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ABSTRACT

Background: Emotional intelligence (EI) is increasingly recognized as a protective psychological resource that supports resilience,
motivation, and well-being in athletes. Learned helplessness (LH), conversely, reflects a maladaptive belief system in which
individuals perceive diminished control over outcomes. University athletes participating in team sports often encounter substantial
academic and competitive pressures, making the interplay between EI and LH an important area for investigation. Despite growing
interest in sports psychology, limited evidence exists regarding gender-specific pathways through which EI influences LH in athletic
populations.

Objective: The objective of this study was to examine the gender-specific impact of emotional intelligence on learned helplessness
among university student-athletes competing in team sports.

Methods: A quantitative, cross-sectional research design was employed using a sample of 400 university team-sport athletes,
comprising 200 male athletes (M = 20.59, SD = 1.672) and 200 female athletes (M = 20.29, SD = 1.609), recruited from eight
universities. Emotional intelligence was measured using the Brief Emotional Intelligence Scale (BEIS-10), while learned
helplessness was assessed through the Learned Helplessness Scale (LHS-20). Multiple linear regression analyses were performed
separately for male and female athletes to determine the predictive influence of EI components on LH. Ethical procedures, including
informed consent and confidentiality assurances, were fully observed.

Results: Among male athletes, the regression model was significant, showing that higher regulation of own emotions (B = —0.68,
SE = 0.34, p = .045) was associated with significantly lower LH, explaining 12.3% of the variance (R? = .123). Among female
athletes, the model explained 22.0% of the variance (R? = .220), with both appraisal of own emotions (B = —0.57, SE = 0.25, p =
.021) and utilization of emotions (B =—0.91, SE = 0.27, p <.001) significantly predicting lower LH.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated distinct gender-specific pathways linking EI to LH in university athletes. Male athletes
benefited primarily from emotion regulation skills, whereas female athletes gained advantage from self-appraisal and constructive
emotional utilization. These insights highlight the importance of gender-sensitive psychological training programs aimed at
enhancing emotional competencies among university team-sport athletes.
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INTRODUCTION

Mental and emotional health has gained substantial importance within educational and athletic disciplines as university students
increasingly face heightened academic expectations and competitive stressors. These pressures have drawn attention to two
psychological constructs—emotional intelligence (EI) and learned helplessness (LH)—due to their considerable influence on students’
motivation, performance, adaptation, and overall well-being (1). Emotional intelligence, defined as the capacity to recognize,
understand, regulate, and effectively utilize emotions in oneself and others, has been acknowledged as a critical determinant of
psychological resilience in sport contexts (2). Athletes with higher EI are generally better equipped to navigate competitive demands,
sustain motivation, and foster positive interpersonal relationships with coaches and peers (3). Core components of EI, including the
appraisal and regulation of one’s own and others’ emotions as well as the constructive use of emotional information, have been repeatedly
highlighted as essential to effective functioning in both academic and athletic environments (4—6). Individuals who accurately appraise
their emotional states tend to demonstrate stronger self-awareness and emotional stability, while those who can regulate their emotions
show improved coping under stress and enhanced psychological endurance (7-9). Likewise, the capacity to perceive and influence the
emotions of teammates contributes to group cohesion and performance consistency (4,6—8). In contrast, learned helplessness represents
a maladaptive cognitive-emotional response characterized by feelings of loss of control, persistent failure expectations, and diminished
motivation (10). LH frequently emerges when individuals repeatedly encounter uncontrollable or distressing situations, leading them to
believe that their efforts have little impact on outcomes. Among students and athletes, LH manifests as avoidance, low confidence, and
poor performance, often accompanied by broader psychological concerns such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, or chronic academic
disengagement (11-15).

Female athletes, in particular, may be more vulnerable due to heightened emotional burden, performance-related pressures, and societal
expectations, making the interplay between EI and LH especially relevant for this group (11,12). Evidence suggests that higher EI helps
reduce maladaptive attributions, enhances coping strategies, and mitigates the likelihood of LH by promoting adaptive interpretations
of stressors (13,14). Moreover, team-sport environments, with their public feedback structures, role ambiguities, and interpersonal
dynamics, further amplify the need for EI while simultaneously increasing susceptibility to LH when emotional regulation skills are
insufficient (16,17). Despite extensive research on EI and its role in improving resilience, stress management, and performance (18-20),
the literature remains limited regarding its protective influence against LH within athletic populations, particularly those engaged in
university-level team sports. Existing studies often explore EI in relation to motivation, anxiety, or coping, yet rarely examine its direct
association with LH, nor do they robustly consider gender-based differences in this relationship (21-23). The scarcity of empirical work
exploring how EI predicts LH among male and female university athletes underscores a significant gap in current knowledge and
highlights the need for more targeted investigation. Therefore, the present study aims to address this gap by examining whether emotional
intelligence serves as a predictor of learned helplessness among male and female university student-athletes participating in team sports,
providing insight into gender-specific psychological mechanisms and informing more effective mental-skills training interventions.

METHODS

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the impact of emotional intelligence (EI) on learned
helplessness (LH) among male and female university student-athletes engaged in team sports. The target population consisted of 400
student-athletes aged 18 to 25 years (M =20.44, SD = 1.646) recruited from 49 departments across eight universities in Lahore, Pakistan.
Equal representation of gender was ensured, with 200 male athletes (M = 20.59, SD = 1.672) and 200 female athletes (M = 20.29, SD
= 1.374). Athletes’ competitive experience ranged from 5 to 10 years, with comparable mean experience scores for males (M = 6.17,
SD = 1.623) and females (M = 6.30, SD = 1.374). Eligibility criteria required participants to be enrolled in a regular Bachelor of Science
(BS) program and to have competed at the intervarsity, national, or international level. Students who were not regular university enrollees
or who lacked formal competitive sports participation were excluded. The academic level, department, and study program were kept
consistent across genders to minimize confounding related to institutional or educational discrepancies. Data were collected using a
structured questionnaire administered on campus through coordinated visits to each university. The demographic section comprised ten
items, including age, marital status, residence, sport status, sport type, years of sports experience, university name, academic program,
department, year of study, and highest competition level. Emotional intelligence was assessed using the Brief Emotional Intelligence
Scale (BEIS-10), initially developed by (22), a psychometrically validated instrument containing ten items scored on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). This scale measures five EI components and has demonstrated strong
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reliability in athletic and non-athletic populations (24). Based on the instrument manual, total scores <20 indicated low EI, scores of 21—
26 reflected average EI, and scores >27 denoted high EI. Learned helplessness was measured using the Learned Helplessness Scale
(LHS) created by (25), which consists of 20 items rated on a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree). Total
scores ranged from 20 to 80, with higher scores representing greater levels of LH.

Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS version 27.0.1. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic characteristics,
including means and standard deviations for continuous variables. Multiple linear regression analyses were conducted separately for
male and female athletes to determine the predictive influence of EI on LH, with statistical significance set at p <.05. Prior to regression
testing, assumptions of linearity, normality, and multicollinearity were verified to ensure the robustness of model estimations. All data
were handled confidentially, and no identifying information was included in the final dataset. Ethical considerations were strictly
observed throughout the study. Institutional approval was obtained from the relevant university ethical review committee. Participants
were informed about the study’s purpose, voluntary nature, and confidentiality of their responses. Informed consent was obtained prior
to questionnaire administration. The instrument was verbally explained, and participants were encouraged to raise questions for
clarification. Surveys were completed individually in approximately 20 minutes, ensuring privacy and minimizing peer influence.

RESULTS

The demographic characteristics of the participants showed that the majority of both male and female athletes resided in urban areas,
with 87.5% of males and 84.0% of females reporting urban residence, while 12.5% of males and 16.0% of females belonged to rural
backgrounds. Academic standing was similarly distributed across both groups. Among males, 18.5% were in the first year, 24.5% in the
second year, 26.5% in the third year, and 30.5% in the fourth year. Female athletes demonstrated comparable proportions, with 22.5%
enrolled in the first year, 24.5% in the second, 23.5% in the third, and 29.5% in the fourth year. Regarding competitive experience,
62.5% of males and 67.5% of females competed at the intervarsity level, followed by 30.0% of males and 27.0% of females at the
national level, and 7.5% of males and 5.5% of females at the international level. The mean age of male athletes was 20.59 years (SD =
1.67), while female athletes had a mean age of 20.29 years (SD = 1.61). Sports experience averaged 6.17 years (SD = 1.62) among
males and 6.30 years (SD = 1.37) among females. Regression analyses were conducted separately for male and female athletes to
evaluate whether the components of emotional intelligence predicted learned helplessness. Among male athletes, the regression model
was statistically significant (F = 5.43, p <.001) and accounted for 12.3% of the variance in learned helplessness (R? =.123). Of the five
EI components, only the regulation of one’s own emotions significantly predicted LH (B = -0.68, SE = 0.34, f =-0.16,t=-2.02, p =
.045). This indicated that better self-regulation was associated with lower levels of LH. Other predictors—including appraisal of one’s
own emotions (p = .545), appraisal of others’ emotions (p = .866), regulation of others’ emotions (p = .716), and utilization of emotions
(p = .008)—did not demonstrate statistically significant associations, despite utilization showing a notable negative coefficient.

Among female athletes, the regression model demonstrated stronger statistical significance (F = 10.94, p <.001), explaining 22.0% of
the variance in LH (R? = .220). Two EI components significantly predicted LH: appraisal of one’s own emotions (B = -0.57, SE = 0.25,
B=-0.17,t=-2.33, p =.021) and utilization of emotions (B = -0.91, SE =0.27, = -0.22, t = -3.38, p <.001). Female athletes who
accurately recognized and appropriately used their emotions reported lower levels of LH. The remaining components—appraisal of
others’ emotions (p = .072), regulation of one’s own emotions (p = .077), and regulation of others’ emotions (p = .205)—did not reach
statistical significance. A comparative evaluation of the regression models for male and female athletes revealed notable gender-based
differences in the predictive strength of emotional intelligence components on learned helplessness. The female model demonstrated a
substantially stronger predictive capacity, explaining 22.0% of the variance in learned helplessness (R = .220), compared with 12.3%
explained in the male model (R? =.123). Moreover, two EI components—appraisal of own emotions (f =—.171, p=.021) and utilization
of emotions (B =—.224, p <.001)—emerged as significant predictors for female athletes, whereas only regulation of own emotions (p =
—.162, p = .045) significantly predicted learned helplessness among males. These findings indicate that EI exerts a broader and more
robust protective effect against helplessness among female athletes than males, reflected in both the number of significant predictors
and the overall explanatory power of the model. Additionally, female athletes demonstrated stronger negative coefficients across multiple
EI factors, suggesting greater sensitivity of LH to emotional processing abilities in this group. This comparative pattern highlights a
gender-specific variation in the mechanisms through which EI influences psychological adaptation in competitive sports settings.
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Table 1: Demographic Features of Male and Female University Team Sports Student-athletes

Variables Male Female

f % f %
Residence
Urban 175 87.5 168 84.0
Rural 25 12.5 32 16.0
Year of Study
1 37 18.5 45 22.5
2 49 24.5 49 24.5
3 53 26.5 47 23.5
4 61 30.5 59 29.5
Highest level of Competition
Inter-varsity 125 62.5 135 67.5
National 60 30.0 54 27.0
International 15 7.5 11 5.5
Age M=20.59 SD=1.672 M=20.29 SD=1.609
Experience in Sports M=6.17 SD=1.623 M=6.30 SD=1.374

Note: M= mean, SD= standard deviation, f= frequency, %= percentage

Table 2: Summary of ANOVA predicting Emotional Intelligence Among Male Team sports university Student-athletes

Model Source Sum of squares  df Mean squares F Sig.

1 Regression 1382.689 5 276.538 5.431 <.001b
Residual 9877.311 194 50.914
Total 11260.000 199

Table 3: Multiple linear regression analysis of Emotional Intelligence on Male Team sports University Student-athletes

Dependent Variable Predictors B SE B t p

Learned Helplessness ~ Appraisal of own emotions -.270 445 -.054 -.606 .545
Appraisal of other emotions  .064 376 014 .169 .866
Regulation of own emotions  -.684 338 -.162 -2.021 .045
Regulation of other emotions .108 296 .029 364 716
Utilization of emotions -1.114 415 -.232 -2.682 .008

Note: SE = Standardized error, § = Beta, p = Significant
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Table 4: Summary of ANOVA predicting Emotional Intelligence Among Female Team sports university Student-athletes

Model Source Sum of squares df Mean squares F Sig.

1 Regression 1179.840 5 235.968 10.941 <.001b
Residual 4184.080 194 21.567
Total 5363.920 199

Table 5: Multiple linear regression analysis of Emotional Intelligence on Female Team sports University Student-athletes

Dependent Variable Predictors B SE B t p

Learned Helplessness ~ Appraisal of own emotions -.574 246 -171 -2.333 .021
Appraisal of other emotions  -.438 242 -.129 -1.811 .072
Regulation of own emotions  -.406 228 -.125 -1.779 077
Regulation of other emotions -.303 .239 -.086 -1.272 205
Utilization of emotions -910 269 -.224 -3.383 <.001

Note: SE = Standardized error, = Beta, p = Significant

Table 6: Comparison of Regression Outcomes Between Male and Female University Team-Sport Athletes

Emotional Intelligence Predictors

Male Athletes (n=200)

Female Athletes (n=200)

B p-value

Appraisal of Own Emotions -0.054 .545
Appraisal of Other Emotions 0.014 .866
Regulation of Own Emotions -0.162 .045
Regulation of Others’ Emotions 0.029 716
Utilization of Emotions -0.232 .008
Model R? 123 —
Model F-value 5.43 <.001

Note: Bold values indicate statistically significant predictors at p <.05.
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This study explored the gender-specific impact of emotional intelligence on learned helplessness among university student-athletes
competing in team sports and provided new insight into psychological mechanisms that promote resilience in high-pressure athletic
environments. No previous research had simultaneously examined emotional intelligence, learned helplessness, and gender differences
within the same analytical framework, thereby situating the present findings as an important contribution to the literature on athlete
mental well-being. The patterns observed demonstrated that emotional intelligence influenced learned helplessness through different
pathways for male and female athletes, reinforcing the view that gendered emotional processing shapes psychological responses to
competitive stressors. The results indicated clear gender-related variations in the predictive role of emotional intelligence. Among male
athletes, the regulation of their own emotions emerged as the only significant protective factor against learned helplessness. This pattern
suggested that males who effectively managed emotional responses—such as frustration, disappointment, or competitive pressure—
were less likely to internalize uncontrollable outcomes or develop helplessness. Similar associations have been reported in earlier work
where stronger regulatory abilities corresponded with lower stress reactivity and more adaptive competitive behavior (14,17). Additional
studies similarly highlighted the value of cognitive reappraisal strategies in minimizing adverse psychological effects, supporting the
present findings (18,20). However, the wider literature has not always aligned with this pattern. Other authors contended that emotional
regulation alone may not consistently alleviate psychological strain and that the effectiveness of this skill may depend heavily on
contextual demands, including whether the sport is team- or individual-based (20,22). Such divergence indicated that regulation provides
protection but may require complementary emotional competencies to produce sustained benefits.

Among female athletes, appraisal of their own emotions and utilization of emotions were the components most strongly associated with
lower levels of learned helplessness. Female athletes who demonstrated higher emotional awareness and used their emotions
constructively appeared better able to navigate the psychological pressures inherent in team-sport environments. Prior research has
shown that a strong capacity for emotional awareness among female athletes enhances psychological flexibility and improves coping in
competitive settings (10,13). Additional studies further noted that the ability to channel emotions effectively increases motivation and
reduces burnout risk in student-athletes (23). These findings were consistent with literature suggesting that female athletes rely more
heavily on introspective coping styles and self-appraisal, which may explain the stronger predictive role of these components for this
group (22). Nonetheless, not all empirical findings showed consistent benefits. Some earlier work suggested that while emotional
appraisal fosters self-knowledge, it may also heighten sensitivity to negative affect, contributing to increased stress under certain
conditions (13). Other analyses emphasized that emotional awareness without adequate emotional control could lead to rumination and
cognitive overload (14). These contrasting patterns implied that although appraisal and utilization were protective factors, they
functioned optimally when paired with regulatory skills, underscoring the complexity of emotional processes in female athletes. The
broader implications of these findings emphasized the need for gender-responsive psychological support in athletic contexts.
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Interventions designed for male athletes may benefit from prioritizing emotional regulation training, particularly techniques that
strengthen self-management during performance fluctuations and competitive pressure. For female athletes, programming that integrates
emotional appraisal, self-reflection, and constructive emotional utilization may be more impactful. University athletic departments may
consider incorporating emotional intelligence-based training modules—such as cognitive evaluation strategies, mindfulness, and
compassion-focused techniques—aligned with gender-specific psychological needs to reduce helplessness and foster more adaptive
performance behaviors.

This study demonstrated several strengths, including a large sample size, representation across multiple universities, and robust statistical
procedures that allowed for gender-specific analyses. The use of established and psychometrically supported scales further strengthened
the reliability of the findings. However, several limitations warrant consideration. The cross-sectional design restricted the ability to
infer causality, and future longitudinal work may help determine whether enhancing emotional intelligence leads to sustained reductions
in learned helplessness over time. The study focused exclusively on team-sport athletes, which limited generalizability, as emotional
processes may differ in individual sports where competition dynamics vary considerably. Qualitative research approaches may also
enrich the understanding of emotional experiences and provide deeper insight into gender-specific emotional mechanisms that numeric
scales cannot fully capture. Additionally, emotional intelligence was assessed using self-report instruments, which may introduce
response bias and limit accuracy. Future research would benefit from examining whether similar gender-specific patterns emerge in
individual sports or in mixed-method designs that combine numerical and experiential data. Furthermore, intervention-based studies
could evaluate whether targeted emotional intelligence training directly reduces learned helplessness and improves psychological
resilience across genders. Addressing these areas would expand current knowledge and contribute to more refined and effective athlete
mental-skills development programs.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrated that emotional intelligence plays a gender-specific protective role against learned helplessness in university
athletes participating in team sports. Male athletes appeared to rely primarily on their ability to regulate their own emotions to minimize
feelings of helplessness, whereas female athletes benefited more from accurately understanding and effectively using their emotional
experiences. These findings underscored the importance of integrating tailored psychological training that reflects the distinct emotional
needs of male and female athletes. By highlighting how emotional competencies contribute to resilience, well-being, and performance,
the study added meaningful evidence to the limited literature on emotional intelligence and learned helplessness in sport settings and
emphasized the value of incorporating El-focused development into university athletic programs.
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