adolescents in the general population, to 
determine which emotional skills are typical for early adolescents. In the assessment- 
development process, this is based on the assumption that typical development of 
emotional skills in early adolescents must be defined before one can determine atypical 
development.

If the study mentioned only the class grade of the participants, the participants’ age 
was determined by finding the typical age of students in that class grade for that 
country. Studies that looked at emotional skills-related terms without mentioning any 
age group or without applicable written definitions of the emotional skills-related term 
were excluded.

Study selection
All titles and abstracts were initially examined according to the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria stated above. Six hundred and forty-one full-text articles were reviewed, of 
which 618 were excluded for not meeting the inclusion criteria. The most common 
reason for exclusion was an unsuitable age group or a special group with a diagnosis. 
Two additional studies were identified by scanning the reference lists of the included 
papers. All of the selected papers (n = 25) were examined independently by a second 
reviewer to reduce selection bias. There was full agreement between the two reviewers. 
A total of 25 papers were included in the qualitative synthesis. A detailed overview of 
the study selection is shown in the PRISMA flow diagram in Figure 1.

Charting the data
Information on the authors, the publication year, the title of the article, and the sample 
size were extracted and are presented in Table 1. The definitions of emotional skills- 
related terms and their theoretical background were also explored. Information 
regarding data collection and design of each study was excluded, though such infor-
mation is usually considered essential in a scoping review. For the aims of our study, 
data collection strategy and study design were not relevant as our focus was not on 
each study’s research details and results per se but how the investigators described the 
emotional skills-related terms.
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Concept analysis

A concept analysis of emotional skills–related terms was performed using Walker and 
Avant (2014) concept analysis method to explore the features and qualities of the 

A Emotional clarity
(n = 14)

B Emotional competence 
(n = 143)   

C Emotional control  
(n = 91)

D Emotional differentiation (n =
17)

E Emotional functioning  
(n = 172)

F Social-emotional 
functioning (n = 38)

G Emotional intelligence 
(n = 428)

H Emotional learning 
(n = 141)

I Social-emotional 
learning (n = 71)

J Emotional maturity 
(n = 20)

K Emotional regulation  
(n = 488)

L Emotional responses 
(n = 214)

M Emotional self-efficacy 
(n = 25)

N Emotional skills 
(n = 93)

O Emotional states 
(n = 251)

A n = 6 B n = 58 C n = 11

D n = 2 E n = 35 F n = 9

G n = 205 H n = 56 I n = 29
J n = 7 K n = 123 L n = 44
M n = 14 N n = 27 O n = 15

A n = 4 B n = 0 C n = 1
D n = 0 E n = 2 F n = 0
G n = 5 H n = 2 I n = 6

J n = 0 K n = 3 L n = 0

M n = 1 N n = 1 O n = 0

Id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n
Records identified through PsycInfo database searching (N = 2206)

Articles included after looking at the 
references of the selected studies (n = 2)

Titles and abstracts screened (n = 2206)

Sc
re

en
in

g Articles excluded after screening title 
and abstract (n = 1565)

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility 
(n = 641)

In
cl

ud
ed

Articles included in qualitative synthesis and 
concept analysis (n = 23)

Total articles included in 
qualitative synthesis and 
concept analysis (N = 25)

E
lig

ib
ili

ty

Articles excluded, with reasons: age, 
special group with diagnosis or not 
age group specific study, duplicates, 
not applicable definitions (n = 618)

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of the process of selecting studies
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concept and systematically outline the basic elements of the concept and phenomenon. 
Concept analysis captures the critical elements of the concept at the specific moment in 
time (Walker & Avant, 2014).

The whole qualitative concept analysis procedure includes eight steps, but for the 
purposes of this study, only the first four steps were applied. The remaining steps focus 
on semantics and detailed practical examples and were not appropriate or related to 
the aims of this study. The applied steps of Walker and Avant (2014) concept-analysis 
method are as follows: (a) select a concept, (b) determine the aims or purposes of the 
analysis, (c) identify all uses of the concept, and (d) determine the defining attributes.

In this study, (a) the concept is emotional skills of early adolescents, and (b) the 
purpose of the concept analysis was to explore how current research literature defines 
the emotional skills of early adolescents. The process of applying Steps 3 and 4 of the 
concept analysis is described in Figure 2.

Step 3, identification of all uses of the concept, was conducted based on the scoping 
review data on the terms’ descriptions. The written description of each term was reduced 
to single items, and items with the same or very similar meanings were then organised 
into network table groups in Atlas.ti (Version 8.4.5; Atlas.ti, 2019) . Atlas.ti is a qualitative 
data analysis and research software program that enables the researcher to structure text 
according to thematic content, for example. This phase showed how single descriptors 
formed groups and were relevant to show different fields of emotional skills.

Step 4, determination of the defining attributes was conducted by collecting the 
items from these Atlas.ti network table groups, and then tabulating and categorizing 

1. Sentences from the articles reduced to single descriptive items
2. Descriptive items collected into meaning-based groups 

3. Denoting headlines to groups based on content
4. Content of groups put into a table under these headlines 
5. Excluding duplicates from single items 

7. Excluding items with the same meaning
8. Examination of the remaining items

9. Organizing, synthesizing, condensing and simplifying items 
into result of the concept analysis: 
Components of early ad emotional skills (see Figure 3)

Step 3: Identify all uses of the concept
(in Atlas.ti)

Step 4: Determine the defining attributes
( in Word-based tables)

Figure 2. Applying Walker and Avant’s concept analysis step 3 and 4

Table 2. Search strategy from the electronic database

Database
Population in 

PsycInfo Search terms Other

PsycINFO 100 childhood < 
birth to age 
12 yrs >; 

180 school age < 
age 6 to 12 yrs 
>; 

200 adolescence 
< age 13 to 
17 yrs >

Emotional clarity; emotional competence; 
emotional control; emotional differentiation; 
emotional functioning; 

social-emotional functioning; emotional 
intelligence; emotional learning; social- 
emotional learning; 

emotional maturity; emotional regulation; 
emotional responses; emotional self-efficacy; 

emotional skills; 
emotional states

Peer-reviewed journal, 
English language, date 

limits up to end of 
December 2018
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them according to their descriptive main headings. The headings were the preexisting 
words in the table groups and were chosen based on how well they represented the 
meanings of all of the words in the same group. Repeated items and those with similar 
meanings were removed. For example, concepts related to regulation were described in 
the literature as the ability to control positive/negative emotions or ability to manage 
negative/positive emotions; the meaning of these descriptions are quite similar, and 
both are under the heading Regulating. The remaining data were synthesized, con-
densed, simplified, and developed further for the components of early adolescents’ 
emotional skills resulting from this concept analysis (Figure 3).

Results

Scoping review
Table 1 provides a thorough overview of the included studies. A total of 2,206 studies 
were identified and considered for the qualitative synthesis and the concept analysis. 
After ineligible studies were excluded for not fulfilling the inclusion criteria 641 full- 
text articles were reviewed, and 25 papers were included (see Figure 1). The sample 
sizes ranged from one school class (the number of students was not mentioned) to 
3,306 early adolescents. The total of n was 11,779 early adolescents. The percentage of 
females ranged from 41% to 63%; three studies did not mention the gender 

Figure 3. Components of early adolescents’ emotional skills
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distribution. Nine terms in the context of early adolescence could be explored from the 
15 extracted keyword terms found in the preparation phase from PsychINFO. The 
papers were published between the years 2004 to 2018. The bulk of the papers were 
from the field of psychology. The terms and topics of the articles varied greatly across 
the 25 studies. In the analysed studies, the target group was defined with the following 
words: “early adolescents,” “youth,” “preadolescents,” “children,” “students,” “pupils,” 
“young adolescence,” and “young persons.”

Nine of the 15 emotional skills-related key terms were included in the study. These 
terms were “emotional clarity,” “emotional control,” “emotional functioning,” “emo-
tional intelligence,” “emotional learning,” “social-emotional learning,” “emotional 
regulation,” “emotional self-efficacy,” and” emotional skills.” The remaining terms 
were omitted because there were no articles based on the context of early adolesecents. 
These omitted terms were “emotional competence,” “emotional differentiation,” 
“social-emotional functioning,” “emotional maturity,” “emotional responses,” and 
“emotional states.”

All of the included studies had a written description of the emotional skills-related 
term, and all of the studies identified the theoretical background of the terms’ descrip-
tions. The theories were based on articles published between the years 1986 and 2016 
(Figure 4). The terms “Emotional intelligence,” “social-emotional learning,” and 
“emotional regulation” were those with the broadest theoretical backgounds. 
Bandura (1997), Bar-On and Parker (2000), Conway et al. (2016), and Salovey and 
Mayer (1990) provided the background theory behind more than one of the emotional 
skills-related terms.

Concept analysis
The outcomes of the concept analysis for the nine emotional skills–related key terms 
resulted in 91 descriptions of the content of emotional skills when divided into single 
items. Some items were identical to each other, many of them had the same meaning, 
and different terms were often used to describe similar attributes. All of the items and 
their meanings were inspected, collected into groups and tabulated under the relevant 
headings, synthesized, condensed, simplified and developed further, and placed into 
a figure describing the components of emotional skills in early adolescents’ lives (see 
Figure 3). The figure represents the implementation of the third and fourth steps of 
Walker and Avant (2014) concept analysis: identify all uses of the concept that can be 
discovered and determine the defining attributes.

Based on the concept analysis, the main components of early adolescents’ emotional 
skills are (a) expressing, (b) monitoring, (c) identifying, (d) understanding, and (e) 
regulating emotions; along with the (f) ability to use emotional information. The last 
component can be seen as an implication of the five previous components. It comprises 
two parts: (a) the ability to use emotional information on an individual level for 
developing and establishing positive self-management and (b) the ability to use emo-
tional information on a social level for developing and establishing positive 
relationships.

The main components include the person’s own and an interactional point of view 
as well as positive and negative emotions. The 'expressing' component was divided into 
nonverbal and verbal expressing and whether the emotions are expressed to oneself 
only (for example, by writing, painting, by inner voice or crying) or to others. The 
'monitoring' component was divided into ability to monitor both one´s own inner 
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emotions as well as other’s emotions. The 'identifying' component involves bringing 
out one’s ability to distinguish and label emotional experiences. The 'understanding' 
component accounts for one’s ability to understand both emotional information and 
experiences. The 'regulating' component includes one’s ability to differentiate between 
internalizing and externalizing behaviours.

Based on these data, Component 6–'ability to use emotional information on a social 
and individual level' – includes several subcomponents (see Figure 3). The ability to use 
emotional information on an individual level for developing and establishing positive 
self-management includes the following skills: perspective taking, problem solving, 
change management, stress management, decision making, responsible behaviour, and 
motivating oneself through emotions.

The ability to use emotional information on a social level for developing and 
establishing positive relationships includes the following skills: empathy, listening 
ability, appropriate interaction, respecting others’ rights, sensitivity to peers’ personal 
beliefs, and helping others modulate their emotions.

Discussion

Definition of emotional skills among early adolescents
This study has refined the key concepts related to emotional skills identified in the 
literature for early adolescents among the general population. The aim was to find 
a practical, general description that would be applicable as a theoretical framework for 
developing a music therapy assessment tool for early adolescents’ emotional skills in 
the future. To do this, a scoping review and a concept analysis of the emotional skills- 
related terms was conducted. As a result, this study shows that the components of 
emotional skills include six main skills, which take different sides of emotional skills 
into account, highlighting the importance of individual- and social-level emotional 
skills (see Figure 3).

Based on this research the main emotional skills are (a) expressing, (b) monitoring, 
(c) identifying, (d) understanding, (e) regulating; along with the (f) ability to use 
emotional information on a social level for developing and establishing positive 
relationships and on an individual level for developing and establishing positive self- 
management. The five aforementioned skills are considered basic skills, whereas the 
skill 'ability to use emotional information on the individual and social levels' is more of 
an implication of these basic skills. It includes several sub-domains that present the 
diversity of the needed skills, in both positive relationships and self-management. 
These basic skills and their implication present the general description of emotional 
skills among early adolescents in the research literature until 2018.

Emotional skills are not disclosed in a particular linear order in Figure 3 because the 
scoping review articles did not mention the skills’ developmental order. Our impres-
sion is that many emotional skills are present simultaneously and often cannot be 
divided into separate divisions in practical daily life situations or in a research study. 
Their nature is very dynamic, and their manifestation differs between each develop-
mental stages of the lifespan. Emotional skills also comprise the multiple simultaneous 
processes in a body and mind based on their neurobiological, neurophysiological, and 
neuropsychological functions. An individual’s temperament and personality, early 
interaction and attachment, language development, and cultural context also play 
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roles in the gestalt (e.g. Freund et al., 2010; Lamb & Lerner, 2015; Plutchik & Kellerman, 
1983).

However, the presented components of emotional skills in this study (expressing, 
monitoring, identifying, understanding, regulating, ability to use emotional informa-
tion on an individual level for developing and establishing positive self-management, 
and a social level for developing and establishing positive relationships) are useful for 
music therapy clinicians to analyze their work with early adolescents and to commu-
nicate in detail the phenomenona related to emotional skills in the therapy.

Interchangeable emotional skills-related terms
The Web of Science and Scopus databases highlighted 15 keyword terms used for 
describing emotional skills. This also shows that the term “emotional skills” is not yet 
solidly defined in the literature. The situation influenced the scoping review and 
concept analysis: instead of exploring one term, as usually done in a scoping review, 
it was necessary to focus on many key terms at the same time to explore the gestalt of 
early adolescents’ emotional skills.

Most of the studies described the terms with overlapping concepts. This supports 
the idea that in at least some contexts, it is possible and reasonable to use one general 
term (“emotional skills”) when trying to get a general picture of the topic and its 
content. However, more distinctive terms should be used in, for example, research or 
clinical assessment, because the nuances between concepts may be important in some 
cases. Based on this study, socioemotional learning and emotional intelligence are the 
most popular emotional skills-related research areas when it comes to the emotional 
skills of early adolescents.

The theoretical background of emotional skills-related terms offered in the studies 
highlighted that this field is quite young, dating between 1986 and 2016. Some 
theoretical backgrounds in the scoping review studies were from the same researcher 
but from different years of their theoretical work. Some theoretical studies were used as 
background theory for more than one emotion skills-related term. This also supports 
the idea that the terms overlap with each other and that in some contexts, it is 
reasonable to use general term “emotional skills” (see Figure 4).

These results are consistent with previous studies that have identified how different 
terms for emotional skills are used interchangeably (Wigelsworth et al., 2010). 
However, this is the first study to systematically map out the different terms in use 
across the literature for this or any other age group, and analyse them in terms of 
concept meaning; therefore, this study may provide a unique contribution to the field. 
This study contributes to the continued refinement of terms related to emotional skills 
and will help to provide more concrete definitions across the literature. One of the 
benefits of providing and using consistent terminology is that doing so allows thera-
pists and clients to interact more clearly, and it also provides the basis for continuous 
research to be applied in a meaningful way.

Early adolescents as a target group
The number of studies decreased when the search was limited to the age group of early 
adolescents between 11 and 13 years of age. This study focused primarily on the middle 
period of early adolescence, when puberty is likely to be actively ongoing. The age 
range of this study was strict, but even if the age range were extended to include 10- to 
14-year olds, the number of studies would not have increased substantially. This 
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showed that research on early adolescents and emotional skills in the general popula-
tion is quite scarce. This is an interesting and surprising finding, considering how 
emotionally unstable and meaningful early adolescence is in people’s lives. In a therapy 
context, it is also valuable to work with early adolecents and their emotional skills 
because according to Piaget’s cognitive development theory, in this development stage, 
children are capable of relativistic thinking and are able to consider their own beha-
viour more profoundly (Carr, 2016).

Theoretical background Emotional skills-related terms 
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Bandura, 1986  x        
Bandura, 1997 x x 
Bandura, 1999 x  
Bar-On, 1997 x 
Bar-On & Parker, 2000    x     x 
Brackett et al., 2011 x 
Casell, 2013      x    
Cole, Martin & Dennis, 2004 x 
Conway, Miller & Modrek, 2016   x    x   
Durlak et al., 2011 x 
Eisenberg et al. 1997       x   
Eisenberg et al. 2004 x 
Elias et al., 1997      x    
Gohm & Clore, 2000 x 
Gohm & Clore, 2002 x         
Goleman, 1995 x 
Goleman, 1996      x    
Gross, 1998 x 
Gross & Jazaieri, 2014       x   
Holsen, Smith & Frey, 2008 x 
Luebbers, Downey & Stough, 2007    x      
Mayer & Salovey, 1997 x 
Mayer, Caruso & Salovey, 2000    x      
Merrell et al., 2007 x 
Petrides & Furnham, 2001    x      
Petrides, Fredrickson & Furnham, 2004 x 
Salovey & Mayer, 1990 x   x      
Zimmerman, 2000 x 
Zins et al. 2004      x    

Figure 4. Theoretical background of the emotional skills-related terms
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Focusing on early adolescents as the target group was laborious due the lack of 
definitions in the databases and vague definitions in research on this age group. The 
PsycINFO database does not allow a search to be narrowed to participants aged 11 to 
13 years old; instead, three different age ranges had to be selected (childhood, school 
age, and adolescence) to be able to include the age range 11–13. In addition, authors 
did not clearly state the target group of early adolescents in their titles or abstracts. 
Instead, they used more general terms, like “youth,” “adolescents,” or “young people.” 
These terms may include early adolescents but also quite a wide group of older or 
sometimes younger people. Some papers only mentioned the participants’ school 
grade. Due to international differences in school systems, the class or grade year is 
not an exact indicator of a child’s age, which was also problematic at the inclusion/ 
exclusion phase. In addition, the names of schools in different countries can vary (e.g. 
comprehensive school, grade school, elementary school or primary school). In many 
cases, detailed information about the age of the target group could only be found by 
reading the full text. Some articles mentioned only the mean age of their target group, 
and in the context of early adolescence, this is too general a description and could have 
led to bias at the data-extraction stage. Stricter definitions of early adolescence and the 
specific age range are needed, both in databases and by authors writing about this age 
group.

Comparing existing music therapy assessment tools
In general, existing music therapy assessment tools do not include emotional skills 
components in their gestalt, and they are not validated, especially for early adolescents 
(Cripps et al., 2016). However, when the results of this study are compared to existing 
music therapy assessment tools, such as the Individualized Music Therapy Assessment 
Profile (IMTAP) (Baxter et al., 2007), which is a general assessment tool for children 
and adolescents and includes quite an encompassing emotional domain, the compo-
nents of early adolescents’ emotional skills presented in this study seem to be partly the 
same. The IMTAP focuses on emotional differentiation/expression, regulation, and 
self-awareness (Baxter et al., 2007). 'Expressing' and 'regulation' are presented with 
similar captions as the corresponding components in this study. Based on our impres-
sion, the content of the IMTAP category 'self-awareness' seems to combine the 
elements of the components of 'monitoring', 'identifying' and 'understanding' of this 
study. The IMTAP category 'differentiaton' (combined with the category expression in 
the IMTAP) on a practical level, seems to be a skill to first identify and then express the 
emotions. These skills are combined. In this study the component 'identifying' is its 
own independent part. Category 6 of this study, 'ability to use emotional information 
on social and individual levels', is not presented in the IMTAP emotional domain.

Future research
Future research could consider studing the applicability of the components to music 
therapy assessment research. Once the purpose of an assessment tool has been clearly 
defined, the next step in the assessment-development process is to generate items for 
an assessment tool (DeVellis, 2017). It would also be important to explore how these 
skills can be seen in music-related work and expression. Additionally, applicability of 
the defined emotional skills to groups with special needs must be examined. This 
scoping review and concept analysis could also be repeated in the future when the 
volume of emotional skills-related research on early adolescents has increased. It might 
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then be possible to cover the whole conceptual field of emotional skills-related key 
terms in the analysis. Finally, it would be of potential interest to explore whether the 
presented emotional skills components are relevant to other age groups.

Limitations
Possible data selection bias may have resulted from the limited number of articles on 
emotional skills-related terms for the target age group. As a result of the literature search, 
not all 15 keyword terms could be examined in the context of early adolescents in the 
general population. Therefore, only nine terms of the 15 originally found terms were 
examined in the scoping review and concept analysis. This means that the definitions 
and the presented categories are incomplete and do not cover the whole conceptual field 
of emotional skills-related terms. However, the results do discuss the current state of the 
art of the literature on early adolescents’ emotional skills. Further bias may have resulted 
from the concept analysis’s implementation. The implementation process is always 
somewhat individual, depending on the topic and the researcher’s choices. However, 
providing as detailed a description of the analysis process as possible (see Figure 2) helps 
other researchers to follow the process and evaluate the decisions made.

Conclusion

This study gives an overall picture of the emotional skills-related terms and their content in 
the context of early adolescence literature. This study also shows that in at least some 
contexts, the term “emotional skills” is possible and reasonable to use as a general term 
when trying to obtain a general picture of the topic and its content. In addition, the study 
highlights the small amount of research on emotional skills-related terms for early 
adolescents. Furthermore, the study shows that scoping reviews and concept analysis are 
useful research methods with which to explore written definitions of terms when the aim is 
to apply assessment-development theory and its first phase: to determine clearly what one 
wants to assess. Additionally, this study offers knowledge about the characteristics and 
theoretical background of the current research on the emotional skills of early adolescents 
in the general population. As a result, this study presents the components of early 
adolescents’ emotional skills that are applicable as a theoretical framework, for example, 
in developing a music therapy assessment tool for this age group. The components are also 
useful for music therapy clinicians to analyze their work with early adolescents and to 
communicate in detail the phenomenona related to emotional skills in the therapy.

Despite the limitations and areas that are important to consider in future research 
and practice, this study offers an interesting point of view and a general overview of 
early adolescents’ emotional skills as a gestalt. The study fulfils the main objective and 
offers definitions of emotional skills among early adolescents that are applicable for 
research developing music therapy assessments in the future.
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