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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The relationship between emotional intelligence and
tendency toward critical thinking with academic success in
nursing students: An analytic sectional descriptive study

Background: Considering controversial results about the role of
emotional intelligence and tendency toward critical thinking in
academic success, the present study was conducted to evaluate the
relationship between emotional intelligence and tendency toward
critical thinking with academic success in nursing students.
Methods: The present study was an analytic sectional descriptive
study using convenient sampling method that was conducted on
120 nursing students of Isfahan University of Medical Sciences in
year 2018-2019. Data was collected with questionnaire; the
questionnaire  consisted of three parts: demographic
characteristics, the Schutte scale, and tendency toward critical
thinking questionnaire. Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation coefficient and independent t test.
Results: Results showed that the mean score of emotional
intelligence among nursing students was 109.15) 9.23) and the
mean score of critical thinking was 116.96 (12.79). No significant
relationship was found between emotional intelligence and its
elements with academic success. Also, there was no significant
relationship between critical thinking and its elements with
academic success (p > 0.05).

Conclusions: Lack of a significant relationship between emotional
intelligence and critical thinking with academic success might be
due to the nature of academic achievement tests as well as the
specific focus on remembering and memorizing the educational
content as a criterion for evaluation. Therefore, it is recommended
that, along with focusing on the ability of personal memory
learning, development of cognitive and emotional skills of the
students would also be attended.

Keywords: Emotional Intelligence, Critical Thinking, Academic
Success, Nursing Student
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Emotional intelligence and academic success in nursing students

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, academic success of the students is an important
index playing a significant role in the evaluation of higher
educations and is the focus of many educational studies (1).
Academic success is defined as progress in education that
would be evaluated using scores and grades in the class (2).
Various factors are effective on individual’s academic success.
These factors are classified into two groups of cognitive and
non-cognitive. ~ Previous  knowledge,  educational
performance and ability of critical thinking are considered as
cognitive factors (3). Critical thinking is defined as a series of
cognitive skills and tendency toward using skills to enhance
the possibility of success in the fields of education,
occupation, and daily living (4). It also has an essential role
in the quality of nursing care and professional responsibility.
Nursing students would be able to analyze and predict the
possible problems, apply the standards, search for
information, make correct decisions and provide safe care
through critical thinking (5). Critical thinking includes both
skills of thinking and tendency toward critical thinking.
Critical skill is focusing on cognitive solutions and tendency
toward critical thinking is focusing on components of
thinking and sustainable inner motivation to solve problems
(6). Results of studies have indicated the unstable tendency
of the students toward critical thinking (7). Most of the
studies have focused on one aspect of critical thinking as the
skill of thinking critically; however, the other aspect which
was tendency toward critical thinking has mostly been
neglected. Moreover, just having the knowledge of how to
find the facts and perceptions is not sufficient for having
critical thinking and emotions, motivation and tendency
toward applying these skills are also necessary for having
critical thinking (8).

Tendency toward critical thinking, as a variable with
cognitive nature, has a unique role in predicting educational
performance. In this regard, results of the one study showed
a significant positive correlation between tendency toward
critical thinking and educational performance (9). Results of
another study also reported a significant positive relationship
between academic success, critical thinking, and tendency
toward critical thinking in pharmacology students (10).
However, results of some studies revealed no significant
relationship between tendency toward critical thinking and
academic success (11) and individuals with lower critical
thinking had more academic success (12, 13). Therefore,
research that have evaluated the relationship between these
variables and academic success, have achieved controversial
results. Furthermore, results of a systematic review in Iran
showed that the number of studies on tendency toward
critical thinking was limited and most of the studies have
evaluated critical thinking skill (14).

Another effective factor on gaining success in life, education,
and occupation is emotional intelligence. Many studies have
been conducted regarding the relationship between critical
thinking and emotional intelligence with academic success.
Results of such studies showed that these variables had a
significant positive relationship with academic achievement
(15, 16). A meta-analysis conducted on Iranian students

showed a significant relationship between emotional
intelligence and academic achievement (17).

Also, results of another study showed that students with
higher emotional intelligence had better academic
achievement (18). In the results of the study by Suleman et
al in Pakistan, a significant positive relationship between
academic success and emotional intelligence in bachelor’s
students was reported (2). However, results of a study in
Shiraz showed no significant relationship between the score
of emotional intelligence and its aspects in medical students
with academic achievement (19). The results of another
study also revealed no significant difference in emotional
intelligence, between nursing students who were successful
in nursing courses in comparison to those students who
were not successful (20). On one hand, considering the
controversial results regarding the relationship between
tendency toward critical thinking and emotional intelligence
with academic success of the students and on the other hand,
in the nursing education of Iran, the necessity for becoming
a fourth year student as a clinical intern is academic success
in theoretical and practical courses during the past three
years, having skills such as critical thinking and emotional
intelligence for the students and also the role of these
elements in gaining academic success is of significant
importance for them. Also, it is expected that changes in
these variables through academic education would be made
toward preparation for clinical practice. Therefore, the
present study was conducted to evaluate the relationship
between emotional intelligence and tendency toward critical
thinking with academic success of nursing students of
Isfahan University of Medical Sciences in 2018.

METHODS

The present study was a descriptive correlational study
conducted on 120 nursing students of Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences in 2018 using convenient sampling
method. The population for this study was the entire 461
bachelor’s student of nursing who were studying in the
second semester of 2018-2019 in Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences. Sample size was calculated to be a
minimum of 77 using the formula of n: (z; + z,)*(1 — %) / 1
+ 2; which z; was the 95% confidence interval (1.96), z, was
the 80% test power (0.84), and r was an estimate of the
correlation coefficient between emotional intelligence and
academic success (mean) that was reported to be a minimum
of 0.305 according to the study of Sharon et al. Considering
that the questionnaires might have been incomplete or not
been returned, the sample size was considered 120. The
inclusion criteria were being a nursing student and
willingness to participate in the study. Turning an
incomplete questionnaire back was considered as the
exclusion criterion. After explaining the aim of the study and
the general guidelines for completing the questionnaire, and
also obtaining informed consent, questionnaires were
distributed among the participants by the researcher in
person, and to respect ethical considerations, questionnaires
were distributed without name and were completed by the
participants in the presence of the researcher. Also, the
participants were assured that their information would
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remain confidential and would only be used in accordance
with the goals of the present study. Completing and
returning the questionnaires were freely and voluntarily.
Data were gathered using a three-part questionnaire. The
first part was about the demographic characteristics (age,
gender, marital status, educational semester, occupation,
and place of residence). The second part was the Schutte
revised emotional intelligence scale that was developed by
Schutte et al in 1998 based on the emotional intelligence
model by Salovey and Mayor (1990) and contained 33 self-
report items of 5 choices, which were scored using 5-point
Likert scale (21). The range of score for this part varied
between 33 and 165. The scores were interpreted in the
following manner: scores lower than 97 indicated very low
emotional intelligence, between 97 and 114 indicated low
emotional intelligence, between 114 and 131 indicated
moderate emotional intelligence, between 131 and 148
indicated high emotional intelligence and more than 148
indicated very high emotional intelligence. The study of
Ranjbar et al showed that the reliability of this scale was 0.81
using the split half method and its internal correlation was
0.84 with the Cronbach's alpha method (22). Also in another
study, the internal consistency of this scale was 0.84 (23).

The third part was the tendency toward critical thinking
questionnaire which was translated into Persian by Pakmehr et
al (2013). This questionnaire contained 33 items and three
subscales of creativity, growth, and commitment. Items were
scored using a 5-point Likert scale (from 1: totally disagreed to
5: totally agreed). The minimum possible score was 33 and the
maximum possible score was 165. A score between 33 and 66
indicated weak critical thinking, between 66 and 99 indicated
moderate critical thinking and higher than 99 indicated strong
critical thinking, Pakmehr et al reported a reliability coefficient
of 68 for the entire questionnaire and respectively, 72, 76, and
064 for the aspects of tendency toward critical thinking (24). To
analyze the data, SPSS software version 16 (Chicago, IL: SPSS
Inc)) and descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation,

frequency and percent) and inferential statistics (Pearson
correlation and independent t test) were used.

RESULTS

In the present study 120 bachelor students of nursing were
participated with the age range of 18 to 25 years and the
mean (standard deviation) age of 21.24 (4.88) years. 63
participants (52.5%) were female and 57 (47.5%) were male
and most of them (92.5%) were single. The minimum and
maximum of the average scores of the participants’ last
semester were respectively 13 and 18.70 and its mean
(standard deviation) was 15.59 (1.22). Also, 16 students
(13.3%) were working at the hospital along with studying.
Results showed that the mean score (standard deviation) of
the emotional intelligence in nursing students was 109.15
(9.23) and the mean score (standard deviation) of tendency
toward standard deviation was 116.96 (12.16) (Table 1).
Results of the study showed that, regarding the total score of
emotional intelligence, 6 participants (5%) gained very low
score, 81 participants (67.5%) low score, 29 participants
(24.2%) moderate score, and 4 participants (3.3%) high
score. None of the participants gained very high score in
emotional intelligence. Regarding the total score of tendency
toward critical thinking, 1 of the participants (0.8%) was
weak, 14 participants (11.7%) were moderate and 105 of
them (87.5%) were strong (Table 2).

Results of independent t test showed that the average score
of the last semester and total scores of emotional intelligence
and tendency toward critical thinking had no significant
difference between male and female participants (p > 0.05).
Pearson correlation coefficient showed no significant
relationship between the average score of the last semester
and the total scores of emotional intelligence and its
elements (p > 0.05). Also there was no significant
relationship between the average score of the last semester
and the total score of tendency toward critical thinking and
its elements (p > 0.05) (Table 3).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics indicators of emotional intelligence and its elements in nursing students

Emotional intelligence and its elements
Total score
Regulation of emotions
Assessment and expression of emotions

Utilization of emotions

Minimum score

Maximum score Mean(SD)
81 139 109.15(9.23
20 43 34.56(3.77)
28 55 40.47(4.72)
23 44 34.12(3.16)

Table 2. Descriptive statistics indicators of tendency toward critical thinking and its elements in nursing students

Tendency toward critical thinking and its elements
Total score
Creativity
Growth

Commitment

Minimum score

Maximum score Mean(SD)
54 146 116.96(12.79)
23 51 41.28(5.39)
17 40 30.08(3.82)
13 57 44.31(5.27)
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Emotional intelligence and academic success in nursing students

Table 3. The result of Pearson correlation coefficient between emotional intelligence and tendency toward critical thinking
with the average score of the last semester in nursing students

Variables and their related elements

Correlation coefficient

Last semester’s average score

Level of significance

Total score of emotional intelligence 0.135 0.19
Regulation of emotions 0.032 0.76
Assessment and expression of emotions 0.137 0.19
Utilization of emotions 0.163 0.12
Total score of tendency toward critical thinking 0.075 0.47
Creativity 0.86 0.41
Growth 0.074 0.48
Commitment 0.041 0.70
DISCUSSION Results showed no significant relationship between gender

In the present study the relationship between emotional
intelligence and tendency toward critical thinking with
academic success in bachelor’s students of nursing was
evaluated. Results of the present study showed that the level
of emotional intelligence was low among the nursing
students. In this regard, results of another study also showed
that nursing students had a low level of emotional
intelligence (25); but controversial studies have shown that
the level of emotional intelligence among students have been
moderate to high (26, 27).

Meanwhile, emotional intelligence has an important role in
establishing a fair relationship with the patients and their
companions and it is possible that lack of this skill in the
students would cause problems for them in establishing
relationships and having correct understanding of the
patients’ emotions (27). It must be noted that the reason
for the differences in the findings of the present study with
other studies might be due to the different used
questionnaires and their subscales, the method for
classification of the individuals’ emotional intelligence and
also different cultural structure of the studied populations.
On the other hand, this finding might be due to the
negligence of educational system toward enhancing the
skill of emotional intelligence in the students during their
course of education.

Also, results of the present study showed that the participants
had a desirable condition regarding the tendency toward
critical thinking and most of them had high levels of tendency
toward critical thinking. In this regard, results of a study
showed that nursing students had desirable levels of
tendency toward critical thinking (28). However, results of
controversial studies showed that tendency of the students
toward critical thinking was unstable or low (7, 29). In fact,
the educational environment and the method of educating
could be effective on tendency toward critical thinking. It is
possible that the controversial results were caused by this
fact. Educational environments that would provide
opportunities and appropriate atmosphere for interactions
could provide the opportunity for improvement of the
critical thinking skill.

and the mean scores of emotional intelligence and its
subscales which was in line with the results of other studies
(30-32). In the study conducted by Molaie et al (2011) about
the relationship between gender and emotional intelligence,
the total score of emotional intelligence had a significant
relationship with gender, and in the fields of self-control, self-
awareness and sympathy the score of girls was significantly
higher than the score of boys. But in the fields of social skills
and self-motivation, no significant difference was observed
between boys and girls (33). Study of Vahedi et al (2015)
revealed that emotional intelligence was higher among
female students than male students which was not in line
with the results of the present study (34). Also, results of the
present study showed no significant relationship between
gender and tendency toward critical thinking which was in
line with the results of the studies by Madadkhani et al (2014)
and Mousazadeh et al (2016). However, results of the study
by Vahedi et al (2015) demonstrated that the level of critical
thinking was higher among female students than male
students, which was not in line with the results of the present
study (28, 32, 34). Lack of a significant relationship between
students’ gender and emotional intelligence and critical
thinking in the present study could be due to the
sociocultural features of different cities and differences in the
methods of education or educational evaluations of different
universities. Also, sampling method and data gathering
method could affect these variables.

In the present study, the average score of the last semester
was considered as the criterion for academic success. Results
of the present study showed no significant relationship
between the average score of the last semester and the total
scores of emotional intelligence and its subscales. In this
regard, results of the studies by Adib Hajbaghery et al (2013)
and Keshavarz et al (2014) showed no significant relationship
between emotional intelligence and academic achievement
(19, 30), which was in line with the results of the present
study. Results of a meta-analysis in Iran showed that although
there was a relationship between these variables; however,
the relationship was not statistically significant (25). Results
of controversial studies showed a positive significant
relationship between emotional intelligence and academic
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success of the nursing students (26, 35, 36). One of the
reasons for this incompatibility between the results might be
the focus of higher educations and nursing education on the
development of cognitive skills rather than education of
emotional intelligence in educational programs and
curriculum. Also the method of evaluation of the students at
the end of the educational course, which is focused on
cognitive data and the level of remembering and memory,
might lead to an increase in the average score of the students,
but it would not affect the emotional intelligence of the
students; however, development of emotional intelligence is
related to engagement of the emotions and its management.
Furthermore, besides the effect of the method of students’
evaluation on the results of the present study, the differences
in the features of the major, and social and cultural conditions
could have also affected the results of the present study.
Results of the present study showed that the average score of
the last semester, as the criterion for academic success, had
no significant relationship with the total score of tendency
toward critical thinking and its subscales, which was in line
with the results of the study done by Mousazadeh et al (28).
However the study of Safarzadeh et al showed a significant
relation between critical thinking and academic success (37).
In the present study, tendency toward critical thinking was
focused on creativity, growth and commitment, therefore it
must be asked that whether these aspects are considered as
the criteria for academic success in students’ evaluations,
based on the educational goals. In nursing education,
students’ evaluation is in accordance with the educational
goals that are focused on the educational content; therefore,
the method of evaluation, outcomes, and expectations of the
students might have been effective on this result.

One of the limitations of the present study was using a self-
report questionnaire, because these questionnaires, by
providing possible available answers, might lead to the bias
of participants. It is better to study the elements of emotional
intelligence by studying the behaviors of the students. Also it
is recommended that, to achieve more practical results with
higher degree of confidence and more generalizability, the
study would be conducted as a longitudinal cohort study.
The method of evaluation of the students at the end of the
educational course, which is focused on cognitive data and
the level of remembering and memory, might lead to an
increase in the average score of the students, but it would

not affect their emotional intelligence; because development
of emotional intelligence is related to engagement of the
emotions and its management.

In fact, the results of the present study could possibly be
explained in the way that academic educational experiences
which are based on memorizing and focusing on cognitive
data, do not have an effect on tendency toward critical
thinking and emotional intelligence of the students as one of
the effective factors on educational performance to affect
their academic success. Also, it must be noted that, if the final
evaluations of the students would only evaluate what they
have memorized, students with stronger memories could
gain higher scores. However, critical thinking requires the
power of analyzing and reasoning which depends on the
methods of education and evaluation at higher levels of
thinking, and emotional intelligence requires contemplation
and self-awareness. Therefore, considering the domination
of traditional education and evaluation methods in the
universities of the country and the emphasis of the
evaluations on the cognitive field and the ability to memorize
the contents, it is recommended that in academic
environments, along with developing cognitive abilities, such
concepts would also be contained in the students’
curriculum; hence, instead of evaluating the memory of the
students, the depth of their learning would also be evaluated.
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