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Trait Emotional Intelligence (EI) is a constellation of emotional self-perceptions and dispositions related to perceiving, understanding, using, and managing emotions of self and others. Although higher trait EI has been implicated in post-secondary success among university students. There is lack of evidence for whether it predicts the pursuit of post-secondary education (PSE) in emerging adulthood. This was the first study to investigate the role of trait EI in PSE pursuit using a large, nationally-representative sample of Canadian young adults who participated in the National Longitudinal Survey for Children and Youth (NLSCY). Participants in this dataset reported on their PSE status at three biennial waves (age 20–21, 22–23, and 24–25), and completed a four-factor self-report scale for trait EI (Emotional Quotient Inventory: Mini) at ages 20–21 and 24–25. Higher trait EI subscale scores were significantly associated with greater likelihood of PSE participation both concurrently, and at 2- and 4-year follow-ups. Overall, these associations were larger for men than women. The finding that these links persisted over a multi-year period is particularly promising, as it represents an important validation step toward further investment in socioemotional competencies as part of youth development interventions.
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INTRODUCTION

The period of emerging adulthood is an important developmental stage where one's decisions can have substantial personal, social and economic implications for the individual (Arnett, 2000; Lüdtke et al., 2011). One such decision involves the pursuit of post-secondary education (PSE), which is essential for better vocational outcomes in the modern economy (Toutkoushian and Paulsen, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2017; Uppal, 2017). Canadians with a university degree have an employment rate of over 70%, compared to those without one (under 60%, decreasing with lower education levels; Statistics Canada, 2017). PSE completion is also linked to higher income levels in both males and females (Uppal, 2017). However, many young adults who enter PSE leave without completing the program. The attrition rate for high-school graduates transitioning to PSE is ~50% in the United States and Canada (Shaienks et al., 2008; Ross et al., 2012). Moreover, there is a sizeable segment of high school graduates who do not pursue higher education (Finnie, 2012). Understanding the factors that predict PSE pursuit and attainment can inform both policy and programming for enhancing employability of young adults and building a highly skilled workforce of tomorrow.

Models of PSE attainment have traditionally emphasized cognitive metrics—IQ scores, achievement tests, school grades—as key predictors of outcomes. However, cognitive skills alone are no longer considered sufficient for explaining PSE success, with a growing wave of evidence pointing to the unique contributions of non-cognitive factors, such as personality traits, emotional, and interpersonal competencies, and aspects of self-concept (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Richardson et al., 2012; Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2017; Boerchi et al., 2018). Non-cognitive factors are of particular interest from a practical standpoint, because they are more malleable and therefore potentially more amenable to intervention (Richardson et al., 2012; Boerchi et al., 2018).

One of such non-cognitive factors implicated in post-secondary success is trait emotional intelligence, or trait EI (Perera and DiGiacomo, 2013; Parker et al., 2018). Trait EI is defined as a constellation of emotional self-perceptions and dispositions related to perceiving, understanding, using, and managing emotions of self and others (Petrides et al., 2018). Conceptualized as a set of lower-order personality facets, trait EI is assessed via self-report questionnaires and shares moderate degree of overlap with the higher-order Big Five personality traits (Petrides et al., 2007). However, trait EI is not redundant with other constructs, and it has been consistently found to explain incremental variance in various life outcomes beyond measures of cognitive intelligence, mood, and basic personality (Petrides et al., 2007; Wood et al., 2009; Andrei et al., 2016). Trait EI is also distinct from the construct of ability EI (Petrides and Furnham, 2001). Ability EI reflects emotion-related knowledge and the ability to apply that knowledge when instructed to do so; whereas trait EI entails emotional self-efficacy and behavioral dispositions which reflect how a person utilizes their EI abilities in every-day settings (Austin et al., 2008; Mikolajczak, 2009; Keefer, 2015). Given this distinction between aptitude (ability EI) and typical behavior (trait EI), it is not surprising that trait EI has emerged as the stronger and more reliable predictor of various life outcomes than ability EI (Keefer et al., 2018).

A considerable body of research has linked higher trait EI to positive educational outcomes at both secondary and post-secondary levels, including higher grades, fewer school absences, and greater likelihood of degree completion (Humphrey et al., 2007; Perera and DiGiacomo, 2013; Petrides et al., 2018). However, much of this research is cross-sectional, with only a small number of studies utilizing longitudinal designs (e.g., Parker et al., 2004; Keefer et al., 2012). Moreover, extant evidence linking trait EI to long-term PSE outcomes is limited to students who were already enrolled in college or university. To date, there have been no studies examining whether trait EI predicts the likelihood of a young person entering PSE in the first place—an empirical question that requires longitudinal follow-ups of a large representative cohort of youth. The present study capitalized on 4 years of available longitudinal data from the National Longitudinal Survey for Children and Youth (NLSCY; Statistics Canada, 2010a) to investigate the long-term utility of trait EI in predicting PSE pursuit from age 20–21 to 24–25 in a large, nationally-representative sample of young Canadians. To provide more context, the following section reviews existing longitudinal evidence on trait EI in PSE contexts.

TRAIT EI IN POST-SECONDARY CONTEXTS

The first series of studies to evaluate the prospective utility of trait EI in predicting post-secondary outcomes of emerging adults transitioning to PSE was the Trent Academic Success and Wellness Project (TASWP; Parker et al., 2018). This research was conducted at a medium-sized Canadian university (Trent University), recruiting four successive cohorts of undergraduate students (total N = 3,500) at the beginning of their first year. Participants were administered an array of psychological self-report instruments, including a measure of trait EI called the Emotional Quotient Inventory-Short form (EQ-i:S; Bar-On, 2002), which assesses four trait EI domains: Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Stress Management, and Adaptability. Participants also consented to releasing their high-school grades and subsequent university records for the project.

In the first TASWP study (Parker et al., 2004) participants' EQ-i:S scores were matched with their academic record at the end of their first year of university. In order to measure academic success, the participants were processed as two groups: academically successful (those with grade-point-averages [GPAs] > 79%) and academically unsuccessful (GPA < 60% for that academic year). Results revealed that, despite having comparable age, course load, and high-school grades, successful students scored significantly higher than the unsuccessful group on total trait EI, as well as on the Intrapersonal, Stress Management, and Adaptability scales assessed by the EQ-i:S. Discriminant Function Analysis classified students into the successful and unsuccessful groups based on their EQ-i:S scores and revealed an overall 86% correct classification rate. This was the earliest compelling evidence showing that trait EI is a relevant factor in PSE settings, as it incrementally predicted academic success independent of a students' previous academic record (Parker et al., 2004).

In a subsequent TASWP study, trait EI was also found to predict student retention into the second year of university (Parker et al., 2006). Again, despite having comparable age, course load, and high-school grades, students who persisted beyond the first year of university had significantly higher trait EI-related competencies (Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Stress Management, and Adaptability) at the start of the academic year, compared to those who withdrew. This effect was moderated by gender: males who withdrew had significantly lower Interpersonal and total trait EI scores than both males and females who persisted, while females who withdrew had significantly lower total trait EI scores than males who persisted (Parker et al., 2006). Importantly, these initial TASWP findings have been since independently replicated in university samples from Europe and the United States (Parker et al., 2005a; Qualter et al., 2009; Saklofske et al., 2012; Sanchez-Ruiz et al., 2013).

A 6-year follow-up of the TASWP cohorts indicated that first-year trait EI profiles also significantly predicted degree completion status (graduated vs. withdrew): students who left without completing their degree had both significantly lower total trait EI levels and low scores across all four trait EI domains assessed (Keefer et al., 2012). More recently, Parker et al. (2016) reported similar results for a subsample of academically gifted TASWP participants who had a high-school GPA of 90% or better: gifted students who entered university with lower trait EI scores were significantly less likely to graduate within 6 years, compared to their gifted peers with high trait EI. Taken together, this evidence suggests that trait EI is predictive of long-term PSE attainment regardless of students' cognitive intelligence or exceptional academic ability (Parker et al., 2018).

There are several possible mechanisms by which trait EI predicts post-secondary success. One of the more proximal variables is its function as a resilience factor for post-secondary students. Attending a college or university can be a very stressful transition, presenting an array of personal and interpersonal challenges for students (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005), especially when having to move away from their home town (Witkow et al., 2015). This demographic, comprised mostly of young adults, leave the proximity of pre-existing relationships (like family and friends) and have to form new ones, as well as adapt to a more challenging academic load (Fussell et al., 2007). Compounding this stress is the rising financial costs of attending colleges and universities (Finnie, 2012; Statistics Canada, 2016). This often requires students to take up part-time work, which poses an additional challenge in attempting to balance academic, social, and work life (see Moulin et al., 2013). Consistent with its resilience function, trait EI has been linked with fewer physical fatigue symptoms (Brown and Schutte, 2006; Thompson et al., 2007), lower levels of social anxiety and loneliness (Summerfeldt et al., 2006), and use of more adaptive coping strategies in students (Saklofske et al., 2007). These variables in turn mediate the relationship between trait EI and academic adjustment and performance (Perera and DiGiacomo, 2015).

Three of the main contributing factors in the relationship between trait EI and PSE success are general interpersonal skills, motivation/optimism, and decision-making (Perera and DiGiacomo, 2015). Indeed, all theories of trait EI consider the ability to empathize with others' feelings as one of its core components (Bar-On, 1997; Petrides and Furnham, 2000). This is an important skill for students in an environment requiring collaboration with others (Wang et al., 2009). Students deficient in this competency can feel alienated from campus life—which has been implicated in student attrition (see Wilcox et al., 2005). Higher trait EI is also linked with a more confident and positive outlook on future outcomes (Petrides and Furnham, 2001; Bar-On, 2002). This is an ideal state of mind to persist and attain one's academic goals (Nes and Segerstrom, 2006; Carver and Connor-Smith, 2010), and stay engaged in learning activities (Linnenbrink, 2007). The capacity to effectively collaborate, utilize emotions resourcefully in problem-solving, and stay determined while adaptively coping with socioemotional and academic challenges is a psychological profile typically linked with post-secondary success (Credé and Niehorster, 2012).

THE PRESENT STUDY

As is evident from the studies reviewed above, extant research on the role of trait EI in PSE attainment has been limited to an overly restricted participant pool—one in which everyone has already made it into a PSE program. Whether trait EI predicts the likelihood of pursuing PSE in the first place is an important question that is yet to be addressed empirically. While it is true that external factors, such as socioeconomic status can influence PSE pursuit, population-based evidence suggests that 43% of Canadians report no barriers in the decision to pursue PSE (irrespective of whether they pursue it or not), compared to 25% citing financial barriers (Finnie, 2012). Therefore, PSE pursuit depends on individual and sociocultural factors more so than on economic barriers alone (Abada and Tenkorang, 2009; Finnie, 2012). Given the importance of PSE in the marketplace, and the demonstrated long-term links between trait EI and PSE success, it is worth investigating if trait EI in emerging adulthood is also associated with the pursuit of higher education. Obtaining empirical evidence for this link is an important validation step toward further investment in trait EI interventions.

The main goal of the current study was to examine the predictive utility of trait EI for PSE pursuit over a 4-year period of emerging adulthood (age 20–21 to 24–25). To accomplish this, we analyzed three biennial waves of nationally-representative data from the Canadian National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY; Statistics Canada, 2010a).

The inclusion of multi-year trait EI data is a unique feature of the NLSCY, relative to other comparable databases, such as the Canadian Youth in Transition Survey or the American National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. It is therefore the only current source of longitudinal, population-level data on trait EI. Specifically, the study dataset includes measures of trait EI for 20–21-year-olds and 24–25-year-olds (among its emerging adult demographic). Education data for that sample was available concurrently, and prospectively at age 22–23 and 24–25. We expected trait EI to positively predict PSE participation in emerging adulthood. In line with previous research on trait EI in PSE contexts (e.g., Parker et al., 2004, 2011), gender was included as a potential moderator in these analyses.

METHODS

Data Source

This study utilized a stratified, nationally representative, multi-wave dataset from Statistics Canada called the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY). The survey was administered to children aged 0–11 years old at the start (in 1994), with follow-ups conducted every 2 years from then until 2008, producing a total of 8 cycles. The survey assessed a variety of constructs from demographic information to physical and mental health, educational and vocational outcomes, and socioemotional competencies from early childhood into young adulthood (Statistics Canada, 2010a).

The original Cycle 1 cohort included almost 23,000 children selected to represent the population of all Canadian children aged 0–11 years. Exclusionary criteria included children living in Northwestern territories, or having parents that are either institutionalized, living in First Nations Reserves and Crown Lands, and/or children whose parents were full-time members of the Canadian Armed Forces (representing 2% of the population). Budget restrictions and the need to reduce response burden on households with more than 2 children reduced the sample size to 16,000 in Cycle 2. Close to 10,000 of that sample participated in the final cycle of the survey (Cycle 8).

As this research is based on anonymized secondary data files provided by Statistics Canada, an ethics approval was not required for this particular investigation. We refer readers to the Statistics Act (http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/S-19/PITIndex.html) for ethical guidelines that the Government of Canada abided by during data collection.

Study Sample

For this study we only used data from Cycle 6 (2004), Cycle 7 (2006), and Cycle 8 (2008) of the multi-wave study, as these were the only cycles containing our target age group (early adulthood) along with the relevant variables (trait EI and PSE pursuit). We specifically used a subsample of ~1,400 Canadian youth (50% males) aged 20–21 who had completed the same measure of trait EI (EQ-i: Mini) at Cycle 6, and again at Cycle 8 when they were 24–25 years old. The EQ-i: Mini data was not available at any other Cycle for this cohort. PSE information for this cohort was available at Cycles 6, 7, and 8. Participants were surveyed via face-to-face or telephone interview conducted by a trained Statistics Canada interviewer using computer-assisted interviewing (Statistics Canada, 2010b). The NLSCY data User Guide contains more information on the sampling design and data collection procedure (Statistics Canada, 2010a).

Measures

Trait EI

Trait EI was assessed using a shortened, 20-item version of the EQ-i: Short (Bar-On, 2002) called the EQ-i: Mini. For the present sample, this measure was only administered to participants at Cycle 6 (age 20–21) and Cycle 8 (age 24–25). The EQ-i: Mini consists of self-referential statements rated by participants on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = “Very seldom true or not true” to 5 = “Very often true or true”). Higher scores imply higher levels of trait EI. Of the 20 items, 16 tap into dimensions of interest (Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Stress Management and Adaptability) while the other 4 are screeners for participants' General Mood. As General Mood is not part of the trait EI construct, it was not considered in the present study. For a full list of items see Appendix A in Supplementary Material.

This measure demonstrated good reliability coefficients: for each dimension of the EQ-i: Mini, average item reliabilities (R2) and mean inter-item correlations (MICs) across both cycles were moderate: Interpersonal (R2 = 0.34; MIC = 0.34), Intrapersonal (R2 = 0.28; MIC = 0.33), Stress Management (R2 = 0.35, MIC = 0.33), and Adaptability (R2 = 0.35; MIC = 0.31). The EQ-i: Mini also had good Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the total scores at each time-point (0.76 at Cycle 6 and 0.77 at Cycle 8).

PSE Participation

A variable in the NLSCY dataset coded participants' self-reported educational status at each Cycle by the following categories: 01 = School leaver; 02 = In high school; 03 = Completed high school but not in post-secondary; 04 = In post-secondary; 05 = Completed post-secondary; 06–99 = Current education status unknown.

For the present study, this variable was re-coded to form a dichotomous variable with the following groups: No PSE (categories 01, 02, and 03) and Some PSE (categories 04 and 05), respective to that specific time-point. Cases with unknown education status (06−99) were excluded from the analyses.

To examine change in PSE status across time-points, the education variables were re-coded as a three-level variable: No PSE at all (at either time-point), New PSE (for those who had no PSE at a previous time-point but acquired some PSE by a second time-point), and Previous PSE (for those who had some PSE at a previous time-point).

Statistical Analyses

Trait EI and PSE Pursuit

A series of between-groups (for concurrent) and within-subjects (for prospective) Multivariate Analyses of Variance (MANOVAs) were conducted with the PSE groups (No PSE and Some PSE for PSE status; No PSE, New PSE, and Previous PSE for change in PSE status) as the grouping independent variable and the EQ-i: Mini subscales (Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Stress Management, and Adaptability) as dependent variables. Gender was also included as a second grouping variable in the analyses to assess for potential moderating effects. These MANOVAs were conducted using the latest version of SPSS software.

Significance Criteria

Following the NLSCY guidelines (Statistics Canada, 2010a), all analyses were conducted on weighted data, calculated from longitudinal sampling weights (pre-generated by Statistics Canada), which are adjusted for longitudinal survey-wide non-response and post-stratified to known frequencies by age, sex, and province to reflect the original survey population (Statistics Canada, 2010a). This allows for making population-based inferences from the results. However, the weighting procedure inflates the effective sample sizes (to the hundreds of thousands) to a point where orthodox statistical significance testing (p < 0.05) is not applicable1. Therefore, we interpreted the results based on standardized effect size measures, such as the Eta statistic (η; the square root of Partial Eta-Squared values in SPSS) for mean differences, and Cramer's V for cross-tabulations of frequencies. These values provide information on the magnitude of the effect, and are independent of the sample size (Ferguson, 2009; Gignac and Szodorai, 2016). There is no “objective” indicator for the extent of difference required to be deemed “non-trivial.” Therefore, we followed the guideline that effect size benchmarks for “practically significant” effects should be determined based on evidence from the specific research context (Hill et al., 2008; Keefer et al., 2013). Our interpretations relied on empirically derived benchmarks used in previous studies on socioemotional competencies (Durlak et al., 2011; Keefer et al., 2013). Specifically, effect sizes of ≥0.10 (non-squared) units were considered to be non-trivial, or practically significant.

RESULTS

Concurrent Associations With PSE Status at Age 20–21

Of the total study sample who had valid EQ-i: Mini data at Cycle 6, 66% reported at least some PSE experience at Cycle 6, 22% reported no PSE experience at Cycle 6, and the remaining 12% had unknown or missing Cycle 6 education status. Respondents who had unknown/missing vs. valid Cycle 6 education data were compared on their Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini subscale scores and proportions of men and women. Missingness of Cycle 6 education data was not significantly associated with gender (Cramer's V = 0.06) or Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini scores (Wilk's lambda = 0.99, Eta = 0.08). Only the respondents with valid Cycle 6 education data were used in subsequent analyses of variance.

A 2 × 2 factorial MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 6 (age 20–21) EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 6 PSE Status (some PSE vs. no PSE) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. There was a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status (Wilk's lambda = 0.97, Eta = 0.18), but the moderating effect of gender was non-significant (Wilk's lambda = 0.99, Eta = 0.08). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 1. Individuals who had at least some PSE experience by age 20–21 had significantly higher concurrent scores on all four EQ-i: Mini subscales than individuals who had no PSE experience.


Table 1. Concurrent and Prospective Associations between EQ-i: Mini Subscale Scores and PSE Status.
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Prospective 2-Year Associations With PSE Status at Age 22–23

Of the total study sample who had valid EQ-i: Mini data at Cycle 6, 22% did not return for Cycle 7 (age 22–23). Of the returning Cycle 7 sample, 73% reported at least some PSE experience at Cycle 7, 14% reported no PSE experience at Cycle 7, and the remaining 13% had unknown or missing Cycle 7 education status. Respondents who had unknown/missing vs. valid Cycle 7 education data were compared on their Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, proportions of men and women, and Cycle 6 PSE Status (some vs. none). Missingness of Cycle 7 education data was not significantly associated with gender (Cramer's V = 0.09) or Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini scores (Wilk's lambda = 1.0, Eta = 0.06). However, missingness was significantly associated with Cycle 6 PSE Status (Cramer's V = 0.18); respondents who reported no PSE at Cycle 6 were three times more likely (18%) to have missing Cycle 7 PSE data than respondents who reported some PSE at Cycle 6 (6%). Only the respondents with valid Cycle 7 education data were used in subsequent analyses of variance.

A 2 × 2 MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 6 (age 20–21) EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 7 (age 22–23) PSE Status (Some PSE vs. No PSE) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. There was a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status (Wilk's lambda = 0.96, Eta = 0.20), as well as a significant moderation effect of gender (Wilk's lambda = 0.96, Eta = 0.19). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 1. Individuals (both men and women) who had at least some PSE experience at age 22–23 had significantly higher Stress Management scores at age 20–21 than individuals who had no PSE experience at age 22–23. In addition, men who had at least some PSE experience at age 22–23 had significantly higher Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, and Adaptability scores at age 20–21 than men who had no PSE experience at age 22–23; for women, these effects were non-significant.

Predicting Change in PSE Status From Age 20–21 to 22–23

Of the respondents who had reported Cycle 7 education data, 76% reported at least some PSE experience previously in Cycle 6, 8% reported no PSE experience in either Cycle 6 or Cycle 7, and 8% reported no PSE experience at Cycle 6 but had newly acquired some PSE experience by Cycle 7.

A 3 × 2 factorial MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 6 (age 20–21) EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 7 (age 22–23) PSE Status Change (Previous PSE vs. New PSE vs. No PSE) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. There was a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status Change (Wilk's lambda = 0.94, Eta = 0.17), as well as a significant moderation effect of gender (Wilk's lambda = 0.96, Eta = 0.14). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 2. Among those men who had no PSE experience at age 20–21, higher Interpersonal and Intrapersonal scores at age 20–21 differentiated the individuals who acquired new PSE experience by age 22–23 from individuals who did not. For women, none of the EQ-i: Mini subscales at age 20–21 predicted new acquisition of PSE experience by age 22–23.


Table 2. Prospective Associations between EQ-i: Mini Subscale Scores and PSE Status Change.
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Prospective 4-Year Associations With PSE Status at Age 24–25

Of the total study sample who had valid EQ-i: Mini data at Cycle 6, 29% did not return for Cycle 8. Of the returning Cycle 8 sample, 77% reported at least some PSE experience at Cycle 8, 12% reported no PSE experience at Cycle 8, and the remaining 11% had unknown or missing Cycle 8 education status. Respondents who had unknown/missing vs. valid Cycle 8 education data were compared on their Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, proportions of men and women, and Cycle 7 PSE Status (some vs. none). Missingness was not significantly associated with gender (Cramer's V = 0.09) or Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini scores (Wilk's lambda = 1.0, Eta = 0.05). However, missingness was significantly associated with Cycle 7 PSE Status (Cramer's V = 0.11); respondents who reported no PSE at Cycle 7 were three times more likely (11%) to have missing Cycle 8 PSE data than respondents who reported some PSE at Cycle 7 (4%). Only the respondents with valid Cycle 8 education data were used in subsequent analyses of variance.

A 2 × 2 factorial MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 6 (age 20–21) EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 8 (age 24–25) PSE Status (some vs. none) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. There was a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status (Wilk's lambda = 0.95, Eta = 0.24), as well as a significant moderation effect of gender (Wilk's lambda = 0.96, Eta = 0.20). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 1. Individuals (both men and women) who had at least some PSE experience at age 24–25 had significantly higher Adaptability scores at age 20–21 than individuals who had no PSE experience at age 24–25. In addition, men who had at least some PSE experience at age 24–25 had significantly higher Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, and Stress Management scores at age 20–21 than men who had no PSE experience at age 24–25; these effects were non-significant for women.

Predicting Change in PSE Status From Age 22–23 to 24–25

Of the respondents who had reported Cycle 8 education data, 86% reported at least some PSE experience previously in Cycle 7, 11% reported no PSE experience in either Cycle 7 or Cycle 8, and 3% reported no PSE experience at Cycle 7 but had newly acquired some PSE experience by Cycle 8. Given the very small percentage of individuals in the last category (corresponding unweighted n < 30), the following results should be treated as preliminary.

A 3 × 2 factorial MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 6 EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 8 PSE Status Change (Previous vs. New vs. None) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. This omnibus test revealed a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status Change (Wilk's lambda = 0.95, Eta = 0.15), as well as a significant moderation effect of gender (Wilk's lambda = 0.92, Eta = 0.20). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 2. The results differed for men and women. Among those men who had no PSE experience at age 22–23, higher Intrapersonal and Stress Management scores, but lower Adaptability scores at age 20–21 differentiated the men who acquired new PSE experience by age 24–25 from the men who did not. Among those women who had no PSE experience at age 22–23, higher Intrapersonal and Adaptability scores, but lower Stress Management scores at age 20–21 differentiated the women who acquired new PSE experience by age 24–25 from the women who did not.

Concurrent Associations With PSE Status at Age 24–25

A 2 × 2 MANOVA was conducted on Cycle 8 (age 24–25) EQ-i: Mini subscale scores, using Cycle 8 (age 24–25) PSE Status (Some PSE vs. No PSE) and gender (men vs. women) as the grouping factors. This omnibus test revealed a significant multivariate effect of PSE Status (Wilk's lambda = 0.95, Eta = 0.22), as well as a significant moderation effect of gender (Wilk's lambda = 0.98, Eta = 0.13). Eta values and contrasts of group means from follow-up univariate ANOVAs are presented in Table 1. Individuals (both men and women) who had at least some PSE experience at age 24–25 had significantly higher concurrent Interpersonal and Stress Management scores than individuals who had no PSE experience at age 24–25. In addition, men who had at least some PSE experience at age 24–25 had significantly higher concurrent Adaptability and Intrapersonal scores than men who had no PSE experience at age 24–25; these effects were non-significant for women.

DISCUSSION

This study was the first to examine the concurrent and longitudinal associations of trait EI with PSE participation using a unique, nationally representative sample of Canadian young adults. Higher trait EI scores (as measured by the EQ-i: Mini) at age 20–21 predicted greater PSE participation both concurrently, as well as prospectively at age 22–23 and 24–25. All four trait EI dimensions were positively associated with PSE participation for both genders concurrently at age 20–21. Longitudinally, all four trait EI dimensions (at age 20–21) were positively associated with PSE participation in men at each time point. Meanwhile, women's PSE pursuit at age 22–23 and 24–25 was only associated with their age 20–21 Stress Management and Adaptability scores. Concurrent PSE status at age 24–25 was positively associated with all four trait EI dimensions for men and with the Interpersonal and Stress Management scores for women. Most importantly, trait EI at age 20–21 significantly predicted acquisition of new PSE over-time. Among men with no PSE at age 20–21, those with higher Interpersonal scores were more likely to enter PSE either 2 or 4 years later. Acquiring new PSE was also predicted by higher Intrapersonal and Stress Management scores for men, and higher Intrapersonal and Adaptability scores for women.

With these findings it is possible to conclude that higher trait EI has non-trivial prospective utility for predicting PSE pursuit during the period of emerging adulthood. These findings also add to the existing body of research linking higher trait EI with success in PSE settings. Students who enter university with higher trait EI levels are more likely to persist beyond first year (Parker et al., 2006), attain higher grades (Parker et al., 2004, 2005a), suffer from less anxiety and use better coping strategies (Summerfeldt et al., 2006; Austin et al., 2010; Saklofske et al., 2012), and are more likely to graduate (Keefer et al., 2012; Parker et al., 2016). Trait EI therefore serves not only as a resilience factor for students already in PSE, but also as an antecedent to pursuing this important life goal in the first place.

There are several possible mechanisms through which trait EI might contribute to greater rates of PSE participation. Individuals with higher trait EI levels may be more likely to pursue PSE because they are more likely to meet admission eligibility criteria due to their better high school performance (Petrides et al., 2004; Perera and DiGiacomo, 2013). In addition, trait EI has been studied in relation to career decision-making process, signifying the importance of these socioemotional competencies in being able to handle the overwhelming nuances of important life decisions (Brown et al., 2003; Avsec, 2012; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2012). A similar mechanism could be influencing the decision to pursue higher education. In today's unpredictable economic times, career decisions require a firmer grasp of nuance, as well as a reasonable level of emotional awareness and stability (Krieshok et al., 2009). Higher levels of trait EI entail factors, such as considering all possibilities before making a decision, and being aware of one's own emotional states (Bar-On, 1997, 2002). These traits have demonstrated to be effective mediators for combatting indecisiveness, lack of information on future opportunities, and productive use of information to make a career decision (Di Fabio and Palazzeschi, 2008, 2009; Di Fabio et al., 2012; Di Fabio and Saklofske, 2014). Trait EI is also positively associated with more adaptive decision-making styles (Di Fabio and Palazzeschi, 2008; Di Fabio and Blustein, 2010). Indeed, attaining a college or university degree is undoubtedly important for better vocational prospects (Toutkoushian and Paulsen, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2017; Uppal, 2017) and would therefore be a crucial factor in career decisions. It is therefore very plausible to hypothesize that if trait EI is implicated in the general process of career decision-making, it may also be associated with the decision to pursue PSE via a similar mechanism. Future research on trait EI and PSE pursuit should consider including decision-making variables as mediating factors.

Magnitude of Effects

It is important to note that although most of the reported effect sizes were relatively small, close to the 0.10 benchmark (Gignac and Szodorai, 2016), this is still non-trivial when viewed in light of population-based research and the practical significance of the outcome variable. For example, Mikolajczak et al. (2015) studied the effects of trait EI on physical health variables (e.g., doctor visits, days spent in hospital, reimbursed drugs) in a nationally-representative European sample. Similar to the present study, they also found small but meaningful effects (< 0.20) when assessing the relationship between high trait EI levels and better physical health outcomes. In arguing for the practical significance of their findings, they bring up the fiscal reality that the “population with below-average socioemotional competencies cost nearly 2 billion more to the Belgian social security, than the population with above-average [trait EI]” (Mikolajczak et al., 2015; p. 12). From the standpoint of public policy, this is considered a worthwhile return on investment (Mikolajczak and Van Bellegem, 2017).

Another economic impact study showed that the implementation of socioemotional programs in schools estimates an economic return of $11 per dollar invested in these programs (Belfield et al., 2015). This is further supported by Durlak et al.'s (2011) meta-analysis indicating that while the implementation of socioemotional learning programs had relatively small mean effect on academic performance (r = 0.13), it translated to an overall 11 percentile point gain in grades. Therefore, the present study's relatively small magnitudes of effects for trait EI dimensions on PSE pursuit are hence not at all trivial and, when viewed from a population-based lens, can carry significant economic implications.

In discussing the issue of effect sizes, Keefer et al. (2018) further argued that a broad life outcome, such as PSE attainment is necessarily the product of numerous individual and contextual factors; thus, any single factor can only be expected to account for a small portion of criterion variance by itself. This argument is particularly relevant in the present study, where the effects of trait EI on PSE pursuit were further moderated by gender and trait EI domain.

Gender and Domain Differences

Some trait EI domains are more gendered than others. Specifically, women tend to score higher than men on the Interpersonal dimension, whereas men tend to score higher than women on Adaptability (Keefer, 2015). Gender differences in the Intrapersonal and Stress Management domains tend to be smaller or inconsistent. Siegling et al. (2012) investigated the nuances of gender differences in trait EI domains in relation to the gender-linked personality traits of communion and agency. Communion refers to compassion, nurturance, or placing a strong salience on interpersonal relationships. Agency involves assertiveness, competitiveness, and self-autonomy. Typically, agentic traits are associated with males while communal traits are associated with females (Bakan, 1966). Siegling et al. (2012) found that gender differences in the Interpersonal vs. Adaptability domains of trait EI were linked to communion vs. agency orientations, respectively.

In our results, the relatively gender-neutral EI traits (i.e., Intrapersonal and Stress Management) were linked to long-term PSE pursuit in both men and women. However, the two gender-typed domains (i.e., Interpersonal and Adaptability) had unique patterns of predictive utility for the counter-stereotypical gender. Controlling for previous PSE status, the Adaptability scores (male-typed traits) predicted long-term gains in PSE status for women, while the Interpersonal scores (female-typed traits) predicted long-term gains in PSE status for men. This differential pattern of relationships provides support for the idea that an androgynous trait EI profile, characterized by high levels of both male-typed and female-typed traits, may be maximally advantageous for both men and women (Keefer, 2015).

Overall, the associations of trait EI with PSE pursuit were stronger and more robust for men than for women. The weaker effects for women may be partially explained by the restricted range of the PSE variable: in the present study the proportion of women pursuing PSE was significantly higher than men (e.g., at age 20–21 the group with “Some PSE” had 81% women). However, similar gender moderation effects have been reported for other criterion variables, showing that trait EI matters more for men than women. For example, Karakuş (2013) investigated trait EI and negative feelings in a sample of primary school teachers. It was found that trait EI directly predicted stress and indirectly (mediated via stress) predicted anxiety levels in male teachers, but this effect was not significant for women. This is consistent with gender differences in the effects of trait EI on stress found by Petrides and Furnham (2006) in a similar workplace study. It is reasoned that men and women are exposed to different forms of stress; specifically, women face other responsibilities, such as family responsibilities and the “glass ceiling effect” of progressing in the organizational hierarchy (Cotter et al., 2001; as cited in Petrides and Furnham, 2006). Future studies should examine the mediating role of such gendered responsibilities in the relationship between trait EI and PSE pursuit in young adults. Additionally, interventions aimed at enhancing trait EI should consider the different types of stressors experienced by men and women.

Methodological Considerations

A notable methodological strength of the present study was the use of three biennial waves of longitudinal data from a large nationally representative sample of young adults, afforded by the NLSCY database. These design features were not only unique relative to all previous studies of trait EI and PSE outcomes, but also essential in allowing us to investigate the link between trait EI and PSE pursuit in the first place. That said, the correlational nature of the NLSCY data does not permit making causal inferences based on the observed relationships. From the directionality standpoint, higher trait EI may predict future pursuit of PSE, but the PSE experience itself has also been found to predict subsequent gains in trait EI above and beyond the effect of maturation with age (Parker et al., 2005b). In the present study, the mean levels of trait EI (for both men and women) showed a moderate increase from age 20–21 to 24–25. However, this change in trait EI was not significantly moderated by participants' PSE status, suggesting that the observed increase in trait EI was likely due to maturation with age rather than the reciprocal effect of PSE. Still, we cannot rule out the effects of potential third variables unaccounted for in this study.

It should also be noted that the descriptive statistics reported in this study are a decade old (2004–2008), which may not reflect current population statistics and so should be interpreted with reference to its appropriate time period. Nevertheless, the high rates of PSE participation observed in the current sample (e.g., over 60% at age 20–21, increasing to over 70% by age 24–25) is consistent with more recent reports, where Canada has the highest proportion of post-secondary graduates (53%) among all OECD countries (OECD, 2016).

As in all multi-year longitudinal studies, participant attrition and non-response pose a potential limitation to the generalizability of our results. Our missing data analyses showed that participants who had missing cycle-to-cycle data had significantly lower levels of education compared to participants who had complete data for all analyses. This is not surprising, given that indices of lower socioeconomic status are among the most commonly reported predictors of longitudinal survey non-response (Keefer et al., 2013). To account for this potential source of bias, our analyses of change in PSE explicitly controlled for the previous-cycle PSE status. Importantly, no other demographic or trait EI variables were associated with longitudinal or cross-sectional missingness in the current sample. Furthermore, all our analyses were weighted by the NLSCY longitudinal survey weights designed to preserve the original population demographics. These measures would mitigate the biasing impact of longitudinal attrition on our findings. If any, however, the bias would favor null results, resulting in attenuated associations between trait EI and PSE pursuit.

Lastly, the trait EI measure used in the NLSCY (EQ-i: Mini) is a highly abridged version of the EQ-i:S assessment used in previous PSE research (Parker et al., 2011). Although truncating the EQ-i: Mini had permitted the inclusion of trait EI variables in the large NLSCY database, this also likely limited its domain coverage, so its full equivalence to the EQ-i:S cannot be assumed. Indeed, the EQ-i: Mini showed some divergence from the EQ-i:S in the pattern of gender differences across its subscales. At both ages 20–21 and 24–25, women scored significantly higher than men on the Interpersonal subscale of the EQ-i: Mini, which is consistent with gender differences observed for the EQ-i:S (Parker et al., 2011). However, the EQ-i: Mini showed no gender differences on the Adaptability subscale, on which men typically score higher than women based on the EQ-i:S (Parker et al., 2011). It will be important to accrue independent validity evidence for the EQ-i: Mini in future studies, to fully capitalize on these and other findings generated from the NLSCY database.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Previous studies on the role of trait EI in PSE attainment have found that individuals who enter PSE with higher levels of trait EI are more likely to earn higher grades, persevere with their studies, and successfully complete their program (Parker et al., 2018). The present study expands on this picture, showing that the role of trait EI in PSE outcomes is evident even earlier in the educational pathway, predicting whether individuals will enter PSE at all during the period of emerging adulthood. This association was especially robust for men, whose PSE participation rates were significantly lower than those of women. The finding that trait EI continued to predict further gains in PSE participation 2 and 4 years later is particularly promising, as it represents an important validation step toward further investment in trait EI interventions, starting with school children. Indeed, integrating socioemotional learning systematically and early in the education cycle, starting with the K-12 curriculum, has been advocated as the best approach for building human capital (Durlak et al., 2011). The economic returns on investing in young people's socioemotional learning throughout K-12 schooling are estimated to be more than 10-fold (Belfield et al., 2015). We would further argue that socioemotional programming should also be part and parcel of student services offered by PSE institutions (Parker et al., 2018). Evidence from controlled intervention studies with school children, undergraduates, and adults supports the efficacy of such efforts in boosting socioemotional traits and improving academic, employment, and other life outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011; Kotsou et al., 2011; Nelis et al., 2011; Dacre Pool and Qualter, 2012; Schutte et al., 2013).
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