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Introduction

Your Optimal Zone

Imagine how you would feel if you were in Ajla Tomljanović’s shoes in the fourth round at the 2022 U.S. Open Tennis Championships. She was the one who defeated Serena Williams in what was to be Williams’s last match. Williams was a legend: she’d won a Grand Slam championship twenty-three times, and that day was playing at her peak. Plus she was the clear favorite of the twenty-four thousand fans crammed into the largest tennis stadium in the world.1

Nearly all of those fans were “screaming for Williams to win,” with millions more watching online. Imagine “all the noise, the roars for Williams, the indecorous cheers when Tomljanović missed a serve, all the celebrities in the stands, the video tributes to Williams.”

But Tomljanović had a secret weapon. Her father, a former professional handball champion and her first coach, taught her how to calm her nerves by focusing. “He showed her what the pitcher in the film For Love of the Game, played by Kevin Costner, did in the midst of a perfect game. He focused explicitly on the catcher’s glove and ignored everything else in the stadium.” Tomljanović followed her father’s advice and kept a keen focus.

After her match, she said, “From the first moment I walked on court, I didn’t really look around much. I was completely in my own little bubble.” Tomljanović maintained that focus for more than three hours and went on to play the best tennis of her career, defeating Williams in three sets.

Her remarkable tennis game exemplifies flow, that state of full immersion where someone performs at their ultimate peak. Such superb focus helps anyone do their best, as we’ll explore in detail. And your emotional state matters greatly, too, since upsetting thoughts are distractions from full concentration. That’s why world-class athletes talk so much about the “mental game”: they are competing with other athletes who have mastered their sport at the highest levels. So their internal states and focus emerge as keys to winning.

But because most often “flow” refers to rarified, even elusive, events in our lives, we prefer a more realistic, attainable goal: feeling satisfied that you’ve had a good day, productive by whatever standard works for you. That’s what we mean by “optimal.”

We argue that spotlighting supreme accomplishments like Tomljanović’s overlooks the clues and the conditions—in particular, her hawklike focus—that make it possible for each of us to enter our optimal state where we perform at our best.

Holding ourselves to our highest standard—whatever our personal equivalent of Tomljanović’s perfect tennis fame might be—we suspect, makes us prone to a perfectionism that can easily bring exhaustion and burnout. We just can’t be at our peak in every moment all the time—but we can always strive to do our best. The relentless pursuit of flow points us toward extremes, while doing our best offers a more realistic goal.

Our optimal model offers the performance equivalent of the notion in parenting that we don’t have to be the perfect mom or dad every moment, but rather do the best job we can. While the flow ideal holds us to a too-high standard, to that perfectionist’s view of “our best,” the optimal standard lets us relax and enjoy what we’re doing without constant self-judgment. Just quiet that critical voice inside your head and focus on the task at hand.

In Part One of this book we’ll sketch what an optimal state feels like, based on journals kept by hundreds of people that outline the inner architecture of having a good day. Then we’ll see how that private edifice looks from the outside, using the lens of outstanding workplace performance.

Since we’re both psychologists we look for hard research findings to guide our thinking. Following the research leads us to see a critical component of an optimal state in being intelligent about our emotions—in other words, emotional intelligence.

Seeing how workplace metrics for excellence map from the outside what people report from their inner experience was for us an epiphany, one that points to how emotional intelligence offers a doorway to personal excellence. Though the abilities of emotional intelligence go by many names these days, we conclude that the active ingredients in optimal performance hinge on emotional intelligence.

We draw on decades of scientific discoveries bearing on emotional intelligence, with direct implications for that optimal state—and what keeps us out of it. Having a satisfying day, rather than some mind-blowing peak experience while in flow, offers a key to achievement and fulfillment—not to mention avoiding burnout.

We see many ways emotional intelligence offers each of us the inner resources to more readily access this optimal state. In this book you’ll find practical methods for entering your optimal state more readily, rather than having to await those elusive elements that will pitch you into a flow moment.

Why This Now?

For Dan, this book represents a culmination and confirmation of a hunch he had almost three decades ago: that emotional intelligence offers a map for being at our best. This, his fifth book on the topic, harvests a rich bounty of research affirming his original hunch.

Cary and Dan were cofounders of the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations a few years after the first scholarly article on the topic appeared in 1990, and were cochairs for the Consortium’s first twenty-five years. The Consortium’s mission: encourage sound research that integrates the standards of academic methodology with the practical needs of operating organizations.2

The Consortium was meant to bring together practitioners who are trying out applications of emotional intelligence in organizations like business and schools, with academic researchers who can apply their methodological skills to such studies.

Now, more than a quarter century later, there are such studies galore. While in the early years of the concept several critiques complained (justifiably) that there was scant evidence to support how emotional intelligence matters for, say, job performance or leadership, by now a substantial case can be made for its importance for effectiveness of all kinds—especially when self-mastery and empathy, social skills or stress resilience matters, which is all too often.

We came together to harvest this rich research bounty. In Part One of this book we’ll delve into the ingredients of what’s happening when we shine and how emotional intelligence can help get us there.

In Part Two we’ll update our understanding of the competencies that translate emotional intelligence into effective action. We’ll unpack the basic ingredients of emotional intelligence in our self-awareness, how we manage ourselves, in attuning to other people, and in putting that all together for effective relationships.

In Part Three we’ll explore a particularly important aspect of our lives: working at our best. We’ll look at ways emotional intelligence helps us perform optimally, whether as an individual, as a leader, or as a team member. In all these cases emotional intelligence boosts effectiveness, with a remarkable similarity between the optimal state and the ways research shows emotional intelligence boosts our individual performance in the workplace. We’ll detail ways to help anyone upgrade these abilities. And we’ll look into what it means to have an emotionally intelligent organization—one where emotional intelligence has become embedded in the DNA of an organization’s culture.

Finally, in Part IV we explore the future of emotional intelligence, suggesting how these competencies—combined with other mental and emotional capacities—can better prepare us for the uncertain tomorrow we all face.

There’s a new urgency to this exploration. Rudeness seems to have spread like a virus in recent years; witness the drumbeat of reports of unruly airplane passengers being arrested as their flight lands. Voices of hatred have become hard to ignore on social media. Children and teens in schools are showing rising rates of fights, bullying, depression, and high anxiety.3 And as we’ll see in Part III, the emotional intelligence skill set offers a crucial advantage in today’s tough business climate. The need for emotional intelligence not just in our individual lives but in society at large seems greater than ever.




Part I

The Emotional Intelligence Path to Optimal Performance
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Optimal You

Consider you at your best. What’s your inner condition during peak effectiveness, where whatever talents you have are manifest at full force?

This range of excellence goes beyond the confines of the all-too-rare moments like “flow” to the more general experience of having a very satisfying day, one where we feel we did well in ways that matter to us, were in a mood that facilitates what we did, and felt ready to take on whatever challenges came along—our optimal state.1

There are several ways to tell if you are in such an optimal state. People in this zone are more creative, able to come up with novel and useful solutions.2 Their productivity at turning out high-quality work stays high. They feel committed to their work, despite any difficulties. And their inner state reveals itself in how they treat the people around them: they are positive, supportive, fun.

We can think of this state as one of “maximum cognitive efficiency,” where your mind operates on all cylinders. That cognitive personal best in our mental life depends, in turn, on our emotional state. The brain areas that allow us to use our talents at peak flourish when we can keep our disturbing emotions in check and our engagement high.

Our cognitive strengths operate at full force when the brain’s alarm systems stay quiet, and with positive motivational circuitry active. As we get more calm, our thinking becomes sharper and more clear. We can exhibit whatever talents we may have at our best.

Being in a good mood underlies the signs of high performance, and enhances both attention and intention—for instance, being better able to see the big picture rather than getting caught by details, and feeling energized to take on a wider range of projects and tasks.3

A survey of over 5,000 managers and executives by McKinsey consultants found that some said they were in their best state of mind as much as 50 percent of the time, while others said just 10 percent.4 More telling, in this same McKinsey survey, executives and managers reported that when they were in this best state, their productivity was 5 times greater than when they were just in an “average” or neutral state. While this relatively soft data can’t be taken as scientific proof, it indicates how highly effective we feel while in our optimal state.5

Having a Really Good Day

Many specific ingredients in personal experience while having such a really good time emerged when researchers at Harvard Business School asked several hundred men and women to journal about the events of their workday, their feelings during those events, and their accomplishments.6 Those accomplishments were all signs of cognitive effectiveness—mental challenges like solving a knotty problem in computer programming, coming up with new and useful kitchen gadgets, or managing the manufacture and distribution of tools.

At the end of their working day each person filled out a survey reviewing the events just past—a total of almost 12,000 accounts of their inner life. This trove of data yielded the ingredients of those highly satisfying days.

For everyone, being in their best state paid off in how well they performed at work.7 Of course, there is no single measure of productivity; each of us needs to find our own yardstick, depending on what outcomes matter to us. Consider, for example, “small wins” that move you toward a larger goal. For a software code writer a small win meant finding a way to clone some old code, which cuts many hours off the time needed to finish a group software project.8 Or, for example, Shannon Watts, who founded a nonprofit organization and tells of the sort of small wins that matter for her.

“I want to put a win on the table every day,” she says. “That could look different every day, and it might seem small in the eyes of some. It could be a good editorial,” for instance, or an effective conversation.9

She adds, “A win may not always look like a great triumph, but what counts is that you really put your heart into it.”

And, of course, your wins need not be toward some grand goal, but rather aligned with what matters to you. If you’ve got five kids and you’re their main caretaker, it may simply be folding the laundry, getting a costume together for a play one of the kids is in, or seeing that they all do their homework. If you’re a manager or executive, accomplishing the task at hand, besting a KPI (or “key performance indicator”), or taking a small step toward an organizational goal may give you the sense of a win.

On their good days people felt more positive about those around them, about their organization and the nature of their work, and were more committed to it. These were days when, for example, they felt most creative in solving the problems of that day. Whether a software coder finally getting rid of a “bug,” or a stay-at-home parent getting buy-in from a group of parents to form a car pool, cognitive sharpness ups the likelihood of such small wins—what feels like a victory on a task at hand.

People often recalled feeling buoyed by such wins—these minor victories put them in a good mood. Reports on what they felt was a good day showed small wins about three-quarters of the time, with setbacks rare on up days (and being “up” can make a setback easier to take). People felt good about their day in particular if people or events supported them—for instance, they felt respected and encouraged by people around them.

When we can easily resolve the problems and challenges that come our way, we naturally feel in a more upbeat mood; our perceptions take on a positive hue, so we see “problems” as invigorating challenges, and the people around us seem more friendly—and we are to them.

Conversely, on hard days, when it all seems more difficult, people report feeling frustrated and anxious, even sad. And the people they count on to get their tasks done seem less supportive and the resources at hand appear insufficient. Brain studies tell us that too-high levels of the neurochemicals secreted under stress can torpedo our cognitive abilities—uncontrollable stress, for instance, impairs our attention and our ability to suppress inappropriate responses.10

And, of course, there’s a feedback loop here. While positive feelings enhance the likelihood of a good day, solving problems and the like in turn can make us feel great. A sense of accomplishment can mean not just satisfaction, but even elation.

By the same token, while a bad mood can make solving problems harder, being unable to resolve problems can lead to frustration, even self-pity, and disgust. On their worst days people said they felt thwarted by, for example, a lack of emotional support from other people or outright discouraging turns of events—both of which had toxic effects on their moods. If you end up drained of all joy, the odds are you’ve had an upsetting setback that day; setbacks lean into feelings of sadness, fear, or just frustration.

Rethinking Flow

Pick from all your good days the very best ever, one punctuated by a singularly spectacular accomplishment. What’s your personal equivalent of that spectacular tennis match where Ajla Tomljanović defeated Serena Williams?

For example, a neurosurgeon told of a very difficult operation, one that, going in, he was unsure he could perform. But he succeeded, despite his initial uncertainty. Once he finished the surgery, the neurosurgeon noticed some rubble in the corner of the operating room.

“What happened?” he asked a nurse.

“While you were operating,” the nurse replied, “the ceiling caved in—but you were so focused you didn’t notice.”

This tale exemplifies the thousands gleaned by a research group at the University of Chicago who first captured that fleeting event, the flow state, where we are at our absolute best.11 A moment of flow spotlights our peak achievement in a given domain—surgery, basketball, ballet, you name it.

In the original research on flow, the researchers asked a wide range of people about times they had outdone themselves—when even they were surprised at how well they did. The domain of expertise of the people asked varied widely; chess champions, surgeons, basketball players, and ballet dancers, for instance, were among them.

No matter the specifics of that remarkable performance—an artist absorbed in her work, a master playing chess, a surgeon during an operation, a basketball player making a really tough shot, or a dancer whirling—the inner experience for the performer was the same. This inner state the researchers dubbed “flow.”

In popular usage “flow” has become synonymous with the times we are at our peak. Companies are encouraged to help create flow states in people who work there.12 But here’s the problem with flow: it’s by definition a rare event, that one time when we are at our absolute best.

Experiences of flow are wonderful, even semi-miraculous—but you can’t count on them. They seem to happen out of the blue, apparently when crucial elements—like that surgeon’s superfocus—line up. That’s why we favor an optimal state, one that can occur as a result of our own efforts, and far more of the time than such peak flow events.

This widening of the target helps us all by making our expectations for ourselves more realistic. We don’t have to be at our very, very best on any given day. Instead we can feel good by making steady improvement toward a larger goal rather than berating ourselves for not getting that peak experience (one that we can’t sustain, let alone produce at will). Having a good day means we’ve done well enough to quietly congratulate ourselves. Unlike a flow moment, a good day may be nothing to brag about, but can still be highly satisfying.

Flow vs. Optimal

The extensive research on flow pinpoints several crucial dimensions of us at our best. But that flow-focused lens meant only the topmost events were captured (though, to be sure, some research on flow shades into what we see as an optimal state). But here’s the key distinction we make between flow and optimal performance: we see the ingredients of peak performance not as a single event but rather as points on a wider spectrum. And that spectrum itself offers key elements of a recipe for having a day where we feel a well-earned sense of satisfaction.

The flow research names these specific elements:


	A balance between the challenge and our skills

	Absence of self-consciousness

	Time collapses, lengthening or shrinking in our experience

	Feels great

	Seems effortless



But consider how these very elements need not be confined to that rare “flow” event, but rather how each points to a dimension that can be part of our more prevalent optimal times.

Take, for instance, that absence of self-consciousness about how well we are doing, with little or no self-doubt or thoughts about how others may see us. Such lack of self-consciousness bespeaks the abandonment of our usual focus on our self—I, me, and mine. Such absence of worried judgments about how we are doing signals the lessening of the sense of self that we typically spend so much of our energy protecting, inflating, and defending.

Such self-preoccupation dissolves as we become absorbed in our actions. Absorption in the activity at hand lets us discard our emotional baggage—full concentration demands we leave that baggage at the door. In such focused moments our ordinary stream of thought becomes a distraction. We need to let go of thoughts of the future—for example, worries about what will happen—as well as memories of the past, particularly regrets, and bring our mind back to the present task at hand.

A rock climber, for instance, told us that one reason he loved climbs was that they forced him to pay full attention to his every move; he forgot his worries. To the extent we forget about ourselves—our to-do lists, troubles of the day, personal hopes and fears—our attention gets freed up to focus on the task at hand.

Perhaps the most telling sign of this optimal state: feeling great. “Autotelic” was the technical jargon the researchers used for this kind of pleasure.13 We are in such a positive mood that we love the very act of doing whatever we are involved in (pay, for instance, seems less relevant as a motivator at these moments).

Then think of that sense of effortlessness. What looked from the outside like a tremendous effort was for those in flow relatively effortless. This aspect of our optimal state, we suspect, indicates that we are applying a well-learned skill.14 One intriguing finding about the brain in someone who has mastered a skill: while performing that sequence, whether as a chess champ or basketball player, that person’s brain uses less energy during that activity than does the brain of someone just learning, say, the Queen’s gambit in chess or shooting baskets for the first time from the penalty line. The effortless actions of masters of a domain mean their brain has created a habitual sequence they are following.

The science of habit formation tells us this effortlessness marks a neural shift, where the sequence of actions involved has become a habit, one that happens automatically and unconsciously. Such habitual sequences are activated in the basal ganglia, one of the more primitive areas toward the bottom of the brain. Once the basal ganglia takes over a learned sequence, we can perform that new habit effortlessly, without having to think about it. Sounds like flow, no? But what it really indicates is a well-honed skill.

Then there’s full concentration. We are utterly absorbed in the task at hand, indistractable. We lose track of time—it speeds up or slows down—we are so lost in what we are doing. Virtually nothing can tear us away from this full absorption. As we’ll detail, we see this one-pointedness as a pathway to the optimal zone rather than a side effect, contrary to what the original flow theory proposed.

Beyond Flow

In mapping the inner landscape of our optimal zone we question the need to include each and every dimension the Chicago group identified as elements of flow. In addition, we don’t see the recipe for “optimal” as being either-or (you have it or you don’t) but rather as being on a spectrum, shading into the larger region of our inner states. So on our good days we experience, say, feeling good, agility in solving dilemmas as they present themselves, and full attention on what we’re doing. That doesn’t mean we are in the vaunted “flow” state—just that it’s all going well. The optimal state can emerge in a larger scope of our life than does flow.

Plus we wonder about some of the basic premises of the flow paradigm. The key to entering flow, the researchers postulated, was that a person was being challenged at the peak of their ability, and so had to call on the top of their skill set (whatever that might be for the particular challenge). The person in flow, they said, was also agile in handling the challenge, no matter how demands changed moment-to-moment. The rule of thumb: match a person’s ability to the challenge. In the business realm or in school this might mean giving a person an assignment that stretches their abilities a lot—but not too much.

But we see it differently. Whereas others have argued that the chances of getting into flow are greatest when the demands of a challenge draw on our peak set of skills, we suggest that this challenge-skill matchup may not be sufficient for entering an optimal state. In our view, how well you can display your best talents depends not just on whether the situation draws them out and how well you have sharpened them, it also depends on your inner state. If you are in the wrong state of mind—uninterested in the challenge or highly stressed, say—you are unlikely to be at your best, no matter what your potential might be.

For instance, when students in a school of architecture kept diaries of their moods and performance each day, being in a positive mood and feeling free to choose how to do their work rather than a specific match between skill and challenge was associated with their being absorbed.15 Another review of flow studies found it had less to do with the ratio between skills and the challenge than it did with how important to someone’s goals the task at hand seemed.16 In our view, full concentration, perhaps boosted by a sense of meaning in what you do and feeling some control over how you do it, emerges as more crucial to our optimal state than does matching our skills to a given challenge.

While the original flow research saw such absorption as an effect of flow, we see concentration—being undistracted—as itself a ticket into our optimal state. In other words, concentration begets a good day’s work, not the other way around. The other elements, like lack of self-consciousness, are side effects of such full absorption in the task at hand. This reframing of flow as accessible through our powers of concentration reveals a doorway into our optimal zone that does not depend on serendipity or a once-in-a-lifetime moment.

Here’s a list of the subjective elements of being in an optimal state—having a really good day:


	More creative, seeing obstacles as challenges

	More productive, turning out high-quality work

	Feeling good, in an upbeat mood

	Mentally sharp, making small wins toward a larger goal

	A positive outlook, committed to your efforts

	Giving and getting support in relationships



These ingredients of our subjective experience of the optimal state reveal a view from inside. But as we’ll see in the next chapter, viewing from outside how we operate while in this state maps, to a surprising degree, the benefits of emotional intelligence.
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Emotional Intelligence and the Bottom Line

How much does emotional intelligence help someone thrive at work? When Dan’s first book on emotional intelligence (or EI, the shorthand we’ll use here) appeared more than twenty-five years ago, we couldn’t answer that question. There was very little research on the direct link between EI and meaningful results like work performance and engagement. There was also considerable skepticism among both business leaders and academic researchers. But in science, as in business, skepticism can be useful. It can spur us on to do the hard work of proving what we think is right, or giving up our beliefs in the light of good data.1

Many popular topics on how to be successful in business never receive much scrutiny from dispassionate researchers. They are just fads, the “flavor of the month,” soon to disappear as a new fad emerges. Fortunately, that did not happen with emotional intelligence. Thanks to the efforts of the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations (CREIO), along with many others in both universities and the corporate world, there has been a steady flow of research since the mid-1990s. It shows that EI can make a big difference for the performance of people at all levels of an organization.

One of the more compelling studies followed a large group of college students from a university in the midwestern United States.2 The students took an emotional intelligence test prior to graduation and then completed a survey ten to twelve years later. The study found that their scores on the EI test while in college predicted their salaries at the follow-up, even above their IQ, personality, grades, and gender.

In an academic career, influence is measured, for example, by the number of other academics who cite your peer-reviewed articles. Your braininess matters greatly here. In the academic world you need an MA or PhD, so you train to become a professor. You find the topic you want to focus on, and you do independent work on it—that’s what you are rewarded for.

Ground rules in academics differ greatly from business. If you join a business you need to focus on what that company deems essential for its strategy and to work as part of a team, not independently. Unlike with tenure in academia, in the business world your place is only as secure as your performance—and the fiscal health of your outfit—allow. There’s an entire industry that resocializes PhDs so they fit better into corporate reality.

Salary, of course, roughly measures success in climbing the company’s ladder more than it measures performance. People who earn high salaries are not always the most effective at doing their jobs. (You can likely think of some glaring examples!) But much research now looks directly at EI and performance.

Sales professionals are a particularly good group to study not only because their sales data offers a hard measure of their performance, but because selling itself demands EI skills. At a major national real estate company, for example, agents who scored high in emotional intelligence generated more sales revenue than those who scored low.3 The same with insurance agents: higher EI meant greater sales revenue and customer retention.

In sales, the researchers suggested, EI can help in several ways. For instance, EI helped them keep their composure when interacting with anxious or frustrated clients. EI also helped the agents understand why clients might feel the way they did, which enabled them to focus their sales messages accordingly and address any underlying feelings that might be getting in the way. Maintaining emotional balance in combination with empathy—two EI abilities—made the difference.

The implications of this research go far beyond real estate and insurance sales. There are many occupations where one must “sell” something. Consider Martha, the head of a program for people who had lost a loved one. In her role as the executive director, the most important “selling” occurred when meeting with potential donors. Early in her career, during one of those meetings, she shared her own story of how she had lost her father to cancer when she was eight years old.

As Martha told the story, she noticed that the atmosphere in the room changed. Her audience suddenly became more attentive. One or two people began to tear up. Martha also noticed that she began talking about the program with more passion. She realized that telling her personal story was a powerful tool to use in connecting with potential donors. Martha’s EI—her ability to perceive, understand, and manage her emotions and those of others—boosted her effectiveness in winning donors for her program.

Emotional Intelligence in STEM Occupations

It’s not difficult to see how emotional intelligence can help bring about optimal performance in work that involves selling of some kind. But what about the many fields where that may not be the case, such as engineering? Richard Boyatzis and some of his students at the Case Western Reserve University’s Weatherhead School of Management studied engineers working in the research division of a large automobile company.4 The engineers rated each other on their effectiveness as engineers. Result: the engineers’ emotional intelligence was a significant predictor of their effectiveness, but their IQ as measured by general mental ability was not, nor were any personality traits.

Emotional intelligence has become more important for engineers and others in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) fields in recent years because increasingly engineers are working in teams where their performance depends in large part on how well they manage those relationships. Working in teams can be a challenge when people with different personalities, cultural backgrounds, and specialties come together with different ideas for how to do things. Emotional and social competencies such as emotional balance, adaptability, empathy, and teamwork can help manage difficulties in ways that lead to more innovative solutions to challenging problems.

Cognitive intelligence is still important. Just to be hired for an engineering position, someone needs a relatively high level of intelligence. But once they get in the door, differences in IQ don’t have much impact on performance. So cognitive intelligence is necessary, but not sufficient; EI becomes especially important.

Take another STEM profession, information technology (IT). Almost every medium- or large-size company now has at least one IT person whose sole responsibility is to keep computers, phones, and other electronic systems running. So how is EI important for them?

Several years ago Cary worked in a university department that had two IT people. Both were qualified. One of them had a stronger tech background, but whenever something went wrong with a computer, the staff usually called on the other person. Why? Because he was friendlier. And he was more reassuring when anxious users worried about whether they had “broken” their device. If the more emotionally intelligent IT person wasn’t available, the staff tended to put off calling in the other IT person and tried to fix the problem themselves.

Perhaps surprisingly, giving financial advice is another field where EI plays a large role. A poll by the Harris organization found that in selecting a financial advisor, people considered advisors’ emotional intelligence more important than their digital literacy.5 The poll was commissioned by the Million Dollar Round Table, an association of insurance agents and financial advisors whose sales amount to more than a million dollars in a year.

More than 2,000 people were polled and more than half said they “would be more likely to trust advice from advisors who ‘Listen to and acknowledge their clients’ needs,’ ‘Communicate in easily understood ways,’ ‘Follow through on their word,’ and ‘Show they care about their clients as people.’”6

In contrast, just 30 percent of those polled said they would be more likely to trust the advice of advisors with up-to-date websites; only a quarter said the same for advisors who regularly recommend relevant content. It’s not that an advisor’s technical competence is unimportant. But when it comes to trust, which is crucial in choosing a financial advisor, people care more about EI. As the report noted, “While digital literacy makes business operations more efficient and helps bring clients in the door, it does not by itself communicate trustworthiness.”

Studies like these can be persuasive, but the outcome of any single study could be an anomaly. To better assess the relationship between EI and optimal performance across a wide variety of roles and occupations, we can turn to meta-analysis, a technique that combines the results of many different individual studies. This method takes into account the fact that one study might have positive results while most others are negative—a difference that could be due, say, to disparate ways of measuring results, or some unique feature of those being measured, or how well an intervention gets done—or an endless list of such factors. Even the time of day or year that a study was done can make a difference. But when a meta-analysis combines results from a large number of studies, each assessing a different group and even using different measures, the impact of one or two anomalous findings gets nullified.

In one such aggregation of 99 studies with a total of over 17,000 participants, EI was a significant predictor of performance.7 The measures used to gauge performance in these studies varied widely. In some performance was assessed by supervisors’ ratings; in others the metric was financial outcomes or direct measures of work performance. The link between EI and performance also varied from one occupation or industry to another. For instance, EI was a particularly strong predictor of excellent performance among bankers and police officers.

At least five other meta-analyses have resulted in similar findings: EI consistently emerges as a significant predictor of people’s performance on the job.8 When the researchers looked more closely at the data, they found that EI was particularly important in jobs that required employees to regulate their feelings or involved a high frequency of social interactions.9 However, even in jobs that involved less such emotional self-management and relationship skills, higher EI was associated with better performance.

The Engaged Worker

Imagine a personal assistant who is sitting at a computer and typing emails composed by his boss. As a skilled keyboardist he can perform well enough even while thinking about other things, such as what a jerk his boss is. The PA is not engaged in his work, but his performance is satisfactory.

There are all too many situations like this when our output might be adequate, but our attitudes and feelings aren’t. Optimal performance involves more than just how well we do our work. Imagine how much better that assistant might be if he were not only technically adept, but also engaged enough to give his best effort. One expert described work engagement as “a positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption.”10 That definition describes a worker in an optimal state.

Consider the experience of high school teacher Eugenia Barton. She enjoyed teaching her vocational education classes, but after a few years she felt a bit bored, and began to look for something that would engage her more. She came up with the idea of a student store. Students would run the store under her supervision, and they would learn about the world of business in the process. The store proved very successful, and the hours when she worked on it with her students were the high point of her day. She described it as “the most wonderful thing I ever thought of.”

Engagement not only contributes to our job satisfaction, it also enhances our performance. A meta-analysis found that employees’ engagement was linked to how satisfied their customers were, their productivity, and even company profit, as well as lessened employee turnover and fewer accidents.11

Unfortunately, employee engagement has been declining steadily in recent years. In 2016, the Gallup organization reported that the global rate was only 32 percent; by 2022, it had dropped to 21 percent.12

Numerous studies have shown that more emotionally intelligent workers are more engaged in their work, such as research on over 2,100 nurses.13 Likewise, emotional intelligence in teachers linked to their engagement, which in turn led to higher achievement by their students.14 And among police officers, those with higher emotional intelligence were more engaged in their work and less likely to quit.15

One reason that EI might lead to greater engagement and job satisfaction is that it helps us to seek out situations that are a good fit for us. People high in emotional self-awareness are better able to identify when a certain job possibility will be satisfying and meaningful, or find ways to make the job they have more engaging.

Take Maggie, a lawyer, who worked in the legal department of a large city.16 Her job was tedious and unfulfilling—until the day she discovered a stack of old bankruptcy cases that no one in the office was working on. When she looked through them more closely, she discovered that the city was entitled to hundreds of thousands of dollars in money. Maggie focused on those cases and became a star performer, bringing millions of dollars into the city treasury.

Maggie thrived on recognition and admiration, and loved highly analytical and challenging work. Several of the cases were more mentally stimulating than anything she had worked on before. The high point came when she brought one of the cases to the federal circuit court and argued it in front of some of the best judges in the country. She was finally in her element, in her optimal state.

Maggie was both highly satisfied with her job and highly engaged. Though job satisfaction is closely related to engagement, they are not quite the same. Workers can be satisfied with their jobs but not particularly engaged. That had been the case for Maggie; at a previous job for a legal aid office and before she stumbled on the bankruptcy cases, she was rarely in an optimal state at work.

People with higher emotional intelligence tend to be both more satisfied with their jobs and more engaged. A meta-analysis combining 120 studies with a total of 29,119 workers found a significant relation between job satisfaction and emotional intelligence.17

That study also found that workers with lower emotional intelligence were more likely to leave their jobs. Employee turnover can have a big impact on a company’s bottom line.18 The costs of replacing just one worker can be considerable. According to a Gallup Workplace Report, “Replacing exiting workers costs one-half to two times the employee’s annual salary. Assuming an average salary of $50,000 that replacement cost translates to between $25,000 and $100,000 per employee.”19 For a high-level executive that cost can be several times greater.

Then there’s the lost productivity of those who stay, due to anxieties about what might happen to them. Plus the intangible but invaluable loss of expertise, gaps that have long-term costs. In addition, when an organization replaces someone who left with a new worker, the “onboarding” period can put a strain on colleagues for a considerable period of time. So it’s not surprising that low turnover has been connected with better business outcomes like return on investment, return on assets, and profit.20

As a person’s organizational commitment declines, so does her optimal performance. A meta-analysis finds that committed workers perform at a higher level—and emotional intelligence boosts commitment.21

The Good Organizational Citizen

Who at your workplace went out of their way to help you recently? That person represents something beyond ordinary kindness—he or she typifies the person who goes beyond their own job description to lend a hand when others at work need it.

Sometimes called being “a good organizational citizen,” its definition highlights any helpful activity outside the standard reward system for a given position.22 Being a good citizen at work means you help out your coworkers in ways beyond the demands of your own job—for instance, offering to help a coworker who is swamped by taking over part of their tasks, or helping clean up after an internal company event. This, too, links to EI. Understandably, going out of your way to help someone else—especially if done by many people—also boosts how your group or entire organization performs.23

A meta-analysis of more than 16,000 employees showed that those with higher EI were more likely to be good organizational citizens.24 Worse, people with lower EI were more likely to engage in problem habits such as loafing, bullying, and lateness.25

Then consider the impact of being ill on getting into your optimal state. Imagine you wake up one morning and feel a headache coming on. You have an important meeting at the office later that morning, and you need to finish up a report for your boss. So you drag yourself out of bed and dress. You skip breakfast because you feel nauseous. You manage to get into the office and do what you have to do. But you feel “off” all day. You contribute little at the meeting, and your report is not very good. Imagine this happening a few days every month.

Headaches, difficulty sleeping, or mild stomach problems, as well as more serious maladies, can all prevent workers from being at their best. Although there are many factors that contribute to physical and mental illness, research has shown a significant link with emotional intelligence.26 One reason that people with high EI may be healthier is how EI helps us cope with stress, being more resilient, as we will see in Chapter 6.27

Self-awareness, along with emotional self-regulation, helps people identify stress before it becomes overwhelming, and so manage it more effectively. Many anger management programs, for example, help people recognize the first signs of frustration and irritability. They then teach people ways to respond that reduce their arousal rather than allow it to reach a full-blown outburst.

Self-management also helps people get healthier through exercise, following a nutritious diet, and sleeping well—and they more often comply with what their doctor tells them to do.28 In addition, people with EI

EI Benefits, Capsulized




	More productive, engaged, and have higher performance in any job, at every level

	Go further in your career

	Be better at sales, in every sense of the word

	Generate more revenue for your organization

	Be more effective, even in STEM jobs like engineering and IT

	Be seen as more trustworthy

	Feel more satisfied with your job and committed to your work

	Be less likely to leave your job

	Help out others when they need it

	Less likely to be a bully, chronically late, or loaf

	Have better health
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