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Dear editor
We read with interest the article by Shahid and Adams1 discussing the effects 
of time off before commencing medical school on emotional intelligence (EI). 
The authors concluded that EI was greater in those who had taken a gap year 
regardless of age, gender or type of medical degree. We feel that EI is 
important to help doctors manage stressful working environments and wanted 
to address certain aspects of the paper that we believe should be taken into 
consideration.

Firstly, residents were asked whether they took time off before medical school 
to work, carry out research or obtain an advanced degree; however EI of these 
trainees were not directly compared against each other. This means that it is 
difficult to determine which factor affects EI the most. Furthermore, the study 
does not account for other activities carried out during gap years such as travel or 
physical activity – which have been shown to increase EI.2 Assuming that gap years 
alone increase EI is perhaps too simplistic a hypothesis as it could be the activity 
undertaken that increases EI.

Moreover, the authors argue that there was no association between age and EI. 
These results are confounded by Joseph et al,3 who found a statistically significant 
increase in EI in medical students aged 22 years or above compared to all younger 
students (p=0.04), thus highlighting that normal aging may be a greater factor than 
the gap year itself. The authors reasoned that during a gap year ‘working with 
a diverse group of people leads to improved communication and relationship 
building’ – however this can also be achieved during medical school itself. Once 
again, this indicates that perhaps the activity carried out during the gap year is of 
greater influence on EI development.

Of note, this research was carried out on trainees: thus the scores achieved may 
not necessarily reflect the effects of a gap year, but rather all the experience gained 
throughout medical school. Although the paper discussed that type of medical 
school did not affect EI, some medical schools emphasise problem-based learning, 
oral examinations and reflective practise, all of which can increase EI. This means 
that further research is required to inform medical schools of the best methods of 
delivering teaching such that universities are aware of how to aid students in 
developing EI. Utilising the knowledge of what students carried out during their 
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gap year can give universities insight into what should be 
incorporated into the curriculum.

The authors may wish to consider the effects of under-
taking an intercalated degree or taking interruption of study 
during medical school. Both include taking some time off to 
pursue other interests and can lead to students working with 
different groups of people and increasing EI.4,5

Nonetheless, this research informs universities that gap 
years produce more EI doctors, meaning that students may 
wish to consider undertaking a gap year should they wish 
to strengthen their application. It also informs universities 
that there is perhaps a gap in the teaching that should be 
filled to reduce this discrepancy.

Disclosure
The authors report no conflicts of interest for this 
communication.
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