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ABSTRACT 
 

This research explored the relationship between total-trait emotional intelligence and academic stress among college 
students at a small, private college. Student total-trait emotional intelligence (TTEI) and university stress scores were 
significantly correlated. Measures of TTEI and USS are useful for student intervention to impact issues such as 
attrition.  To increase retention, small private colleges benefit significantly from knowing students’ level of academic 
stress and emotional intelligence. Identifying specific factors and mitigating the adverse effects of these factors allows 
small colleges the opportunity to provide additional services for students. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

bout 20 million students were projected to enroll in higher-education institutions to 2018 (NCES, 
2009). About one-third of students do not return to college in their sophomore year (U.S. News, 2019). 
Different factors impact the decision to remain at college. Many small, private colleges are financially 

driven mostly by tuition. Attrition is a reduction in student enrollment (Simpson, 2004). Attrition is especially 
important to non-profit, private small colleges. The average four-year graduation rate at less-selective, small colleges 
is about 27% (Gansemer-Topf, Zhang, Beatty, & Paja, 2014, pg. 3). Many students may attrite because of academic-
related distress and poor coping skills. 
 
Today small, private colleges have fewer numbers of students available in the applicant pool (Barshay, 2018). 
Ensuring admitted students remain enrolled is critical to the financial viability of these schools. Any one predictor 
does not completely explain and contribute to college student attrition (Yanaguria, 2012). Several factors possibly 
contributing to college student attrition are levels of student stress and levels of student emotional intelligence.   
 
Rationale 
 
Small, private colleges would benefit significantly from knowing the specific level of student academic stress and 
student emotional intelligence. Small private colleges need to retain students. Identifying specific factors and 
mitigating the adverse effects of these factors allows small colleges the opportunity to provide additional services for 
students and helps colleges retain students. If particular factors such as emotional intelligence and academic stress 
level among college students were identified and understood, colleges might retain more students, remaining viable.   
 
  

A 



Contemporary Issues in Education Research – Fourth Quarter 2019 Volume 12, Number 4 

Copyright by author(s); CC-BY 94 The Clute Institute 

Theoretical Framework 
 
The theoretical perspectives and models for this research are grounded in Cognitive Appraisal and Tinto’s Theory of 
Departure. Cognitive appraisal examines how a person’s experience of emotion (affect-related traits) and perceived 
stress is often determined by how the person considers or evaluates circumstances and events (Lazarus, 1991).   
 
Tinto’s Theory of Departure identifies three primary causes of student departure from higher learning: academic 
struggles, students’ incapability to accomplish educational goals, and students’ inability to acclimate socially to the 
collegiate environment (Tinto, 1975, pg. 76).  
 
Trait-Emotional Intelligence  
 
Traits are relatively stable aspects of personality impacting behavior and involve emotion-related natures and self-
perceptions. Trait-EI is a general indicator of emotional functioning. Trait-EI is negatively related to stress, turnover, 
and maladaptive coping. Trait-EI addresses the subjectivity of emotion-related natures and self-perceptions (Petrides, 
2009). Personality refers to differences in one’s patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving related to, for example, 
sociability or irritability (APA, 2019).   
 
In this study total-trait EI (TTEI) was the global (total) score based on outcomes of the Trait-Emotional Intelligence 
Questionnaire- Short Form (TEIQue-SF). The TEIQue-SF primarily measures global (total) trait-EI providing a 
picture of emotional functioning, capacity to manage affiliations, expressive control, and response to stress 
distinct from human cognitive ability (Thomas, 2018; Siegling, Ashley, Vesely, Petrides & Saklofske, 2015). 
Additionally, the TEIQue-SF has four lower-level personality factors, including well-being, sociability, self-
control, and emotionality (Siegling et al. 2015). 
 
Academic Stress 
 
There are many different types of stress. This study focused on generalized feelings and severity of academic stress. 
Extreme stress and poor coping skills put college students at risk (Stallman & Hurst, 2016). Psychological symptoms 
of stress are often accompanied by physical ailments such as raised blood pressure, as well as feelings of tension and 
nervous thoughts. The University Stress Scale (USS) is a self-reporting instrument measuring levels of academic stress 
a college student experiences and the intensity of academic stress a college student experience. The USS contains 21 
general items from which a college student identifies the severity of academic-related stress experienced during the 
prior month. The USS score indicates the level of academic stress a college student experiences (Stallman & Hurst, 
2016).   
 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of this research is to explore the relationship between total-trait emotional intelligence and academic 
stress among college students at a small, private college.  
 
Research Questions 
 

1. Is there is a relationship between total-trait emotional intelligence and academic stress among college 
students at a small, private college? 

2. How does TTEI score compare between first, second, third, and fourth-year students? 
3. How does the level of academic stress compare between first, second, third, and fourth-year students? 
4. How does gender impact TTEI? 
5. How does gender impact the level of academic stress? 

 
Hypotheses  
 
Hypothesis: There is a relationship between total-trait emotional intelligence and academic stress among college 
students at a small, private college. 
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Null Hypothesis: There is not a relationship between total-trait emotional intelligence and academic stress among 
college students at a small, private college? 
 
Definitions  
 
Total-Trait Emotional Intelligence. TTEI is a measure/score of global (total), trait-emotional intelligence consisting 
of well-being, self-control, emotionality, and sociability (Petrides, 2009).     
 
University Stress.  USS is a measure/score of academic stress experienced by college students and the intensity of the 
academic stress experienced by college students (Stallman, 2016). 
 
Delimitations 
 
There were delimitations in this research to narrow and consciously control the factors. Instruments were purposely 
chosen. The distribution of forms through individual classes at a singular private college was a delimitation. Only 
students attending this college and taking specific courses were selected to participate in the research. The chosen 
method of distribution saved time and provided convenience for both the researchers and participants.  
 
Limitations 
 
There were limitations to this research due to available resources.  Since the sample is non-random and purposive and 
confined to one college, generalization is a concern. The sample size, distribution of surveys, and demographic 
restrictions impacted the power of the results.  The time of the semester/academic year the surveys were administered 
was also a limitation.  College students may experience stress differently at different times of the academic year.  
 
Significance of the Study 
 
If total-trait emotional intelligence (TTEI) and university stress scores (USS) of students correlate, TTEI and USS 
may be used for student intervention, possibly impacting issues such as attrition; mutually benefitting institutions of 
higher learning and college students. Institutions could provide college students with needed services to manage stress 
and remain at college. Colleges and universities would gain the opportunity to improve student outcomes and 
institutional finances. The results of this study potentially impact countless small colleges and college students. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Emotional Intelligence  
 
Research exists on emotional intelligence (EI). There are several EI models developed by different researchers. Bar-
On’s (2006) model focuses on emotional intelligence, cognitive intelligence, and the relationship to overall 
intelligence (Bar-On, 2006). Salovey and Mayer (1997) are known for the ability-based model of EI. Ability-based 
models are more objective and frame EI as an intelligence. EI allows a person the ability to accurately reason based 
on emotion. Furthermore, EI recognition and knowledge improve thought processes. Goleman (1995) used a mixed-
method model to explain EI based on a competency instrument, in addition to an appraisal instrument.   
 
It is argued EI cannot be measured as a ‘mental ability.’ EI is not a cognitive intelligence, but a subjective appraisal 
of emotions (Petrides, 2009). Trait-based models of emotional intelligence recognize the subjectivity of emotional 
perceptions relating to well-being, self-control, emotionality, and sociability (Petrides, 2009; Mikolajczak, Olivier, 
Leroy, & Roy, 2007). Personality, based on self-perception, is the basis of Petride and Furnham’s (2006) research. 
Trait EI application may allow for explanations and predictions of emotional self-efficacy in many different contexts. 
 
Stress 
 
Homeostasis. Research on stress and coping is well documented. Homeostasis is self-regulation of the body and 
maintaining physiological equilibrium. Cannon suggested human bodies reacted to external threats by changing 
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internally. A person’s body escapes illness by maintaining balance. This approach to stress was predominantly 
physiological in nature (Cannon, 1914, 1928).  
 
Appraisal. Richard Lazarus believed different people react to situations in different ways resulting in different 
outcomes and examined the relationship between the stressor and individual reaction to the stressor. Psychologists 
began to investigate stress and coping based on perceptions and the subjective way individuals view personal 
environments. Lazarus and others believed understanding cognitive mediation was the root of understanding 
psychological stress.  Lazarus finds the term perception restrictive and chooses to use the term appraisal instead. 
Lazarus (1999) believes in primary and secondary appraisals. Primary appraisal is the importance of the perceived 
stressor to the individual, and secondary appraisal focuses on control. Lazarus believes stress is secondary to emotion, 
and understanding emotions are integral to understanding stress.  
 
Defining stress is highly subjective without one definition. Physiological stress is the human body’s physical response 
due to external factors or stressors/stimuli (heat, cold, isolation, etc.). Psychological Stress is a mental response or 
creation through perception, influencing one’s thought and perceived reality resulting in change, either physical or 
mental, within the human body.  Academic stress is associated with college.  
 
Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Academics 
 
Emotional intelligence is the subject of substantial scholarly research. Despite the concept’s central place in 
psychological research, the possible link between emotional intelligence and attrition is not extensively studied. While 
recent studies (Garg et al. 2016, pg. 1) examined the correlation between individuals’ levels of emotional intelligence 
and impact on post-secondary academic achievement, such studies considered only the role of emotional intelligence 
in students remaining in school, thus, failing to consider the concept’s effect in deterring students from finishing 
secondary education. 
 
Garg et al. (2016) concluded emotional intelligence was not directly related to academic achievement (pg. 4). 
However, emotional intelligence was linked directly with adjustment to university; adjustment to university was then 
directly linked to first-year grade point average (GPA). This study surveyed two-hundred and ninety-nine first-year 
students attending Laurentian University. The surveys were distributed through a first-year psychology course to 
students of multiple majors (Garg et al. 2016, pg. 4). The surveys distributed included Bar-On Emotional Quotient 
Inventory (EQ-i) and the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ). Overall, the findings concluded 
emotional intelligence significantly influenced adjustment to university, affecting academic achievement (Garg et al. 
2016, pg. 5). 
 
In contrast to the single-variable study conducted by Garg et al. (2016), Buvoltz, Solan, and Longbotham (2008, pg. 
2) examined the correlation between attrition and multiple psychological characteristics, including emotional 
intelligence. In this study, the relationship between EI, learner autonomy, and retention was examined in an accelerated 
undergraduate degree completion program. The sample of this study consisted of one hundred and twenty-nine 
students at a small, private, liberal arts college. The sample of students was contacted by email and multiple surveys 
were used to measure the variables. The study found no correlation between the variables EI and retention, however 
partial correlation was found between EI, learner autonomy, and retention when considered simultaneously. 
 
Evidence emotional intelligence is enhanced through age and training programs is supported in the literature (Buvoltz 
et al. 2008, pg. 2). Entering college, many first-year students experience new situations and make choices (Buvoltz et 
al. 2008, pg. 1). The ability to cope with different social situations and making the best decisions in these situations is 
a measure of one’s emotional intelligence. The fact first-year students uniquely exposed to a greater number of 
challenges requiring the use of EI in a short period of time, as well as, the fact first-year students of every university 
yield the highest attrition rates of the student population, necessitated investigation into the relationship between EI 
and attrition (DeBerard, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004, pg. 3) Such an investigation was undertaken by Yarrish and Law 
(2009). The purpose of the study was to determine the differences of EI among different majors at a small, liberal arts 
college. The sample in the study included sixty-six first year business students in an introductory business course. The 
instrument was a self-reporting survey distributed in class. The findings of this study found all disciplines needed 
enhancement in certain areas of emotional intelligence.  
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Siegling, Furnham, and Petrides (2015) completed a study among undergraduate students. The study specifically 
examined the relationship between TTEI, the Big Five personality traits, and gender. The results indicated gender-
specific relationships among TTEI and the Big-Five personality traits varied.   
 
Stress and Academics 
 
College students are stressed (Bhujade, 2017, p. 750). There are few studies quantifying levels of stress or effects of 
stress on college students. A seminal study examining the relationship between stress and college students was 
conducted by Towbes and Cohen (1996). They assessed the effect of chronic stress on college students and defined 
two types of chronic stress. The first type of chronic stress is caused by a single event creating difficulty beyond that 
point in time.  An example is failing a test and trying to raise the grade for the rest of the semester. The second type 
of chronic stress is caused by a difficult continuing time, such as chronic pain. Both types of stress are considered in 
the study.  Freshman students had a higher stress score and were anxious about choosing a major, missing home, and 
missing distant friends. The focus here was on the identified stressor and not the perception of stress.  
 
Another study examined stress in college students was completed by Dusselier et al. (2005). The purpose of this study 
was to determine contributing factors of stress in college students living in residence halls. It was found depression, 
anxiety, chronic illness, and sleep difficulties significantly predicted stress. Different years in school also perceive 
stress differently; sophomores experience higher levels of stress when compared to other years in college. 
 
Stress also causes several maladies if serious and prolonged enough. In a cross-institutional study, stress the number 
one worry of college students; closely followed by body image, AIDS, physical fitness, and cancer. A malady often 
caused by prolonged stress is depression (Bhujade, 2017, p. 750).  The study identified stress as very common in 
college students.  Forty-three percent of students felt extremely depressed and sixteen percent thought life was 
pointless and not worth living for (Bhujade, 2017, p. 750).  
 
Another study examined life events, life strains, and coping behaviors of college students distressed and non-stressed. 
The subjects consisted of 451 students given the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) (which divided them into 
distressed and non-distressed categories), and life events and life strains inventories. The results revealed 21.36 percent 
of students were distressed. The distressed students experienced a significant increase in adverse life events (Zeena, 
Rao, Rao, Subbakrishna & Prabhu, 1990).  
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Research Design 
 
This study is quantitative, non-experimental, exploratory survey research. The variables in this study are total-trait 
emotional intelligence and academic stress.  
 
Sample 
 
The non-random sample for the study included college students at multiple levels attending a small, private college. 
Students’ primary fields of study included a variety of disciplines. An initial sample of just over two hundred students 
was contacted to participate in this research. After eliminating duplicates and surveys with missing responses, the 
sample size was 134 participants (N = 134). Of these, 47.8% were female; 52.2% male. The majority (95.5%) indicated 
they were full-time students. The breakdown for grade level was as follows:  26.1% freshmen, 12.7% sophomore, 
23.9% junior, and 37.3% senior. About 78% indicated they were Caucasian. 
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Instrumentation 
 
TEIQue-SF. Petrides (2009) explains the TEIQue-SF measures global trait emotional intelligence. The TEIQue is 
robust, providing an overall measure of emotional control and response to pressure (Thomas, 2018). In addition, four 
subscales; well-being, self-control, emotionality, and sociability result from deduction scoring based on the full form 
inventory (Psychometriclab.com, 2018). The TEIQue-SF measures how well students understand, manage, 
interpret, and use personal emotions and emotions of others.  The assessment also evaluates how students react 
to pressure, self-motivate, and adapt (Thomas, 2018). 
 
Reliability and Validity. TEIQue scores were universally normally distributed and reliable. There is evidence of 
convergent/discriminant validity. There is also evidence of criterion validity, with TEIQue scores predicting 
depression, anxiety, and future state affectivity and emotional reactivity in neutral and stressful situations. TEIQue 
shows incremental validity to predict emotional reactivity (Mikolajczak et al. 2007). Explanatory Factor Analysis for 
construct validity revealed a four-factor measure scale with 20 items (well-being, self-control, emotionality, and 
sociability). The scale was tested with Confirmatory Factor Analysis resulting in good fit. The internal consistency 
score was .81 and test-retest reliability was .86. Results indicate TEIQue is a valid and reliable instrument (Denz, 
Azer, & Iayak, 2013; Cooper & Petrides, 2010). 
 
Scoring. The TEIQue-SF is a 30-item questionnaire (based of full form) measuring global trait emotional intelligence. 
The TEIQue-SF uses a Likert-type scale (1- completely disagree to 7- completely agree) with a theoretical average of 
3.5. The global trait EI score was calculated by summing item scores and dividing by the total number of items 
(Petrides, 2009). 
 
USS. The USS provides a total academic stress score making the instrument a useful measure for researchers working 
with college students. The USS provides a measure of academic stress experienced by college students, as well as, the 
overall intensity of the stress experienced by college students (Stallman & Hurst, 2016).   
 
Reliability and Validity.   
 
The scale demonstrates good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha α = .83). 
 
The correlation between the first administration of the USS and the second administration of the USS was .82 (95% 
CI .79 - .85), showing respectable test-retest reliability (Stallman & Hurst, pp. 10-11, 2016). 
 
Scoring.   
 
To determine a clinical cut-off level (Extent score ≥ 13 predicts significant psychological distress) of stress indicative 
of psychological problems on the USS, a receiver operator characteristic (ROC) curve methodology was used, with 
greatest sensitivity and specificity on the University Stress Scale compared to the clinical cut-off recommended on 
the K10 for university students. The positive predictive value of the test was 84.20% and negative predictive value of 
the test was 53.83% on psychological distress (Stallman & Hurst, pp. 10-11, 2016). 
 
Procedure 
 
A demographic questionnaire, the Total-Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire-Short Form (TEIQue-SF) 
inventory, and University Stress Scale (USS) instrument were distributed to varied levels of college students at a small 
private college. The surveys were given to multiple classes throughout multiple disciplines to eliminate bias.  The data 
was collected from the completed surveys and analyzed to determine relationships among variables.  
 
Analyses of Data 
 
The demographic questionnaire, TEIQue-SF and USS were used to collect data from participants. The data was 
analyzed using SPSS 25 to determine if a relationship existed between total-trait emotional intelligence scores and 
academic stress levels of college students.  
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RESULTS 
 
A Pearson’s correlation was run between the USS scores and TTEI scores among participants. A moderate negative 
correlation between the two variables was found (n = 134, r = -.448, p < .01). Thus, there is enough evidence indicating 
a moderate negative correlation exists between the amount of academic stress students exhibit and student trait-
emotional intelligence (more stress indicates lower emotional intelligence). 
 
After running a t-test between male and female students, there was no significant difference in the global trait EI score 
[t(132) = 1.473, p = .143]. However, a significant difference was found in average academic stress (USS) between 
male and female students [t(132) = -2.176, p = .031]. Also, both male and female students were above the “13” cutoff 
for USS thus indicating a high degree of academic stress (Extent score ≥ 13 predicts significant psychological distress). 
The female student average was higher for academic stress; the male student number higher for trait emotional 
intelligence. 
 
A One-Way ANOVA was run among the four grade levels (freshmen, sophomore, junior, and senior) to test for a 
significant difference in academic stress and trait emotional intelligence. A significant difference was found among 
the four grade levels for trait emotional intelligence [F(3, 130) = 4.674, p = .004], however no significant difference 
in academic stress was found among the four grade levels [F(3,130) = .241, p = .868]. After running a Bonferroni post 
hoc test for trait emotional intelligence, a significant difference was found between sophomore and seniors and 
between the freshmen and seniors.   
 

DISCUSSION 
 
Results indicate a moderate inverse relationship between trait-emotional intelligence and perceived academic stress 
among participants supporting our hypothesis.   
 
Students reported varying levels of emotional control and response to pressure relating to well-being, self-control, 
emotionality, and sociability. Students also reacted to pressure, self-motivation, and adaption at varying levels, 
indicating concerns about how well students understand, manage, interpret, and use emotions. Student 
perceptions of emotional self-efficacy and emotional functioning are stable aspects of personality impacting behavior. 
Trait- emotional intelligence is negatively related to stress and maladaptive coping possibly resulting in attrition.  This 
information is potentially useful for institutions of higher education in identifying students at risk and providing 
students with programs and support to remain in school.   
 
Students reported varying levels of generalized feelings and severity of academic stress.  College students are at risk 
of experiencing symptoms of stress including physical ailments, feelings of tension, and nervous thoughts, possibly 
impacting the ability to function and remain in the college environment. This information is useful for institutions of 
higher education in identifying students at risk and providing students with programs and support to remain in school.   
 
Research results support prior studies indicating a generally high level of academic stress among college students, as 
most of the students’ self-reported high levels of academic stress. Students with higher levels of stress may have 
difficulty adjusting to college and remaining in college due to the stresses of academic life.  Students with higher 
levels of total-trait emotional intelligence are generally more self-confident, happy, and sociable (Petrides, 2009).  Our 
results suggest the greater the trait-emotional intelligence, at least to some degree, the better the ability to handle the 
stress of academic life.  The number of students studied and the time in the semester of data collection possibly 
impacted results.  Replication of these results is necessary in a future study.  
 
Our results showed student scores of total-trait emotional intelligence in first, second, third, and fourth year of study 
were significantly different. Fourth-year students, as a group, had a higher total-trait emotional intelligence score than 
first-year students. While results do not specifically indicate why this was the case, perhaps college experience, like 
work experience (Shipley, Jackson, & Seacrest, 2010), helps one develop trait-emotional intelligence. Future 
longitudinal research may confirm the difference in total-trait emotional intelligence among students in different years 
of study.  
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Our study examined a relationship between gender and student total-trait emotional intelligence, and also gender and 
level of academic stress.  Results indicated no significant difference in total-trait emotional intelligence between males 
and females; however, there was a difference in the level of academic stress experienced between males and females.  
Although females reported a higher level of academic stress, both males and females reported a level of stress above 
the cut-off, indicating all were under a high degree of academic stress.  One factor to consider again is the timing of 
questionnaire administration.  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The TEIQue-SF and USS may provide pathways for interventions to further develop students in several ways. We 
know attrition is a serious problem for colleges. If students with low total-trait emotional intelligence are 
identified early in their academic career, colleges may provide students with resources, allowing students to 
better cope with the stresses of college.  Increased levels of persistence may result benefitting both the student 
and institution.  
 
Further study is needed to replicate results at various times during the academic year. Other factors to possibly consider 
include age, transfer-students, first-generation college students, and academic performance (GPA) as these factors 
may relate to emotional intelligence, academic stress, and the student’s likelihood to persist in college.   
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between trait-emotional intelligence and academic stress 
among students at a small, private college.  A moderate negative correlation was found between the amount of 
academic stress students exhibit and student trait- emotional intelligence. A significant difference was found in 
average academic stress (USS) between male and female students.  A significant difference was also found among the 
four grade levels for trait emotional intelligence. Evidence suggests these variables are important to the understanding 
of student retention issues. We hope the results obtained from this study and future studies allow small private colleges 
the tools to measure the predictive validity of total-trait emotional intelligence and academic stress impacting attrition.  
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