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ABSTRACT 

Academic stress is one of the most pervasive psychological burdens faced by college students worldwide, affecting mental 

health, persistence, and academic performance. The transition to higher education introduces new academic rigor, social 

realignments, financial demands, and identity work that can overload students’ cognitive and emotional coping resources. 

Emotional Intelligence (EI)—the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and strategically use emotion in oneself and 

others—has been proposed as a modifiable protective asset that may buffer the negative impact of academic stress. Yet, 

comparative data across EI dimensions and specific academic stress domains remain underdeveloped in student populations 

outside large, Western samples. This study investigated the relationship between EI and academic stress in a cross-sectional 

survey of 200 undergraduate college students representing multiple disciplines at a metropolitan university. Instruments 

included the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) to capture four EI domains (Self-Emotion Appraisal, 

Others’ Emotion Appraisal, Use of Emotion, Regulation of Emotion) and the Perceived Academic Stress Scale (PASS) to 

assess workload, exam pressure, expectation stress, and perceived academic competence strain. Supplementary behavioral 

data (sleep hours, study hours, part-time work) and demographics (gender, academic year, discipline) were collected to 

examine potential confounds. 
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Figure-1.Emotional Intelligence and Academic Stress 
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INTRODUCTION 

College represents a developmental crossroads—cognitively, socially, and emotionally. Students move from structured secondary 

schooling to comparatively unstructured academic environments where they must self-regulate study time, interpret syllabi without 

constant teacher mediation, navigate group work across diverse backgrounds, manage finances, and form adult peer relationships. 

These transitions are energizing but also stressful. Academic stress occurs when academic demands are appraised as taxing or 

exceeding the student’s adaptive capacity. Persistent stress can compromise sleep, executive function, motivation, and mood—

undermining both learning quality and retention. 

 

Figure-2.Academic Stress is More then Just Grades 

Why do some students thrive despite high academic loads while others become overwhelmed? Differential self-regulation capacities, 

social support, prior academic preparation, socioeconomic pressures, and health status all play roles. Increasingly, researchers and 

campus well-being programs are investigating Emotional Intelligence (EI) as a cross-cutting attribute that influences how students 

interpret stressors, mobilize coping strategies, relate to peers and faculty, and sustain academic effort. EI provides a conceptual 
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bridge between affective functioning and educational behaviors: Students who can accurately identify frustration early may seek 

help before falling behind; those who can regulate anxiety before exams can mobilize working memory; those who read others’ 

emotional cues more effectively may collaborate in study groups and reduce isolation. 

The relevance of EI has intensified in the wake of educational disruptions (e.g., pandemic remote learning, hybrid modalities, rapid 

curriculum digitization). Many students experienced isolation, inconsistent instruction quality, and technology fatigue—conditions 

that amplified both emotional reactivity and academic difficulty. Re-entry to in-person campuses added adjustment stresses: social 

awkwardness, learning gaps, and renewed performance competition. In such fluid environments, emotion regulation skills become 

central to academic persistence. 

Institutions face structural challenges: counseling centers are overloaded; faculty vary in comfort addressing student distress; and 

large lecture formats reduce relational buffering. Scalable approaches are needed. Because EI can be learned and strengthened 

through targeted training, understanding which EI dimensions matter most for academic stress provides a design blueprint for student 

success programs. For example, if regulation outperforms perception as a stress buffer, interventions can prioritize reappraisal, 

impulse modulation, and coping routines; if use of emotion predicts motivation, advising sessions can connect emotional states to 

study planning. 

This study situates EI within a stress-appraisal framework influenced by Lazarus and Folkman’s transactional stress theory: stress 

arises from perceived imbalance between demands and coping resources. EI may operate at multiple points—accurate perception 

of internal state (primary appraisal), reframing and problem solving (secondary appraisal), and ongoing self-regulation (coping). 

We also draw on the Yerkes-Dodson principle, which suggests moderate arousal can enhance performance while excessive arousal 

impairs it. Students with stronger EI may keep arousal in the optimal performance band. 

Despite conceptual promise, gaps persist: inconsistent EI definitions, mixed measurement quality, modest effect sizes in some 

meta-analyses, and limited attention to domain-specific stress (e.g., exam vs. workload). Moreover, cultural variation in emotional 

expression complicates cross-sample comparison. The present research responds by applying a well-validated four-factor EI scale, 

pairing it with an academic stress instrument, and examining predictive patterns in a diverse undergraduate cohort. By linking 

findings to intervention design, we aim to move beyond correlation toward actionable student support strategy. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Theoretical Foundations of Emotional Intelligence 

Ability Models: Salovey and Mayer’s foundational model conceptualizes EI as a set of mental abilities: perceiving emotions 

accurately; using emotions to facilitate thinking; understanding emotional meanings and transitions; and regulating emotions for 

adaptive outcomes. Ability EI is typically assessed through performance tasks (e.g., MSCEIT), though their ecological validity in 

student populations is debated. 

Trait / Mixed Models: Goleman and Bar-On broadened EI to include self-motivation, empathy, stress tolerance, and social 

competencies. Trait EI (or emotional self-efficacy) reflects individuals’ perceptions of their emotional skillfulness. Self-report trait 

measures (e.g., EQ-i, Schutte scale, WLEIS) are efficient for large samples and correlate with personality dimensions (extraversion, 

neuroticism) yet retain incremental validity in predicting well-being and academic outcomes. 
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2. Conceptualizing Academic Stress 

Academic stress encompasses demand-related stressors (workload, deadlines, exam pressure), self-generated stressors 

(perfectionism, high personal expectations), and contextual stressors (unclear teacher expectations, competitive climate, financial 

strain). The Perceived Academic Stress Scale captures these dimensions and aligns with transactional stress theory: stress intensity 

depends on subjective appraisal, not objective workload alone. 

3. Stress Appraisal, Coping, and EI 

EI may shape both primary appraisal (Is this demand threatening, challenging, or neutral?) and secondary appraisal (Do I have 

coping resources?). Students with high Self-Emotion Appraisal detect early worry and label it; high Use of Emotion can channel 

anxiety into focused study; high Regulation allows down-shifting of panic through breathing, reframing, or task structuring. Others’ 

Emotion Appraisal can activate social coping resources—seeking help from peers or faculty perceived as supportive. 

4. Empirical Links between EI and Academic Variables 

Research across disciplines shows small-to-moderate positive associations between EI and GPA (meta-analytic r ~ .20–.25), stronger 

in first-year transitions and in contexts requiring teamwork. EI predicts academic persistence, possibly via better relationship quality 

with instructors and peers. Emotion regulation specifically relates to test anxiety reduction, improved exam performance, and lower 

burnout in demanding programs (medicine, engineering, nursing). 

5. EI and Psychological Health in Student Populations 

University students higher in EI report lower depressive symptoms, reduced perceived stress, better social adjustment, and healthier 

coping repertoires. Extremera & Fernández-Berrocal found EI predicted mental, social, and physical health indices. Jimenez et al. 

observed that EI mediated stress–health relationships in nursing students. Because academic stress is a major contributor to student 

mental health referrals, EI’s moderating role has direct service implications. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The present investigation was structured around six primary objectives (restated below), each grounded in identified gaps and 

informed by practical needs in student development programming. After listing the objectives, I provide extended rationale, 

operational definitions, and directional hypotheses where appropriate. 

1. To measure levels of Emotional Intelligence among college students using a validated multi-dimensional self-report 

instrument. 

Rationale: Baseline EI distributions help institutions benchmark student strengths and identify subgroups needing support. 

Operationalization: WLEIS total and four subscales on a 1–7 Likert metric. Hypothesis: EI scores will approximate prior 

university norms (M ~ 4.8–5.2). 

2. To assess perceived academic stress across workload, examinations, expectations, and academic self-confidence 

domains. 

Rationale: Stress is multi-faceted; program interventions differ if exam anxiety dominates vs. chronic workload overload. 
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Operationalization: PASS total and domain subscales (1–5 scale). Exploratory: Expect exam stress to rank highest in early 

academic years. 

3. To examine the relationship between EI and academic stress, including overall and subscale correlations. 

Rationale: Establishes whether EI is broadly protective or domain-specific. Hypothesis: Higher EI will correlate with lower 

academic stress; strongest inverse correlation expected for Regulation of Emotion. 

Conceptual Model 

A simplified path model guided analyses: EI subscales → (directly) Academic Stress; EI subscales → Academic Self-Efficacy → 

Academic Stress; Behavioral Covariates (sleep, study hours) → Academic Stress (direct) and potentially moderate EI effects. 

Although cross-sectional data limit causal interpretation, the model informed regression sequencing and exploratory mediation. 

Significance 

By integrating psychological constructs (EI) with educational outcomes (stress tied to coursework), the study advances holistic 

student success frameworks. Findings can inform orientation curricula, residence-life wellness tracks, adaptive advising dashboards, 

and early alert systems that flag low EI/high stress profiles for outreach before grades decline. 

SURVEY  

Sampling Strategy 

A stratified convenience-plus-quota approach was used to ensure representation across academic divisions roughly proportional to 

university enrollment patterns. Faculty liaisons in each school (Engineering, Commerce/Management, Life Sciences, Humanities & 

Social Sciences, Interdisciplinary/Professional Studies) distributed recruitment notices. Quotas were set at ±5 participants of target 

counts to avoid over-representation of highly responsive programs. 

Recruitment Flow & Participation 

• Invitations emailed: 1,120 unique student addresses. 

• Reminder sent Day 5; classroom announcements in large gateway courses (Intro Psychology, Engineering Math I, Financial 

Accounting). 

• Survey open 14 days. 

• Total clicks: 268; consents: 239; partials: 217; complete ≥80%: 205; valid post-screen: 200. 

• Estimated response rate (usable/eligible invites): ~18%, typical for voluntary student wellness surveys. 

Representativeness Checks 

Registrar-provided anonymized aggregates indicated the campus is 54% female; our sample 52%—close alignment. Engineering 

students are 28% institutionally; we captured 25%. First-generation college student status (self-report) was slightly underrepresented 

(13% sample vs. ~18% campus est.), suggesting mild selection bias toward more academically engaged students. Weighting 

sensitivity analyses (not shown) did not materially change EI–stress correlations. 
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Extended Demographic & Context Variables 

• Socioeconomic Proxy: 38% reported need-based aid; 22% part-time employment ≥10 hrs/week. Students working longer 

hours reported slightly higher workload stress. 

• First-Generation Status: 13% first-gen; they reported higher expectation stress, consistent with literature on hidden 

curriculum barriers. 

• Residential Context: Hostel residents reported higher peer connectedness but also more late-night study disruptions; 

commuters reported more travel fatigue but slightly lower exam stress (possibly due to family support). 

• Technology Reliance: 91% used LMS mobile app daily; 63% used productivity or calendar apps to manage study 

schedules; 27% used mood or mental health apps. 

Instrument Administration Details 

The online questionnaire presented items in randomized blocks to reduce response bias (EI, stress, behavior, demographics). 

Attention checks (“Please select ‘Agree’ for this item”) were embedded at two points; 5 respondents failed both checks and were 

excluded. Completion median time: 9.4 minutes; 95% finished under 20 minutes, reducing fatigue bias. 

Data Integrity & Cleaning 

• Responses <5 minutes flagged for speeders; 7 removed. 

• Long-string detection (≥10 identical responses across heterogeneous item wordings) flagged 3 cases; removed. 

• Missing data imputed via expectation-maximization when <20% per scale; above threshold cases removed. 

• Internal consistency verified post-cleaning. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Study Design Recap 

A cross-sectional correlational survey was chosen for feasibility and breadth of coverage across disciplines within a defined 

semester window. While causality cannot be inferred, the design enables effect size estimation, subgroup comparisons, and 

hypothesis generation for future longitudinal interventions. 

Sampling & Power Considerations 

Power analysis (G*Power, multiple regression, 8 predictors, α = .05, power = .80) indicated n ≈ 160 required to detect a medium 

effect (f² = .15). Our final n = 200 exceeds this threshold, providing margin for subgroup comparisons. Small effects (f² = .05) would 

require ~315; thus small associations should be interpreted cautiously. 

Measures 

WLEIS: 16 items; 4 per domain. Items rated 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Example SEA item: “I have a good sense 

of why I have certain feelings.” OEA: “I am sensitive to the feelings and emotions of others.” UOE: “I always set goals for myself 
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and then try my best to achieve them” (emotion-driven motivation). ROE: “I am able to control my temper and handle difficulties 

rationally.” Reverse coding not required; all items positively keyed. Subscale means calculated when ≥3 responses present; else 

imputed. 

PASS (18-item adapted): Items grouped into four domains: Workload Pressure, Exam/Test Anxiety, Expectation Stress (self & 

others), Academic Self-Competence Strain. Responses 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Three items reverse keyed (e.g., 

“I feel confident I can manage my coursework”). Domain scores averaged; higher scores = more stress (reverse items re-scored). 

Behavioral & Context Indicators: 

• Study hours/week (0–40 categorical converted to midpoint numeric). 

• Sleep hours/night (continuous). 

• Part-time work hours/week. 

• Use of counseling services (0/1). 

• First-generation status (0/1). 

Construct Validity 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). 

• EI 4-factor model: χ²(98) = 172.6, CFI = .94, TLI = .92, RMSEA = .05 (90% CI .04–.07). 

• Academic Stress 4-factor model: χ²(129) = 238.3, CFI = .92, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .06. 

• Alternative 1-factor EI model fit significantly worse (Δχ² p < .001), supporting multidimensionality. 

Measurement Invariance (Exploratory) 

Multi-group CFA by gender (male vs. female) supported configural invariance; metric invariance held (ΔCFI < .01); scalar 

invariance marginal—two EI items showed intercept drift (greater endorsement by females). Substantive correlations remained 

stable; raw score comparisons interpreted cautiously. 

Data Preparation 

Scale scores z-standardized for regression diagnostics; multicollinearity assessed (all VIF < 2.2). Residual plots examined for 

heteroscedasticity; White’s correction applied in robustness checks (results unchanged). PASS skew modest (<.8); transformations 

unnecessary. 

RESULTS 

1. Descriptive Overview (Recap + Depth) 
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Mean EI total = 5.01 (SD = 0.78). Distribution approximately normal; slight negative skew (longer tail at low EI). PASS total = 

3.21 (SD = 0.68), indicating moderate stress overall. Exam Stress produced the highest mean (3.48), consistent with academically 

competitive environments. Expectation Stress (3.05) reflected internalized standards and perceived parental/peer comparisons. 

2. Reliability Confirmation 

Scale internal consistencies remained robust across demographic slices: EI α ranged .86–.90 across gender; PASS α ranged .84–.89. 

Removing any one item did not materially improve reliability, supporting retention of full scales. 

3. Cluster Analysis 

k-means (k = 3 optimal by silhouette): 

• Cluster A (n=68): Low EI / High Stress—target for early intervention. 

• Cluster B (n=74): Moderate EI / Moderate Stress—benefit from skill boosters around peak exam periods. 

• Cluster C (n=58): High EI / Low Stress—potential peer mentors; show strong ROE scores. 

4. Qualitative Comment Synthesis 

Students requested: (1) real-time coping strategies before exams; (2) peer discussion circles normalizing stress; (3) sleep scheduling 

tools integrated with course calendars; (4) shorter, mobile-friendly mental health modules. Comments reinforced quantitative 

findings linking emotion regulation and time management to stress. 

CONCLUSION  

1. Summary of Core Findings 

Across a multi-disciplinary sample of 200 undergraduates, higher Emotional Intelligence—especially the ability to regulate and use 

emotions adaptively—was associated with substantially lower levels of perceived academic stress. EI explained variance beyond 

demographic factors and key study behaviors such as sleep and time spent studying. Students in the top EI quartile reported markedly 

lower stress across workload, exam, and expectation domains and described fewer downstream academic problems (missed 

deadlines, concentration lapses). 

2. Mechanistic Interpretation 

Evidence from correlations, regression, and exploratory mediation converges on a self-regulatory pathway: Students who recognize 

emotional escalation (SEA), deploy adaptive regulation strategies (ROE), and convert affective states into task-focused motivation 

(UOE) experience reduced appraisal of academic demands as overwhelming. Enhanced academic self-efficacy appears to partially 

transmit EI’s protective influence, suggesting that emotional competence not only calms distress but also strengthens students’ 

beliefs in their capacity to meet academic challenges. 

3. Translational Implications for Higher Education 
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Below are multi-level recommendations translating EI–stress evidence into practice: 

Student-Level Skills Training 

• Micro-modules on emotion labeling (“name it to tame it”), cognitive reappraisal, and brief relaxation techniques integrated 

into LMS at course start. 

• Reflective journaling prompts tied to assignment deadlines: “How am I feeling about this exam? What’s one regulation 

tool I’ll use?” 

• Mobile push reminders to practice breathing before high-stakes tests. 

Peer-Led EI & Study Pods 

• Identify high EI/low stress students (top quartile) as peer facilitators. 

• Small group “exam labs” combining study planning with emotion check-ins. 

• Role-play exercises practicing supportive responses to peer stress signals. 

Faculty & Advisor Engagement 

• Short faculty development sessions on emotionally attuned feedback (separating work critique from personal evaluation). 

• Syllabus templates encouraging proactive communication: “If you feel overwhelmed, here’s a three-step strategy…” 

• Advising dashboards that flag students showing low ROE scores + high PASS stress for outreach. 

4. Cost–Benefit Framing for Administrators 

EI programs are comparatively low-cost relative to expanding clinical counseling staff. Even modest stress reductions can yield 

performance and retention gains; a 2% retention improvement in a 10,000-student institution produces substantial tuition revenue 

preservation—offsetting workshop and technology costs. 
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