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Although a relatively recent concept, Emotional Intelligence, 
commonly known as EQ (Emotional Quotient) has become a hugely 
popular topic in academic and business circles. In fact, a Google 
search on “emotional intelligence” returns over 1.9 million results!  
The concept refers to emotional management skills which increase 
an individual’s competence at balancing emotions and reason, to 
maximise long term effectiveness and happiness.

In a very real sense, we have two minds, one that thinks and one that 
feels. Specifically, your EQ enables you to monitor your own and others’ 
emotions, distinguish between different emotions, and categorise them 
appropriately to guide you in your landscape of human interactions1.

So how does IQ (Intelligence Quotient) differ from EQ?  The most 
important thing to understand is that emotional intelligence is not the 
opposite of intelligence. It is not the triumph of heart overhead, but an 
intersection of both2. It is the ability to understand your own emotions, 
and accurately take a read on those around you, to positively manage 
your relationships with others. The concept posits that individuals 
differ in the degree to which they can perceive, appraise, and respond 
to emotional information, both within themselves and between 
others. The big buzz about EQ began in the mid-1990s with a book by 
psychologist Daniel Goleman3. Since then, existing talent assessment 
tools have been applied and mapped to measure EQ.

1 Goleman, Emotional Intelligence.

2 Mayer et al., “Emotional Intelligence: Theory, Findings, and Implications.” 197-215
3 Goleman, Emotional Intelligence.

Understanding and selecting for EQ
Emotional Intelligence
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EQ is conceptualised as a form of mental ability that allows individuals 
to adaptively process and respond to affective emotional information. 
This approach defines EQ as comprised of four discrete abilities:7

Applying EQ practically for leadership selection
The importance of EQ varies across different roles, depending on the 
extent to which leaders have to regulate their emotional expression 

7 Mayer et al., Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT).

Figure 1. The Four Abilities  of EQ
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“Effective leaders are alike in one crucial 
way: They all have a high degree of what 

has come to be known as emotional 
intelligence. It’s not that IQ and technical 
skills are irrelevant, they do matter, but 

mainly as threshold capabilities.”4

EQ has been linked to superior leadership performance and individual 
excellence.5  Evidence has also demonstrated that measures of EQ can 
predict workplace outcomes over and above traditional assessment 
measures. One crucial challenge in this domain, however, lies in the 
lack of consensus between researchers on precisely how EQ should be 
defined and measured. 

EQ’s most widespread use is for determining leadership aptitude. 
Overall, EQ can provide useful insights during the assessment process 
for both selection and development when appropriately interpreted.

What is EQ exactly?
At its core, Emotional Intelligence is the ability to perceive and manage 
emotional information in both the self and others. The capacity to 
appraise and use emotional information effectively allows individuals 
to motivate, plan, and achieve goals through their dealings with others.

Of course, EQ’s definition will depend on who you ask. Mayer and 
Salovey first pitched EQ as:

“…(a) set of skills hypothesised to contribute to the accurate appraisal 

and expression of emotion in oneself and in others, the effective 

regulation of emotion in self and others, and the use of feelings to 

motivate, plan, and achieve in one’s life.”6

4 Goleman, “What makes a leader” 
5 Runde, “Why Young Bankers, Lawyers, and Consultants Need 

Emotional Intelligence.”
6 Salovey and Mayer, “Emotional Intelligence,” 185-211.
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with the ability-based assessment that may hinder the predictive 
validity of EQ levels and ability, is its scoring system. Conventionally, 
scores on the MSCEIT are evaluated against either the general 
consensus of test-takers or an expert scoring system: the two ways of 
measurement correlate highly with one another. It is assumed that a 
[normative] sample of the general population is capable of appreciating 
the meaning of most emotional signals.13 Consequently, individuals 
receive scores according to the extent that their responses match that 
of the normative sample group. 

Nonetheless, the reliance on the consensus scoring system may not 
produce meaningful scores, particularly at the high end of the EQ 
spectrum. Among items that showed convergence, there are concerns 
regarding the meaning associated with the consensual responses. In 
cognitive test batteries, individuals with high cognitive ability often 
respond to difficult questions in a manner different to the norm. Given 
that ability-based EQ is conceptualized as a form of intelligence, it 
has been suggested that responses to difficult items from high EQ 
individuals may also be non-consensual. If this is the case, then the 
MSCEIT may not be identifying individuals with high EQ, but rather 
those who get most of the easier items correct.14

Self-report measures of EQ
The other common approach to measuring EQ is to use a self-report 
questionnaire, which requires respondents to rate how closely the 
items describe their level of emotional intelligence. This avoids the 
methodological issues with consensus scoring in ability assessments 
because each item does not have an objective answer. Furthermore, self-
report measures assessing EQ levels tend to have a lower correlation 
with cognitive ability than ability assessments, which suggests that 
self-report measures of EQ are a distinct and separate construct 
from cognitive ability and are generally more viable for evaluation. 
Consequently, this minimises overlap in content with other related 
constructs, such as personality traits.
13 Mayer et al., “Emotional Intelligence: Theory, Findings, and Implications.” 197-215
14 Fiori and Antonakis, “The ability model of emotional intelligence,” 329-334”

at work8. For example, EQ has been found to be important in service 
industries such as retail and contact centres, in which employees 
have to interact with clients regularly. In these roles, employees have 
to appear friendly and behave in a way that is consistent with their 
organisation’s values.9

Nonetheless, one area that has not been extensively reviewed is how 
the relative importance of EQ may change depending on the job level 
of employees. For example, executive leaders may be more dependent 
on EQ in order to manage conflicts among team members, whereas 
such skills may not be required for entry-level employees.

What is the best approach for measuring EQ?
Ability-based assessments of EQ 
EQ can be measured using either ability assessments or self-reports. 
Although the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test 
(MSCEIT)10 is the most widely used ability-based assessment to 
measure EQ, there is evidence suggesting that some of the items are 
redundant and do not capture the four-branch model on which they are 
based.11 Specifically, extremely high correlations (e.g. r = .90) between 
Facilitation and Perception has been observed, suggesting that these 
two factors might be measuring the same underlying construct rather 
than distinct EQ abilities. Additionally, a three-factor model with 
facilitation and perception combined provided a better fit compared 
to the proposed four-factor model of the MSCEIT. This implies that 
the factor structure of the MSCEIT may not match the theoretical 
expectations of the four-branch model of EQ.12 These findings together 
suggest that the previous lack of findings for the predictive validity of 
EQ may be the result of this inability of the MSCEIT to accurately 
define and differentiate the Facilitation and Perceiving constructs.

Aside from the poor factorial validity of the MSCEIT, another issue 
8 Joseph and Newman, Emotional Intelligence,” 54-78
9 Dulewicz and Higgs, “Can Emotional Intelligence be developed?” 95-111
10 Mayer et al., Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT)

11 Rossen and Kranzler, “Incremental Validity of the Mayer-Salovey-
Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test,” 60-65

12 Maul, “Examining the Structure of Emotional Intelligence,” 503-520
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Clearly, research has demonstrated that EQ abilities impact positively 
on job performance. This is perhaps best reinforced by a meta-analysis 
that shows emotional intelligence is essential in roles that require a 
high level of emotional labour19. This research reinforces that when 
an organisation is going through significant change, leaders need 
to display their emotional intelligence by assessing how employees 
are feeling about and coping with this uncertainty. This leadership 
behaviour predicts employee engagement both during and after 
organisational change occurs.20 

It is important to consider how organisations can practically apply 
EQ insights to their selection and development initiatives. Leaders’ 
displays of emotions within a social context can influence employees’ 
behaviour and attitudes.21 Thus, leaders need to apply their EQ to 
motivate others by expressing, drawing on, and reacting to emotional 
and social cues.

What are the key skills that leaders need to work on?
• Ability to deal with stress, overcome obstacles, and work towards 

collective goals
• Self-awareness, and recognising the impact of their own feelings 

and moods
• Displaying empathy for others, and enabling people to act  

and grow
Obviously critical thinking skills are important and valid, but we 
also need people who are agile in leading change, motivating others, 
displaying self-awareness, and regulating the emotions they display, 
enabling everyone to be at their best. Measuring and predicting 
EQ is more important than ever, as skills like persuasion, social 
understanding, and empathy are going to become key differentiators 
once artificial intelligence and machine learning take over our 
other tasks.  Unfortunately, these human-oriented skills are often 

19 Joseph and Newman, Emotional Intelligence,” 54-78
20 Barsade and Gibson, “Why Does Affect Matter in Organization?” 36-57
21 Kafetsios et al., “A Multilevel Analysis of Relationships”

Applying EQ in talent selection and development
Having understood the different streams of EQ research, it is important 
to consider how organisations can apply EQ insights into pre and post-
hire human capital initiatives. Researchers have asserted that EQ is 
an essential prerequisite for successful leadership on the premise that 
leaders’ displays of emotions within a social context can influence 
employees’ behaviour and attitudes15. This is particularly important 
for transformational leadership behaviours including influencing, 
motivating and inspiring team members. Given the role emotions play 
in all interpersonal endeavours, including leadership and management, 
this makes sense both intuitively and scientifically.

With increasingly agile work environments, which require individuals 
with different skills and personalities to co-exist, there is strong 
evidence that executive leaders need to have high EQ when managing 
employees. The ability for leaders to be self-aware and communicate 
pro-actively with different stakeholders is a determinant for ensuring 
organisational success.

The use of a transformational leadership style has been shown to relate 
to EQ positively.16 In contrast, employees are more likely to experience 
negative emotions if their leaders consistently display negative 
emotions, which may, in turn, hinder employees’ work motivation and 
morale17. If leaders are unable to manage their emotional control at 
work, employees’ perception of their leaders’ abilities may be reduced. 

Most importantly, EQ remained predictive of these outcomes even after 
controlling for managers’ cognitive ability and personality, suggesting 
that EQ may explain variance in these managerial competencies above 
and beyond what the traditional measures assess. Demonstrating 
competence in managing other people’s emotions has been shown to 
predict employee engagement and problem-solving at work.18

15 Kafetsios et al., “A Multilevel Analysis of Relationships”
16 Barling et al., “Transformational Leadership and Emotional Intelligence” 157-161
17 Barsade and Gibson, “Why Does Affect Matter in Organization?” 36-57
18 Barsade and Gibson, “Why Does Affect Matter in Organization?” 36-57
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How do you interpret this information? 
Let’s start with how to hire for EQ.

Those who are more self-aware are better leaders, specifically, they 
are able to handle stress and work collaboratively in challenging work 
environments. The ability to manage conflict by calibrating emotions 
is key; by applying self-awareness leaders are able to recognise when to 
apply an empathetic response, yet maintain a task focused style.

A key part of measuring EQ is to focus on the self-report answers and 
probe carefully during the interviews. It is key to use behavioural event 
interviewing when interpreting and providing feedback on preferences 
from the assessment. Despite 60% of businesses reporting EQ as a very 
important skill for their employees to have, 25% of business leaders 
think that EQ is undervalued during the hiring process23.  
23 Higginbottom, “Emotional Intelligence Undervalued in the Hiring Process”.

Figure 3. The Talegent Emotional Intelligence assessment model

deprioritised by executives who do not have them themselves. We’ve 
all experienced the doctor, financial planner, or specialist who is 
often more focused on his or her analytics than in understanding 
our emotional state. With 90 percent of top performers being high in 
emotional intelligence22, EQ is an ever-necessary skill to assess. 

Assessing EQ with Talegent PATH
The PATH questionnaire generates an EQ specific report that provides 
a comprehensive overview of an individual’s ability to regulate, 
perceive, and understand emotions efficiently in the workplace. It 
describes traits that are distinct from, but complementary to, academic 
intelligence.

22 Bradberry and Greaves, Emotional Intelligence 2.0

Figure 2. The Four Domains of EQ
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Why AI makes EQ more important

With artificial intelligence growing, the nature of your role is likely 
change significantly into the future. To stay relevant in their positions, 
many professionals will need to focus on skills and capabilities 
surrounding human interaction that AI can have trouble replicating.24 
Those that will emerge on top in the rise of AI will most likely score 
high on EQ. 

While a smart AI model may be able to diagnose complex business 
problems with recommendations for action, a human is required 
when motivating leadership teams to action, navigating the political 
landscape and how to spot top talent, to navigate change underpinned 
by EQ will become ever more important.25

How to improve your EQ
So having higher EQ may be good for those who possess its power. 
However, is it possible to improve your own EQ beyond the card you 
were dealt? 

24 Beck and Libert, “The Rise of AI makes Emotional Intelligence More Important”.
25 Fatemi, “Why EQ + AI is a Recipe for Success”. 

Improving your self-awareness is a good place to start, because a 
disparity between self and perception by others can lead to a career 
derailing. 360-degree feedback surveys are a key to identifying blind 
spots and this feedback is a good way to awaken your self-awareness 
and to be more positive to deal with. 

As EQ reaches a certain level of maturity there have been a few 
counterarguments; for example, Adam Grant found an insignificant 
correlation between EQ scores and survey results. Other research 
shows that EQ is not the only way to attain success as a leader.26 
However, the model of EQ in leadership, with over 30 years of 
understanding to strengthen of outstanding leaders, a well-balanced 
set of EQ competencies prepares leaders for the challenges ahead. 

26 Mayer et al., “Emotional Intelligence: Theory, Findings, and Implications.” 197-215

Figure 4. Example of Talegent’s PATH EQ Report
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Key Points
• EQ refers to emotional management skills which increase an 

individual’s competence at balancing emotions and reason, 
so as to maximise long term eff ectiveness and happiness.

• EQ enables you to monitor your own and others’ emotions, 
distinguish between different emotions, and categorize 
them appropriately to guide you in your landscape of human 
interactions.

• EQ is an important prerequisite for successful leadership on 
the premise that leaders’ displays of emotions within a social 
context can influence employees’ behaviour and attitudes.

• The ability for leaders to be self-aware and communicate 
pro-actively with different stakeholders is a determinant for 
ensuring organisational success.

• Professionals that will emerge on top in the rise of AI are 
likely to have high EQ.
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