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When senior human resources and strategy officers from leading global organisations were asked to 
think what skills would be needed by the workforce of the future, emotional intelligence made the top 10 
(World Economic Forum).  

As a concept, it is clearly creating debate, generating interest and has entered the corporate lexicon; it’s 
out there.  

What is not actually clear is just exactly what it is or whether or not there is any common understanding 
of it. 
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Contrast the following two pieces of evidence 
from some recent research I carried out 
recently across global Human Resources 
(HR) teams within two significant 
organisations (FTSE 100, TSX 60): 
 
On the whole emotional intelligence exists  
within the fabric and strategy of the  
organisation? 

 

So, emotional intelligence is stated as 
present yet upon what model or theory, it is 
built, is not apparent. 
 
The individuals cited in the question have all 
contributed in some way to the main theories 
and rhetoric of emotional intelligence. Given 
that the case study research group were 
accountable for HR signature processes it 
raises issues of what is underpinning the 
development and delivery of these processes 
in their organisation when it comes to 
emotional intelligence.   

Measuring emotional intelligence  
– a different approach? 

YES   
UNSURE   
NO 
 
To what extent are you aware that the theories 
and practices promoted by the following 
individuals are active in your organisation? 
 

 

 
UNAWARE   
AWARE 
 
Respondents were presented with a list of 
eminent emotional intelligence theorists.  
 
 

 

There was a paucity of workplace studies so I 
was driven to develop a unique ‘litmus test’ 
to gauge the current levels of Emotional 
Intelligence rhetoric or reality in organisations. 
Whilst the rhetoric may be saying yes ‘we 
embrace Emotional Intelligence’ I wanted to 
explore and identify the perceived reality of its 
application. It was important for me to 
balance academia with the real world, as 
over the years one of my greatest learning’s 
has been how theory impacts practice and 
vice versa; translating and transferring 
knowledge creates traction. 

78% 

11% 

11% 

26% 

74% 
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I developed my research around five key 
domains: Self Awareness, Self-Regulation, 
Internal Motivation, Empathy and Social 
Skills. This was adapted from ‘Working with 
Emotional intelligence’ (Goleman, 1998). The 
book’s focus was work place based and like 
my research, from within a corporate context. 

The research generated huge insights using 
both qualitative and quantitative approaches, 
including interviews with the Global HR 
Directors, my trusted gatekeepers. I also 
reached out to some notable Emotional 
Intelligence theorists and am grateful for their 
contributions.  

The volume and richness of the data is such 
that I am unable in a single article to report 
back on all findings. What I would like to do is 
focus on two specific elements Ethics and 
Empathy (future articles will address others). 

 

How important is an ethical rudder in effective 
leadership? 

94% 

responded ‘Absolutely Essential’ 

6% 

responded: ‘Good to have’ 

There was an overwhelmingly positive 
response to this question. Ethics is, of 
course, a broad and complex topic but for 
the scope of my research I just sought a view 
on whether organisations believed ethics has 
a role in effective leadership 

In both case study organisations the global 
HR directors clearly linked ethics to their 
organisations HR signature processes 
encompassing their executive leadership 
development programmes. 

There is a well-documented public focus on 
ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), perhaps as a result of increasing 
transparency in public life.  This increases the 
need for organisations to ensure they have a 
reliable ‘ethical rudder’ to help them navigate 
today’s business environment.  This is 
especially true for business leaders.  An 
ethical lapse of a leader reflects across the 
whole spectrum of any organisation. 
Unethical leadership actions and behaviours 
impact performance across the board.  Once 
corporate reputations have been undermined 
they cannot easily be recovered in this 
connected world.  

This is no more evident than in the recently 
reported examples of unethical behaviours by 
the likes of Volkswagen, Starbucks, Tesco 
and United Airlines. Unethical behaviours and 
their consequences are quickly captured 
etched into the public’s mind – and into 
history - and can become more than just the 
source of a ‘case study’, reiterating the need 
to be mindful of integrity, and ethics. 

Respondents not only identified the necessity 
of an ethical rudder but also, from the 
following charts, that empathy was the most 
essential competency for both organisations 
and for individuals.  



4 

In your own words please identify at least two 
emotional intelligence competencies / traits you 
consider essential for your organisation 

 

In your own words please identify at least two 
Emotional Intelligence competencies / traits you 
consider essential for you 

 

EMPATHY 
SELF AWARENESS 
SOCIAL SKILLS 
MOTIVATION 
SELF REGULATION 
OTHER 
 
Empathy is a common competency or trait 
across most Emotional Intelligence models 
and can support organisations and 
individuals by valuing, recognising and 
celebrating diversity. Empathy goes beyond 
leadership and can transcend all levels of an 
organisation. It doesn’t just enable individuals 
to be aware of others’ differences; it can 
cultivate a climate of tolerance, respect, 
rapport and having a relatedness to our 

world. Empathy enables organisations to 
develop ethics from a broad perspective and 
incorporate this into their Behaviours, 
Purpose and Values.  

Through the lens of Emotional Intelligence, 
Daniel Goleman in 1995 showed the link 
between empathy and ethics: “empathy 
underlies many facets of moral judgement 
and action.”   

In contrast psychologist Paul Bloom presents 
interesting and controversial perspectives on 
empathy in his book ‘Against Empathy’ 
(2016). He suggests that we tend to identify 
with individuals who remind us of ourselves; 
that empathy is a “poor moral guide”, and 
that “On many issues, empathy can pull us in 
the wrong direction”. These provoke thought 
as he raises the relevant and real issue of 
inherent biases in emotional empathy.  

Ultimately judgement can only be measured 
by hindsight and effective leaders will base 
their judgements upon the widest possible 
consideration of any situation. Empathy can 
help steer judgements in the right direction, 
as it is a powerful vehicle for collaboration. 
But it’s only one of the five domains in my 
‘litmus test’.  

My perspective is that truly high levels of 
Emotional Intelligence need to include high 
degrees of Self-Awareness and Self-
Regulation to support the empathy of 
effective leaders and individuals.  I may 
sincerely wish to have empathy but without 
these other disciplines I may just be fooling 
myself.  I need to weigh up and assimilate 
ethical situations by recognising ‘bias’ in my 
lens. As previously stated, Empathic 
behaviours create transparency, foster 
diversity, promote inclusion and ultimately 
help define ethics. 

21% 

41% 

26% 

3% 9% 

19% 

31% 
19% 

6% 

19% 

6% 



5 

So how does emotional intelligence 
exist in the fabric of organisations? 

Both case study organisations clearly stated 
that Emotional Intelligence was part of their 
fabric and strategy and yet there was no 
evidence of what model or theory was being 
used. There was certainly rhetoric but it 
wasn’t based upon a theory or specific 
model – so when they claimed to have 
Emotional Intelligence how did they know?  

It doesn’t help that there is still no agreed 
definition of Emotional Intelligence amongst 
academics / theorists but for me the answer 
is simple.  

The organisations hadn’t created their own 
definitions or constructs or theories, they had 
just ‘translated’ Emotional Intelligence and 
pointed to it as being captured in their 
Behaviours, Purpose and Values.  

“People use it as part of the language but make 
no distinction and see it as a manifestation of 
appropriate behaviours and values and 
interacting in a socially competent way.” 

(Global HR Director, Organisation B) 

Both global HR directors recognised the lack 
of a specific model or framework in their 
organisations and stated they planned to 
embed Emotional Intelligence using their 
existing language and frameworks rather than 
introduce it as a standalone concept. It 
should be omnipresent. 

My ‘Emotional Intelligence Litmus Test’ 
delivered against its purpose. It created a 
platform for dialogue; it provided some 
nudges and offered “confirmation of the 
concept in a powerful way”. Having studied 
my findings, both case study organisations 
were going to consider and evaluate existing 
models.  

So, should we be bothered by a lack of 
definition or model or should we just 
celebrate that Emotional Intelligence is out 
there?  For me it’s the latter, find it, embrace 
it, celebrate it, but most importantly apply it. 

I leave you with a quote that was instrumental 
in my decision to research the rhetoric or 
reality of Emotional Intelligence in the 
workplace. Who knows it may just nudge you 
to reflect on your own workplace? 

“The third decade of emotional intelligence is 
about application. These are the foundational 
skills for human interaction, so in this third 
decade we’ll see emotional intelligence woven 
more deeply and powerfully into the fabric of 
our institutions and lives. It’s time not just to 
know, or to value but to practice.”  

(Joshua Freedman, 2013). 

 

At eight circles we share what we know. 
We believe in collaboration and developing 
bespoke solutions for our clients. We help 
you determine your own rhetoric and reality 
with emotional intelligence and support you 
in tailoring it in to the fabric of your 
organisation.  

You can contact me here 

 

 

 


