International Journal of Behavioral Social
and Movement Sciences
Volume 12, Issue 01, Jan-Mar 2021 | ISSN: 2277-7547 | www.ijobsms.org

Emotional Awareness and Psychological Growth among University
Students

Dr. Henrik Voss
Professor of Educational Sociology and Behavioral Dynamics, Department of Social
Dynamics and Education, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
Received: 06 February 2021; Accepted: 16 February 2021; Published: 26 February 2021

Abstract: Institutional metrics have long been the standard for gauging academic progress,
but they are often of a superficial kind: one might look at attendance figures, standardized
scores or how many assignments have been turned in. A mounting body of psychological and
sociological data, however, points to a different reality. It is clear that real student
development cannot be separated from emotional awareness and psychological growth.
While traditional modes of pedagogy have a habit of viewing emotional distress as a matter
of discipline or penalizing any show of vulnerability, contemporary developmental thought
holds that a degree of structured emotional scaffolding is essential for lasting personal
maturation.

We set out to explore the behavioral and emotional underpinnings of this growth in an
empirical study of varied university cohorts. Over four years we tracked a representative
sample of 1,600 students through a mixed-methods longitudinal design. To put our
quantitative data in context we also held extensive qualitative discussions with 80 deans,
counselors and psychologists from the field. Our use of advanced multivariate modeling,
namely structural equation and Confirmatory Factor Analysis, shows that emotional
regulation and resilience are strong predictors of well-being and emotional mastery (f = 0.87,
p < 0.001). The reverse is true of avoidance coping and suppression, which have a marked
suppressive influence on a person’s trajectory (p = -0.64, p < 0.01). What these numbers
make plain is the need for higher education to build ecosystems that do not relegate

emotional intelligence to the side of academic instruction.
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1. Introduction

The modern university is no place for the unprepared; it puts forward socio-emotional
challenges of some complexity that call for a good measure of self-awareness and
psychological endurance. In such an environment, a GPA or other cognitive benchmarks tell
only part of the story. They do not reflect the holistic readiness of a young adult. One could
argue that genuine psychological growth is less an isolated cognitive exercise than a function
of emotional intelligence and the capacity to deal with friction in a constructive way.

And yet evaluation structures at many institutions still put a premium on rigid compliance.
An institution head may see a quiet student and assume stability, missing the stress and
suppression going on beneath the surface. For authentic growth to take hold, emotional
awareness has to be supported and acknowledged. This paper is an attempt to map the drivers

of that process.

2. Literature Review

2.1 On Emotional Regulation and Resilience

There is broad consensus in current scholarship that a person’s long-term development is
rooted in his or her ability to regulate emotion and be resilient. Psychologists will point out
that a student with solid emotional awareness does not need to depend on punitive
enforcement or outside institutional crutches to get through a stressful period. Such
individuals develop their own ways of coping, seeing an obstacle as a step in their
development rather than something insurmountable.

It has been shown that those who handle their emotions well are more adaptable and possess
better executive functioning; they bounce back from a setback and stay engaged. These are
the hallmarks of high self-efficacy. By contrast, an authoritarian approach to discipline can
do nothing but add to burnout and emotional strain.

2.2 The Case for Self-Reflection Over Avoidance

A student’s success in higher education is largely a matter of whether he or she is inclined to
look inward or to avoid the issue. The gifted may find early success without much effort, but
to keep growing one must have the fortitude to face discomfort and make use of available
resources. Lacking in self-reflection, too many students come to a standstill, confusing mere
compliance with maturity.

Changing that dynamic from one of avoidance to self-awareness is a task for the curriculum

and the institution itself. There has to be a move away from the high-pressure competitive
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model toward a culture where psychological safety and transparency are valued. Only by
aligning the educational experience with reflective practice can unproductive habits be

broken and lifelong resilience ensured.
Graph 1: Determinants of Emotional Awareness and Psychological Growth
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3. Objectives of the Study

This inquiry is concerned with the mechanics that tie a student’s emotional conduct to his or
her psychological growth. We are not interested in simple retention statistics but in
establishing verifiable benchmarks across disciplines. Among our aims is to quantify the
statistical relationship between regulation and maturity over time and to compare the pro-
active student with one who copes by avoidance. We also want to identify the barriers, be
they institutional or in the form of stigma. In doing so we hope to offer a framework for the

integration of emotional awareness in higher education that is grounded in evidence.

4. Methodology

4.1 Cohort Design and Sampling

To observe the compounding nature of emotional development we put in place a multi-wave
panel design spanning four years. Through stratified random sampling we brought in 1,600
undergraduates and postgraduates from technical academies, vocational institutes and
research universities. Bi-annual psychometric assessments and digital logs gave us our data

on well-being and coping.
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On the qualitative side, 80 semi-structured interviews were conducted with the relevant
experts — deans, counselors and psychologists. These were instrumental in uncovering the

systemic bottlenecks and the finer indicators of maturation.

Table 1: Longitudinal Cohort Distribution and Methodological Parameters

Methodological Domain

Operationalized Parameter

Empirical Scope &
Distribution

Longitudinal Tracking

Four-Year Multi-Wave Panel
Study

1,600 University Students
(Undergraduate & Graduate)

Institutional Stratification

Diverse Academic Environments

Research Universities,

Vocational Institutes, Academies

Qualitative Component

Expert Semi-Structured

Dialogues

80 Counselors, Academic Deans
& Psychologists

Psychometric Evaluation

Validated Behavioral Scales

Emotional Regulation &

Resilience Indices

Multivariate Modeling

Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM)

Longitudinal Predictive Validity
(p <0.001)

4.2 Statistical VValidation

Every piece of quantitative data was subjected to multi-level modeling and careful cleansing.
We ran Confirmatory Factor Analysis to be sure of the structural soundness of our
psychometric subscales, finding Cronbach’s alpha reliability to be above 0.95 in all waves.
By way of structural equation modeling, we have put the predictive pathways from emotional
drivers to developmental outcomes to the test. The four-year study was conducted with strict
adherence to ethical standards under the watch of the institutional review board, with full
informed consent and confidentiality as a given.

Graph 2: Longitudinal Psychological Growth Trajectories
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5. In-Depth Data Analysis

The quantitative side of the data makes a strong case for the role of emotional awareness in
student success. A descriptive stratification shows that those students who are adept at self-
reflection and emotional regulation post cumulative psychological maturity scores some 85%
above their peers who are content with passive compliance. On the other hand, our barrier
evaluations point to unaddressed anxiety and emotional suppression as the source of 55% of
all developmental stagnation. Confirmatory factor analysis has borne this out with an
excellent model fit (CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.030).

In terms of definitive predictive validation, structural equation modeling identifies emotional
regulation and psychological resilience as formidable positive forces for long-term growth (B
= 0.87, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.81, 0.93]). Self-reflective inquiry is no less potent in its direct
effect on the velocity of milestone attainment (f = 0.79, p < 0.001). We see the opposite with
avoidance coping and emotional suppression, which are highly detrimental to a student’s
progress (B = -0.64, p < 0.01). All subscales display an exceptional level of internal

consistency (Cronbach’s a > 0.96).

Table 2: Multivariate Regression Analysis of Psychological Growth Determinants

Psychological Standardized Standard Error t-Statistic Significance (p)
Predictor Beta (B) (SE)
Variable
Emotional 0.87 0.029 30.00 <0.001
Regulation
Mastery
Psychological 0.83 0.033 25.15 <0.001
Resilience
Self-Reflective 0.79 0.037 21.35 <0.001
Inquiry
Avoidance Coping -0.60 0.044 -13.63 <0.01
Strategies
Emotional -0.64 0.048 -13.33 <0.01
Suppression
Habits

6. Comprehensive Discussion
Four years of empirical work leads one to question the purely cognitive paradigms that have
long been the norm in higher education. It has been the historical practice of academic

systems to view intellectual delivery as sufficient for maturation and to write off emotional
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volatility as an administrative nuisance. Our results show that is not the case; extraordinary
psychological growth is not something that happens by chance but demands pedagogical
scaffolding and the building of emotional skills. The regression weights tying emotional
regulation to personal advancement (B = 0.87) are telling in that they confirm emotional
agency is what allows a student to cope with the complexities of their personal and academic
life.

Qualitatively, there is evidence that inflexible institutional structures can make students more
vulnerable by putting a premium on high-stakes testing and penalizing any form of emotional
expression. To counter this, academic leaders would do well to promote learning models that
are more dynamic and supportive of peer interaction and recovery. Making emotional
intelligence part of the campus fabric is the only way to stave off burnout and see genuine
development.

From a policy standpoint, it is incumbent on educational authorities to look beyond outcome-
driven metrics and use formative assessments that give credit for emotional adaptation.
Support should go further than the usual tutoring to include seminars on regulation, and
faculty need training in how to make the classroom a psychologically safe space. There is
also value in future researches looking at how the competencies formed in higher education

carry over into leadership roles in the global workforce.

7. Conclusion

This longitudinal study puts it in perspective: without the backing of solid emotional
awareness and resilience, long-term student development is hampered. Those who take an
active hand in their mental well-being and build proactive emotional frameworks will
invariably find greater conceptual mastery and academic success. For institutions to be truly
excellent, they must move away from hierarchies based on compliance and create
environments where young adults are free to be the architects of their own futures.

Conflict of Interest: None to declare in respect of the funding or publication of this

manuscript.
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