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The role of Trait Emotional Intelligence and social and emotional skills
in students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties: A
study of Greek adolescents’ perceptions
Maria S. Poulou1
University of Patras, Greece
The emergence of the Trait Emotional Intelligence construct shifted the interest in
personality research to the investigation of the effect of global personality characteristics
on behaviour. A second body of research in applied settings, the Social and Emotional
Learning movement, emphasized the cultivation of emotional and social skills for
positive relationships in a school environment. In this paper we investigate the role of
both personality traits and social and emotional skills, in the occurrence of emotional and
behavioural strengths and difficulties, according to adolescent students’ self-perceptions.
Five hundred and fifty-nine students from state secondary schools in Greece, aged 12-14
years old, completed The Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire-Adolescent Short
Form, The Matson Evaluation of Social Skills with Youngsters, and The Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire. It was found that students with higher Trait Emotional
Intelligence and stronger social and emotional skills were less likely to present
emotional, conduct, hyperactivity and peer difficulties and more likely to present
prosocial behaviour. Gender was a significant factor for emotional difficulties and grade
for peer difficulties. The paper describes the underlying mechanisms of students’
emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties, and provides practical implications
for educators to improve the quality of students’ lives in schools.
Keywords: Trait emotional intelligence, Social and emotional competence, Social,
emotional and behavioural difficulties, Adolescents

Introduction
The concept of Emotional Intelligence (EI) has generated a great deal of interest, but also much
controversy in the academic literature. Its roots stem from Thorndike’s (1920) concept of “social intelligence”
and its ramification in Gardner’s (1983) distinction between interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligence.
Emotional Intelligence still represents a vague concept, lacking a theoretical framework, valid assessment
procedures, and long term implementation outcomes (Matthews, Zeidner and Roberts 2002; Matthews and
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Zeidner 2003). In fact, there are two dominant approaches found in the literature that conceptualize Emotional
Intelligence dimensions: the first one, ability Emotional Intelligence, refers to cognitive abilities or skills and
is measured by performance measurements, while the second one, trait Emotional Intelligence, refers to
behavioural dispositions and self-perceptions concerning one’s ability to recognize, process and utilize
emotion-laden information, and is measured with self-report measurements (Goleman 1995, 1998; Bar-On
1997, 2000; Mayer, Caruso and Salovey 2000; Mayer, Salovey and Caruso 2000; Petrides and Furnham
2001). In this paper, we adopt the construct of Trait Emotional Intelligence, which provides a comprehensive
coverage of emotion-related personality facets, and we focus on traits, namely “the individual differences in
the tendency to behave, think and feel in certain consistent ways” (Caspi 1998, p. 312).
Many professionals have equated Emotional Intelligence with the Social and Emotional Learning
(SEL) movement in applied settings, which involves delineating the social and emotional skills which are
deemed essential for positive relationships and functioning and developing programmes to increase and
bolster such skills (Elias 1997; Saarni 1997, 1999; Zins et al. 2001). In fact, one of the most significant
applications of SEL in schools refers to the enhancement of students’ healthy skills to counterbalance the
negative ones (Roeser, 2001), and the prevention of emotional and behavioural difficulties. In this paper we
investigated the contributing role of both Trait Emotional Intelligence, referring to relatively stable
personality facets, and the more situation-specific social and emotional skills, in the interpretation of students’
emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties.

Trait Emotional Intelligence and emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties
A fundamental assumption guiding the study of personality development is that early emerging
personality differences shape the course of development. Eisenberg et al. (2000) suggested that dispositional
characteristics may have causal effects on adjustment, while Caspi (2000) supported the premise that early
temperamental differences have an enduring influence on life-course development, with adolescence as the
peak risk period for the development of mental health problems. Caspi’s empirical demonstration of the links
between personality qualities and children’s behaviour problems at home, at school and their interpersonal
relationships, was found to underscore the importance of early intervention efforts.
The emergence of Trait Emotional Intelligence construct and the constellation of global personality
characteristics, shifted the interest in personality research from the study of the relationships between specific
personality characteristics and dimensions of externalizing or internalizing behaviour (Cohen and Strayer
1996; Eisenberg 2000; Hastings et al. 2000; Pakaslahti et al. 2002; Knyazev and Wilson 2004; Ciarrochi and
Scott 2006; Zhou et al. 2009), to the exploration of the effect that broader personality constructs have on
behaviour. Reiff et al. (2001) studied a set of personality dimensions (interpersonal and intrapersonal skills,
stress management, adaptability and general mood) in relation to students’ learning difficulties (LD), and
concluded that there were significant differences between college students with LD and students without LD,
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on stress management and adaptability. Idiosyncratic dimensions such as personality traits, have a strong
influence on students’ both academic performance and antisocial behaviour in school (Petrides et al. 2005),
their adaptive coping strategies, depressive thoughts and somatic complaints (Mavroveli et al. 2007) and
relationships with peers (Petrides et al. 2006). The role of personality traits was also highlighted in Miller et
al.’s (2008) study which revealed a link between ADHD and the degree to which symptoms persist into
adolescence and personality structure, suggesting that in many individuals, personality traits may be more
highly related to psychosocial functioning than the presence of an underlying psychiatric condition.
The importance of investigating children’s personality characteristics in an effort to improve their
well-being and adaptability is well stated in literature. This question becomes even crucial with regards to the
period of adolescence, which signifies the transition to adulthood and is the peak risk period for the
development of behaviour difficulties. According to Petrides (2007a) the emphasis on global personality
scores instead of individual personality characteristics, appears to be beneficial for two reasons: first because
it retains the research focus on the nomological background of the construct instead of the factor structure of
the construct, and secondly as the use of global scores helps sustain a common research database, because
they are less sensitive to sampling variability than factor scores. The role of Trait Emotional Intelligence on
students’ academic performance has already been well-studied (Eysenck 1997; Dennis 2004; Petrides et al.
2004; Slobodskaya et al. 2005), while its significance to students’ emotional and behavioural difficulties still
remains to be answered. At the same time, research emphasis on students’ impairment underscores the effect
of Trait Emotional Intelligence on children’s and young people’s prosocial skills and positive behaviour.
Based on these assumptions, the current study attempts to investigate the relationship between students’
global personality traits and both emotional and behavioural difficulties and prosocial strengths in the years of
early adolescence. This proposed relationship represents a new way of thinking about personality processes
and provides an important new perspective on how we might predict students’ behaviour.

Situation-specific social and emotional skills and emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties
The possession of social skills is an important determinant of children’s and adolescent’s healthy
psychological development and adequate psychological adjustment across the lifespan (Elias 1997). In the
literature there is one body of research exploring the links between particular social and emotional skills and
children’s psychological adjustment (Pakaslahti et al. 2002; Petrides et al. 2004). A second body of research
explores the link between a set of social and emotional skills and children’s psychological adjustment. Riggio
et al. (1993) argued that there are obvious links between social skills and difficulties in psychological
adjustment, manifesting themselves as feelings of loneliness, shyness or social anxiety. Their study explored
the relationships between a standardized self-report measure of social skills and self-report measures of
psychosocial adjustment in a group of college students, and yielded partial support for the hypotheses that
possession of social skills/competences is directly linked to psychosocial adjustment in college students. For
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children and young people with emotional and behavioural difficulties in particular, Ogden (2001) advocated
that socially competent students are less engaged in problem behaviour, are better at making friends, have
more effective ways of dealing with authority and are more able in conflict resolution and problem solving
than their more disruptive peers. The current study attempts to further explore this link between social and
emotional competence and emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties, by employing a situation
specific, self-report instrument devised to measure a set of social and emotional skills with young people, and
determine the potential predictors of both emotional and behavioural difficulties and prosocial behaviour.

Trait Emotional Intelligence, social and emotional skills and emotional and behavioural strengths and
difficulties
There are various studies which explored the relationships between certain personality dimensions
and social skills with behavioural adjustment (Mendelson et al. 1994; Hoffenaar and Hoeksma 2002; Thuen
and Bru 2004). Nonetheless, there seems to be an overlap between interpersonal cognitions including
processing and interpretation of emotional information, and integration of this information with responses and
skills (Qualter et al. 2007). In addition, although many studies explicitly refer to emotional intelligence as
their “research base”, it is not always made clear what aspects of emotional intelligence are being used
(Hoffman 2009). As Cherniss et al. (2006) pointed out “there has been some confusion between the
underlying core abilities and the many social and emotional competences that are built on those core abilities”
(p. 240). The current study attempts to clarify the individual contribution of personality dispositions and
situational specific skills to adaptive behaviour. It does not seek to address the underlying processes of socioemotional development., but it concentrates on ascertaining the constituent components of adaptive behaviour
in adolescence on the basis of self-perceptions.
Moreover, research based mainly on teachers’ ratings, acknowledges the importance of prosocial
behaviour in schools (Bear and Rys 1994; Pearson and Lachar 1994). However, Wardern et al. (2003) stated
that what is missing from the literature is a measure that assesses both prosocial and antisocial behaviour in
children and entails clearly structured components of these two forms of behaviour. The current study aims to
add to the literature by assessing both prosocial and behaviour problems, based on students’ self-ratings.

Current study
Adolescence represents a crucial phase in the development of the individual, full of complex
developmental demands that move the young person from childhood to young adulthood. Most young people
adapt successfully, whereas some experience behavioural difficulties. Promoting prosocial behaviour and
positive peer relationships while diminishing conduct or social anxiety difficulties are among the issues of
increasing concern for educators and educational researchers. A key to finding solutions to these concerns is
the disclosure of the underlying factors of students’ adjustment difficulties. This information is particularly

ISSN 2073-7629
© 2010 EDRES/ENSEC

Volume 2, Number 2, November 2010

pp

33

valid when it emanates from the students’ own perceptions, because the types of behaviour which young
people experience may be qualitatively different to those which teachers admit. The current study aims to
address the underlying factors of students’ prosocial and difficult behaviour, based on students’ own selfperceptions. It is argued that, for secondary education students this is often based on the composite judgment
of all the students in the class, and since they encounter many different situations and contexts, they have a
more complete picture and provide ratings that are sufficiently stable, reliable and valid (den Brok et al.
2004a).
Research has not yet reached consensus on gender differences between personality traits and
adjustment (Reiff et al. 2001). Although personality factors have been associated with the presence of actingout behaviours, specifically among boys (Bear and Rys 1994), gender was not significantly related to
emotional problems (Slobodskaya et al. 2005). Aggression and overt inappropriate social behaviours were
higher among boys, while boys with emotional problems tend to display their problems more frequently on
these types of behaviours than girls (Matson et al. 1983). Although boys are certainly more prone to exhibit
overtly aggressive behaviours, girls tend towards relational aggression (Warden et al. 2003). While girls show
more concern than do boys from the second year of life through adolescence (Hastings et al. 2000; Pakaslahti
et al. 2002), research findings do not support a general tendency that girls are more likely both to behave
prosocially and to exhibit relational prosocial behaviours such as caring, comforting and inclusion (Warden et
al. 2003). Thus, further research is needed to clarify the role of gender in personality, social skills and
behaviour.
The current study attempts to investigate the contribution of Trait EI and social and emotional skills,
and devise a heuristic model which could interpret students’ emotional and behavioural difficulties and
prosocial strengths (Figure 1). Specifically, it explores:


the contribution of Trait EI and social and emotional skills to emotional and behavioural strengths and
difficulties



the role of students’ gender in the relation of Trait EI, social and emotional skills to behavioural
strengths and difficulties



the role of students’ grade in the relation of global personality traits, social and emotional skills to
behavioural strengths and difficulties.

It was hypothesized that higher scores in Trait EI and in social and emotional skills would be related to lower
ratings on emotional and behavioural difficulties, and higher ratings on prosocial behaviour.

Method
Participants
Five hundred and fifty nine students (294 boys (52.6%) and 265 girls (47.4%)) from state secondary
schools of central and south Greece participated in the study. One hundred and eighty-four students (33.1%)
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Trait Emotional
Intelligence

Trait Emotional
Intelligence

Social and
Emotional Skills

• adaptability
• assertiveness
• emotion perception
• emotion expression
• emotion management
• emotion regulation
• impulsiveness
• relationship skills
• self-esteem
• self-motivation
• social awareness
• stress management
• trait empathy
• trait happiness
• trait optimism
•Appropriate social skills
• Inappropriate social skills
• Impulsive/recalcitrant
• Overconfident
• Jealousy/withdrawal

Emotional and
behavioural
difficulties
• Emotional
• Conduct
• Hyperactivity
• Peer

Prosocial
behaviour

Figure 1: Hypothesized model exploring the relationships between Trait Emotional Intelligence and social and
emotional skills with emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties

attended the first grade of secondary school, 225 (40.5%) the second grade, and 147 (26.4%) the third grade.
The age range of the students in secondary schools is 12-14 years old.

Measurement instruments
Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire-Adolescent Short Form (TEIQue-ASF)
Students’ self-perceptions of Trait Emotional Intelligence was measured by the Trait Emotional
Intelligence (Trait EI) Questionnaire-Adolescent Short Form (TEIQue-ASF). TEIQue-ASF is a simplified
version of the adult form of the TEIQue, designed to measure global trait-emotional intelligence (Petrides and
Furnham 2001). All 30 items of TEIQue-ASF are sampled from the 15 subscales of the adult trait EI sampling
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domain (two items per subscale): adaptability, assertiveness, emotion perception, emotion expression,
emotion management (others), emotion regulation, impulsiveness, relationship skills, self-esteem, selfmotivation, social awareness, stress management, trait empathy, trait happiness and trait optimism. Responses
are given on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree. Higher scores on the
TEIQue-ASF indicate higher levels of trait Emotional Intelligence. Evidence of the TEIQue-ASF criterion
and incremental validity comes from its administration in British, New Zealand and Spanish populations
(Petrides and Furnham 2001; Petrides and Furnham 2003; Petrides et al. 2007a). TEIQue has been translated
into Greek, with internal consistency of global trait Emotional Intelligence being 0.89 (Petrides et al. 2007b).

The Matson Evaluation of Social Skills with Youngsters (MESSY)
Students’ self-reports on the possession of social and emotional skills were examined with the Matson
Evaluation of Social Skills with Youngsters (MESSY), developed by Matson et al (1983). The self-report
scales included 62 items, structured into 6 factors: Factor I, ‘Appropriate Social Skills’ consisting of 23 items
(e.g. I look at people when I talk to them, I have many friends), Factor II, ‘Inappropriate Assertiveness’, 16
items, (eg. I threaten people or act like a bully, I take or use things that are not mine without permission),
Factor III, “Impulsive/Recalcitrant’, 5 items (e.g. I become angry easily, I am bossy), Factor IV,
‘Overconfident’, 5 items (eg. I brag about myself, I think I know it all), Factor V, ‘Jealousy/Withdrawal’, 4
items (e.g. I feel angry or jealous when someone else does well, I think people are picking on me when they
are not) and Factor VI, ‘Miscellaneous Items’, 9 items (I make other people laugh, I always want to be first).
Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale of 1 (not all corresponding) to 5 (corresponding perfectly).
With the exception of the appropriate social skills subscale, higher scores indicate more inappropriate skills.
The self-report version of MESSY can be completed by children and young people from 4 to 18 years of age.
A number of studies have empirically validated the MESSY instrument (Matson et al. 1985; Chou 1997;
Teodoro et al. 2005). The English version of the MESSY scale has been translated into Greek by this author.
An effort was made to ensure that the original meaning of each item was retained in the Greek
translation. In order to examine its translation validity, linguistic parallelism was checked by independent
back-translation.

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)
SDQ is a community-wide screening inventory used for the detection and treatment of child
behavioural problems (Goodman 1999). The self-report version of SDQ can be completed by teenagers aged
11-16 years. SDQ is a brief behavioural questionnaire, comprising of 25 items, divided into five scales of 5
items each, generating scores for both behaviour problems and prosocial behaviour: ‘Hyperactivity Scale’ (eg.
I am restless, I cannot stay still for long), ‘Emotional Symptoms Scale’ (eg. I get a lot of headaches, stomachaches or sickness; I worry a lot), ‘Conduct problems Scale’ (eg. I get very angry and often lose my temper; I
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fight a lot), ‘Peer Problems Scale’ (eg. I generally play alone or keep to myself; I have one good friend or
more), and‘ Prosocial Scale’ (I try to be nice to other people. I care about their feelings). Each item can be
marked 0 (“not true”), 1 (“somewhat true”), or 2 (“certainly true”). With the exception of the prosocial scale,
higher scores indicate more difficulties. The SDQ has been used in studies with different populations
(Goodman et al. 1998; Goodman et al. 2000; Goodman, Renfrew, and Mullick 2000; Goodman et al. 2003;
Goodman et al. 2004). The Greek self report versions has been translated and validated by Mavroveli and his
colleagues (2008).

Results
Trait EI, social and emotional skills and emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties
According to the ratings on the TEI-Que-ASF, the students possess high scores in global personality
traits (M=4.72, sd= 0.28). They also reported high scores in social skills as measured by MESSY, especially
“appropriate social skills”. They gave high scores in “impulsive/recalcitrant behaviour”, whereas they also
admitted to inappropriate assertiveness, overconfidence and jealousy/withdrawal, though to a lower degree.
The factor ‘Miscellaneous items’ was removed from the final analysis, due to a low alpha coefficient. The
administration of the SDQ with rating scores ranging from 0-2, further revealed that students reported high
levels of prosocial behaviour; hyperactivity, emotional and conduct difficulties were also present, but to a
lower degree (Table 1).
The relationship between Trait EI and students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties
indicates that global personality traits are significantly correlated with behaviour, in such a way that lower
scores in personality traits relate to higher scores in emotional, conduct, hyperactivity and peer problems,
while higher scores in personality traits are related to higher scores in prosocial behaviour (see Table 2).
In terms of social and emotional skills and students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and
difficulties, all the MESSY subscales except two were significantly correlated to emotional and behavioural
strengths

and

difficulties.

Inappropriate

assertiveness,

impulsive/recalcitrant,

overconfident

and

jealousy/withdrawal were positively related to emotional, conduct, hyperactivity and peer problems and
negatively related to prosocial behaviour. Appropriate social skills were negatively related to conduct,
hyperactivity and peer problems and positively related to prosocial behaviour. The two exceptions were
between appropriate social skills and emotional symptoms, and impulsive/recalcitrant and peer problems,
which were low and insignificant.
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations and internal consistency reliability coefficients of Trait EI,
MESSY and SDQ scores ( n=559
Mean
SD
4.72
0.28
Trait EI (TEI-Que)
Social and Emotional skills (MESSY)
Appropriate social skill
3.96
0.50
Inappropriate assertiveness
1.90
0.62
Impulsive/recalcitrant
2.34
0.70
Overconfident
1.87
0.68
Jealousy/withdrawal
1.87
0.73
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties and Strengths ( SDQ)
Emotional symptoms scale
0.64
0.44
Conduct problems scale
0.60
0.36
Hyperactivity scale
0.70
0.45
Peer problem scale
0.49
0.38
Prosocial scale
1.50
0.41

alpha
0.76
0.81
0.84
0.57
0.60
0.53
0.60
0.48
0.61
0.51
0.66

Table 2: Intercorrelation matrix of Trait EI, MESSY and SDQ scores
Social and emotional skills (MESSY)
Trait
EI

Appro Inappr Impuls
priate
opriate ive/
social
asserti Recalci
skill
veness trant
Social and emotional skills (MESSY)
Appropriate social
0.32**
skill
Inappropriate
-0.20**
assertiveness
0.27**
Impulsive/recalcitrant 0.02
0.53**
0.20**
Overconfident
-0.07
0.56** 0.41**
0.17**
Jealousy/withdrawal
-0.09*
0.34** 0.40**
0.39**
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties and Strengths (SDQ)
Emotional symptoms 0.06
0.10*
0.26**
0.43**
Conduct problems
-0.19** 0.55** 0.43**
0.32**
Hyperactivity scale
-0.15** 0.41** 0.36**
0.34**
Peer problem scale
-0.24** 0.15** 0.09
0.35**
Prosocial scale
0.31** 0.60**
-0.36** -0.12**
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Overco
nfident

Jealou
sy/with
drawal

Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties
and Strengths (SDQ)
Emotio Conduct
Hyperac Peer
nal
problems tivity
proble
sympto
scale
ms
ms

0.36**

0.13**

0.37**

0.29**

0.26**

0.17**

0.20**

0.33**

0.22**

0.42**

0.12**

0.27**

0.26**

0.23**

0.24**

-0.21**

-0.11*

-0.00

-0.42**

-0.27**
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In addition, significant correlations were found between personality traits and social and emotional
skills, in a direction such that trait Emotional Intelligence was positively related to appropriate social skills
and

negatively

related

to

inappropriate

assertiveness,

impulsive/recalcitrant,

overconfident

and

jealousy/withdrawal (Table 2).

Trait EI, social and emotional skills, emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties and gender
One-way ANOVA showed no significant differences between gender and Trait EI. In contrast, there
were significant differences in social and emotional skills and emotional and behavioural difficulties, with
females reporting higher scores on appropriate social skills (mean male=3.83, sd male=0.54, mean
female=4.07, sd female=0.43, F=26.90, p<0.001) than males. Males reported higher scores on inappropriate
assertiveness (mean male=2.07, sd male=0.65, mean female=1.70, sd female=0.52, F=46.86, p<0.001), and
overconfidence (mean male=2.01, sd male=0.69, mean female=1.71, sd female=0.60, F=26.77, p<0.001) than
females. In addition, females reported higher scores on emotional difficulties (mean male=0.50, sd male=0.39,
mean female=0.78, sd female=0.44, F=58.36, p<0.001), and prosocial behaviour (mean male=1.39, sd
male=0.44, mean female=1.61, sd female=0.35, F=37.15, p<0.001), than males. On the other hand, males
reported higher scores on conduct (mean male=0.64, sd male=0.37, mean female=0.55, sd female=0.35,
F=9.24, p<0.001), and peer problems (mean male=0.54, sd male=0.38, mean female=0.44, sd female=0.37,
F=8.29, p<0.001), than females. Exceptions were found in impulsive/recalcitrant, jealousy/withdrawal, and
hyperactivity scales, where no gender differences were found.

Trait EI, social and emotional skills, emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties and grade
Similarly to gender, there were no significant differences between grade and Trait EI. Significant
differences were found between grade and social and emotional skills, with a gradual increase in the mean
scores across grades: inappropriate assertiveness (mean first grade=1.73, sd=0.57, mean second grade=1.89,
sd=0.62, mean third grade=2.06, sd=0.62, F=10.00, p<0.001), impulsive/recalcitrant (mean first grade=2.25,
sd=0.69, mean second grade=2.25, sd=0.68, mean third grade=2.54, sd=0.70, F=8.75, p<0.001), and
jealousy/withdrawal (mean first grade=1.77, sd=0.68, mean second grade=1.88, sd=0.77, mean third
grade=1.97, sd=0.67, F=3.07, p<0.001). Significant differences were also found between grades and
emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties, again with a gradual increase in the mean scores from
the first to the third grade: emotional (mean first grade=0.57, sd=0.42, mean second grade=0.64, sd=0.44,
mean third grade=0.72, sd=0.45, F=4.53, p<0.001), conduct (mean first grade=0.53, sd=0.36, mean second
grade=0.59, sd=0.34, mean third grade=0.68, sd=0.38, F=6.84, p<0.001), and hyperactivity problems (mean
first grade=0.64, sd=0.44, mean second grade=0.67, sd=0.44, mean third grade=0.83, sd=0.44, F=8.13,
p<0.001). These findings indicate that students’ transition to higher grades is accompanied by an increase in
antisocial behaviour and emotional and behavioural difficulties.
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Regression analysis
Hierarchical regression analyses with gender, grade, Trait EI, social and emotional skills, as
independent factors were run with each of the five scales of the SDQ as the outcome measures (Table 3). In
general, Trait EI was the only significant predictor for all the emotional and behavioural strengths and
difficulties, denoting that an increase in Trait EI scores is accompanied with a decrease in emotional and
behavioural difficulties and increase in prosocial behaviour. Specifically, emotional difficulties were
predicted by appropriate social skills and jealousy/withdrawal in a positive direction, and conduct difficulties
were predicted by inappropriate assertiveness and impulsive/recalcitrant behaviour, in an analogous direction.
Hyperactivity was also predicted by inappropriate assertiveness and impulsive/recalcitrant behaviour as well
as jealousy/withdrawal, in a way that increase in antisocial skills increases hyperactivity. Peer difficulties
were negatively predicted by the acquisition of appropriate social skills, and positively predicted by feelings
of jealousy/withdrawal. Finally, prosocial behaviour was positively predicted by appropriate social skills and
jealousy/withdrawal and negatively predicted by inappropriate assertiveness. Overconfidence turned out to
have no significant effect on behaviour difficulties and strengths. Finally, gender was found to be a significant
predictor for the emotional difficulties, while grade was a significant predictor for peer difficulties.

Table 3: Hierarchical regression analysis
Independent
variables

Outcome measures (SDQ)

Emotional
Estimate
t (p)
(b)
-0.37
-7.99
Trait EI
(0.00)
Social and emotional skills (MESSY)
Appropriate
0.09
2.05
social skill
(0.04)
Inappropriate
0.05
0.87
assertiveness
(0.38)
Impulsive/recalcit 0.01
0.25
rant
(0.79)
Overconfident
0.04
0.90
(0.36)
Jealousy/withdra
0.17
3.50
wal
(0.00)
0.33
6.99
Gender
(0.00)
0.07
1.65
Grade
(0.09)
Adjusted R
0.36
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Conduct
Estimate
(b)
-0.16

-0.07
0.40
0.17
-0.02
-0.04
0.00
0.03
0.31

t (p)
-3.49
(0.00)
-1.70
(0.08)
6.26
(0.00)
3.17
(0.00)
-0.48
(0.62)
-0.92
(0.35)
0.16
(0.87)
0.80
(0.42)

Hyperactivity
Estimate t (p)
(b)
-0.12
-2.51
(0.01)

Peer
Estimate
(b)
-0.23

-0.02

-0.13

0.31
0.11
-0.08
0.14
0.04
0.06

-0.55
(0.58)
4.63
(0.00)
1.90
(0.05)
-1.55
(0.12)
2.60
(0.01)
0.80
(0.42)
1.28
(0.20)

0.23
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0.02
-0.10
-0.03
0.21
-0.05
0.13
0.17

t (p)
-4.54
(0.00)
-2.55
(0.01)
0.32
(0.74)
-1.66
(0.09)
-0.63
(0.52)
3.77
(0.00)
-1.03
(0.30)
2.75
(0.00)

Prosocial
Estimate t (p)
(b)
0.14
3.32
(0.00)
0.49
-0.17
-0.02
-0.05
0.12
0.06
-0.02

11.30
(0.00)
-2.93
(0.00)
-0.39
(0.69)
-1.01
(0.30)
2.53
(0.01)
1.44
(0.14)
-0.57
(0.56)

0.40
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Discussion
The current study consists of an initial step in the investigation of potential factors contributing to
students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties. Driven by the shift in personality research
towards the study of the effects of broader personality characteristics on behaviour on the one hand, and the
postulations of Social and Emotional Learning movement about the essential role of social and emotional
skills in the prevention of emotional and behavioural difficulties on the other, we attempted to define the
degree to which broader personality dispositions and more situated social and emotional skills are related to
students’ adaptive behaviour in schools. We initially hypothesized that students with higher scores on Trait EI
and social and emotional skills would manifest less behavioural difficulties and more prosocial behaviour,
when compared with peer of having lower levels of Trait EI and social and emotional skills. The
administration of self-report questionnaires to students supported our hypotheses. It was found that the
emotion-related self-perceptions and dispositions included in Trait EI inventory predicted adolescents’
emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties. Compared to their low Trait EI counterparts, students
with high Trait EI scores, were less likely to present emotional, conduct, hyperactivity and peer problems, and
more likely to report prosocial behaviour. This finding is in agreement with conclusions from the literature
that traits play an important role in the etiology and stability of childhood disorders (de Pauw et al. 2009). It is
also consistent with a growing body of literature that emotion and its regulation play a fundamental role in the
development of high quality behaviour and social adaptation (Eisenberg et al. 2000). Specifically, Trait EI
turned out to be the most important predictor of emotional and peer difficulties, while social and emotional
skills mainly influenced externalized difficulties, such as conduct and hyperactivity as well as prosocial
behaviour.
Regression analysis revealed that emotional difficulties stem from the acquisition of appropriate
social skills. This rather unexpected finding reconfirms Harter and Monsour’s (1992) argument that
adolescents experience opposing self-attributions between present behavioural self and the desired self, which
generates conflicting attributes that are increasingly differentiated over the course of adolescence. Thus,
according to the authors, during early adolescence, students perceive opposite self-attributes, which results in
experienced conflict. During middle adolescence, the opposite attributes begin to provoke conflict and
distress, while in late adolescence the conflict declines. Harter and Monsour attributed these conflicts to the
cognitive changes in middle adolescents that enable young people to elaborate distinct information about self.
Emotional difficulties were additionally predicted by feelings of jealousy/withdrawal, and externalizing
difficulties such as conduct, hyperactivity and peer difficulties were predicted by lack of social and emotional
skills, consistent with our expectations. Hyperactivity was also predicted by feelings of jealousy/withdrawal,
implying that negative feelings can evoke distress and nervousness. This is further confirmed by the finding
that feelings of jealousy/withdrawal were also found to evoke peer difficulties. Prosocial behaviour was
explained by the possession of appropriate social skills and the elimination of inappropriate assertiveness.
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Feelings of jealousy/withdrawal positively predicted prosocial behaviour, suggesting that the experience of
negative feelings could probably motivate students towards the cultivation of positive interactions. In general,
the ambivalent responses extracted from the adolescents in our study, might reflect an attitude of avoiding
negative responses that are uncomfortable or shameful. Another possible source of students’ mixed selfperceptions could be their development of greater conceptual complexity and the social comparative basis of
self-judgments (Festinger 1954). There is evidence that young people use different reference groups as the
basis of self-comparisons, which can lead to conflicting self-judgments.
Our results supported the hypothesis that in conjunction with social and emotional situation-specific
skills, Trait EI could consist of meaningful explanatory variables of students’ behaviour at school. Perhaps the
main outcome of the study is its verification of the independent contribution of both personality dispositions
and the acquisition of social and emotional skills to our understanding of emotional and behavioural strengths
and difficulties. It suggests that adaptive behaviour is synthesized by a set of global, individual and rather
stable personality components along with a set of certain skills and competences, determined by the specific
context. The global personality traits, mainly referring to the intrapersonal aspects of emotional intelligence
included in TEI-Que measurement, and the wide range of situation-specific social and skills, mainly referring
to the interpersonal effectiveness included in MESSY measurement, provide information about the potential
sources of students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties. Nevertheless, they also reveal the
complexity of the interactive nature of emotional and behavioural difficulties phenomenon. In our study, the
overall amount of variance of behaviour explained ranged from 17% to 40%, suggesting that additional
factors need to be explored if students’ behaviour is to be adequately explained. Future research could
combine personality dispositions with cognitive abilities or skills, measured with performance tests.
In our study, gender was found to be a significant factor on emotional difficulties. With the exception
of Slobodskaya et al.’s (2005) study, in which gender was not a significant factor on emotional problems, our
findings supported the general tendency in the literature that males are more likely to possess inappropriate
assertiveness and overconfidence and display externalizing difficulties, such as conduct and peer, while
females are more likely to possess appropriate social skills and display emotional difficulties and prosocial
strengths. Similarly, although there was a decrease of social and emotional skills manifestation and an
increase of emotional and behavioural difficulties from grade 1 to grade 3, grade turned out to be a significant
factor on peer difficulties.
When interpreting the results of the present study, we should bear several caveats in mind. First, the
results were uniquely based on students’ perceptions. While valuable, we have no data as to whether similar
structures could be found for teachers’ or parents’ perceptions. Further research needs to be conducted with
teachers and also include qualitative information such as interview data or observations at school.
Nevertheless, self-perceptions have a strong influence on behaviour, irrespective of their accuracy (Bandura
1997), and students’ perceptions are an important aspect of their psychological adjustment. Second, Trait EI is
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a construct comprising broad, not sufficiently defined sub-domains, which were partly related to the social
and emotional skills entailed in MESSY instrument. The use of Trait EI could therefore mask the explanatory
power of MESSY sub-scales. At the same time, although MESSY was devised to assess social skills, it also
entailed emotion-related self-perceptions, thus raising doubts on its construct validity.
The results of our analyses illustrate the manner in which Trait E.I., social and emotional skills and
emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties are related, and highlight the direction in which these
constructs interact with each other. In theoretical terms, the current study begins to describe the way in which
both dispositional characteristics and skills’ acquisition influence adolescents’ behaviour and relationships at
school, and provides an heuristic model of students’ adaptive behaviour at school. Moreover, taking into
consideration Goleman’s (1995; 1998) assertion that emotional intelligence is an alterable variable that can be
taught and learned, and previous studies which suggest that effective coping skills can be taught and have a
positive effect on adjustment (Thuen and Bru 2004), the current study provides practical implications for
teachers and school administrators. It provides support of the hypothesis that increased positive personality
traits and social competences are associated with increased prosocial behaviour and decreased emotional and
behavioural difficulties. This is a promising finding. Through social intervention programs in school settings,
teachers could enhance perceptions of positive qualities towards behavioural adjustment. Researchers,
educators and parents are increasingly concerned about children’s social adjustment, especially in the critical
developmental phase of early adolescence. This study takes a first step to better understand the underlying
mechanisms of students’ emotional and behavioural strengths and difficulties, with the belief that such an
approach would improve the quality of students’ lives in schools.
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