
154

CC BY-NC

© Mahmudi M.R., Sujarwo, Hastuti W.S., 2026

Психологическая наука и образование	 Psychological Science and Education
2026. 31(4), 154–165.	 2026. 31(4), 154–165.
https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2026310411	 https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2026310411
ISSN: 1814-2052	 ISSN: 1814-2052 
ISSN: 2311-7273 (online)	 ISSN: 2311-7273 (online) 

Научная статья | Original paper

The role of high school background 
and daily reflective practices in developing emotional 

intelligence and existential competence among 
Indonesian university students

M.R. Mahmudi1, 2 *, Sujarwo1, W.S. Hastuti1
1 Yogyakarta State University, Yogyakarta, Indonesia
2 Dharmas Indonesia University, Sumatera Barat, Indonesia
* mohrosyid.2023@student.uny.ac.id

Abstract
This study examines the relationship between high school background (gen-
eral, vocational, and Islamic schools) and daily reflective practices in predicting 
emotional intelligence (EI) and existential competence (EC) among Indonesian 
university students. A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 754 par-
ticipants using validated instruments measuring EI, EC, and reflective prac-
tices. Multivariate analysis (MANCOVA) revealed that high school type did not 
significantly predict EI or EC. In contrast, daily reflective practices showed a 
strong and significant effect on both EI and EC. These findings indicate that 
individual engagement in reflective routines plays a more important role than 
formal educational background in developing emotional and meaning-oriented 
competencies. The study highlights the importance of behavioral and reflective 
processes in supporting students’ psychological development within a socio-
cultural context.
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Резюме
В данном исследовании рассматривается взаимосвязь между типом 
образовательного учреждения (общеобразовательные, професси-
ональные и исламские школы) и повседневными рефлексивными 
практиками в прогнозировании индивидуального развития эмоцио-
нального интеллекта (ЭИ) и экзистенциальной компетентности (ЭК) у 
студентов индонезийских университетов. Исследование выполнено в 
рамках кросс-секционного дизайна с участием 754 респондентов. Для 
оценки эмоционального интеллекта, экзистенциальной компетентно-
сти и рефлексивных практик применялись апробированные психоди-
агностические методики. Результаты многомерного ковариационного 
анализа (MANCOVA) показали, что тип школы не оказывает значи-
мого влияния на уровень изучаемых показателей. Вместе с тем был 
выявлен сильный и статистически значимый эффект рефлексивных 
практик в отношении обоих показателей. Полученные данные свиде-
тельствуют о том, что индивидуальная вовлеченность в рефлексивные 
практики играет более значимую роль в развитии эмоциональных и 
смыслообразующих качеств личности, чем формальное школьное 
образование. Исследование подчеркивает важность поведенческих 
и рефлексивных процессов в психологическом развитии студентов с 
учетом социокультурного контекста.

Ключевые слова: эмоциональный интеллект, экзистенциальная компе-
тентность, рефлексивные практики, смыслообразование, образователь-
ный фон, Индонезия
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Introduction

Emotional intelligence and existential com-
petence constitute two essential dimensions 
of human development that support academic 
achievement, psychological adjustment, and so-
cial integration. Emotional intelligence (EI), de-
fined by Goleman (1995) as the capacity to per-
ceive, understand, and regulate emotions in one-
self and others, has been shown to contribute to 
communication effectiveness, stress tolerance, 
and interpersonal competence (Pankratova, 
Nikolaeva, 2022). Existential competence (EC), 
in this study, refers to an individual’s capacity 
to construct meaning, develop self-reflection, in-
tegrate value-oriented reasoning into everyday 
life, and regulate inner experiences, contributing 
to ethical discernment and a coherent sense of 
life purpose (Zohar, 2000; Ozhiganova, 2023).

A growing body of research indicates that 
both EI and EC are shaped by complex inter-
actions between external and internal factors. 
External influences include supportive school 
environments, pedagogical approaches that 
emphasize reflection and mindfulness, and 
curricula that integrate value-oriented content 
(Bordunos et al., 2024; Vorobyeva et al., 2024). 
Internal factors involve emotion-regulation skills, 
self-directed learning, and reflective capacities, 
which are often cultivated through regular reflec-
tive routines (Eid, 2024; Poskakalova, 2023). 
Empirical studies demonstrate that daily prac-
tices involving focused attention, contemplation, 
and structured self-reflection enhance emotional 
stability, intrinsic motivation, and ethical aware-
ness, thereby strengthening both EI and EC 
(Poskakalova, 2023; Sujadi, Sulistiyo, 2025).

Although institutional value-oriented expo-
sure and individually enacted reflective practices 
are conceptually related, they represent distinct 
psychological constructs. Institutional exposure 
reflects structured learning environments, formal-
ized content, and organized behavioral expecta-

tions, whereas reflective practices refer to lived, 
experiential engagement with meaning-making, 
personal evaluation, and value-oriented behavior. 
This distinction is particularly relevant in educa-
tional contexts where students are exposed to 
structured normative content yet differ substan-
tially in the extent to which such exposure is in-
ternalized into personal routines. Daily reflective 
activities — such as repeated self-evaluation, fo-
cused attention exercises, and habitual contem-
plation — function as mechanisms of emotional 
regulation and cognitive integration, providing a 
behavioral pathway through which value-oriented 
learning may influence EI and EC.

Despite this theoretical connection, empirical 
studies disentangling institutional educational ex-
posure from individually enacted reflective prac-
tices remain limited, particularly in Indonesia’s 
culturally diverse education system. While dif-
ferent types of senior high schools (SMA, SMK, 
and MA) are designed with varying emphases 
on general and value-oriented education (Mar-
haeni Kurdaningsih, Turmudhi, 2020), it remains 
unclear whether such institutional differences di-
rectly foster EI or EC once students transition into 
university settings. Moreover, most prior studies 
on EI, existential development, and reflective pro-
cesses originate from Western or Russian con-
texts, leaving a significant gap in understanding 
how these constructs manifest within Indonesia’s 
socio-cultural environment (Razak et al., 2024).

To address these gaps, the present study 
investigates the extent to which high school 
background (SMA, SMK, and MA) relates to 
university students’ EI and EC, and whether 
daily reflective practices serve as a more salient 
predictor of these competencies than formal 
schooling. The study also examines reflective 
routines as behavioral indicators of meaning-
making, ethical reflection, and emotional regu-
lation. Through this approach, the study offers 
an empirically grounded perspective on the 

Для цитирования: Махмуди, М.Р., Суджарво, Хастути, В.С. (2026). Роль школьного образова-
тельного фона и повседневных рефлексивных практик в развитии эмоционального интеллек-
та и экзистенциальной компетентности у студентов университетов Индонезии. Психологиче-
ская наука и образование, 31(4), 154–165. https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2026310411
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development of EI and existential competence 
in Indonesia and contributes recommendations 
for holistic character-education initiatives at both 
secondary and tertiary levels.

Materials and methods

A cross-sectional quantitative design was 
used to examine the relationships among high 
school background, daily reflective practices, 
and students’ emotional intelligence (EI) and 
existential competence (EC). The sample con-
sisted of 754 undergraduates from Universi-
tas Dharmas Indonesia (UNDHARI), selected 
through simple random sampling. Data collec-
tion took place in September 2024 using struc-
tured, self-administered questionnaires distrib-
uted during scheduled academic activities.

Daily reflective practices were assessed 
using a 20-item scale rated on a 4-point Likert 
format (1 = never to 4 = always), producing total 
scores between 20 and 80. Following estab-
lished cut-off criteria, scores of 20–49 indicated 
low engagement, 50–74 medium engagement, 
and 75–80 high engagement in daily reflective 
routines. Emotional intelligence (EI) and existen-
tial competence (EC) were measured using vali-
dated 30-item instruments with the same 4-point 
response format, yielding composite scores 
from 30 to 120. Scores of 30–74, 75–112, and 
113–120 were classified as low, medium, and 
high levels of EI and EC, respectively. The con-
struct of existential competence in this study is 
operationalized based on dimensions of mean-
ing-making, self-reflection, and value-oriented 
reasoning, while maintaining the original mea-
surement structure and psychometric properties 
of the instrument.

Reliability testing demonstrated excellent 
internal consistency across all scales, indicating 
strong measurement stability. To analyze group 
differences, a multivariate analysis of covariance 
(MANCOVA) was performed using Jamovi 2.3. 
High school type (general/SMA, MA, and voca-
tional/SMK) served as the independent variable, 
while EI and EC were the dependent variables. 
Daily reflective practice scores were entered as 
a continuous covariate to distinguish individually 
enacted behavioral routines from formal educa-

tional exposure. Age and gender were included 
as statistical controls.

Before conducting the analysis, core as-
sumptions were examined, including multivariate 
normality, homogeneity of covariance matrices 
(Box’s M), and equality of error variances (Lev-
ene’s test). Given minor deviations from normality 
and covariance homogeneity, Pillai’s Trace was 
used as the primary multivariate test statistic due 
to its robustness under assumption violations.

Results

1. Data description
The study involved 754 undergraduate stu-

dents aged 20–24 years from Universitas Dhar-
mas Indonesia. The sample consisted of 552 fe-
males (73,2%) and 202 males (26,8%), reflecting 
the typical gender distribution in education and 
health-related programs in Indonesian universi-
ties. Students were distributed across major fields 
of study, including Education, Health Sciences, 
Economics and Business, and Computer Stud-
ies. In terms of secondary education background, 
participants were graduates of general senior 
high schools (SMA), vocational schools (SMK), 
and MA, representing the diversity of Indonesia’s 
educational pathways and varying degrees of in-
stitutional educational exposure. Fig. 1 illustrates 
the regional distribution of participants.

Fig. 2 displays the distribution of students 
based on the type of senior high school they 
attended prior to university enrollment. Among 
the respondents, 45,8% (approximately 345 stu-
dents) graduated from general senior high 
schools (SMA), 34,5% (around 260 students) 
from MA, and 19,8% (approximately 149 stu-
dents) from vocational senior high schools 
(SMK). These figures reflect a predominance of 
students with general and value-oriented educa-
tional backgrounds, while graduates from voca-
tional schools were comparatively fewer.

Fig. 3 presents the distribution of students’ 
engagement in daily reflective practices, based on 
responses to 20 questionnaire items. The majority, 
76,5% (approximately 577 students), demonstrat-
ed a ‘Moderate’ level of engagement. Meanwhile, 
19,0% (about 143 students) were categorized as 
having ‘Low’ engagement, and only 4,5% (approx-
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imately 34 students) reported a ‘High’ level. These 
findings indicate that most students moderately 
engage in reflective practices in their daily lives.

Fig. 4 shows the distribution of emotional in-
telligence (EI) levels. Based on responses to 30 
questionnaire items, 73,2% (approximately 552 
students) demonstrated a ‘Moderate’ level of EI, 

17,5% (approximately 132 students) showed ‘Low’ 
EI, and 9,3% (approximately 70 students) were 
classified in the ‘High’ category. These results sug-
gest that most students possess a moderate ca-
pacity for emotional regulation, although a smaller 
proportion may require further development in 
emotional self-regulation and self-awareness.

Fig. 1. Distribution of respondents’ area of origin

Fig. 2. Distribution of respondents’ senior 
high school type

Fig. 3. Distribution of reflective 
practice engagement

Fig. 4. Distribution of emotional intelligence Fig. 5. Distribution of existential competence
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Fig. 5 presents the distribution of existential 
competence (EC). Among the 754 respondents, 
61,7% (approximately 465 students) were classi-
fied in the ‘Moderate’ category, 28,0% (approxi-
mately 211 students) in the ‘Low’ category, and 
10,3% (approximately 78 students) in the ‘High’ 
category. While the majority exhibit moderate lev-
els of existential competence, a substantial pro-
portion demonstrates lower EC levels, suggesting 
the need for further development, particularly in 
areas related to meaning-making, self-reflection, 
and value-oriented reasoning in daily life.

The correlation analysis demonstrated 
strong, positive, and statistically significant rela-
tionships among daily reflective practices, emo-
tional intelligence, and existential competence. 
The Pearson correlation coefficient between dai-
ly reflective practices and emotional intelligence 
was 0,716, indicating that students who engage 
more consistently in reflective routines tend to 
report higher capacities for recognizing, under-
standing, and managing their own emotions as 
well as the emotions of others. The correlation 
between daily reflective practices and existen-
tial competence was also substantial at 0,593, 
suggesting that regular engagement in reflec-
tive activities is meaningfully associated with an 
individual’s capacity for meaning-making, ethi-
cal reasoning, and self-reflection. Furthermore, 
emotional intelligence and existential compe-
tence were strongly related, with a correlation 
coefficient of 0,696, reflecting considerable con-
ceptual and functional overlap while confirming 
that these remain distinct constructs.

The consistency of these results was fur-
ther supported by the Spearman and Kendall 
coefficients. Spearman’s rho for daily reflective 
practices and emotional intelligence was 0,660, 
and Kendall’s tau was 0,509, both of which were 
highly significant. Similar patterns appeared for 
the other variable pairs. These results confirm that 
the associations remain stable even when using 
rank-based methods that do not assume linear 
relationships or interval-scaled data. Such agree-
ment across Pearson, Spearman, and Kendall 
coefficients suggests that the observed relation-
ships are not solely due to measurement effects 
but instead reflect meaningful patterns in the data.

The narrow confidence intervals for these 
correlations add further confidence in the reli-
ability of the estimates, considering the large 
sample size of 754 students. Overall, these 
correlation results provide solid empirical 
evidence to justify including daily reflective 
practices as a central predictor in subsequent 
multivariate analyses of emotional intel-
ligence and existential competence among 
university students.

2. Data reliability estimation
To ensure the reliability of instruments 

used to measure high school type, reflective 
practices, emotional intelligence, and existen-
tial competence, internal consistency analyses 
were conducted based on responses from 754 
students. Reliability was assessed using Cron-
bach’s α and McDonald’s ɷ. The results are pre-
sented in Table 1.

Table 1
Scale reliability statistics

Variables Cronbach’s α McDonald’s ɷ
Reflective 
Practices

0,884 0,883

Emotional 
Intelligence

0,943 0,944

Existential 
Competence

0,948 0,948

Cronbach’s α coefficients were 0,884 for 
the Reflective Practices scale, 0,943 for the 
Emotional Intelligence scale, and 0,948 for the 
Existential Competence scale; corresponding 
McDonald’s ɷ coefficients were 0,883, 0,944, 
and 0,948, respectively. All reliability estimates 
exceed the commonly accepted threshold of 
0,70, demonstrating excellent internal consis-
tency and confirming the robustness of the 
instruments.

3. MANCOVA test
A Multivariate Analysis of Covariance 

(MANCOVA) was conducted to examine the 
effects of high school type (SMA, MA, SMK) 
and continuous reflective practice scores on 
emotional intelligence (EI) and existential 
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competence (EC), controlling for age and gen-
der. Assumption checks revealed significant 
heterogeneity of covariance matrices, Box’s 
M = 16,30, p = 0,012, and departure from mul-
tivariate normality, Shapiro–Wilk W = 0,943, 
p < 0,001. Accordingly, Pillai’s Trace was used 
for robust inference. The multivariate tests indi-
cated no significant effect of high school type 
on the combined dependent variables, Pillai’s 
Trace = 0,005, F(4, 1500) = 0,915, p = 0,454, 
partial η² = 0,003. In contrast, reflective prac-
tices demonstrated a strong multivariate effect, 
Pillai’s Trace = 0,534, F(2, 749) = 428,69, p < 
0,001, partial η² = 0,53.

Follow-up univariate ANCOVAs decom-
posed the multivariate effect of reflective prac-
tices. Reflective practices significantly pre-
dicted EI, F(1, 750) = 225,47, p < 0,001, partial 
η² = 0,23, and EC, F(1, 750) = 310,82, p < 0,001, 
partial η² = 0,29. Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc 
contrasts among high school types revealed no 
significant pairwise differences on either EI or 
EC (all p > 0,10). The results indicate that daily 
reflective practices account for 23% of variance 
in EI and 29% of variance in EC, underscoring 
their critical role in developing emotional and 
meaning-oriented competencies among Indo-
nesian university students. Conversely, the type 
of secondary schooling exhibits negligible influ-
ence when reflective practices and demographic 
covariates are controlled. These findings high-
light the primacy of individual engagement 
in reflective routines over formal educational 
background in shaping EI and EC. Pillai’s Trace 
was employed as a robust alternative given its 
resistance to assumption violations. The results 
are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Pillai’s Trace MANCOVA Test

Value F df1 df2 p

Senior high 
school type

0,005 0,915 4 1500 0,454

Reflective 
practices

0,534 428,69 2 749 <0,001

The results show no significant effect of 
senior high school type on emotional intelli-

gence or existential competence (p = 0,454). 
In contrast, reflective practices had a strong 
and significant effect (p < 0,001), confirming 
their critical role in developing both EI and 
EC. These findings underscore the limited 
influence of formal educational background 
and the substantial impact of daily reflective 
engagement.

Discussion

The present study produced two major 
findings that provide insight into the develop-
ment of emotional intelligence and existential 
competence among Indonesian university 
students. First, the type of high school at-
tended (general (SMA), vocational (SMK), or 
MA) did not significantly influence students’ 
levels of emotional intelligence (EI) or existen-
tial competence (EC). Second, daily reflective 
practices emerged as a strong and consistent 
predictor of both EI and EC, even after de-
mographic variables were controlled. These 
findings highlight an important conceptual 
distinction between institutional educational 
exposure and the lived behavioral dimension 
of reflective engagement.

The absence of an effect of high school 
background suggests that formal schooling, 
including value-oriented education in MA set-
tings, may not directly shape students’ affective 
or existential competencies. Emotional intelli-
gence, as defined by Goleman (1995), reflects 
abilities such as emotional regulation, empathy, 
and self-awareness competencies that typically 
develop through interpersonal experiences, 
family dynamics, and social interactions rather 
than through formal academic instruction (Bar-
On, 2006; Boyatzis et al., 2000; Hoffman, 
2009). Similar conclusions have been observed 
across cultural contexts, including Russian and 
European studies, which note that emotionally 
supportive environments and authentic social 
engagement contribute more strongly to EI than 
curriculum-based approaches (Anand et al., 
2023; Drigas et al., 2023).

A comparable pattern is evident for existen-
tial competence. Although MA includes struc-
tured value-oriented content, these components 
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often emphasize formal knowledge rather than 
reflective or experiential engagement. Research 
indicates that existential competence develops 
more effectively through continuous self-reflec-
tion, ethical engagement, and meaning-oriented 
participation in daily life rather than through 
formal content alone (Carr, 2018; Kavar, 2015). 
The present findings therefore support the idea 
that institutional exposure does not automati-
cally translate into higher EC unless individuals 
internalize value frameworks through sustained 
reflective routines beyond the classroom (Arti et 
al., 2024; Idris et al., 2023).

In contrast, daily reflective practices were 
found to be a robust predictor of both emotional 
intelligence and existential competence. This 
aligns with theoretical perspectives on reflective 
engagement, which emphasize that structured 
practices of attention, contemplation, and self-
evaluation create opportunities for individuals to 
observe emotions, cultivate self-regulation, and 
frame life experiences within a coherent sense of 
meaning and purpose (Tirri, 2023; Zohar, 2000). 
Reflective practices are also associated with 
emotional resilience, empathy, gratitude, and 
perspective-taking skills directly related to com-
ponents of EI (Andrei, 2023; Arti et al., 2024). At 
the same time, these practices reinforce mean-
ing-making processes, ethical reasoning, and 
value orientation that underpin EC, as reflected 
in instruments such as SISRI-24 (Zaini, Hakim, 
2023). Studies across diverse cultural contexts 
similarly show that regular reflective routines 
promote emotional balance and clarity of pur-
pose, supporting the broader applicability of the 
present findings (Howard-Snyder, McKaughan, 
2022; Aprilianti, 2024).

Importantly, the results also clarify the 
distinction between institutional exposure and 
reflective practice. Institutional exposure typi-
cally represents structured learning environ-
ments, formalized content, and normative ex-
pectations, whereas reflective practice refers 
to the lived behavioral enactment of meaning-
making, self-evaluation, and value-oriented 
action. Although this study did not directly 
measure institutional adherence as a psy-
chological construct, the strong effect of daily 

reflective practices demonstrates that behav-
ioral engagement may be a more sensitive 
indicator of students’ affective and existential 
development than formal exposure. This also 
explains why MA graduates did not automati-
cally score higher in EC or EI: while they may 
have received more structured value-oriented 
instruction, their ongoing reflective routines 
appear more decisive in shaping developmen-
tal outcomes during university.

The Indonesian socio-cultural context is 
crucial for interpreting these findings. Daily re-
flective routines are widely embedded in social 
and cultural practices, and many students are 
introduced to structured forms of reflection and 
value-oriented behavior from an early age. Thus, 
variation in reflective practice is influenced not 
only by individual commitment but also by family 
expectations, peer environments, and commu-
nity norms. This may help explain why reflective 
practices remain a strong predictor of EI and EC 
even after controlling for school type.

Despite relying on self-report instru-
ments, which may introduce common-method 
bias, cross-checking with multiple correla-
tion coefficients indicated consistent and 
stable patterns. Future research may employ 
mixed-method or longitudinal designs to ex-
plore how students’ reflective routines evolve 
across developmental stages and how these 
routines interact with other psychosocial fac-
tors. Structural equation modeling may further 
clarify the pathways through which reflective 
practice supports emotional intelligence and 
existential competence.

Overall, the findings suggest that while 
formal schooling does not significantly shape 
students’ emotional intelligence or existen-
tial competence, engagement in reflective 
practices plays a central developmental role. 
For Indonesian educators and policymakers, 
these results underscore the importance of 
complementing curricular content with pro-
grams that encourage continuous reflection, 
ethical engagement, and self-regulation. Such 
efforts could better support the holistic forma-
tion of students, enabling them to develop 
emotional resilience, moral sensitivity, and a 
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deeper sense of meaning in their academic 
and personal lives.

Conclusions

This study examined the relative contri-
butions of high school background and daily 
reflective engagement to the emotional intel-
ligence and existential competence of Indo-
nesian university students. The findings dem-
onstrate that the type of high school (whether 
SMA, SMK, or MA) did not significantly predict 
students’ emotional or existential competence, 
suggesting that institutional differences in cur-
ricular orientation do not automatically foster 
affective or meaning-oriented development. 
Instead, competencies such as emotional regu-
lation, empathy, and meaning-making appear 
to be shaped more profoundly by interpersonal 
interactions, family environments, and commu-
nity-based socio-cultural experiences than by 
formal instructional structures.

In contrast, daily reflective engagement 
emerged as a consistent positive predictor of 
both emotional intelligence and existential com-
petence. Students who regularly engaged in 
structured reflective routines exhibited higher 
levels of emotional balance, ethical awareness, 
and clarity of purpose. These results highlight 
an important distinction between formal instruc-
tion and lived reflective practice, which functions 
as an experiential process that supports holistic 
psychological development.

Implications
The findings underscore the limited impact 

of formal schooling on the development of emo-
tional and existential competencies and empha-
size the central role of reflective engagement in 
shaping these capacities. For educational insti-
tutions in Indonesia, this suggests the need to 
supplement curricular instruction with programs 

that promote reflection, ethical engagement, 
and emotional self-regulation. Initiatives such 
as mindfulness workshops, structured reflec-
tion sessions, service-learning projects, and 
dialogue-based activities may provide meaning-
ful opportunities for students to cultivate the di-
mensions of emotional intelligence and existen-
tial competence that formal curricula alone are 
unlikely to develop. Strengthening campus envi-
ronments that encourage empathy, contempla-
tion, and prosocial behavior can further enhance 
students’ holistic growth and preparedness for 
academic and personal challenges.

Limitations and future research
This study has several limitations. Its cross-

sectional design restricts causal interpretation, 
and the use of self-report questionnaires may 
introduce response bias. The sample was 
drawn from a single Indonesian region, which 
may limit generalizability to students from oth-
er socio-cultural contexts. Moreover, although 
daily reflective practices were measured, other 
relevant factors (such as personality traits, 
family background, or peer influence) were not 
included and may account for additional vari-
ance in emotional intelligence and existential 
competence.

Future studies should employ longitudinal or 
experimental designs to clarify causal pathways 
between reflective practices and both compe-
tencies. Expanding sampling across multiple re-
gions and educational institutions would improve 
generalizability, while qualitative methods could 
offer richer insight into how individuals internal-
ize reflective routines. In addition, examining 
potential mediators such as family environment, 
peer networks, or personality dimensions could 
deepen understanding of the mechanisms link-
ing reflective engagement with emotional and 
existential development.
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