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ABSTRACT

Student attrition continues to be a persistent challenge in higher education, despite a wide
range of institutional support mechanisms. Increasingly, attention has shifted beyond
cognitive ability to the role of non-cognitive factors, particularly emotional intelligence (EI),
in shaping students’ academic journeys. Skills such as self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, and relationship management are now recognised as important in helping
students navigate academic and social demands, especially during critical transition periods.
This systematic review synthesises recent research examining the relationship between
emotional intelligence and undergraduate persistence. Following a structured search of major
academic databases, peer-reviewed studies published between 2020 and 2026 were analysed
using a thematic synthesis approach. The review focuses on three key areas: the relationship
between EI and academic performance, the role of EI in managing academic stress and
burnout, and the effectiveness of El-based interventions in supporting student retention. The
findings indicate that higher levels of emotional intelligence are consistently associated with
stronger academic engagement, greater resilience, and a higher likelihood of continued
enrolment. In particular, self-management and social awareness emerge as important
contributors to students’ ability to integrate socially and academically, both of which are
critical for persistence. Evidence also suggests that early El-focused interventions, especially
during the first year of study, can play a meaningful role in reducing dropout intentions and
supporting long-term retention.

Overall, this review highlights emotional intelligence as a key factor in student success and
underscores the value of embedding emotional and social competencies within higher

education practices. It offers insights for educators and institutions seeking to strengthen
retention strategies through more holistic and student-centred approaches.
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Introduction

Student retention and persistence remain among the most significant challenges facing higher
education institutions worldwide. Despite substantial investments in academic advising,
financial assistance, mentoring programmes, and student support services, universities
continue to experience considerable rates of student attrition, particularly during the first year
of study [1]. Student withdrawal not only affects institutional performance and resource
allocation but also has important consequences for students' personal, academic, and
professional development. Consequently, understanding the factors that contribute to student
persistence has become a major area of research within higher education.

Traditionally, student success and retention have been examined primarily through cognitive
and academic factors such as prior academic achievement, grade point average, and
intellectual ability [2]. While these factors remain important, growing evidence suggests that
academic success is also influenced by a range of non-cognitive characteristics, including
motivation, resilience, self-regulation, social integration, and emotional competence [3]. As
higher education environments become increasingly diverse and demanding, researchers have
begun to recognise that students' ability to manage emotional and interpersonal challenges
may play an equally important role in determining whether they persist and succeed.

One construct that has attracted significant attention in this regard is emotional intelligence
(EI). Emotional intelligence is generally defined as the ability to perceive, understand,
regulate, and effectively use emotions in oneself and others [4]. Since the concept was
popularised through the work of Goleman [5], emotional intelligence has been linked to
numerous positive outcomes across educational, professional, and personal contexts. Students
with higher levels of emotional intelligence tend to demonstrate stronger emotional
regulation, greater psychological well-being, better interpersonal relationships, and more
effective coping strategies when facing academic challenges [6].

The potential relevance of emotional intelligence to student persistence is particularly
noteworthy. University students frequently encounter a range of stressors, including academic
workload, social adjustment, financial pressures, and uncertainty regarding future career
pathways [7]. These challenges are often most pronounced during the transition into higher
education, when students must adapt to new learning environments and establish social
connections. Students who possess stronger emotional competencies may be better equipped
to manage stress, maintain motivation, seek support when needed, and persist despite
setbacks. In contrast, difficulties in emotional regulation and social adjustment may
contribute to disengagement, academic difficulties, and eventual withdrawal from university.

The relationship between emotional intelligence and student persistence can also be
understood through established theories of student retention. Tinto's Student Integration
Model emphasises the importance of both academic and social integration in determining
students' commitment to their institution and likelthood of continuing their studies [8].
Similarly, Bean and Metzner's Student Attrition Model highlights the influence of personal,
environmental, and psychological factors on persistence decisions [9]. Emotional intelligence
may contribute to both academic and social integration by enhancing students' ability to
manage emotions, build relationships, and navigate university life successfully.

Recent research has increasingly explored the role of emotional intelligence in higher
education. Studies have linked EI to academic achievement, student engagement, resilience,
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mental health, and well-being [10,11]. Emerging evidence also suggests that emotional
intelligence may serve as a protective factor against burnout, academic stress, and dropout
intentions [12]. Furthermore, several institutions have begun implementing emotional
intelligence training programmes aimed at supporting student adjustment and retention.
However, findings remain dispersed across different areas of research, and there is currently
limited synthesis of evidence specifically examining the relationship between emotional
intelligence and undergraduate persistence.

Another important development is the growing interest in intervention-based approaches.
While emotional intelligence was once viewed largely as an individual trait, contemporary
research increasingly recognises that emotional competencies can be developed through
targeted educational programmes and support initiatives [13]. Understanding whether such
interventions contribute to student retention is particularly important for institutions seeking
evidence-based strategies to improve persistence outcomes.

Given these developments, a systematic review is needed to consolidate current knowledge
regarding the role of emotional intelligence in undergraduate persistence. This review
therefore examines peer-reviewed studies published between 2020 and 2026, focusing on
three key areas: the relationship between emotional intelligence and academic performance,
the role of emotional intelligence in managing academic stress and burnout, and the
effectiveness of emotional intelligence-based interventions in supporting student retention.
By synthesising evidence across these domains, the review seeks to provide a clearer
understanding of how emotional intelligence contributes to student persistence and to identify
implications for higher education policy, practice, and future research.

2. Methodology
2.1 Review Design

This study employed a systematic review methodology to examine the role of emotional
intelligence (EI) in undergraduate persistence, student retention, and intervention
effectiveness in higher education. A systematic review approach was selected because it
allows for the comprehensive identification, evaluation, and synthesis of existing research
while reducing potential bias associated with traditional narrative reviews [14]. The review
followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines to ensure transparency and methodological rigour throughout the
review process [15].

The review was guided by the following research questions:

1. What is the relationship between emotional intelligence and academic performance
among undergraduate students?

2. How does emotional intelligence influence students’ ability to manage academic
stress and burnout?

3. What evidence exists regarding the effectiveness of emotional intelligence-based
interventions in supporting student retention and persistence?

4. What mechanisms explain the relationship between emotional intelligence and
undergraduate persistence?

2.2 Search Strategy
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A comprehensive literature search was conducted across three major academic databases:

e Scopus
e Web of Science (WoS)
e ERIC (Education Resources Information Center)

These databases were selected because they provide extensive coverage of peer-reviewed
research in higher education, psychology, student development, and educational
interventions.

The search focused on studies published between 2020 and 2026 to capture recent
developments in emotional intelligence and student persistence research.

The following search terms were used:

("emotional intelligence" OR "emotional competence") AND ("student retention” OR
persistence OR attrition OR dropout OR "student success") AND ("higher education" OR
university OR undergraduate)

Manual searches of reference lists from relevant articles were also conducted to identify
additional studies that met the inclusion criteria.

2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were selected according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they:

o Examined emotional intelligence as a primary variable.

o Focused on undergraduate students in higher education.

o Investigated student retention, persistence, academic performance, stress
management, burnout, engagement, or related outcomes.

o Reported empirical findings.

e Were published in peer-reviewed journals.

e Were written in English.

e Were published between 2020 and 2026.

Exclusion Criteria
Studies were excluded if they:

e Focused on primary or secondary education.

o Examined populations outside higher education.

e Did not address emotional intelligence directly.

e Were editorials, conference abstracts, book reviews, dissertations, or non-peer-
reviewed publications.

o Did not report outcomes relevant to persistence, retention, engagement, or academic
success.
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o Were duplicate records.
2.4 Study Selection Process
The study selection process followed the PRISMA framework.
The initial database search identified 200 records. After removing S0 duplicate records, 150
articles remained for screening. Following title and abstract screening, 140 records were
reviewed for relevance. Subsequently, 20 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility

against the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

After detailed evaluation, 10 studies met all inclusion criteria and were included in the final
review.

Figure 1. PRISMA Study Selection Process
Identification

e Records identified through database searching (n = 200)
Screening

e Duplicate records removed (n = 50)

e Records screened (n = 150)

e Records excluded following title and abstract review (n = 130)
Eligibility

o Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 20)
Included

e Studies included in final review (n = 10)

2.5 Data Extraction

A structured data extraction matrix was developed to ensure consistency across the reviewed
studies.

The following information was extracted:

e Author(s) and year of publication

e Country and institutional context

e Research design

e Sample characteristics

o Emotional intelligence framework or measurement instrument
o Retention- or persistence-related outcomes

o Intervention characteristics (where applicable)

o Key findings
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This process enabled systematic comparison and synthesis of findings across studies.
2.6 Data Analysis

A thematic synthesis approach was used to analyse the findings of the included studies.
Similar findings were grouped together to identify recurring themes and patterns regarding
the role of emotional intelligence in student persistence.

Four major themes emerged from the analysis:

Emotional Intelligence and Academic Performance

Emotional Intelligence, Academic Stress, and Burnout

Emotional Intelligence-Based Interventions and Student Retention
Psychological and Social Mechanisms Supporting Persistence

b

The thematic analysis facilitated the identification of common findings, areas of consensus,
and research gaps within the literature. The synthesis also provided insights into how
emotional intelligence contributes to student success and persistence in higher education
settings.

3. Findings And Discussion
3.1 Emotional Intelligence and Academic Performance

One of the most consistent findings across the ten studies included in this review was the
positive relationship between emotional intelligence (EI) and academic performance among
undergraduate students. Although the studies varied in terms of context, disciplinary
background, and measurement instruments, the overall evidence suggests that students with
higher levels of emotional intelligence tend to demonstrate stronger academic achievement,
greater engagement in learning activities, and a higher likelihood of persisting in their
studies.

Several studies reported that emotionally intelligent students were better able to manage the
academic demands associated with university life. Skills such as self-awareness, self-
regulation, and motivation enabled students to organise their learning more effectively,
maintain focus on academic goals, and respond constructively to challenges. These findings
are consistent with previous research suggesting that emotional intelligence contributes to
self-regulated learning behaviours, which are critical for academic success [10]. Students
who can recognise and manage their emotions are often better equipped to maintain
motivation and adapt their learning strategies when faced with academic difficulties.

Academic engagement emerged as an important mechanism linking emotional intelligence to
performance outcomes. Across multiple studies, students with higher EI demonstrated greater
participation in learning activities, stronger commitment to coursework, and higher levels of
classroom engagement. Emotional intelligence appeared to help students remain invested in
their academic work by promoting positive attitudes toward learning and reducing the
negative effects of frustration, disappointment, and academic setbacks. As a result, these
students were more likely to persist when confronted with challenging tasks or assessments.
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Motivation was another recurring theme identified in the literature. Several studies found that
students with higher emotional intelligence reported stronger intrinsic motivation and greater
confidence in their academic abilities. Emotional competencies such as self-management and
emotional regulation appeared to support sustained effort and perseverance, particularly
during periods of academic stress. Students who were able to manage negative emotions
effectively were less likely to disengage from learning activities and more likely to continue
working toward long-term educational goals.

The review also found evidence that emotional intelligence contributes indirectly to academic
performance through enhanced interpersonal relationships. Students with stronger social
awareness and relationship management skills were generally more comfortable seeking
assistance from lecturers, academic advisors, and peers when facing academic challenges.
Access to social and academic support networks can play an important role in helping
students overcome obstacles and remain connected to their studies. Consequently, emotional
intelligence may support academic success not only through individual self-management but
also through more effective utilisation of available support resources.

Several studies further highlighted the role of emotional intelligence during the transition into
higher education. First-year students often encounter significant academic, social, and
emotional adjustments as they adapt to university life. Emotional intelligence appeared to
help students navigate these transitions more successfully by supporting resilience,
adaptability, and confidence in unfamiliar learning environments. These findings are
particularly relevant because the first year of study is frequently associated with the highest
rates of student attrition.

Despite the generally positive findings, some studies reported that emotional intelligence
alone does not guarantee academic success. Academic performance remains influenced by
multiple factors, including prior academic preparation, socioeconomic background, learning
environment, and institutional support. Nevertheless, the reviewed literature consistently
suggests that emotional intelligence functions as an important complementary factor that
enhances students’ capacity to succeed academically and remain engaged with their studies.

Overall, the evidence indicates that emotional intelligence contributes positively to academic
performance through several interconnected pathways. By strengthening self-regulation,
motivation, engagement, resilience, and social support utilisation, emotional intelligence
appears to support students’ ability to meet academic demands and persist in higher
education. These findings reinforce the growing recognition that student success is influenced
not only by cognitive ability but also by emotional and social competencies that shape
students’ experiences throughout their academic journey.

3.2 Emotional Intelligence, Academic Stress, and Burnout

A second major theme emerging from the reviewed studies concerns the role of emotional
intelligence in helping undergraduate students manage academic stress and prevent burnout.
Across the ten studies included in this review, emotional intelligence was consistently
identified as a protective factor that supports students' psychological well-being and their
ability to cope with the demands of university life. As higher education environments become
increasingly competitive and academically demanding, students are often required to manage
multiple stressors simultaneously, including academic workload, assessment pressures,
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financial concerns, social adjustment challenges, and uncertainty regarding future career
pathways [16].

The reviewed studies suggest that students with higher levels of emotional intelligence are
generally better equipped to manage these pressures. Emotional intelligence enables
individuals to recognise emotional responses, regulate negative emotions, and adopt more
effective coping strategies when facing stressful situations [4]. Students who demonstrate
stronger emotional regulation skills appear less likely to become overwhelmed by academic
demands and more capable of maintaining focus on their educational goals despite setbacks
and challenges.

Self-management emerged as one of the most important emotional intelligence competencies
associated with stress reduction. Several studies found that students with strong self-
management skills were better able to control anxiety, frustration, and emotional exhaustion
during periods of academic pressure. Rather than responding impulsively to stressful
situations, these students were more likely to engage in adaptive coping behaviours such as
problem-solving, time management, and seeking support when needed. These behaviours
contributed to lower levels of perceived stress and improved academic adjustment.

The findings also indicate that emotional intelligence plays a significant role in promoting
resilience. Resilience refers to the capacity to adapt positively and recover from adversity,
setbacks, or challenging experiences [17]. Across multiple studies, emotionally intelligent
students demonstrated greater resilience when encountering academic difficulties such as
poor grades, examination failures, or demanding coursework. Instead of disengaging from
their studies, these students were more likely to view challenges as opportunities for growth
and learning. This ability to recover from setbacks appears to be particularly important in
supporting long-term academic persistence.

Burnout was another frequently examined outcome within the reviewed literature. Academic
burnout is typically characterised by emotional exhaustion, reduced motivation, and feelings
of detachment from learning activities [18]. Several studies reported a negative relationship
between emotional intelligence and burnout, indicating that students with higher EI levels
were less likely to experience severe emotional exhaustion and disengagement. Emotional
regulation and self-awareness appeared to help students recognise early signs of burnout and
adopt strategies to manage their well-being before stress became overwhelming.

Social awareness and relationship management were also found to contribute to students'
ability to cope with academic stress. Students with stronger interpersonal skills were
generally more likely to seek emotional and academic support from peers, lecturers, and
university support services. Access to supportive relationships can buffer the effects of stress
and provide valuable resources for managing academic challenges. Consequently, emotional
intelligence may indirectly reduce stress and burnout by facilitating stronger social support
networks.

The review further suggests that emotional intelligence may be particularly important during
critical transition periods, such as the first year of university study. Students entering higher
education often face significant adjustments related to academic expectations, independence,
and social integration. Several studies found that emotionally intelligent students adapted
more successfully to these transitions and reported lower levels of stress during the
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adjustment process. This finding is especially relevant because difficulties during the first
year are frequently associated with increased risk of student attrition.

Despite these positive findings, the review indicates that emotional intelligence should not be
viewed as a complete solution to academic stress and burnout. Institutional factors such as
workload demands, learning environment quality, financial pressures, and access to support
services also influence students' psychological well-being. Nevertheless, emotional
intelligence appears to function as an important personal resource that enhances students'
capacity to navigate these challenges effectively.

Overall, the evidence suggests that emotional intelligence contributes significantly to
students' ability to manage academic stress, build resilience, and reduce the likelihood of
burnout. By supporting emotional regulation, adaptive coping strategies, and access to social
support, emotional intelligence helps students maintain psychological well-being and remain
engaged in their studies. These findings reinforce the importance of considering emotional
competencies as a key component of student persistence and success in higher education.

3.3 Emotional Intelligence-Based Interventions and Student Retention

A third major theme emerging from the reviewed studies concerns the effectiveness of
emotional intelligence-based interventions in supporting student retention and persistence.
While much of the literature has traditionally focused on the relationship between naturally
occurring levels of emotional intelligence and academic outcomes, a growing body of
research has examined whether emotional competencies can be intentionally developed
through educational interventions. The findings suggest that emotional intelligence is not a
fixed characteristic but rather a set of skills that can be strengthened through structured
programmes, training activities, and supportive educational practices [13].

Across the reviewed studies, emotional intelligence interventions were generally associated
with positive outcomes related to student adjustment, engagement, well-being, and
persistence. Many institutions have introduced programmes designed to support students
during critical transition periods, particularly during the first year of university study when
attrition rates tend to be highest. These interventions commonly focused on developing self-
awareness, emotional regulation, resilience, communication skills, and social connectedness.
The findings indicate that students who participated in such programmes often demonstrated
greater confidence, stronger emotional coping skills, and improved adaptation to university
life.

Several studies highlighted the effectiveness of first-year transition programmes
incorporating emotional intelligence development. Students entering higher education
frequently encounter academic, social, and emotional challenges that may influence their
decision to continue their studies. Emotional intelligence interventions appeared to help
students navigate these challenges by strengthening their ability to manage stress, build
supportive relationships, and maintain motivation. As a result, participants often reported
lower dropout intentions and a stronger commitment to completing their degree programmes.

Mentoring and coaching initiatives emerged as another important intervention strategy.
Programmes that combined emotional intelligence development with mentoring support were
found to enhance students’ sense of belonging and connection to the university community.
Through regular interaction with mentors, students received emotional support, guidance, and
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encouragement during periods of adjustment and uncertainty. These experiences appeared to
contribute positively to both academic and social integration, which are widely recognised as
important predictors of student persistence [8].

The reviewed studies also identified social-emotional learning (SEL) programmes as a
promising approach for developing emotional competencies in higher education. Although
SEL has traditionally been associated with school-based education, several universities have
adapted similar approaches to support undergraduate students. Activities such as reflective
journaling, emotional awareness workshops, communication training, and resilience-building
exercises were found to enhance students’ emotional skills and psychological well-being.
Improvements in these areas were frequently linked to stronger academic engagement and
greater persistence intentions.

An important finding across the intervention studies was the role of self-management in
supporting retention outcomes. Students who developed stronger emotional regulation and
self-management skills were generally better able to cope with academic setbacks, workload
pressures, and personal challenges. These competencies helped students maintain focus on
long-term goals and reduced the likelihood of withdrawal during periods of difficulty.
Consequently, self-management emerged as one of the most influential emotional
intelligence dimensions contributing to student persistence.

Social awareness and relationship management also played important roles within
intervention programmes. Students who developed stronger interpersonal skills were more
likely to establish supportive peer networks and engage actively with university communities.
Such connections contributed to a stronger sense of belonging, which has consistently been
identified as a key factor influencing retention and persistence. The findings therefore suggest
that emotional intelligence interventions may support retention not only through individual
emotional development but also by strengthening students’ social integration within higher
education environments.

Despite these positive outcomes, the review identified several limitations within the existing
intervention literature. Many studies were conducted over relatively short periods and relied
heavily on self-reported measures of emotional intelligence and persistence intentions.
Furthermore, there remains limited evidence regarding the long-term impact of emotional
intelligence interventions on actual retention rates and degree completion. Additional
longitudinal research is therefore needed to determine whether the benefits of these
programmes are sustained over time.

Overall, the evidence suggests that emotional intelligence-based interventions can make a
meaningful contribution to student retention and persistence. By enhancing emotional
regulation, resilience, social connectedness, and coping capacity, these programmes help
students navigate the challenges of university life more effectively. The findings support
growing calls for higher education institutions to adopt more holistic approaches to student
success that address not only academic needs but also emotional and social development.

3.4 Psychological and Social Mechanisms Supporting Persistence
Beyond the direct relationships between emotional intelligence, academic performance, and

student retention, the reviewed studies also identified several psychological and social
mechanisms that help explain how emotional intelligence contributes to undergraduate
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persistence. While emotional intelligence itself appears to be associated with positive
educational outcomes, its influence often operates through intermediate factors such as
resilience, self-efficacy, emotional regulation, social integration, and sense of belonging.
Together, these mechanisms help students navigate the academic and social demands of
university life and increase the likelihood of continued enrolment.

One of the most frequently reported mechanisms was emotional regulation. Students with
higher levels of emotional intelligence were generally more capable of recognising and
managing negative emotional experiences associated with academic stress, disappointment,
and uncertainty. Emotional regulation enabled students to respond constructively to setbacks
rather than becoming discouraged or disengaged from their studies. Several studies suggested
that this ability to manage emotions effectively contributed directly to persistence by helping
students maintain motivation and commitment during challenging periods.

Resilience also emerged as a central factor linking emotional intelligence and persistence.
Emotionally intelligent students demonstrated greater capacity to recover from academic
difficulties, interpersonal conflicts, and transitional challenges. Rather than viewing obstacles
as reasons to withdraw, these students were more likely to adapt, learn from setbacks, and
continue pursuing their academic goals. The reviewed studies consistently reported that
resilience strengthened students' ability to cope with adversity and supported long-term
educational persistence.

Another important mechanism identified across the literature was self-efficacy. Self-efficacy
refers to individuals' beliefs in their ability to successfully perform tasks and achieve desired
outcomes [19]. Students with stronger emotional intelligence often reported higher levels of
academic confidence and perceived competence. This confidence encouraged greater
engagement with learning activities, increased willingness to seek help when necessary, and
stronger persistence when confronted with academic challenges. The findings suggest that
emotional intelligence may strengthen self-efficacy by helping students manage self-doubt
and maintain positive perceptions of their capabilities.

The reviewed studies also highlighted the importance of social integration. According to
Tinto's Student Integration Model [8], successful persistence depends partly on students'
ability to establish meaningful connections within the university environment. Emotional
intelligence appears to facilitate social integration by enhancing interpersonal
communication, empathy, and relationship-building skills. Students with stronger social
awareness and relationship management competencies were more likely to develop
supportive friendships, engage in campus activities, and build positive relationships with
lecturers and peers. These social connections provided important sources of emotional and
academic support throughout the university experience.

Closely related to social integration is the concept of sense of belonging. Several studies
found that emotionally intelligent students were more likely to experience feelings of
acceptance, inclusion, and connection within their academic communities. A strong sense of
belonging has been consistently associated with higher levels of student engagement,
satisfaction, and retention [20]. Emotional intelligence may contribute to belonging by
helping students navigate social situations effectively and develop stronger interpersonal
relationships. In turn, these positive social experiences reinforce students' commitment to
their institution and reduce intentions to withdraw.
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Academic integration was another mechanism identified within the reviewed studies.
Students with higher emotional intelligence often demonstrated greater engagement with
coursework, stronger relationships with instructors, and more positive attitudes toward
learning. These experiences enhanced students' connection to the academic aspects of
university life and strengthened their commitment to completing their studies. Emotional
intelligence therefore appears to support persistence not only through social pathways but
also through greater involvement in academic activities and learning processes.

Importantly, the reviewed studies suggest that these psychological and social mechanisms do
not operate independently. Rather, they interact in complex ways to support student
persistence. For example, emotional regulation may strengthen resilience, which in turn
enhances self-efficacy and academic engagement. Similarly, social awareness may contribute
to stronger interpersonal relationships, increasing students' sense of belonging and social
integration. These interconnected processes collectively influence students' decisions to
remain enrolled and continue pursuing their educational goals.

Overall, the findings indicate that emotional intelligence contributes to undergraduate
persistence through multiple psychological and social pathways. By strengthening emotional
regulation, resilience, self-efficacy, social integration, sense of belonging, and academic
engagement, emotional intelligence helps students manage the challenges of university life
more effectively. These mechanisms provide important insight into why emotionally
intelligent students are often more successful in maintaining motivation, overcoming
difficulties, and persisting toward degree completion.

4. Implications For Practice

The findings of this systematic review have important implications for higher education
institutions seeking to improve student retention, persistence, and overall student success.
While universities have traditionally focused on academic support mechanisms such as
tutoring, advising, and curriculum enhancement, the evidence reviewed suggests that
emotional intelligence (EI) represents an equally important dimension of student
development. By recognising the role of emotional and social competencies in shaping
persistence, institutions can adopt more holistic approaches that support students throughout
their academic journey.

4.1 Implications for Student Retention Strategies

One of the most significant implications of this review is the need to broaden institutional
retention strategies beyond purely academic interventions. The findings indicate that
emotional intelligence contributes to persistence through its influence on resilience,
emotional regulation, social integration, and academic engagement. Consequently,
universities should consider incorporating emotional development into existing retention
frameworks.

Rather than viewing student attrition solely as an academic issue, institutions may benefit
from recognising the emotional and psychological challenges that students encounter
throughout their studies. Retention initiatives that address emotional well-being alongside
academic performance may therefore be more effective in supporting long-term student
success.
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4.2 Implications for First-Year Student Programmes

The transition into higher education emerged as a particularly important period within the
reviewed studies. Many students experience difficulties adapting to new academic
expectations, social environments, and personal responsibilities during their first year of
study. These challenges often contribute to increased stress, disengagement, and withdrawal
intentions.

The findings suggest that emotional intelligence development should be integrated into first-
year experience programmes, orientation activities, and transition support initiatives.
Workshops focusing on emotional awareness, stress management, resilience, interpersonal
communication, and self-regulation may help students adapt more successfully to university
life and strengthen their commitment to continuing their studies.

Early intervention is particularly important because many persistence decisions are
influenced by students’ experiences during the first year. Supporting emotional development
during this critical period may reduce dropout intentions and improve retention outcomes.

4.3 Implications for Teaching and Learning

The review also highlights opportunities for educators to incorporate emotional intelligence
development into teaching and learning practices. While emotional intelligence is often
associated with counselling or student support services, the findings suggest that classroom
environments can also play an important role in fostering emotional competencies.

Educators may consider incorporating reflective learning activities, collaborative projects,
peer interaction opportunities, and problem-solving tasks that encourage students to develop
self-awareness, emotional regulation, and interpersonal skills. Such activities not only
support emotional development but may also enhance engagement, motivation, and academic
persistence.

Creating supportive classroom environments where students feel comfortable seeking
assistance, expressing concerns, and engaging with peers may further strengthen both
academic and social integration.

4.4 Implications for Student Counselling and Well-Being Services

The findings reinforce the importance of counselling and student well-being services within
higher education institutions. Emotional intelligence competencies are closely associated with
stress management, resilience, and psychological well-being, all of which influence
persistence decisions.

Counselling centres may consider incorporating emotional intelligence assessments,
workshops, and coaching programmes into their student support services. Programmes
designed to enhance emotional regulation, coping skills, and interpersonal effectiveness may
help students manage academic challenges more successfully and reduce the risk of
withdrawal during periods of difficulty.
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The review also suggests that collaboration between counselling services, academic
departments, and student affairs units may create more comprehensive support systems that
address both academic and emotional needs.

4.5 Implications for Institutional Policy

At an institutional level, the findings suggest that emotional intelligence should be recognised
as an important component of student success and retention policy. Universities increasingly
collect data on academic performance and engagement, yet emotional and social factors often
receive less systematic attention.

Institutions may consider integrating emotional intelligence development into strategic plans,
student success initiatives, and graduate attribute frameworks. Such efforts could include
dedicated emotional intelligence training programmes, mentoring initiatives, peer support
schemes, and well-being interventions aimed at strengthening students' emotional and social
competencies throughout their university experience.

By embedding emotional intelligence within institutional policy and practice, universities
may be better positioned to address the complex factors that influence student persistence and
retention.

4.6 Implications for Future Workforce Preparation

The benefits of emotional intelligence extend beyond student retention and academic success.
Employers increasingly value emotional competencies such as adaptability, communication,
teamwork, empathy, and resilience in professional settings. Consequently, efforts to develop
emotional intelligence during higher education may contribute not only to improved
persistence but also to graduate employability and career readiness.

Universities that invest in emotional intelligence development may therefore support students
in achieving both academic and professional success. This broader perspective aligns with
contemporary understandings of higher education as a process that develops the whole
student rather than focusing exclusively on cognitive achievement.

4.7 Summary

Overall, the findings suggest that emotional intelligence should be viewed as an important
component of comprehensive student success strategies. By strengthening emotional
regulation, resilience, social integration, and well-being, emotional intelligence contributes to
students' ability to navigate the challenges of university life and persist toward degree
completion.

Higher education institutions that adopt emotionally informed and student-centred

approaches may be better equipped to improve retention outcomes, enhance student
experiences, and support long-term academic and professional success.
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5. Limitations And Future Research

While this systematic review provides valuable insights into the relationship between
emotional intelligence and undergraduate persistence, several limitations should be
acknowledged.

First, the review included only 10 studies that met the inclusion criteria. Although these
studies provided important evidence regarding the role of emotional intelligence in student
retention and persistence, the relatively small number of studies limits the generalisability of
the findings. Future reviews may benefit from expanding the search to include additional
databases, broader publication periods, and studies from a wider range of educational
contexts.

Second, the reviewed studies were conducted across different countries, institutions, and
disciplinary settings, resulting in considerable variation in educational environments and
student populations. While this diversity provides a broader perspective on emotional
intelligence and persistence, it also makes direct comparison of findings more challenging.
Cultural, institutional, and contextual differences may influence both emotional intelligence
development and student retention outcomes.

Third, the review identified substantial variation in how emotional intelligence was
conceptualised and measured. Researchers employed different theoretical models and
assessment instruments, including ability-based, trait-based, and mixed-model approaches.
This inconsistency creates difficulties when comparing findings across studies and may
contribute to variations in reported outcomes. Future research would benefit from greater
consistency in the measurement and operationalisation of emotional intelligence.

Another limitation concerns the predominance of cross-sectional research designs within the
reviewed literature. Many studies examined emotional intelligence and persistence-related
variables at a single point in time, limiting the ability to establish causal relationships. While
positive associations between emotional intelligence and persistence were frequently
reported, it remains difficult to determine the direction and long-term nature of these
relationships. Longitudinal studies tracking students throughout their academic journeys
would provide stronger evidence regarding the role of emotional intelligence in retention and
degree completion.

The review also found a relatively limited number of intervention-based studies. Although
existing evidence suggests that emotional intelligence interventions can positively influence
student adjustment, resilience, and retention intentions, there remains insufficient evidence
regarding their long-term effectiveness. More rigorous experimental and quasi-experimental
studies are needed to evaluate whether emotional intelligence programmes produce sustained
improvements in persistence and actual retention outcomes.

Additionally, many studies relied heavily on self-reported measures of emotional intelligence,
engagement, stress, and persistence intentions. While self-report instruments provide valuable
insights into students' perceptions and experiences, they may be influenced by social
desirability bias and subjective interpretation. Future research should incorporate multiple
sources of evidence, including behavioural measures, academic records, institutional
retention data, and qualitative approaches to provide a more comprehensive understanding of
the relationship between emotional intelligence and persistence.
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The review further highlights the need for greater attention to diverse student populations.
While undergraduate students were the primary focus of the reviewed studies, there is limited
research examining how emotional intelligence influences persistence among international
students, first-generation students, mature learners, students from disadvantaged
backgrounds, and other underrepresented groups. Understanding these differences may help
institutions develop more targeted and effective retention strategies.

Future research should also explore the mechanisms through which emotional intelligence
influences persistence in greater depth. Although this review identified resilience, self-
efficacy, social integration, and emotional regulation as important mediating factors, further
empirical investigation is needed to understand how these mechanisms interact within
different educational contexts. Advanced analytical approaches, including mediation and
longitudinal modelling, may provide valuable insights into these relationships.

Overall, while the evidence reviewed suggests that emotional intelligence plays an important
role in supporting undergraduate persistence, additional research is required to strengthen the
evidence base, address methodological limitations, and explore emerging areas of inquiry.
Such research will contribute to the development of more effective, evidence-informed
approaches to student retention and success in higher education.
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