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Abstract

:

Aim: Taking into account Bar-On’s postulations about social-emotional intelligence, the aim of the current work is to find out the differences in the five dimensions of this intelligence between children that practice organized sport and those children that do not practice it at the elementary school level. Method: A randomly selected sample of 940 children from elementary schools, ranging in age from 6 to 12 years old, attending different schools from the Autonomous Community of Extremadura (Spain), was used. Results: The results showed that children who practiced organized sport had better abilities at the intrapersonal and interpersonal level, better adaptability and mood states, and greater emotional intelligence than those who did not. The findings regarding gender and age indicated greater values in girls of emotional intelligence, highlighting the interpersonal dimension, as well as mood state scores, whereas younger children showed greater intrapersonal intelligence and less stress management. Moreover, children who practiced for three or more hours per day had a greater ability to cope with stress than those children who practiced for fewer hours a day. Conclusions: To conclude, it is important to promote federative sport practice in elementary education in order to ensure that children learn to better regulate and manage their emotions.
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1. Introduction


This research emerged from a curiosity to find out the activities that influence the emotional intelligence developed by children during elementary education. This stage is crucial in the emotional development of children because they are full of emotional energy and they feel the necessity to communicate their feelings and emotions, but lack the skill to control and use adequate resources to communicate in situations concerning their affective needs. Children are still developing their nervous systems, as well as their physiques and personalities, so this potential should be taken advantage of to maximize their capacities and competences [1,2,3].



In this regard, emotional intelligence makes us aware of our emotions and help us to understand the feelings of others, tolerate pressure, and adopt an empathetic attitude that aids general personal development [4,5]. Bar-On postulates the concept of social-emotional intelligence as competencies, skills, and facilitators that give us, at an emotional and social level, an understanding of our expressions, through the understanding of them in our peers and through daily interactions [6,7]. These competencies and skills were grouped into five dimensions in order to study the social-emotional dimensions of students [6,7]: intrapersonal (skills for understanding our emotions and communicating them to others), interpersonal (skills for understanding and appreciating others’ emotions), stress management (skills for managing and controlling our emotions), adaptability (flexibility and efficacy in solving conflicts), and general mood (skills for keeping a positive attitude in life) [8].



The promotion of emotional education in children should not only be a fundamental aim of formal education, but in all contexts in which children develop, because their feelings of happiness, pride, respect, involvement, etc. are strengthened, as well as self-esteem and confidence, increasing their physical and mental health [9]. Therefore, it is important to take into account other parallel activities, such as extracurricular activities, playing with friends, playing sport, and other types of activity that promote physical and mental mobility, because satisfactory participation in such activities aids the general welfare of children [10].



Of these activities that run parallel to the educational domain, and which may promote emotional intelligence at early childhood, this work focuses on the practice of organized physical-sport activity. Firstly, this is because it has benefits from an integral perspective (physical, cognitive, and psychosocial) [11]. At a physical level, several studies have shown that it is essential in order to maintain a style of life that ensures population health and reduces the risk of a great number of chronic diseases [12,13,14]. At a cognitive level, it is closely related to academic performance in children and adolescents [15,16]. At a psychosocial level, physical activity is associated with emotional development [17,18,19]. Secondly, the practice of organized physical-sport activity represents a method for personal improvement and increasing relatedness, so both intrapersonal and interpersonal elements have a direct application [20]. The knowledge of oneself, the self-regulation of emotions, self-motivation, social skills, and empathy are tools that every athlete manages to a greater or lesser extent, and these aspects are all associated to a greater or lesser extent with emotional intelligence [21,22]. Furthermore, when talking about sport at a competitive level, where training and competitive achievement are rewarded, the elements previously indicated are intensified. The exigencies and demands on competence are greater than physical activity practice, and some aspects, such as professionalism, excellence, pressure, and personal aspirations, start to be very important. Therefore, it is necessary to learn how to positively manage emotions to reduce potential negative influences on decision-making and performance [21,23]. In accordance with this, as was indicated by [24], several researchers have studied emotional intelligence associated with sport through such concepts as eating disorder [25], precompetitive anxiety [26,27], motivational climate, motivational orientation, and psychological welfare [28]. Other studies have attempted to show the importance that control over emotions has for the practice of physical-sport activity [23,29,30,31,32], revealing in their results that emotional intelligence and the practice of sport are closely related. However, taking into account the aforementioned skills and competencies developed with organized physical-sport activity, no study so far has attempted to observe the relationships between the practice of this type of physical activity and the dimensions of emotional intelligence.



Thus, the aim of this study was to find out the differences in the five dimensions of social-emotional intelligence between children that practice organized physical-sport activity and those that do not during their elementary education, because it is important to observe whether any of these dimensions increase when children play sport or compete outside of the curricular time. With the aim of obtaining more information, we set out to analyze the effect of the age and gender of the participants. Furthermore, the work aims to test whether the numbers of hours of daily sporting practice (by those children that play competitive sport), and gender, could cause differences in any of these dimensions with the purpose of studying the reasons and incidence later.




2. Materials and Methods


The current research was done with a quantitative methodology and a cross-sectional design. The study was conducted between the months of May and July in 2018.



2.1. Participants


A total of 940 students in elementary education, both males (N = 508) and females (N = 432), ranging in age from 6 to 12 years old (M = 9.97; SD = 1.64), participated in the study. Individuals belonged to eight public schools of Extremadura (Spain), which promoted the practice of organized team sports of moderate intensity (e.g., basketball, football, handball, volleyball), from the first and second levels (6–8 years, N = 216), third and fourth levels (8–10 years, N = 304), and fifth and sixth levels (10–12 years, N = 420) of elementary education. The selection of the sample was conducted through multistage sampling by conglomerate and random selection in the schools with different groups in the previously indicated levels within elementary education. There were no drop-outs. Regarding the sample selection, it is important to note that the Spanish education system is structured in different stages and levels of learning. The stage of elementary education comprises six academic courses that include children ranging in age from 6 to 12 years old. The main aims of this stage are to achieve autonomy to perform in the following areas: talking, reading, writing, and mental calculations [33]. On the other hand, at the cognitive development level in the stage of 6 years old, there is the beginning of a new intellectual phase and this supposes a crucial step in cognitive development, where the unstable and subjective character of thought changes and improves so that thinking has greater stability and coherence [34]. Therefore, from an educative and a cognitive development point of view, the stage from 6 to 12 years old is very homogeneous.




2.2. Instruments


Emotional intelligence. “Emotional Quotient Inventory: Young Version (EQ-i: YV)” [5], validated in Spanish [8], was used to measure emotional intelligence in children in elementary education. This instrument has 60 items that compose the global factor entitled “emotional intelligence”, divided into five dimensions: intrapersonal (6 items: emotional self-awareness, assertiveness, personal respect, self-performance, independence), interpersonal (12 items: interpersonal relationships, social responsibility, empathy), coping with stress (12 items: tolerance to stress, control of the impetus), adaptability (10 items: problems resolving, evaluation of reality, flexibility), and mood state (14 items: happiness, optimism). These dimensions are formed by a defined set of 60 items, as well as six items that composed a scale of positive impressions, created by the author with the aim of assessing the degree that individuals answered randomly or distorted their responses, regarding the effect of social desirability. Responses were rated on a 4-point Likert scale, including 1 (never), 2 (sometimes), 3 (hardly ever), and 4 (always). The instrument showed adequate internal consistency for the total number items that composed the global factor of emotional intelligence, with a Cronbach Alpha of 0.84, as was previously indicated by other authors [5,35] Cronbach Alpha indexes (α = 0.84) and the compound reliability (FC = 0.80) showed the adequate final global reliability of the EQ-i: YV, with an extracted median variance (VME) of 0.50. Moreover, the dimensions of factors of the questionnaire had an acceptable reliability and VME ≥ 0.50 (Intrapersonal (α = 0.67, FC = 0.82, VME = 0.50); Interpersonal (α = 0.70, FC = 0.90, VME = 0.56); Coping with stress (α = 0.69, FC = 0.87, VME = 0.56); Adaptability (α = 0.73, FC = 0.88, VME = 0.54); Mood state (α = 0.72, FC = 0.91, VME = 0.57).



Practice of organized physical-sport activity. The practice of organized physical-sport activity was assessed in terms of affiliated practice, due to the commitment and assiduousness it requires [36]. Federative sport is a form of competitive sport that is institutionalized, recognized, performed within the norms and rules of a federation, and is undertaken in accordance with official training and competition [37]. To measure this variable, a question was created: Do you train or compete? This was answered on a dichotomy scale (Yes/No). This was followed by a question about the quantity of daily practice hours: How many hours do you practice daily? This was divided into two levels: up to 2 h daily, or 3 or more hours daily. The division into these two levels was mainly due to the age of the children, with the aim of simplifying the range of responses to ensure the understanding of participants. Therefore, a daily frequency of practice of 2 h per day would be considered typical, when referring to physical activity in sporting federative practice, where there is a minimum of demands, and more than 3 h daily would be considered to be very specialized practice.




2.3. Procedure


This study was approved by the Bioethics and Biosafety Committee of the University of Extremadura (N. 0063/2018). All participants were treated in agreement with the ethical guidelines of the American Psychological Association with respect to consent, confidentiality, and anonymity of answers. Before carrying out the research study, all potential participants were informed about the process that they were going to follow, placing emphasis on the fact that participation was voluntary and that the data would be dealt with in a confidential manner. Moreover, informed written consent was obtained from parents and the head teachers of the schools on behalf of the child participants involved in the study.



A protocol was developed with the aim of ensuring similarity in data collection. Firstly, different schools were contacted, explaining the reason for their selection, and an appointment was made with the head of the school, with the purpose of clarifying any doubts about aims, time, and levels that may be involved in the research. After acceptance of the proposal, the head of the school established an appointment with the supervisors and a date for data collection was set. Furthermore, an informed consent form was sent to all participants to be filled in by their parents or legal guardians, authorizing their participation in this research, due to the fact that the participants were children aged from 6 to 12 years old.



Before the collective administration of the questionnaire in the dates set, the main researcher briefly explained the procedure, as well as the instructions for completing the questionnaires, informing all participants in the study that the data were anonymous and confidential. The duration of the data collection was 30–40 min per class, where the main researcher was always in the class to clarify any queries that might arise during the process.



After data collection had been performed for every classroom, a brief informal interview with supervisors was conducted, to indicate aspects or strange variables to take into account for some students, as well as an interview with the head of school when the process was finished, with the aim of thanking them and explaining the process of making the data available should they desire.




2.4. Data Analysis


Data analysis was quantitative. The IBM statistical programme SPSS 21.0 was used for data analysis. To begin with, we used the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test to verify the fit of the data to a theoretical distribution of normality, the Rachas test for randomness, and Levene’s test for the homoscedasticity or equality between variances (findings: p > 0.05 for all measurements). The nature of the data was verified as being parametric, so parametric tests were chosen to be applied during the data analysis. After transforming the item scores that are negatively written (6, 15, 21, 26, 28, 33, 37, 46, 49, 53, 54, 58) of the EQ-i YV questionnaire, an analysis of the descriptive statistics of the variables was conducted, showing the mean and standard deviation of all of them. To analyze the effect of practicing or not practicing organized physical-sport activities, gender, and age on emotional intelligence, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was developed. To find out whether they train or compete outside of the curricular time, a dichotomous scale question (Yes/No) was asked. Lastly, with the aim of finding out, within the group of children that participated in physical activity, the differences between the levels of emotional intelligence regarding the hours of sporting practice (divided into two groups: up to 2 h/3 or more hours), a new MANOVA was conducted, controlling for the gender effect.





3. Results


Firstly, the means and standard deviations obtained in the questionnaire EQ-i: YV are shown according to gender and age (Table 1) and whether or not organized physical-sport activities are practiced (training or competition outside curricular time, Yes/No) (Table 2).



In order to analyze the effect of practicing or not practicing organized physical-sport activities, gender, and age on emotional intelligence, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was developed.



The MANOVA revealed significant multivariate main effects of gender (Wilks λ = 0.96, F(5, 918) = 7.43, p < 0.001, η = 0.04), age (Wilks λ = 0.77, F(10, 1836) = 25.99, p < 0.001, η = 0.12), whether or not physical activity is practiced (Wilks λ = 0.97, F(5, 918) = 5.59, p < 0.001, η = 0.03), and the gender/age interaction (Wilks λ = 0.98, F(10, 1584) = 1.86, p = 0.05, η = 0.01).



The univariate contrasts show that those who practice physical-sport activities obtain significantly higher scores with small effect sizes in the factors: intrapersonal (F(1, 922) = 7.41, p = 0.01, η = 0.01), interpersonal (F(1, 922) = 10.05, p = 0.002, η = 0.01), adaptability (F(1, 922) = 17.44, p < 0.001, η = 0.19), mood state (F(1, 922) = 17.04, p < 0.001, η = 0.18), and in the total score (F(1, 922) = 17.61, p < 0.001, η = 0.19), but there was not a significant main effect in stress management (F(1, 922) = 0.004, p = 0.95, η < 0.001).



In relation to gender, univariate contrasts indicate that girls obtain significantly higher scores with small effect sizes in the factors: interpersonal (F(1, 922) = 16.25, p < 0.001, η = 0.02), mood state (F(1, 922) = 14.88, p < 0.001, η = 0.16), and in the total score (F(1, 922) = 17.61, p = 0.02, η = 0.01).



Age univariate contrasts show a significant main effect of age with large effect sizes on the factors: intrapersonal (F(2, 922) = 50.30, p < 0.001, η = 0.10) and stress management (F(1, 922) = 49.80, p < 0.001, η = 0.10). Bonferroni’s pairwise comparisons reveal that younger people achieve higher scores (p ≤ 0.05) in the intrapersonal factor and lower scores in stress management than the rest.



Regarding gender/age interaction, the univariate contrast did not indicate significant effects (p ≤ 0.05).



In order to analyze the effect of the number of hours of sports practice on the scores in the EQ-i: YV (Table 3), a MANOVA was carried out, controlling for the effect of gender.



The MANOVA only revealed significant multivariate main effects in the interaction number of practice hours/gender (Wilks λ = 0.98, F(5, 576) = 2.73, p = 0.02, ƞ = 0.97), whereas there was not any main effect of the number of hours of practice (Wilks λ = 0.99, F(5, 576) = 2.73, p = 0.14, ƞ = 0.01), nor were there differences in gender (Wilks λ = 0.99, F(5, 576) = 1.45, p = 0.20, ƞ = 0.01).



The univariate contrasts show that those who practice physical-sports activities during 3 or more hours obtained significantly higher scores with small effect sizes in the stress management factor (F(1, 580) = 5.21, p = 0.02, η = 0.01).



In addition, in the interaction number of practice/gender hours there is a significant main effect and small effect sizes in the interpersonal factor (F(1, 580) = 9.28, p = 0.002, η = 0.02), and in the total score (F(1, 580) = 5.21, p = 0.02, η = 0.01). In this regard, both in the interpersonal factor and in the total score, Bonferroni’s pairwise comparisons show that, among those who practice more hours of sport, it is the girls who achieve higher scores (p ≤ 0.05), and among those who practice fewer hours, it is the boys who have higher values (p ≤ 0.05).




4. Discussion


The main aim of this study was to find out the differences in the five dimensions of social-emotional intelligence between children that practice organized physical-sport activity and those that do not at the elementary education level, observing the effect of participants´ age and gender. In accordance with this aim, the results showed that children who practiced organized sport had better abilities at the intrapersonal and interpersonal level, had better adaptability and mood states, and were more emotionally intelligent than those who did not. Previous studies have also shown that those individuals that practice organized physical-sport activity revealed greater levels of emotional intelligence [23,30,38,39].



Specifically regarding intrapersonal, interpersonal, and adaptability factors, physical activity and sport require children to continuously adapt to different situations and practice contexts, which aids flexibility in conflict resolution and teaches them to manage and control emotions with themselves and with others [23,30,38,39]. Children that exercise these dimensions through physical activity and sport are more emotionally intelligent, which has been associated with better personal and social adjustment [40], and important variables, such as self-esteem and welfare [41]. Hence, the management of emotions is fundamental for evaluative development, as people with greater emotional intelligence not only have a greater capacity to perceive, understand, and regulate emotions, but are also able to generalize personal welfare, and so develop their social, family, and private relationships [42].



Regarding mood state, understood as a skill for enjoying life, integrating at the same time happiness and optimism, Bar-On considers it to be the most important dimension of emotional intelligence because, apart from being an essential element of interaction with others, it is a motivational tool in problem resolution and tolerance of stress [4,5]. Regarding this issue, the practice of physical activity and sport was shown to aid the mood state of children, because they experience more motivation, interest, satisfaction, self-esteem, and improvement in different situations, both in sport and in life in general [43,44,45].



In this regard, the results found on the basis of gender showed that girls had greater emotional intelligence than boys, highlighting the interpersonal and mood state dimensions. These results have already been shown over the years, since it has been considered that since childhood, women are more emotionally competent due to a socialization that is more linked to feelings and emotions [46,47,48]; there is even evidence that certain areas of the brain, dedicated to emotional processing, may be larger in women than in men [48,49,50,51]. In addition, as they pointed out [50], at the interpersonal level, it has been suggested that girls show a greater understanding of emotions, as well as they tend to show greater ability in certain interpersonal skills: they recognize emotions better in others and are more perceptive and empathic [52,53,54].



With respect to age, younger participants showed greater intrapersonal intelligence and less stress management. These results are similar to those found in children of similar ages [55], in which younger children show greater self-understanding of themselves, the ability to be assertive and to visualize themselves, and a lower tolerance to stress and control of impulses.



On the other hand, and complementary to the main aim of the work, another purpose of the research was to examine whether there were differences in some dimensions of emotional intelligence in those children that played federative sport, with respect to the amount of daily sporting practice. The results showed that children who practiced for 3 or more hours per day had a greater ability to cope with stress than those children who practiced for fewer hours a day. These results suggest that, as the number of daily hours of federative practice increases, the ability to cope with stress increases too. These outcomes might be caused by the fact that being exposed to federative sporting practice with a higher frequency, characterized by the exigencies of professionalism, excellence, pressure, and continuous improvement, causes greater stress or anxiety [56,57,58], and people who are exposed in a greater number of situations to these stimuli and are forced to overcome them and face anxiety could develop greater abilities to cope with stress, as is postulated in the existing theories about anxiety.



After performing the study, certain limitations that have arisen must be taken into account. The main limitation of the study was the refusal of several schools to participate in the study, and therefore, with their participation we could have covered a greater number of schools and participants. Another problem emerged in the data collection; significant help was needed by researchers and teachers to guide, orientate, and involve participants in responding. The issue is that most of the schools belonged to rural places and included a great number of foreign children who have emigrated with their family from other countries. This was associated with a low academic level respecting the reading and comprehension of the questionnaires written in Spanish, leading to some missing data.



With the aim to mitigate these limitations, in the future we will rely on the commitment that responsible teachers of each classroom have to work with those foreign children that require a translation or interpretation of the questionnaires. Hence, data collection would take a longer time but we could guarantee that the study will include all children that constitute the current reality of elementary education. Furthermore, another interesting prospect for a future study would be to add another variable to this work and extend the sample, studying the relationship between physical activity, sport practice, and cognitive intelligence at the different levels of elementary education. Thus, we could assess whether physical activity and sport practice positively promote academic performance in children, and later we would extend these results to the entire sample with the aim of showing that sport practice is not incompatible with the academic context, but, on the contrary, is compatible and beneficial.



As a strength of this study, it should be noted that there have been many studies that have found relationships between emotional intelligence and sports, but there is a lack of scientific literature in relation to the characteristics and frequency of such sports practice. Therefore, this paper has investigated the characteristics of organized sport practice: personal knowledge, improvement, and aspirations; exigencies and demands on competence; professionalism; excellence; and pressure, and how this type of practice causes children to develop greater knowledge of self, self-regulation of emotions, self-motivation, social skills, and empathy, skills that are linked to emotional intelligence. In addition, we would like to emphasize that we used validated instruments for this study, which makes it possible to replicate this research with other groups.




5. Conclusions


The main conclusion of the current research is that emotional intelligence is related to the practice of federative physical activity and sport outside of the curricular time in elementary education. Specifically, children who practiced sport showed better emotional intelligence at the intrapersonal and interpersonal level, greater adaptability, and a better mood state than those individuals that did not practice organized sport. Moreover, another conclusion to emphasize is that a high number of daily hours of physical activity and sport (3 or more hours a day), when it refers to training and competition, is associated with a higher ability to cope with stress compared to those participants that practiced less hours.
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Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of the Emotional Quotient Inventory: Young Version (EQ-i: YV) regarding age and gender.
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EQ-i: YV

	
Level

	
Total




	
Female

	
Male

	
Total




	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD






	
F1

Intrapersonal

	
1st

	
17.20

	
3.24

	
16.85

	
2.85

	
17.03

	
3.05




	
2nd

	
14.50

	
3.34

	
14.82

	
3.47

	
14.66

	
3.40




	
3rd

	
14.69

	
3.34

	
14.22

	
3.36

	
14.41

	
3.36




	
Total

	
15.26

	
3.50

	
14.96

	
3.44

	
15.10

	
3.47




	
F2

Interpersonal

	
1st

	
39.94

	
4.18

	
38.88

	
4.31

	
39.41

	
4.27




	
2nd

	
39.66

	
4.88

	
38.54

	
5.62

	
39.10

	
5.29




	
3rd

	
39.16

	
4.87

	
37.89

	
5.35

	
38.41

	
5.19




	
Total

	
39.79

	
4.75

	
38.51

	
5.