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Searching for Relationships between Adolescent Social Emotional Learning and
Diet: A Short Review of the Literature
 

Abstract
Adolescence is a transitional phase of growth, learning, self-discovery, and possibility, and a period
when behavioral and health issues can begin or worsen, with long-term effects. Poor eating habits can
contribute to these issues. Previous research has found that well-structured SEL programs are linked to
positive social, enthusiastic, behavioral, and academic outcomes for children and adolescents. We are
interested in how Social Emotional Learning (SEL) links to adolescent eating behaviors. We begin with
a short review of key studies on school-based programs aiming at enhancing social and emotional
learning and student development, with a focus on SEL and adolescent diet research. Next, we
developed four research questions to guide us. We found answers to part of the research questions in
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the literature. The remaining questions were addressed using a framework and a report on best
practices for promoting adequate nutrition in schools for adolescents. The literature suggests that SEL
programs are associated with positive outcomes such as improved attitudes toward oneself and others,
increased altruistic behavior, reduced behavioral dysfunctions and mental distress, and improved
academic accomplishment. Furthermore, a meta-analysis study involving a large sample size of
students showed improved SEL ability, attitudes, and good social behaviors, as well as significant
improvements in academic achievement. We also identify gaps in the extant literature that hinder insight
into SEL and emotional eating behavior (change) during the transition from adolescence to adulthood.
Presently, the evidence on SEL and diet is insufficient to effectively address adolescent nutrition issues.
We conclude that more focused studies with primary data on the association between SEL and
emotional eating in adolescents are needed.
 
Keywords: Adolescence, behavior change, SEL program, growth, emotional eating, emerging
adulthood, and eating habit.
 
Introduction
Adolescence is a transitional phase of growth, learning, self-discovery, and possibility. Puberty marks
the start of adolescence and ends when a person acquires a self-sufficient role in life (Damon, 2004). It
is a period of rapid social and emotional development for young people, during which they undergo
some of the most profound brain changes since childhood (Hagan et. al., 2019). This transition stage
presents a once-in-a-lifetime chance to make a meaningful contribution to the prospects and well-being
of young people. During adolescence, young people's identities evolve as they form bonds with friends,
endure rejection, and seek participation in groups. It is also a time when behavioral and health issues
can begin or worsen, with long-term effects (Yeager, 2017). Some of these problems can stem from
poor eating habits and low Social Emotional Learning (SEL).
We were interested in learning more about students’ eating habits and reasons for eating, and how
students’ diets might connect to SEL. This paper starts with a review of several studies of school-based
programs aimed at promoting social and emotional learning and student development. It then
specifically turns attention to any literature on SEL and adolescent diet.  
 
The Current Research and Research Questions
The emergence of new research in SEL and the importance of the topic led us to four distinct research
questions to guide this paper: (1) Do SEL programs have a noticeable impact on adolescents’ general
wellbeing? (2) Does SEL programming imbibe skills in adolescents that will make the process of
transition to adulthood successful? (3) Is there literature on, and are there adolescence SEL programs
aimed at improving students’ diets? (4) How can SEL programs promote healthy eating habits among
adolescents? We found answers in the literature to the first two questions. And we found a framework
and a paper on best practices on how to promote good nutrition in schools for adolescents that
addressed parts of questions 3 and 4.  However, we found very little else in the literature to answer in
full the last two questions.

Defining SEL
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines (SEL) as “the process
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through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals,
feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible
decisions.” SEL is defined by O’Conner et. al. (2012) as the process by which children and adults learn
to understand and manage emotions, maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.
SEL programs have the potential to prevent adolescent eating disorders. Yeager (2017) asserted that
SEL programs aim to improve adolescents’ abilities and mindsets to help them cope with their problems
more effectively. He further stated that SEL programs aim to improve skills and mindsets in adolescents
to help them cope more successfully with their problems and build respectful school environments that
young people want to be a part of.

Social-Emotional Learning and Adolescent Overall Wellbeing, Prosocial Behavior, and Self-
Awareness, and Academic Success: The Recent Literature
Previous studies revealed that well-structured SEL programs are closely related to favorable social,
enthusiastic, behavioral, and scholastic results for children and adolescents (Durlak et al., 2011). A
review of the literature of SEL research showed that most of the successful interventions took place in
the United States of America (Harlacher and Merrell, 2010; Durlak et al., 2011). These reviews usually
include some school-based, universal SEL program evaluations as well as a variety of additional
treatments aimed at improving academic performance (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997; Zins et al.,
2004), aggressive and antisocial behavior (Losel & Beelman, 2003; Wilson & Lipsey, 2007), or positive
youth development (Catalano et al., 2002). Other studies show findings on the promotion of equal
personal relationships, classroom-based SEL program, SEL and the power of relationship/mentoring,
SEL and youth development, SEL and extracurricular variables, and SEL and interactive mobile
technology (Hagan et. al. 2019; Green et. al. 2020; Gannon 2017; Portela-Pino et. al. 2021; Cherewick
et. al. 2021). However, our literature review revealed very little on the relationship between adolescence
SEL and diet.

According to the findings from the reviewed literature, SEL programs are linked to good outcomes such
as enhanced attitudes toward oneself and others, increased altruistic conduct, reduction in behavioral
dysfunctions and mental anguish, and better academic achievement (Catalano et al., 2002; Zins et al.,
2004). According to (CASEL, 2021), well-implemented, evidence-based SEL programs improve
academic achievement, behavior, and provide a high return on investment. In a meta-analysis study
involving a large sample size of 135,396 students by Durlak et. al. (2011), students displayed improved
SEL abilities, attitudes, and good social behaviors, as well as significant improvements in academic
achievement. Durlak et. al (2011) therefore concluded that SEL programs in schools had large positive
mean effects on several skills, attitudes, behaviors, and academic achievements.

At all levels of education, social-emotional programs are directly linked to improved academic
achievement (Keltner, 2020).  Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007 in their book titled "empirical evidence of social
and emotional learning's influence on school success" noted a significant improvement in the academic
performance of pupils from kindergarten through high school. Rutledge et al. (2015) investigated the
academic disparities between two low-performing and two high-performing schools. Even though the
demographics were identical, the results were strikingly different. The findings revealed that the higher-
performing schools had strong academic and SEL programs and practices while the school without SEL

7/26/25, 6:20 PM World Voices Nexus: The WCCES Chronicle - Article 1 by Apata and Paintsil

file:///Users/dr.kanishkabedi/Documents/iCloud as on 30 April 2025/WCCES/WVN/PDFs of Original Website/Vol 6 No 1 Feb 2022/World Voices Nexus_ The WCC… 3/12

https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/


programs lagged behind.

Ross and Tolan (2018) analyzed longitudinal data from the Study of Positive Youth Development by
adopting the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) framework. They first
tested and validated the SEL factor model using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in a standardized
sample of 1,717 5th grade students in the United States. The model was subsequently tested for
longitudinal measurement invariance using CFA models that included 6th and 7th-grade students to
ensure that SEL was a reliable model. The validity of the SEL model was further demonstrated by the
students' remarkable academic achievement. Conclusively, the findings support the use of a slightly
modified version of the CASEL model as an alternative framework for adolescent research and practice.

Concerned about the difficulties adolescents encounter while growing up such as unwanted/teenage
pregnancy, increased sexually transmitted infections (STDs), and sexual assaults, Ledezma et. al.
(2020) used the SEL program as a probable pedagogy for facilitating the development of adolescents’
social-emotional skills and capabilities in the direction of equality in gender, roles, and rights. The study
described the process of development and planning to surround the implementation and evaluation of
the SEL intervention for middle school students (aged 12 – 15 years) in Panama using the Intervention
Mapping Protocol for children. The authors concluded that Intervention Mapping enables the
investigation of numerous elements impacting the development and implementation of Social Emotional
Learning programs in the Bottom Billion that enhance egalitarian interactions among adolescents. This
aspect of the research done by Ledezma et. al. (2020), is contrasted by Yeager (2017), who stated that
(SEL) programs are one way to help them navigate the difficulties encountered by adolescents in their
formative years. The programs were targeted at eradicating teenage pregnancy, youth violence, and
smoking. On the positive side, Yeager believes that an effective universal SEL program can improve the
lives of teenagers, but the SEL program has little or no effect on middle adolescents (roughly age 14 to
17 years).

In another study conducted, Green et. al. (2020) explored the effectiveness of a classroom‐based SEL
program for middle school students (ages 10 – 13 years). The study took place in two middle schools in
Florida with a sample of 2,740 students. The researchers were attempting to determine the
effectiveness of a specific SEL preteen mentoring curriculum called the Speaking to the Potential,
Ability, and Resilience Inside Every Kid (SPARK). The authors suggested that strengthening the
behavioral and emotional skills of students through students centered SEL programs is a significant way
of supporting healthy growth and avoiding negative consequences among young people. The results
showed that the SPARK curriculum influenced the academic performance of students that were
exposed to it when compared to the comparison group. These results are consistent with the work of
Corcoran, Cheung, Kim, and Xie (2018) that SEL had a positive effect on reading, mathematics, and
science compared to traditional methods, consistent with previous reviews. While much has been
published on SEL and overall wellbeing, prosocial behavior, self-awareness, and academic success, our
literature review found very little on the relationship between adolescence SEL and diet.

Adolescents and Eating
People often turn to food when they are under stress, lonely, sad, anxious, or bored; only a few people
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make the connection between eating and feelings (Gavin, 2018). A Pew Research Center (PRC) report
(2016) showed that unhealthy eating habits are the major problem for most Americans in recent times;
one of such problems is obesity. The study conducted by Deforche et. al. (2015) revealed that changes
in eating behavior (such as increasing snack consumption, missing breakfast regularly, and consuming
fewer fruits and vegetables) have been proven to be the major cause of obesity in American
adolescents and adults. Students who participate in school breakfast and lunch programs are more
likely to attend class, are emotionally healthier, and are less likely to abscond themselves from school.
The importance of adolescent nutrition for their immediate and future health cannot be overstated. Lassi
et. al, (2017) opines that the reasons for adolescent nutritional inadequacies are multi-faceted, with
impacts at the individual, family, and population levels all playing a role.

A Framework and Best Practice for Promoting Good School Nutrition
Center for Disease and Control (CDC), United States Department of Health and Human Services
developed a framework for describing the relationships between the school nutrition environment, the
social and emotional climate (SEC), and activities that enhance students' social and emotional learning
(SEL).

Figure 1: CDC Framework
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The table below lists SEL basic competencies and examples of school nutrition policies and practices
that reflect them.

Table 1: CDC SEL core competencies

The best practice, according to Partners for Breakfast in the Classroom (PBC, 2010), demonstrates how
SEL can be integrated into breakfast in the school and the benefits that can result. By bringing breakfast
into the classroom and incorporating it into the school curriculum, students have access to a nutritious
and healthy breakfast. Students are always learning, even while eating breakfast. Breakfast in the
classroom can support SEL by contributing to a pleasant social atmosphere, strengthening staff-student
relationships, and assisting students in the development of soft skills (PBC, 2010).

Adolescence Social Emotional Learning and Emotional Eating: A Topic for Further Study

7/26/25, 6:20 PM World Voices Nexus: The WCCES Chronicle - Article 1 by Apata and Paintsil

file:///Users/dr.kanishkabedi/Documents/iCloud as on 30 April 2025/WCCES/WVN/PDFs of Original Website/Vol 6 No 1 Feb 2022/World Voices Nexus_ The WCC… 6/12

https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/
https://www.worldcces.org/


It is a well-established fact that nutrition has a strong influence on adolescent achievement, well-being,
and behavior. As noted above, adolescents’ diets are important for immediate and future health.
Although we found very little about SEL and adolescent diet in our search, we did find a related
discussion on diet regarding ‘emotional eating.’ Gavin (2018) asserts that emotional eating occurs when
people utilize food to cope with their emotions rather than to satisfy their hunger. Zeeck, Stelzer,
Woolfgang Linster, Joos, & Hartmann (2010) categorized emotional eating as disordered eating
because it has been associated with inappropriate food choices and binge eating. Their research also
established that emotional eating is disordered eating or eating in response to bad emotions or negative
affect (Zeeck, et. al., 2010). Lazarevich et al (2016) studied the relationships between depression,
emotional eating, and body mass index in young adults. And Sims et. al (2008) discovered that obese
and overweight participants said they have been indulging themselves with unhealthy food in reaction to
stress and emotional trauma. The anxiety reduction model proposed by Kaplan & Kaplan, (1957)
posited that overeating was used to cope with anxiety. Similarly, obese persons frequently eat in
response to anger, loneliness, boredom, and sadness (Ganley, 1989). PRC report (2016) affirmed that
obesity has become a major public health concern among both children and adults, and there has been
a significant increase in public health concerns.

While these studies are valuable, they do not directly address questions 3 and 4 regarding the
relationship between adolescent social-emotional learning and diet. Specifically, are youths eating for
the correct reasons?   Is there value in sensitizing them on the importance of eating food for the right
purpose? What other factors, such as depression are associated with obesity in adolescents?     What
programs could be designed and tested to shed light on the extent to which this is a problem, and
address ways to lessen it? At what time should SEL type interventions be implemented? This gap in the
literature, on adolescent emotional eating and SEL, deserves future attention study.

Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Study
Despite a paucity of data, our review of the literature underlines the importance of studying the
relationship between SEL and diet in adolescents. As it stands today, the evidence on SEL and diet is
not sufficient to fully address nutrition problems among adolescents. It is our conclusion that more
focused studies with primary data are needed. One area, identified above, needs further study is the
relationships between SEL and emotional eating in adolescents.   It is envisaged that more studies on
SEL and diet will help shed light on the best ways to promote healthy eating and boost the well-being
and academic success among adolescents.
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