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Abstract
Academic stress among university students isa pervasive issue characterized by emotional,
physical, and psychological strain stemming from academic demands. This stress can manifest in
various forms, impacting mental and physical health, academic performance, and overall well-
being. The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between academic stress, coping
styles, and emotional intelligence. Further, it also attempted to find out the role of coping styles
and emotional intelligence on academic stress among university students and explored potential
gender differences across these variables. A total of 200 willing university students aged 18-26
from various universities in Bathinda district, Punjab, were selected using a multistage random
sampling technique. The results showed no significant gender difference in the study variables.
However, a significant impact of emotional intelligence on the academic stress of the student was
observed, suggesting that higher emotional intelligence may serve as a protective factor against

academic stress.
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For university students, being competitive and for
surviving in such a competitive environment where
there are many educational reforms such as new
educational policy (NEP, 2020), technological
advancements, and high academic competition
(Abouserie, 1994) can sometimes be a double-edged
sword as it can drive them to excel and be persistent.
Still, at the same time, it also creates academic stress
(Folkman & Lazarus,1985; Posselt & Lipson, 2016)
and can have a detrimental effect on students’
motivation (Ames, 1992; Weiner, 1979). Moreover,
when academic stress has been sustained for a long
time and is perceived as intolerable to the individual
experiencing it, it can lead to fatal conditions such as
helplessness (Abramson et al., 1978), and depression
(Peterson & Barrett, 1987), thereby placing such
students’ academic careers and their futures at risk
(Sun et al., 2012). The academic stress can affect the
students not only psychologically by impairing their
cognitive ability to function effectively but also
biologically (Izzati, 2020). A model of test anxiety by
Von Der Embse et al. (2017) postulates that the
biological and psychological state elicited by stress
related to academic may ramify deficits in the skills
and knowledge of individuals and influence the
prevalence and severity of test anxiety. Psychological
distress may develop in individuals who are exposed
to a stressful environment (Agnew, 2017). Academic
stress is caused by various academic expectations and
is found to affect different genders differently; for
instance, males have less reported academic stress
when compared to females (Agnew, 2017; Jones
&Hattie, 1991). Moreover, academic stress is also
influenced by the ethnicity of the individual. Students
from particular ethnic groups and socioeconomic
backgrounds are more prone to academic stress
(Coney & West, 1979; Jones & Hattie, 1991).

There are various cognitive factors that divide
students into two groups. One group is more
susceptible to stress due to inadequate cognitive
appraisal and planning. In contrast, the other group,
although they also experience stress, is more resilient.

These students are less likely to be affected by minor
setbacks, can handle challenging situations
effectively, and are better at managing stress and
overcoming obstacles (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Perry
& Magnusson, 1989; Struthers & Perry, 1996).

To explain this discrepancy in students' responses to
stressful events, Lazarus proposed a cognitive model
of stress (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985), which
emphasizes the role of cognitive appraisal and an
individual’s perceived resources and ability to cope
with stress. According to this model, stress perception
and coping occur in three stages: (1) primary
appraisal, where the individual evaluates the threat
posed by the situation; (2) secondary appraisal, where
they assess their available resources to deal with the
situation; and (3) coping, which involves efforts to
manage or overcome the stressor. Within this coping
stage, two specific styles are identified: problem-
focused coping (PFC) and emotion-focused coping
(EFC). PFC involves attempting to eliminate or
reduce the stressor through strategic thinking and
action, while EFC aims to manage the emotional
distress associated with the stressor. EFC is typically
used when the individual perceives the stressor as
unavoidable  (Folkman &  Lazarus, 1985).
Additionally, Billings and Moos (1985) proposed
three coping styles: (1) active behavioral coping,
where individuals take direct action to manage the
stressor; (2) active cognitive coping, which involves
reframing one’s perception of the stressor; and (3)
avoidance coping, where the stressor is ignored or
denied. Research shows that students who employ
active coping strategies are less prone to academic
stress and are at a lower risk of developing mental
health issues such as depression, compared to those
who rely on avoidance coping strategies (Verger et
al., 2009).

Unlike the earlier theories of coping, which primarily
conceptualize coping as a dynamic process dependent
on situational appraisals, alternative perspectives have
emerged that view coping as a relatively stable trait
influenced by personality factors (Billings & Moos,
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1985). These trait-based approaches suggest that
individual differences in coping may be rooted in
enduring personality characteristics. For instance,
extroverted students (Cantor & Norem, 1989),
optimistic students (Cantor & Norem, 1989;
Gallagher, 1990), students with high self-esteem
(Baumeister et al., 1993), and with internal locus of
control (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992) are generally
more successful in managing and overcoming
academic stress. These individuals are better equipped
to handle the demotivating effects of negative events,
indicating that personality traits can serve as
protective factors in the face of stress.

Since Galton’s early work, researchers have explored
various constructs of intelligence. Thorndike proposed
a multifactor theory, which included social
intelligence, the ability to understand and manage
social relationships. Similarly, Gardner (1993)
introduced the theory of multiple intelligences,
identifying intrapersonal and interpersonal
intelligences as distinct domains. The concept of
emotional intelligence (EI) was first introduced by
Salovey and Mayer (1990), who defined it as “the
subset of social intelligence that involves the ability to
monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions,
to discriminate among them, and to wuse this
information to guide one’s thinking and actions”
(Mayer & Salovey, 1993). Mayer (1999) later
conceptualized EI through three models: the ability
model, which views EI as a mental ability; the mixed
model, which includes personality traits such as
optimism and well-being (Mayer et al., 1999); and the
trait model, which sees EI as a dispositional
characteristic measured through self- or peer-report.
This understanding of EI becomes particularly
relevant in the context of university students, who
often face significant psychological adjustment due to
new academic and social demands (Klassen et al.,
2013; Rahim, 2017). Therefore, coping with this
newly initiated academic stress needs an adaptation to
these newly established social norms and situations
(Kermani et al., 2013c¢). Literature indicates that there
is a negative correlation between EI and stress, which
explains that the lower the EI, the greater the stress,
and vice versa, including the biological indicators of
academic stress and self-perceived stress among
students (Birks et al., 2009; Por et al., 2011). Salovey
and Mayer (1990) found that individuals with higher
EI are more resilient to stress and better equipped to
manage challenging situations (Ciarrochi& Forgas,
2013; Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Encouragingly,
research suggests that EI is not fixed;it can be taught,
developed, and enhanced over time.

Although several studies have demonstrated a
relationship between low EI and higher levels of
stress (Mayer & Salovey, 1998; Mayer et al., 1999,
2000; Salovey & Mayer, 1990), limited research has
explored how EI can actively contribute to stress
reduction. One possible explanation is that individuals
with higher EI exhibit greater flexibility in their
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coping strategies and responses to stressful situations.

An individual high on EI is more expected to display

adaptive coping strategies, for instance looking for

social support or aiming to solve the problem and is
less likely to indulge in a maladaptive coping strategy,
such as avoiding the problem, risk-taking, and self-
criticism (Prentice et al., 2020). This pattern of
behavior can be better understood by conceptualizing
EI as a set of competencies that enable individuals to
manage, interpret, and regulate emotions—both their
own and those of others—thereby promoting more
effective interpersonal interactions and emotional
regulation (O’Connor, 2019). As a result, students
with higher EI are generally better equipped to handle
academic stressors and failures, which in turn leads to

a lower overall experience of stress (Dasor et al.,

2023). Given the significance of EI in helping

university students managing academic stress and the

role of coping strategies in alleviating that stress, the
present study aims to investigate the following
research questions:

i) Is there any gender difference in academic stress,
emotional intelligence, and coping styles of
university students of Bathinda, Punjab?

ii) Is there any association between academic stress,
emotional intelligence, and coping styles among
university students?

iii) What is the impact of emotional intelligence and
coping styles on academic stress among university
students?

Method

Sample

A total of 200 university students were selected from

the Bathinda district of Punjab, India. For the

selection of the sample, a multistage random sampling
technique was employed, and only those participants
were selected for the study who were willing and
ready to participate in this study. The inclusion
criteria were: (a) university students who were
currently pursuing their studies from different

universities in the Bathinda district of Punjab, and (b)

the age of the participants was between 18 and 26

years.

Tools

Academic Stress Scale: This is a self-report scale

developed by Rajendren and Kaliappan (1990). It

consists of 40 statements. The responses are scored on

a five-point Likert-type scale, which ranges from 0 to

4. A high score indicates more academic stress and

vice versa. The reliability of the scale was found to be

0.82.

Brief COPE Inventory: The Brief-COPE (Carver,

1997) consists of 28 items and measures ways of

coping with stressful events. It is a self-report

questionnaire, and the responses are rated on the four-
point Likert scale. The scale has good reliability and
validity.

Emotional Intelligence Scale: Tt was developed by

Wong et al. (2002). It is based on four factors: self-

emotion appraisal, others’ emotion appraisal, use of
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emotion, and regulation of emotion. The responses are
scored on seven-point Likert-type questions, which
range from 1 to 7. A high score indicates a higher
level of EI. The internal consistency of the scale
ranges between .83 to .90.

Procedure

Data was collected from two hundred (200) university
students of Bathinda, Punjab. For the execution of
data collection, it required permission from the
competent authorities of different Universities, and a
tentative schedule was planned for visits to each
University, which was taken into account. Before
administering the scales, rapport was established with
the subjects, and then the subjects were requested to
fill out the consent form. The ethical norms of the
research were followed to collect data from the
participants. Data were collected through group
administration, and all completed data sheets were
carefully reviewed to ensure completeness and
accuracy. After data collection, the data sheets were
scored properly and then analyzed using SPSS. For
data analysis, mean, SD, t-test, and regression
analysis were computed.

Results and Interpretation

Table 1: Showing gender differences in academic
stress, emotional intelligence, and coping styles
Table 1 presents gender differences in academic
stress, EI, and coping strategies. The results indicated
no significant difference between male and female
students in academic stress and EI. The students did
not differ significantly in their coping strategies also

(p> .05).

EI decreases, academic stress increases. Results also
showed a significant positive correlation between PFC
and EFC (r=.563, p<0.01) and ACS (r=.476, p<0.01),
respectively. Moreover, a positive correlation was
found between EFC and AFC (r=.495, p<0.01).

Table 3 shows the simple linear regression analysis,
which was used to see the impact of EI on academic
stress. The results indicated that the predictor (i.e.,
emotional intelligence) explained 77% (R* = 0.77) of
the variation in academic stress [F(1,197) = 16.51, p<
0.001]. It implies that due to EI, 77% of the variance
in academic stress can be explained. Moreover,
through the regression equation, academic stress can
be predicted as well based on the constant (66.265)
and b-value (-.301). The regression findings are found
to be consistent with the past studies (Pau &
Croucher, 2003; Pau et al., 2004; Yusoff et al., 2021).

Table 4 presents the impact of coping styles on
academic stress among university students. Findings
indicated that coping styles do not have a statistically
significant impact on academic stress.

Discussion

The study highlights the academic stress among
university students and the role of coping styles and
EI in the stress experienced by them. This study found
no gender differences, which contrasts with previous
research that reported gender differences in academic
stress, emotional intelligence (EI), and coping styles
(Barrett, 2000; Brackett & Mayer, 2003; Day &
Carroll, 2004; Hojat, 1999; Lloyd & Gartrell, 1981;
Matud, 2004; Palmer, 2005). The absence of gender
differences in academic stress, EI, and coping styles

Table 2: Showing relationship between academic stress, emotional intelligence, and coping styles

Variables 1 2 3 4 5
Academic stress -.116 -.023 -.054 -.278%
Problem-focused coping (PFC) 563%* 476% 119
Emotion-focused coping (EFC) 495% .021
Avoidant coping styles (ACS) 713

Emotional intelligence (EI)

Note - * significant at 0.01 level

Table 2 represents the correlation between academic
stress, EI, and coping styles. Academic stress is found
to be negatively correlated with EI (r=-.278, p< 0.01),

among university students may be attributed to
increasingly equal academic expectations, shared
social pressures, and similar access to psychological

Table 3: Simple linear regression showing the impact of emotional intelligence on academic stress

95% CI
Variables SE LB UB B t P
Emotional intelligence -.301 -.447 -.155 -.278 -4.064  .001%**
Note: Dependent Variable = Academic

StressF(1,197) = 16.51*%*, p< 0.001, R=.077

SE = Standard error,

CI= Confidence Interval for B, LB = Lower
Bound, UB= Upper bound

**=p<.001

implying the inverse relationship between emotional
intelligence and academic stress. This indicates that as
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resources across genders. As traditional gender roles
evolve, both male and female students are likely to
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face and manage stressors in comparable ways.
Additionally, contemporary educational environments

suggest that EI can be developed, improved, and
increased (Garrett-Peters & Fox, 2007, Mayer &

encourage emotional awareness and adaptive coping  Salovey, 1993; Radford, 2003; Zahed-
regardless of gender. Studies have found that these = Babelan&Moenikia, 2010).

Table 4: Simple linear regression showing the impact of coping styles on academic stress

95% CI

Variables SE LB UB B t p

PFC 3.26 -11.74 1.11 -5.317 -1.631 0.104

EFC 3.57 -4.34 9.72 2.68 0.754 0.452

AFC 3.46 -7.56 6.06 -0.749 -0.217 0.829

Note: Dependent Variable = Academic Stress
F (3,195) =1.08, p> 0.05, R=.128
SE = Standard error,

CI= Confidence Interval for B, LB = Lower Bound, UB= Upper bound

factors contribute to minimal or no significant gender-
based variation in stress, EI, or coping strategies
(Bayram &Bilgel, 2008; Dyson & Renk, 2006; m
Misra & McKean, 2000).

The present study brings forth that there is a negative
relationship between academic stress and EI. The
negative correlation clearly shows that EI can buffer
the stress experienced only when an individual is high
on its dimensions (Birks et al., 2009). The present
results were found to be consistent with the past
findings, suggesting that low EI is associated with
high levels of academic stress (Birks et al., 2009;
Kasper et al., 2005; Newsome et al., 2000; Por et al.,
2001). The individual with higher EI has a better
emotional response to the stressful situation, as EI
provides them with accuracy in mood regulation and
control (Jahan et al., 2022). Khorasani et al. (2023b)
in their study showed that EI can help to resolve
conflicts, and thus reduce frustration among students.
However, no significant correlation was found
between academic stress and coping styles. This may
be due to the complexity and variability of individual
coping mechanisms, which are influenced by
personal, situational, and cultural factors. Students use
a variety of coping strategies, both effective and
ineffective, which may affect the overall relationship.
Additionally, coping effectiveness depends on the
individual and situation, linking to stress less clearly
(Compeas et al., 200; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Folkman
& Moskowitz, 2004).

The study also establishes the predictive role of EI on
academic stress. It was found that the major portion of
academic stress is predictable through the level of EI
present within the individual. According to Salovey,
people with higher EI are less vulnerable to stressful
situations (Mayer et al., 2000). Studies have shown
that the components of EI regulate the physiological,
behavioural, and emotional response of students while
responding to  stressful academic situations
(Khorasani et al., 2023b). EI is found to predict
academic stress as it also has a positive role in
predicting academic performance, engagement, and
psychological well-being of students in academic
settings (McEown et al., 2023). Various studies
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The present study showed no significant impact of
coping styles on academic stress. This may be
attributed to individual differences and contextual
factors that influence how coping strategies are used
and perceived. Coping is highly situation-dependent,
and its effectiveness can vary across individuals and
circumstances (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984). Moreover, inconsistent or
maladaptive use of coping strategies may reduce their
effectiveness in managing academic stress (Compas et
al., 2001). These factors together may explain why
coping styles did not significantly predict academic
stress in the current study.

Conclusion

University students often face high academic
demands, which can lead to stress and negatively
affect their well-being and academic performance.
The present study examined the relationship between
academic stress, emotional intelligence (EI), and
coping styles among university students. Findings
revealed no significant gender differences in academic
stress, EI, and coping styles. However, a significant
negative correlation was observed between EI and
academic stress, indicating that higher emotional
intelligence is associated with a lower level of
academic stress and thus showing its significant
impact on the academic stress of university students.
In contrast, coping styles were not found to have a
significant impact on academic stress. These results
suggest that fostering emotional intelligence among
students may be more effective in managing academic
stress than focusing solely on coping strategies. The
findings highlight the importance of integrating EI
training among university programs to help students
to manage academic stress more effectively.
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