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Abstract: When Covid-19 hit the globe, Malaysia was specifically affected by the implementation of MCO
which restricted its citizens from having their normal daily activities. Malaysian students are especially
distressed by the implementation of online learning, whereby they need to cope with the burden of learning
without having physical consultation with their lecturers while indulging the ‘nuisance’ of the home
environment. This cross-sectional study was conducted to examine the relationship and impact of emotional
intelligence which comprised self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship
management components toward optimism among public university students in Perak, Malaysia.
Convenience sampling was applied as the sampling technique in selecting the required sample size of 441
respondents. A set of questionnaires comprised of three sections was used as the instrument and was
virtually distributed to the respondents via Google form through their acquaintances. Descriptive analysis
findings have demonstrated male students have greater levels of emotional intelligence and optimism as
compared to female students. Meanwhile, results from correlation analysis projected each component of
emotional intelligence has a large relationship with optimism except for social awareness with a medium
relationship. Subsequently, the multiple regression analysis revealed that self-awareness was the strongest
predictor of the dependent variable. This study has achieved all research objectives and the hypotheses were
supported by the findings. Therefore, a few recommendations for educational institutions as well as future
researchers were suggested accordingly.

Keywords: Emotional Intelligence, Self-Awareness, Self-Management, Social Awareness, Relationship
Management, Optimism.

1. Introduction and Background

In November 2019, Wuhan, China was struck with the first case of COVID-19 which has put the globe on a hot
seat as the fear of being in a similar situation starts to linger in everyone’s mind. The nobility of the front
liners in curbing the situation has put them in the spotlight, yet the citizens feel uncomfortable with unusual
norms that they need to engage in, especially on the social distancing part. Nevertheless, as the spread of the
pandemic can no longer be controlled by the authorities, making Malaysian government implemented a strict
and stern action of Movement Control Order (MCO). This action has disabled everyone including most
industries except for the essential sector in Malaysia from normally functioning as usual. This has especially
impacted the educational institutions in Malaysia as the students were obligated to stay at home and face-to-
face learning was suspended by the institutions (Kamaludin & Sundarasen, 2023). Stuck in the bubble of the
comfort zone with physical learning, these students were having problems adjusting themselves to learning
via online platforms. The abrupt change in learning modes has affected the efficiency and effectiveness of the
learning process.

Forcing the situations to cause deterioration in students’ academic performance, facing learning loss and the
worst part of this is the declined psychological health among the students (Eberle & Hobrecht, 2021; El-
Sakran et al., 2022). The complex interaction between mental, social, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of
health makes up psychological health which sums up how an individual thinks, relates, feels, and exists in his
or her daily life (Donatelle, 2017). During COVID-19, university students were left struck with the inability to
cope and juggle between household responsibilities and their online learning activities, emphasizing how this
may act as one of the contributing factors to the prevalence of moderate to severe depression, stress and
anxiety among students in Shah Alam, Malaysia with 53.9%, 44.6% and 66.2% respectively (Wong et al,
2023). It was reported by Bahar Moni et al. (2021) that, the general Malaysian population possessed a higher
psychological distress level, notably among those who were financially impacted by the pandemic. In
contrast, as cited by Che Rahimi et al. (2021), it was previously reported in 13 systematic review articles that
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Malaysian students were also reported to have a 56% prevalence rate of psychological distress.

Almost doubled the prevalence of the general population with 29%. Additionally, 59.29%, 65%, and 67.21%
of private university students have been reported to be having symptoms of stress, depression, and anxiety
during the Malaysia lockdown period, MCO (Faez et al.,, 2020). Therefore, it is crucial to identify how these
students feel about learning virtually and whether their ability to be consistently positive about everything
can make up for the distress caused by the pandemic. Traditionally, optimism can be defined as the general
expectation that an individual will experience and obtain good outcomes in the future (Scheier & Carver,
1985). Students who can be optimistic about the situation can cope with the difficulties that they face during
online learning. This was supported by Zhihao and Mustapha (2021), who asserted that students with good
optimism may always believe and expect good outcomes from the learning process and can greatly adapt and
positively explain any negative consequences that occur. A study by Gémez Molinero et al. (2018), found that
optimism is a protective factor that enhances students’ resilience level in reducing the psychological distress
caused by their life transformation. Apart from optimism, emotional intelligence may also come into the
picture as one of the aids that may help university students to be resilient in coping with the hassle of online
learning.

Stress and anxiety caused by virtual learning are commonly linked to students’ emotions as these will occur
when they have lost their interest in the learning activities that they used to enjoy doing. According to
Hamdzah et al. (2016), emotional intelligence is one of the major contributing factors to perseverance in life
as well as professional and personal success. Emotional intelligence can be referred to as an individual’s
mental ability to understand, perceive, and assess own and others’ emotions which will enable the individual
to manage, regulate, and apply those emotions (Mayer et al,, 2016). In parallel to Goleman (1998), emotional
intelligence can be defined as an array of non-cognitive capabilities, competencies, and skills that may
influence the individual’s ability to successfully cope with the demands and pressures from the environment.
There are five main components of emotional intelligence, formulated by Daniel Goleman which was later
reduced to four components self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship
management (Goleman, 1998). This emotional intelligence was found to positively influence the mental
health adjustment of students in their education which will be beneficial for their career development in the
future (Mohamed et al., 2022). This was further supported by Tang and He (2023), who have found that
students’ learning motivation can be positively predicted by their emotional intelligence.

Despite many studies conducted examining the effects of emotional intelligence and optimism on students’
learning, limited research is found in identifying the relationship between emotional intelligence and
optimism especially among adolescents (Tejada-Gallardo et al, 2022). It was further revealed that
adolescents’ lives, optimism and friendship quality can be predicted by their emotional intelligence, reflecting
the moderate positive relationship between emotional intelligence and optimism (Wang et al, 2022).
Interchangeably, previous studies have suggested a reverse finding where optimistic students were also the
ones with high self-esteem and emotional intelligence (Checa-Domene et al.,, 2022). Hence, three objectives
were formulated for this research which were (1) To compare the level of emotional intelligence and
optimism among public university students based on their gender; (2) To examine the relationship between
emotional intelligence and optimism among public university students in Perak, Malaysia; and (3) To identify
the strongest predictor among emotional intelligence components towards university students’ optimism.
Overall, this article was structured into five main headings as follows: (i) Introduction and Background; (ii)
Methodology; (iii) Results; (iv) Discussion; and (v) Conclusion and Recommendations.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework on Relationship between Emotional Intelligence and Optimism

Independent variables (IVs) Dependent variable (DV)

Emotional Intelligence

i. Self-Awareness Optimism

ii. Self-Management

iii. Social Awareness Adapted from Pedrosa et al.
iv. Relationship Management (2015)

Adapted from Goleman (1995)

By the literature review, seven research hypotheses have been articulated to achieve this study’s objectives:
Hi: Male students have higher emotional intelligence levels as compared to female students.

H»: Male students are highly optimistic as compared to female students.

Hs: Emotional intelligence is significantly related to optimism among public university students in Perak.

Hs.: Self-awareness is significantly related to optimism among public university students in Perak.

Hsp: Self-management is significantly related to optimism among public university students in Perak.

Hsc: Social awareness is significantly related to optimism among public university students in Perak.

Hzq: Relationship management is significantly related to optimism among public university students in Perak.

2. Methodology

This study has adopted the cross-sectional research design as it would enable the measurement of the
relationship between respective variables in a defined population (Wang & Cheng, 2020). This was in line
with the main objectives of this study which aimed to examine the relationships between each component of
emotional intelligence (self-awareness, self-management, social awareness and relationship management)
towards optimism among public university students in Perak, Malaysia. Moreover, the researchers have
applied the convenience sampling technique to get the minimum required sample size of 384 students.
Nonetheless, the study managed to get a good response rate whereby the data collection passed the minimum
number and courageously achieved 441 samples from the university students. In brief, the samples of this
study can be considered sufficiently good, reflecting the fulfillment of the criteria for requiring 50 to 100
samples to enable the study’s advancement to a simple regression analysis (Hair et al., 2018).

Even though convenience sampling is a non-probability technique whereby it was commonly known for being
lack of subjectivity, it did serve the researchers with less cost, greater speed and simpler than any other
sampling technique (Stratton, 2021). This technique was especially helpful because this study was conducted
during MCO which restricted the movement of the researchers to physically collect the data from the
respondents. Besides, this study has used a set of questionnaires as the data collection instrument which
comprised three sections, Section A: Demographic details, Section B: Emotional Intelligence and Section C:
Optimism. This questionnaire was adapted from the Optimism Scale questionnaire (Coelho et al., 2018;
Pedrosa et al., 2015) as well as the Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire (Mustafa et al., 2020). By using SPSS
version 28.0, the reliability of this questionnaire was confirmed as the researchers had conducted a pilot
study with the findings of every variable to have Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.7 and above.

3. Results
Descriptive Analysis of Emotional Intelligence and Optimism: This study aimed to compare the level of
emotional intelligence and optimism among public university students in Perak, Malaysia based on their

genders which can be attained through a descriptive analysis. All items for emotional intelligence variable
from each component of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness and relationship management
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were computed and transformed into mean scores. These scores were then interpreted by using Best’s
Principle by Thaoprom (2004), into three categories low, moderate and high emotional intelligence. The same
steps were conducted for the dependent variable whereby the mean scores were standardized into three
categories weak, moderate and strong optimism. Low emotional intelligence and weak optimism were
represented by the mean scores of 1.00 to 2.00, while moderate emotional intelligence and optimism were
represented by the scores of 2.01 to 3.01. Lastly, the categories of high emotional intelligence and strong
optimism were represented by scores of 3.02 to 4.00. Results from the analysis have presented a higher
percentage of male students with high emotional intelligence as compared to female students (85.5%:75.7%),
as referred to in Table 1. Concurrently, the same trend can be seen for the optimism variable as in Table 2
whereby it has shown that there was a small percentage of female students with weak optimism and a slightly
lower percentage of strong optimism in comparison to male students (74.7%:85.5%). Hence, it can be
concluded that male students have better levels of emotional intelligence and optimism as compared to
female students, subsequently presuming the achievement of the first research objective and hypotheses H;
and H; were supported.

Table 1: Comparisons on Level of Emotional Intelligence between Genders (n=441)

Gender(s) Low Moderate High
(Mean score 1 - 2.00)" (Mean score 2.01 - 3.01)* (Mean score 3.02 - 4)*
Male (n=145) 0 (0%) 21 (14.5%) 124 (85.5%)
Female o 0 0
(n=296) 0 (0%) 72 (24.3%) 224 (75.7%)

“Interpreted by using Best’s Principle by Thaoprom (2004)

Table 2: Comparisons on Level of Optimism between Genders (n=441)

District(s) Weak Moderate Strong

(Mean score 1- 2.00)" (Mean score 2.01 - 3.01)* (Mean score 3.02 - 4)*
Male (n=145) 0 (0%) 21 (14.5%) 124 (85.5%)
Female (n=296) 7 (2.4%) 68 (23%) 221 (74.7%)

“Interpreted by using Best’s Principle by Thaoprom (2004)

Correlational Analysis of Emotional Intelligence and Optimism: In determining the relationship between
the independent and dependent variables of the study, a correlational analysis was conducted and tabulated
in Table 3. The results were interpreted by using guidelines of strength and direction of coefficient values (r)
by Cohen (Cohen, 1988). The findings have indicated three components of emotional intelligence
encompassed self-awareness, self-management and relationship management to be positively, strongly
related to optimism (r=.641, p<.01; r=.595, p<.01; r=.594, p<.01 respectively), leaving out social awareness as
the only component with a moderate relationship with optimism (r=.483, p<.01). Additionally, the finding has
shown that the overall emotional intelligence was positively, strongly associated with optimism (r=.675,
p<.01). Thus, it can be concluded that the hypothesis of Hs, Hs,, Hsb, Hzc and Hszq were supported by the
findings, consequently marking the achievement of the second research objective.

Table 3: Correlations between Emotional Intelligence and Optimism

Variables Optimism
Correlation coefficient .641™
Self-Awareness
Sig. (2-tailed) <.001
Correlation coefficient .595™
Self-Management
Sig. (2-tailed) <.001
Social Awareness Correlation coefficient .483™
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Sig. (2-tailed) <.001
Correlation coefficient .594™
Relationship Management
Sig. (2-tailed) <.001
. . Correlation coefficient .675™
Emotional Intelligence
Sig. (2-tailed) <.001

Multiple Regression Analysis of Emotional Intelligence and Optimism: Furthermore, in identifying the
strongest predictor of optimism among the components of emotional intelligence, a multiple regression
analysis was conducted in which the results were tabulated in Table 4. Based on the findings, the study
identified to have no collinearity problem as the values of variance inflation factors (VIF) were smaller than
10 and the values of tolerance were smaller than one. With an R? value of .483 and a significant F value of
<.001, the analysis has indicated all components of emotional intelligence (self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, and relationship management) explained 48.3% of the variance (R?) of optimism. Over and
above, the analysis showed that the self-awareness component was the strongest predictor of optimism
(B=.375, p<.05), followed by self-management and relationship management (=.204, p<.05; $=.194, p<.05
respectively). Other than that, social awareness was the only component that was found to have no significant
prediction over-optimism of public university students ($=.014, p>.05). Henceforth, this study has achieved
its third research objective.

Table 4: Multiple Regression Analysis on Emotional Intelligence and Optimism

Independent variables Stand_a_rdized Sig, Collinearity Statistics
Coefficients Beta Tolerance VIF

Self-Awareness 375" 7.622 <.001 491 2.036

Self-Management 204" 3.737 <.001 400 2.500

Social Awareness .014 .281 779 .509 1.964

Relationship Management 194" 3.509 <.001 .389 2.574

R2value 483

F 101.727

Sig. F Value <.001

4. Discussion

Level of Emotional Intelligence and Optimism: This study’s findings were supported by previous studies in
which various researchers have found that male students have higher emotional intelligence as compared to
female students. This was defended by Ali et al. (2021); Newman and Smith (2014), where they have found
that female students have lower emotional intelligence levels, in comparison to their male counterparts. Also,
male students were highlighted to have better scores in overall emotional intelligence, motivating oneself and
managing emotional components as compared to female students (Tripathi, 2016). Nonetheless, this finding
may not restrictively cramp the idea that male students are better or superior to females as numerous
previous studies have also found the contradicting results of female students have better emotional
intelligence as compared to males (Fida et al, 2018; Kant, 2019; Patel, 2017). Some research may also
discover that there were no differences between genders’ emotional intelligence (Yang et al, 2021).
Furthermore, the finding has also indicated that male students are more optimistic than female students and
this has been highlighted by some studies which have found that women have less optimism than men,
specifically related to the context of economics and finance (Bjuggren & Elert, 2019; Dawson, 2017; Jacobsen
etal, 2014). In detail, according to Dawson (2023), men are more willing to take risks than women which has
explained the parallel gender differences in being optimistic. This was similarly emphasized by the findings
from Usan et al. (2022), optimism was found to be statistically significantly higher in males, rather than
females.
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The Relationship between Emotional Intelligence and Optimism: Similar findings from previous studies
have shown a significant positive relationship between emotional intelligence and optimism and a negative
association with pessimism (Aghazade et al, 2021; Kumcagiz et al, 2011; Molero et al, 2022). The
relationship between these two variables has been under the spotlight due to the results’ consistencies in
implying how an individual being emotionally intelligent can influence him or her to be optimistic about
every detail in life. According to Tejada-Gallardo et al. (2022), general emotional intelligence and emotional
regulation may positively predict an individual’s optimism and happiness. Additionally, Checa-Domene et al.
(2022) stated that students with optimism have higher emotional intelligence and self-esteem levels. This has
confirmed how optimism and emotional intelligence variables may commonly come together as a positive
association which relatively supported this study's findings.

Strongest Predictor of Optimism: Undeniably, every study on emotional intelligence has found a positive
relationship and influence on an individual’s optimism. Even so, most of the studies used other theories to
elaborate on the impact of the independent variables on optimism, rather than Goleman’s. As for this study, it
was found that self-awareness had become the strongest predictor of optimism, leaving behind the other
three components. Self-awareness can be defined as the ability to understand and read own emotions while
recognizing their impacts on others (Goleman et al., 2002). Simply, it is the understanding of what we feel and
why the feelings are such way. About optimism, having a basic understanding of own feelings would enable
the individual to translate the negatively pre-assumed feelings into something positive. The greater the
awareness, the easier it would be for the individual to react to situations that revolve around him and others.
As cited by McShane and Von Glinow (2021), individuals with better awareness can adapt their emotional
responses to certain circumstances in which they will consciously use the awareness to engage in the
situation appropriately.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

In a nutshell, male students have a higher percentage of high emotional intelligence and strong optimism in
comparison to female students. The results have also indicated positive relationships between each
component of emotional intelligence and optimism, marking self-awareness, self-management and
relationship management components with strong relationships as well as social awareness with moderate
relationships. In addition, all components of emotional intelligence have explained almost 50% of optimism in
which self-awareness was discovered to have the strongest predicting value of the dependent variable,
followed by self-management and relationship management, leaving out social awareness as the sole
component which was not significantly predicting the variable. All these findings were in check with previous
studies whereby most of them found the association and impact of emotional intelligence towards optimism
among students (Checa-Domene et al.,, 2022; Kumcagiz et al,, 2011; Molero et al.,, 2022). Therefore, it is
recommended for tertiary educational institutions to include the significance of optimism.

Emotional intelligence in the syllabus especially for compulsory university courses which are required to be
taken by the students. Though it is arguable whether emotional intelligence can be taught and intervened to
be improved (Gefiler et al., 2021), it is worth every attempt to conduct every possible intervention to ensure
the students can effectively improve their levels of optimism and emotional intelligence, subsequently to
reduce the impact of the new norms of online learning. Current studies have found that emotional intelligence
is indeed can be learned and improved, especially within the environment of business (Gilar-Corbi et al.,
2019; Jenaabadi, 2014). Consensually, Serrat (2017) agreed that emotional intelligence can be learned and
developed over time as emotional intelligence is shown to increase with age. Other than that, it is suggested
that future researchers widen their study with other independent variables that may closely work with
optimism such as social support and self-esteem. The researchers may also widen their population and
samples to other Malaysian states, including Sabah and Sarawak to have better generalizability of results.
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