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Can engagement and performance be improved through online training on

emotional intelligence? A quasi-experimental study

Abstract
Purpose: Online learning is an effective training strategy to help students, as one of the
success factors is academic engagement. Therefore, the use of online training courses to
influence academic engagement and performance in emotional intelligence learning
experiences is worthy of investigation. This study explores the influence of emotional
intelligence as an online training course and its impact on academic engagement and
learning outcomes - performance.
Methodology: We used a quasi-experimental study with two groups of participants who
were randomly assigned (experimental e control) and with pretest-posttest measurements
of the online training. The emotional intelligence online training (for the experimental
group) was conducted during a single semester, with eight hours of training. The
methodology of reflective, role-playing, case study and group work was followed.
Measurements of student academic engagement and emotional intelligence were
collected before (one week before the training) and after the intervention (on the last
training session). Performance was measured after the intervention.
Findings: The mean scores improved for all the variables, with the differences being
statistically significant. The students assessed their learning positively. The results also
showed that emotional intelligence was positively related to academic engagement but
not to performance. This means that emotional intelligence training was effective in
increasing the academic engagement of university students.
Implications: The results are promising in terms of the students retaining the
competencies acquired. Therefore, this type of online training is recommended for the

emotional intelligence and academic engagement of future human resources



professionals. Moreover, according to the results, it would be possible to use emotional
intelligence training programs in schools, besides other programs, to promote the
academic engagement and performance of students.

Originality: The design of the study provides evidence that is an added value for higher
education institutions.

Keywords: Emotional intelligence; Academic engagement; Performance; Online

training; Quasi-experimental design.

Introduction

Technology has given rise to innovative learning paths, such as the e-learning
system (online learning), which occupies a predominant position (Mouzakitis, 2009). E-
learning is described as instructional content or learning experiences enabled by the
internet to enhance an individual’s knowledge and performance (Pantazis, 2001).

One of the key factors for academic performance is academic engagement (Junca-
Silva & Lopes, 2021). This is a positive affective state characterized by vigor,
dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). According to Bakker and Leiter
(2010), engagement is a crucial factor for development and performance. Bagyo (2013)
also showed that engagement positively influences performance. In 2012, Carly
highlighted that one way to improve engagement is through training. Likewise, EInaga
and Imran (2013) showed that training is one practice that positively affects
engagement, as well as knowledge and skills, resulting in higher performances.

Engagement has also been related to emotional intelligence (EI) (Barreiro &
Treglown, 2020). Diverse studies on emotional intelligence and engagement have
shown that both concepts are related to higher performance (Llorens et al., 2006). For

example, emotionally intelligent individuals tend to have higher performance ratings



than those with lower EI (Law et al., 2004; Lopes et al., 2006; Van Rooy &
Viswesvaran, 2004).

Although several studies demonstrate that the training’s effectiveness is associated
with improvements in engagement, and consequently, performance, there are still not
many studies focused on online training, and how this kind of training can improve
academic engagement (e.g., Fletcher, 2016). Moreover, most studies have been focused
on a pre-covid time, occurred in the boom of engagement literature, are correlational in
nature, and only analyze the relationship between training, as a recalled practice, and
other variables, such as engagement (e.g., Barreiro & Treglown, 2020). In addition,
there are few studies with a quasi-experimental design to study these relationships.
Thus, to contribute to increasing knowledge about the impact of El online training on
engagement and performance, a quasi-experimental study in a higher education setting
was developed. We resorted to two groups of participants from a master's course in
human resources management that were randomly assigned: a control (composed of
master's students that did not receive any kind of training) and an experimental group
(including master's students that received online training in IE). We aimed to analyze
the influence of EI as an online training course and its impact on academic engagement
and performance.

Theoretical background
Gordon (1992) defined training as a planned and systematic modification of
behaviors through learning events, activities, and programs that result in the
achievement of high levels of knowledge, skills, and competencies.
Hall and LeCavalier (2000) attributed the savings of some organizations to the
results of converting their traditional training methods into e-learning. For example, in

1999, IBM saved $200 million, providing five times the learning, at one-third the cost



of traditional methods. Using a combination of online (80%) and in-person (20%)
training, Ernst & Young reduced training costs by 35% while improving consistency
and skills.

In addition to the generally positive economic benefits, there are other
advantages, such as convenience, standardized training, individualized learning, and a
variety of available content, that have made e-learning a priority for many companies.
Much of the discussion about e-learning has focused on technology, but as Driscoll
(2001) pointed out, e-learning is not just about technology, but also about human
factors. The use of e-learning is increasing. For example, Forrester, a research firm that
helps companies assess the effect of technology change on their operations, interviewed
training managers in 2,500 companies and found that all but one of them already had
online training (Dalton, 2000). A study of 500 pedagogical directors (Online Learning
News, 2001) showed that: (1) 70% had already been trained in e-learning; (2) 6% to 8%
had the priority of converting face-to-face sessions to e-learning sessions; (3) 80%
aimed to expand knowledge management programs, and; (4) 78% were improving e-
resources. Barron (2001) revealed that technology has been increasingly able to
“demonstrate broader cost and benefit savings, develop integrated offerings, and
propose innovative ways of applying e-learning” (p. 3).

There is evidence of the positive effects of training on individual (Purcell et al.,
2003) performance. For example, Wright and Geroy (2001) found that individuals’
skills improved through effective training programs. Training appears to affect
performance, through the development of knowledge, skills, competencies, and
behaviors (Appiah, 2010). According to Wright and Geroy (2001), skills are developed
through training programs. These not only improve performance, but also increase

knowledge, skills, and attitude.



Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Engagement

Emotional intelligence has emerged as a research field in the last two decades. It
is a psychological concept that refers to the effective integration of emotion and thought
(Mayer, et al., 2000). It is related to interpersonal skills (Bar-On, 2000; Goleman,
1995), such as empathy, and has been conceptualized as competence and a trait
(Neubauer & Freudenthaler, 2005; Petrides & Furnham, 2003; Schutte et al., 2009).

Salovey and Mayer (1990), in their theory of emotional intelligence (EI four-
branch model), argued that emotional intelligence is the ability to process emotional
information regarding the perception, assimilation, expression, regulation, and
management of emotions (Bracett et al., 2006). This model postulates that EI consists of
four interrelated processes: (a) accurately perceive emotions in oneself and others, that
is, recognizing facial and voice “cues” related to other’s emotions and awareness of own
bodily states inherent to emotions; (b) use emotions to support thinking and decision-
making, that is, harnessing the effects of emotions, for example, using positive humor to
enhance creative thinking; (c) understand emotions in oneself and others, that is
knowing the causes and consequences of different emotions, as well as being able to
differentiate between them; and (d) effectively manage emotions, in oneself and others,
that regulates emotions to make them compatible with a situation demands, or with an
individual’s goals (Goleman, 1995). These processes are components of emotional
information processing and are interrelated so that more integrated processes, such as
understanding emotions, are based on more basic processes, such as perception of
emotion (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017).

Thus, the El involves a set of mental skills in which individuals employ higher-
level processes about being attentive to their emotions, clarity, discriminative capacity

for emotions, and mood regulation strategies (Bracett & Mayer, 2003). It also involves



the ability to emotionally reason and uses emotions and emotional knowledge to
improve thinking (Lopes et al., 2005). Emotionally intelligent individuals have often
been described as well-adjusted, affable, genuine, persistent, and optimistic (Ivcevic et
al., 2007). El has also been identified as a significant predictor of performance (Clarke,
2006; Tucker & Sojka, 2000).

Although there are researchers who argued that the development of emotional
intelligence is a natural process (e.g., Schutte et al., 2009) there are empirical studies
that showed that training in EI can increase its levels and contribute to performance
(Clarke, 2010; Meirav Hen, et al., 2014; Nelis et al., 2009). For example, Schutte et al.
(2013) observed an increase in El levels after EI training. For example, Vesely et al.
(2014) administered a five-week training program for 23 applicants to professors at two
Canadian universities. During the training, participants received an hour and a half of
training per week, consisting of workshops, group discussions, practical exercises, and
homework. Participants in the experimental group (the one with training) showed
significant differences in El levels between pre-and post-test, while participants in the
control group (untrained) did not show significant differences in EI. Al-Faouri et al.
(2014) provided El training to 70 students at a university hospital, for two hours per
day, for seven weeks and showed an increase in El. Similarly, Meirav-Hen and Sharabi-
Nov (2014) showed increases in El and empathic concern from the beginning to the end
of an EI course. Thus, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1: There will be significant differences in EI before and after training, in
such a way that EI will be higher after training (when compared to its levels before
training).

Academic engagement



Engagement has become a popular concept for researchers and practitioners
(Whittington & Galpin, 2010). Academic engagement refers to the quality of an attempt
that students spend on purposeful learning activities so that they could directly
contribute to the achievement of desired results (Richardson, et al., 2003). It was
defined as a “positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind ... that is not focused on any
particular object, event, individual, or behavior’ (Schaufeli et al. 2002, p. 74). It is
focused on the broad scope of tasks at hand and manifests as a higher-order attitudinal
state that comprises three dimensions: feeling energized and vigorous (vigor); feeling
proud of and dedicated to one’s work (dedication) and feeling absorbed and immersed
in one’s work (absorption). Thus, engagement represents a sense of energy and
identification with the tasks at hand (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010).

Cardus (2013) suggested that one way to improve engagement is through
training. Empirical studies have demonstrated this. For instance, Zadeh et al. (2014)
demonstrated that successful intelligence training was effective in increasing the
academic motivation and academic engagement of students. Similarly, Roberts, et al.
(2019) evidenced that self-management interventions with peer training improved
academic engagement. In 2018, Yarahmadi et al. demonstrated that buoyancy training
positively predicted academic engagement and performance among students. Thus,
considering the empirical evidence, we expect that:
Hypothesis 2: There will be significant differences in the level of engagement before
and after training, in such a way that engagement will be higher after training (when
compared to its levels before training).
The relationship between EIl and engagement

El can be considered a personal resource, known for promoting positive attitudes

and increasing employee performance, resulting in a more engaged workforce (Akhtar



et al., 2015). Emotionally intelligent individuals are known to initiate more effective
communication with their peers, which in turn increases their emotional resources,
increasing their dedication and vigor at work (Akhtar et al., 2015).

El skills increase self-awareness and engagement to facilitate self-regulation and
relationships with others. As El is focused on understanding and managing the
involvement of oneself and others, it involves connecting the self to its organizational
role. Thus, it is expected that EI will facilitate the connection between the individual
and his/her context (Ravichandran et al., 2011).

Some studies have shown that behavioral skills such as communication and the
ability to give feedback positively influence engagement levels (Kular et al., 2008).
There is also evidence of the relationship between EIl, engagement, and performance
(O'Boyle et al., 2011). So, it makes sense that there might be a relationship between
engagement and emotional skills. This should allow an individual to form, develop and
manage positive relationships with others (Goleman et al., 2002). As such, it is expected
that:

Hypothesis 3: El is positively related to engagement.
The relationship between EI and performance

As already mentioned, EI refers to skills related to the recognition and regulation
of emotions in oneself and others and is used to guide thought and actions (Giardini &
Frese, 2008; Mayer et al., 2008).

Many researchers have demonstrated a positive relationship between El and
performance. For example, Lam and Kirby (2002) and Semadar et al. (2006) showed
that EI was the best predictor of performance, as it could influence individuals’

behavior, and allow them to understand and appropriately deal with their emotions. An



emotionally intelligent person can easily achieve their personal and academic goals
(Michinov & Michinov, 2020).

Furthermore, El is relevant for predicting performance because it is positively
related to the quality of interpersonal interactions, with goal attainment, and because in
an academic context there is the need to effectively deal with emotions (Goleman, 1995;
MacCann et al., 2020). Diverse empirical studies have demonstrated a positive
relationship between EI and performance (Cote & Miners, 2006; Semadar et al., 2006;
Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 2020). Moreover, to achieve exceptional performance,
emotional competence, which is a learned ability based on emotional intelligence, is
equally important (Goleman, 1998). Thus, it is expected that:

Hypothesis 4: El is positively related to performance.
Method
Research design

This study was conducted in a higher education institution. It consisted of a
quasi-experimental study with a pretest (one week before the study) and posttest
measurements (at the end of the last session of the training) with two groups, an
experimental and a control group. The experimental group had El training, and the
control group did not receive any training. Participants were students from a master’s
course on human resources management and were randomly assigned to the groups.
Setting

The study was conducted in the School of Management of a Public University in
northeast Portugal (Instituto Politécnico de Tomar [Tomar Polytechnic Institute]).
Participants

The sample consisted of 67 students attending the 2" academic year of the

master’s degree in Human Resources Management. From the overall sample, 33



students were randomly assigned to the experimental group and 34 to the control group.
We inserted the student number in a site to randomly assign them

(https://www.sorteiogo.com/pt/sorteio/nomes). In total, 70% were female, with a mean

age of 30.85 years (SD = 12.14).

Both groups answered two online questionnaires (pre and post-test). The first
guestionnaire measured engagement and EIl and was applied one week before the
training started, and the second one measured engagement, EIl, and performance (and
was applied at the end of the last training session). Before answering the pretest
questionnaire, participants were informed about the confidentiality and anonymity of
their responses. Of the overall 68 participants that agree with the intervention, only 67
responses were considered valid for analysis (response rate = 98.5%).

Recruitment

The students were enrolled in an 8-hour Emotional Intelligence Training which
was part of the scheduled teaching activities. During the subject presentation
(coinciding with the pretest evaluation), the students were informed of the training
objectives, schedule, and methodology to be followed. Participation was voluntary.
Training

The El training was performed in the first semester of 2020 by a university
teacher with specific training in emotional intelligence (a Ph.D. in Psychology) and
consisted of one weekly session of two hours, for a total of 4 sessions (8h). Table 1
presents, in detail, the content of each of the sessions. For the sessions, the methodology
of simulation through role-playing — which has been shown to favor the learning of El
(Bosse et al., 2012) — case study, and group work were followed. Reflective writing
was also included because the evidence shows that it can increase El (Ozcan et al.,

2011). Before the sessions, documentation was provided, and questions were clarified.
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Instruments

Academic engagement. We used the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale for
students (UWES-9S; Schaufeli et al., 2006). The scale is a 9-item self-report scale
grouped into three subscales with three items each: vigor (e.g., “When 1I’m doing my
work as a student, | feel bursting with energy”), dedication (“My studies inspire me”),
and absorption (“I feel happy when I'm studying intensely”). All items were scored on a
7-point scale, which ranged from 0 (never) to 6 (always). The scale showed a good
internal consistency as the alphas ranged between .89 and .92.

Emotional Intelligence. To measure El, we used the Self-Report Emotional
Intelligence Test (SSEIT; Schutte et al., 1998). The scale was based on the EI model
developed by Salovey and Mayer (1990) and includes 33 items that measure the
assessment, expression, regulation, and use of emotions (e.g., “I know when to talk
about my personal problems to others”). Participants responded on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale demonstrated good
reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging between .87 and .90.

Performance. To measure performance, we used the EI knowledge test
(Conquer, 2020). This aimed to assess the degree of knowledge in El through eight
items. The answers were given through the alternatives of true (V) or false (F) (e.g.,
“Communication is not critical to emotional intelligence”). The internal consistency was
.90.

Training evaluation. To assess the intervention (in the experimental group), we
used the Four-Level Training Evaluation Model by Kirkpatrick (1994). We used 10
items that measured the participant's satisfaction with the training, the goals, training
length, the trainer’s performance, adequacy of knowledge to the needs, the acquired

knowledge, the usefulness of the contents for performance, the use of pedagogical
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dynamics, and clarity of content. An item example was “The training objectives were
clearly defined”. Items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1 - totally disagree; 5 -
totally agree). The Cronbach’s alpha was .90.
Data analyses

The data were analyzed with the SPSS® version 27. A univariate descriptive
analysis was performed to determine the distribution of the sample in each of the
variables studied (IE, academic engagement, and performance). In this first level, the
descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlation were analyzed. To verify the efficacy of
the intervention, the t-test was applied to two independent samples.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 shows the pretest-posttest descriptive statistics for the different
measurements evaluated.

INSERT TABLE 2

Comparison of the means between the experimental and control group

Before testing our hypotheses, we analyzed whether there were differences
among the variables under study (engagement, EIl and performance) between the two
groups of participants (control and experimental). Results showed that the experimental
group scored higher in engagement, El, and performance (both at the pre and post-test)
than the control group (see Table 3). However, these were non-statistically significant
differences: academic engagementpre (F5) = .18, p > 0.05) and academic engagementpost
(Fs) = 1.00, p > 0.05); Elpre (Fe5) = 1.77, p > 0.05), and El post (F(e5) = .83, p > 0.05);
and performance post (F(e5) = .13, p > 0.05).

INSERT TABLE 3

Hypotheses testing

12



Hypothesis 1 suggested that the levels of EI at the end of the training would be
significantly higher than at the beginning of the training. The mean score of the
students’ El before training was 3.81 and after it was 4.00. Plus, the t-test results
showed that this difference was statistically significant (tes=71.518, p<.001). Thus,
hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 suggested that academic engagement would significantly increase
from pre to post-test. The findings showed that before training, engagement was lower
(M = 4.40) than after training (M = 4.74). The t-test results showed that this difference
was statistically significant (tes)=35.32, p<.001). When analyzing each dimension of
engagement, we also found a significant increase between pre and post-test: vigor:
Mpre=4.24, Mpost=4.51; absorption: Mpre=4.34, Mpost=4.53; dedication: Mpre=4.38,
Mpost=4.63. The t-test also evidenced that these differences were statistically significant:
vigor: te6=33.85, p<.001; absorption: te6=33.95, p<.001; dedication: t@s=31.46,
p<.001.

Hypothesis 3 suggested that EI would be positively related to engagement. The
results showed a positive and statistically significant correlation between the EI score
and engagement at pre and post-test (rpre=.49, p<.001; rpost=.35, p<.001), lending
support for hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 suggested that EI would be positively associated with performance.
The results showed that there was no correlation between the El score and performance
(r=.006, p>.05). Thus, H4 was not supported (table 4).

INSERT TABLE 4
Discussion
Despite the considerable research demonstrating the positive effects of training

on engagement and EI, most of these studies were conducted in a pre-COVID phase and
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have been less focused on online training (e.g., Gebler et. al., 2020). Hence, this study
follows a quasi-experimental design to explore the role of El online training on higher
education students’ engagement and performance. To do S0, this research is based on an
8-hour EI online training with a control and an experimental group.

The findings evidence non-statistically significant differences between groups —
the experimental and the control group. However, it is relevant to consider that
participants from the experimental group score higher on their levels of El, academic
engagement, and performance, when compared to those in the control group. Thus,
despite the differences not being statistically significant, this higher level may have, in a
way, biased the results - differential selection error (Mertens, 2010).

First, the results show that, before training, the students’ EI score was lower than
after training. Thus, online training, even with a short duration, has positive effects on
interpersonal skills, such as EI. This result is in line with other studies; for example,
Schutte et al. (2013) showed that training is one of the main predictors of El
development. Also, Gebler et. al. (2020) showed that short-training courses in El
improved individuals’ emotional skills. In a similar vein, Meirav-Hen and Sharabi-Nov
(2014) demonstrated that EI training was effective to improve El and empathy. As such,
El training may be an effective strategy to enhance the El levels of higher education
students.

Second, the results evidence the existence of significant differences in the levels
of engagement, before and after training. Indeed, the levels of academic engagement
significantly improved after the online training (when compared to its baseline levels).
Therefore, online training courses contribute to the development of various
interpersonal skills, such as engagement. This is consistent with Shantz et al.’s (2013)

suggestion - that engagement tends to improve, with more training and development
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opportunities. Also, Sendawula et al. (2018) showed that training, not only contributed
to engagement improvement but was also associated with higher levels of performance.
Gasco-Hernandez et al. (2018) showed the same pattern of results. Thus, one can
conclude that online training can be an effective strategy to develop engagement.

Third, the results show a positive and statistically significant relation between EI
and engagement. In other words, when EI increases, academic engagement also tends to
increase. This is consistent with empirical studies. For instance, Pérez-Fuentes et al.
(2018) showed that higher levels of EI were associated with higher levels of
engagement. Also, Mérida-Lopez et al., 2017, showed that El was a predictor of
engagement levels, even in adverse and stressful situations. Indeed, individuals with
higher levels of El tend to have greater ease of communication and broader emotional
resources, which can be an asset to increase vigor, dedication, and absorption when
performing tasks. This is in line with Akhtar et al. (2015), who showed that emotionally
intelligent individuals tend to initiate more effective communication with their
colleagues, which in turn improves their emotional resources, developing their
dedication and vigor. Similarly, Shantz et al. (2013) showed that individuals with higher
levels of engagement and EI tended to have a more positive attitude, making them
psychologically present and dedicated. Zhu, et al. (2015) showed a direct and indirect
impact of EI on engagement, through the perception of equity. Thus, we can conclude
that EI is positively related to academic engagement.

Fourth, the last hypothesis suggested that EI would have a positive relationship
with performance. However, the results show that, in this study, EI is not significantly
related to performance. This result is not in line with what was expected, as there are
diverse empirical studies demonstrating the opposite (e.g., Bar-On et al., 2006; Udayar

et al., 2020). For instance, Lam and Kirby (2002) and Semadar et al. (2006) showed that
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El significantly predicted performance because it allows individuals to better understand
and effectively deal with their emotions, thus influencing their behaviors. We believe
that this result might have been due to the instrument used to assess performance (EI’s
knowledge assessment). As the online training course was more practical, maybe
performance should have been assessed with a behavioral assessment, such as
observation (Bas-Sarmiento et al., 2017).

In sum, online training courses, even with a short duration may be a suitable
strategy to improve EI and engagement in higher education settings. Moreover, when EI
is higher, students also benefit in their levels of academic engagement, as there is an
association between EI and the three dimensions of academic engagement: vigor,
dedication, and absorption.

Limitations and future directions

Despite the positive characteristics of this study (being a quasi-experimental
study with two groups), there are some limitations. First, the sample is relatively small
and is not representative of the entire university (as it only includes master’ students in
Human Resource Management). The small sample size might have influenced the
results of the fourth hypothesis.

Second, during the data collection, the country was in complete lockdown, and
the inability to collect data in person, and from more students, turned out to be
unfeasible. Future studies should use a larger sample with a more representative group
and use a design 2x2 (low and high EI).

Third, we only analyzed EI and academic engagement. However, other
characteristics may be equally important in predicting performance in a training context.
Thus, future studies could replicate this study with other variables (e.g., psychological

capital), about other criterion variables, such as well-being, satisfaction, and creativity.
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Fourth, to measure performance we used the EI knowledge assessment which
might have biased the results as we developed a practical training program, instead of a
theoretical one. Therefore, future studies would consider the use of a behavioral
assessment to analyze performance as a learning outcome.

Practical implications

The results enlarge knowledge about the relationship between EI online training,
engagement, and performance. Research demonstrates that EI training improves not
only El levels but also engagement. It is important to emphasize that training materials
and design must be effectively implemented. Engagement, on the other hand, has a
positive relationship with El, therefore, EI will facilitate the connection between the
individual and the course activities (Ravichandran et al., 2011), being an asset for the
student (Bakker et al., 2008) and a competitive advantage for the university.

It is important that universities - whether private or public - implement good
training plans, considering the needs of their students and courses, and the resources and
materials available. Given this, the student's attitudes and behaviors will tend to be
positive, leading them to reciprocate the resources and personal valuation that the
university spends on them — as in a process of social exchange (Blau, 1964; Junca-Silva
& Silva, 2021). These consequences will be favorable, not only in terms of well-being,
but also for the success, competitiveness, and development of the university.

Conclusion

Training impacts engagement and EI levels. Indeed, training not only
encourages learning but also develops skills (Wright & Geroy, 2001). The results of this
study reveal that training provides favorable conditions for academic (results) and
personal (skills) gains. On the other hand, the knowledge acquired through training will

allow the individual to become more efficient. As such, it is essential that universities
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establish training assessment policies and procedures, to promote development, and

qualification through the integration of processes that, as a result, meet the training

needs of their students. We consider the usefulness of our training for the teaching of El
in the curricula of HRM master’s degrees given the high demands that are required in
professional activities.
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