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Burnout in the medical field is a state of mental 
and physical exhaustion related to work or care-
giving activities. The literature reveals that 
burnout is prevalent amongst medical students 
with some studies suggesting that over half of 
medical students are affected4.  These levels of 
burnout are higher than in the general 
population.  Most of the literature on burnout 
symptoms in the medical profession deal with 
prevalence and postulate that work environment 
changes and stress reduction strategies might be 
an effective strategy to deal with this problem.  
There is a paucity of literature on medical student 
attributes that may be protective against 
burnout.

Emotional intelligence and “soft skills” represent 
a person’s capacity to be aware of, control, and 
express emotions, and to handle interpersonal 
relationships judiciously and empathetically5,6. 
This study will look for a correlation between 
emotional intelligence and burnout symptoms in 
medical students in the clinical years. 
Emotional intelligence has been shown to 
correlate with happiness, self-esteem, loneliness 
and even job satisfaction7,8,11. In a study of special 
education teachers in Greece, a correlation 
between emotional intelligence scores and 
burnout was found, showing that high levels of 
perceived emotional intelligence proved 
protective against burnout and correlated with 
higher job satisfaction.  It is important to note 
that these special education teachers showed 
baseline high levels of emotional intelligence9. In 
another study, emotional intelligence correlated 
with life satisfaction, rumination, and coping 
strategies8.

Emotional intelligence is often considered a 
combination of “soft skills” including self-
awareness, self-regulation, social skills, 
motivation, and empathy.

This prospective correlation study will include 
surveys sent via email to Emory University School 
medicine students with planned graduation years 
of 2022 and 2021.  These student doctors will be 
asked to complete an electronic survey via email to 
capture their emotional intelligence and also 
burnout symptoms. The survey will include the grit 
scale1,2, Hardiness-Resilience (DR-15) quiz, and the 
“Reading the Mind in the Eyes” (Eye) quiz (see 
figure 1). 
Pearson correlation analysis and likely a multiple 
regression analysis of the specific instruments will 
be performed to determine the relationship 
between emotional intelligence and burnout 
symptoms in medical students in their clinical 
years.  

While there are a number of published measures 
designed to measure EI, this study’s goal was to 
combine multiple instruments to encompass all 
aspects of the soft skills that make up emotional 
intelligence – motivation, self-awareness, self-
regulation, social skills, and empathy. Each 
individual instrument was selected to measure at 
least one component of the aforementioned soft 
skills. The 12-item Grit Scale, the Hardiness-
Resilience quiz, and the “Reading the Mind in the 
Eyes” quiz are the instruments that will be used 
to measure emotional intelligence. 
Measuring burnout has also been described and 
measured in many different ways. There are three 
key dimensions of burnout: emotional 
exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 
personal accomplishment. While the Maslach
Burnout inventory is a validated tool to measure 
burnout symptoms, there are other readily 
available measurement instruments that are 
specific to the medical profession. The 
Professional Fulfillment Index (PFI) was 
developed specifically for the medical profession 
and has been shown to correlate with the MBI10. 
See figure 2.

While much of the literature on burnout on the 
medical profession is focused on treatment 
strategies and describing the prevalence of this 
problem, this study aims to describe 
characteristics of medical students that may 
prove protective against burnout.  Many of the 
attending physicians responsible for the teaching 
of medical students and residents in the clinical 
setting report how important the “soft skills” 
associated with emotional intelligence are, but 
these characteristics are not routinely gleaned 
from medical school applications, standardized 
test scores, or even many structured interviews.  
If emotional intelligence in medical students 
proves to be protective against burnout 
symptoms, then this study will add to the growing 
data on the importance of emotional intelligence, 
especially in a population of learners that are 
particularly susceptible to burnout.  Future 
directions on whether emotional intelligence can 
be taught to medical students and whether 
emotional intelligence in a medical student 
carries over into their work as a physician are also 
needed. 
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