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Introduction to the 25th Anniversary Edition

When I first wrote this book in 1994, the very idea of being intelligent about emotions—that is, “emotional intelligence”— was held by only a small handful of people. It had been proposed by Peter Salovey, then a junior professor at Yale, and one of his then-graduate students, John Mayer, in an obscure (and by now extinct) psychology journal.

As a science reporter at The New York Times, I came upon that 1990 article and was electrified by the concept, which offered a new way of thinking about our emotions. Emotional intelligence reconciled what had been seen as two opposites: our feelings and our reasoning.

So I used the phrase as the title of this book, a handy framework for tying together a broad range of scientific findings not just on emotions but also on child development, a new vision for education, and excellence at work, to name a few strands that went far beyond the focus of that original article. I also was able to draw on initial findings from what was then a new field, affective neuroscience, the study of emotions and the brain.

My eponymous book made the concept famous, as Peter Salovey—now the president of Yale University—has acknowledged. My initial goals were modest: I had the thought before this book was published that if I one day overheard two strangers use the term “emotional intelligence” and both knew what it meant, I would have succeeded in spreading the concept. Little did I know. The awareness is global; this book has been translated into more than forty languages and been a bestseller in many of them.

The shorthand phrase “EQ” has become a word in several languages around the world (though I prefer the abbreviation “EI”). Emotional intelligence has been a punchline in the cartoon strip Dilbert among others, and the phrase has become a casual descriptor of whether or not someone has interpersonal skills. In the search for a romantic partner some people have claimed to possess a goodly portion of EI in their ads.


The EI concept has been ricocheting around the Web for years now, and with that notoriety have come several misinterpretations that I’d like to clear up. For one, emotional intelligence does NOT account in individuals for 80 percent of success. This misconception comes from a misreading of data suggesting that IQ may account for up to 20 percent of career success (and likely a smaller amount); there are plenty of other factors that add to success apart from EI.

Then, there’s the mistaken notion that EI always matters more than IQ. EI can be more important than IQ when it comes to health and relationships (though I’ve never seen data showing this)—but certainly not when it comes to, say, academic achievement. Another wrongheaded view: that having emotional intelligence just means that a person is nice—when in fact EI could mean a person is blunt or assertive when it comes to expressing unpleasant truths in certain contexts. Finally, for the record I am not the “inventor” or “father” of the idea of emotional intelligence. I first saw the term proposed by Peter Salovey and John Mayer in a 1990 article, and some have suggested it was in use even before that date.

I came to the EI concept after having spent two years in South Asia studying contemplative traditions, and another decade or more leading workshops with my wife, Tara Bennett-Goleman, that applied the tools of meditation to problems typically dealt with in psychotherapy. Tara’s work flowered into her books Emotional Alchemy: How the Mind Can Heal the Heart and, later, Mind Whispering: A New Map to Freedom from Self-defeating Habits. We continue to give workshops together and think through applications of contemplative methods like mindfulness. As my work began to focus on EI, my ongoing work with Tara informed my thinking, particularly on the essential role of self-awareness.

There are by now a dozen or more different models of what “emotional intelligence” (or EI) means, my own among them. My thinking has been evolving since the book first came out. My original take on the concept names five components of EI, as does my 1998 Harvard Business Review article “What Makes a Leader?” (even now, more than two decades later, one of their most-requested reprints). But subsequent research has suggested that two of these domains—motivation and self-regulation—could be combined into one: emotional self-management.

My model of emotional intelligence has three levels: brain circuitry, domains that emerge from those circuits’ activity, and competencies that depend on each EI domain. First, there are the neural circuits at play, particularly the dynamic between the prefrontal cortex, which is the brain’s executive center, and the emotional circuitry, especially the amygdala, which triggers our upsets on the one hand or gets us motivated on the other. The self-awareness and self-management domains of EI depend on this brain activity.

Then, separately, there are a suite of circuits in the forebrain that serve social functions like empathy, attunement, and synchrony.1 Empathy and social skills largely emerge from the activity of these social brain circuits.

So these neural highways undergird my EI model’s four domains: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management. And the twelve key EI competencies depend on one or another of these domains.

My approach to EI dates back to my graduate-school days in psychology with my mentor David McClelland. He urged employers to identify competencies unique to star performers at their organization and to hire people whose abilities match those of the stars—and also to help people develop strengths in these same competencies. From this insight and the work of like-minded researchers arose the field of “competence modeling”; most world-class organizations now have competence models, particularly for their leaders. I’ve identified competencies that make people star performers and that have their basis in some aspect of emotional intelligence.

I’ve been fortunate to work with my fellow Harvard graduate student, a McClelland acolyte, and, years later, research colleague Richard Boyatzis, who was one of the founders of the field of competence modeling. Richard is now a Distinguished University Professor at the Weatherhead School of Management at Case Western Reserve University. The EI competencies in my model stem from Richard’s earlier research as well as the work of his colleagues from Hay McBer, notably Signe and Lyle Spencer.2 With Richard’s statistical prowess we winnowed twenty EI- based competencies down to twelve.

Within each of the four EI domains nest the competencies that make someone highly effective. A deficit in a given domain, like self-management, means the competencies based on that domain will suffer—it will be difficult, for example, to maintain your drive to achieve a distant goal if you lack underlying self-management skills.3

The self-management EI competencies in my model have each become fads, but under different names. Positivity has been called “growth mindset,” achievement “grit,” adaptability “agility,” and emotional regulation “resilience.” Each of these EI abilities matters—but all share a weakness if taken alone: They lack empathy and all the rest of the social skills found in the relationship management part of EI.4

Analysis of how well various models predict actual on-the-job performance over and above IQ and personality have found the strongest correlations between tools like the one based on my upgraded model.5 The assessment tool for my EI model is a “360- degree” instrument, meaning the person using it rates themself on observable indicators—specific behaviors—for each of twelve EI competencies. The target person rates themself but must also solicit ratings from ten or so trustworthy people who know him or her well.

The resulting feedback gives the user a rare insight into how they are perceived and what their strengths and limitations in the EI domain seem to be. This data can be powerful, and so is best given by a coach who can frame the information in terms of a learning strategy rather than self-judgment. The Scottish poet Robert Burns put it this way:
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Oh that the gods the gift would gi’e us

To see ourselves as others see us.

What will the next twenty-five years bring for Emotional Intelligence? Perhaps, surprisingly, the advent of artificial intelligence (AI) in the workplace may bode well for emotional intelligence. As AI gains momentum and replaces people in jobs at every level, predictions are, there will be a premium placed on people who have high ability in EI.

The emotional messages people send and respond to moment to moment while interacting are, at this point, far beyond the ability of AI programs to mimic. As we get further into the age of the smart machine, it is likely that sensing and managing emotions, particularly in relationships, will remain one type of intelligence that stymies AI. This means people and jobs involving EI are safe from being taken over by machines. So concludes a survey of more than 2,000 executives and employees at all levels.6 Almost three out of four executives see EI as a “must-have” skill for the workplace in the future as the automatizing of routine tasks bumps up against the impossibility of creating effective AI for activities that require emotional skill.

Take, for example, medicine. To be sure, Big Data analyses of cause-effect patterns that humans do not detect are advancing our treatments of illness, and no doubt will continue to do so. Computerized robots are already improving many surgical procedures. But when it comes to bedside manner—the warmth and assurance that a real human can give a suffering patient—robots don’t make the cut. And patients’ experiences depend to a surprising degree on the quality of their human interactions rather than the merits of their medical care alone.

In general, organizations will have to put more emphasis on hiring people already skilled in EI, or train those they have in this uniquely human (and learnable) skillset. Organizations would also do well to give employees feedback on their EI, along with the opportunity to enhance lagging skills, and spot promising EI abilities in junior level-employees to fast track their promotions.

The benefits companies receive from hiring workers with high levels of EI include better productivity, higher employee satisfaction, growing market share, and fewer defections.7 For the employee, benefits include a greater sense of well-being plus increased adaptability—and a lessened fear of losing their jobs to a machine. Some studies show that companies that invest in boosting employees’ EI have returns on that investment up to four times what they put in.

As the value of EI increases along with the progression of AI, smart organizations will emphasize EI to a far greater extent than they do at present, including during their hiring process. (This is no easy task— I therefore recommend provisional hiring for three to six months to assess the human chemistry a new hire creates.) But most important will be training and development for EI.8

While emotional intelligence has found a secure niche in the working world, my original focus was on education, in the form of what’s now called “social/ emotional learning” (or SEL). In this book, I argue for teaching children this core skill set along with standard academic topics like math and reading. I co-founded The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) in 1994, the year before the publication of this book, and to this day the organization continues to further the spread of SEL, encourage the research evaluating its effectiveness, and set best practices. CASEL celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary in 2019.

CASEL’s five principles incorporate the four EI domains and add a fifth, sound decision-making, a byproduct of having a mind that is calm, clear, tuned in, and connected. That capacity, for example, allows a teen who feels pressured by his friends to take drugs to tell them “No,” and still keep them as friends. Students tend to love their SEL classes, if only because they help them navigate through such travails and melodramas of childhood and adolescence.

By the tenth anniversary of this book, a landmark meta-analysis had been published that showed great advantages to students who had access to an SEL program.9 The study of more than 750,000 students found significant reductions in antisocial troubles like bullying, violence, and drug abuse, along with boosts in positive behaviors like good attendance and enjoying school. Perhaps the biggest surprise was an 11 percent advantage in academic achievement test scores. Since then study after study has documented the same sorts of benefits from SEL.10

I’ve been pleased at how widely SEL has spread. When I wrote this book there were just a handful of programs I could point to. Now major cities like Chicago and Los Angeles have begun to implement the programs in their schools, as have entire states, like Illinois. Countries from India to Argentina and Singapore are in the midst of rolling out SEL programs nationwide. UNESCO has undertaken a worldwide initiative to encourage SEL in schools. And those are just a few of the more highly visible points on the map of SEL’s spread.

The need for SEL may be growing. In the United States. I hear today’s students are among the loneliest in memory—perhaps a side effect of being immersed in social media, which both isolates youngsters while giving them plentiful (but weak) connections to other kids. Add to that the loss of feeling secure at school, as the rising rate of school massacres make “live shooter” drills routine.

In a book I wrote with MIT’s Peter Senge, we proposed three additions to SEL in the future.11 The first, mindfulness, seems an obvious way to promote self-awareness, along with emotional management (the same strip of neural circuitry manages both concentration and impulse control). Mindfulness—for instance bringing your focus to your breathing and ignoring everything else as distractions for the time being—offers basic training in concentration. From a scientific perspective, this strengthens “cognitive control,” the capacity to focus on whatever is most salient at the moment (like your schoolwork) and ignore everything else (like that text you just got from a friend). Other related advantages of cognitive control include delay of gratification in pursuit of a goal, better learning readiness, and concentration.

In this book I feature the “marshmallow test,” a series of experiments by psychologist Walter Mischel and his group at Stanford University, in which a four-year-old gets seated at a table with a marshmallow on it and has the choice to gobble it on the spot, or wait a while and get two. This test and several other measures of cognitive control were used in a study by researchers in New Zealand of more than a thousand children between the ages of four and eight.12

When those children were tracked down as adults in their thirties, cognitive control turned out to correlate more strongly with their financial success, health, and good citizenship than did their childhood IQ or the wealth of the family they grew up in. It seems to level life’s playing field for childhood inequities.

Significantly, those children who had poor cognitive control at the start of the study but gained it by age eight fared as well in adulthood as did those kids who had this will power from the earlier age. Cognitive control can be strengthened by systematic training. That’s why Senge and I recommend adding it to SEL programs; this ability enhances both self-awareness and self-management abilities.

Our second proposal: boost caring and compassion by adding exercises known to bolster empathy. Such exercises have been found not just to enhance empathy but also to make people more likely to help someone in need and be more generous in giving to charity.13 Researchers are identifying several methods for doing this, many of which can be adapted so they are appropriate for kids. Tuning in to the feelings and needs of others lets a child be caring and concerned—in other words, compassionate.

Our third proposed next step for SEL is to include systems learning. This lets young people take in a fuller understanding of systems like technology, economics, and the environment. A systems understanding can lead to more informed assessment of problems and more effective solutions. This could mean making smarter decisions about the strategy to use, for instance, in fighting the environmental degradation that former generations have left as a toxic legacy to today’s young.

One school program that incorporates all these points has been developed at Emory University. Called Social, Emotional, and Ethical Learning (or SEE Learning), the program was formally launched in New Delhi in 2019 and has already been implemented in schools in several countries.14 SEE Learning follows best practice guidelines from CASEL and emphasizes in addition helping students learn mindfulness, cultivate ethics and compassion, and find solutions through a systems thinking lens—a model of the advance Peter Senge and I argued for.

In sum, the modest project this book has begun—a small gesture toward making the world a better place—has spawned a host of efforts in that direction. My hope: that this may help future generations better survive the dire dilemmas they will face.

Peter Senge tells of a twelve-year-old student presenting her project, a wind turbine she and her middle school classmates had built.15 At the end she said to her audience of about 250 adults, “We children often hear, ‘You are the future.’ ” But, she added, “We don’t agree with that. We don’t have that much time. We need to make changes now. We kids are ready. Are you?”


Aristotle’s Challenge

Anyone can become angry—that is easy. But to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way—that is not easy.

ARISTOTLE, The Nichomachean Ethics

It was an unbearably steamy August afternoon in New York City, the kind of sweaty day that makes people sullen with discomfort. I was heading back to a hotel, and as I stepped onto a bus up Madison Avenue I was startled by the driver, a middle-aged black man with an enthusiastic smile, who welcomed me with a friendly, “Hi! How you doing?” as I got on, a greeting he proffered to everyone else who entered as the bus wormed through the thick midtown traffic. Each passenger was as startled as I, and, locked into the morose mood of the day, few returned his greeting.

But as the bus crawled uptown through the gridlock, a slow, rather magical transformation occurred. The driver gave a running monologue for our benefit, a lively commentary on the passing scene around us: there was a terrific sale at that store, a wonderful exhibit at this museum, did you hear about the new movie that just opened at that cinema down the block? His delight in the rich possibilities the city offered was infectious. By the time people got offthe bus, each in turn had shaken off the sullen shell they had entered with, and when the driver shouted out a “So long, have a great day!” each gave a smiling response.

The memory of that encounter has stayed with me for close to twenty years. When I rode that Madison Avenue bus, I had just finished my own doctorate in psychology—but there was scant attention paid in the psychology of the day to just how such a transformation could happen. Psychological science knew little or nothing of the mechanics of emotion. And yet, imagining the spreading virus of good feeling that must have rippled through the city, starting from passengers on his bus, I saw that this bus driver was an urban peacemaker of sorts, wizardlike in his power to transmute the sullen irritability that seethed in his passengers, to soften and open their hearts a bit. In stark contrast, some items from this week’s paper:

• At a local school, a nine-year-old goes on a rampage, pouring paint over school desks, computers, and printers, and vandalizing a car in the school parking lot. The reason: some third-grade classmates called him a “baby” and he wanted to impress them.

• Eight youngsters are wounded when an inadvertent bump in a crowd of teenagers milling outside a Manhattan rap club leads to a shoving match, which ends when one of those affronted starts shooting a .38 caliber automatic handgun into the crowd. The report notes that such shootings over seemingly minor slights, which are perceived as acts of disrespect, have become increasingly common around the country in recent years.

• For murder victims under twelve, says a report, 57 percent of the murderers are their parents or stepparents. In almost half the cases, the parents say they were “merely trying to discipline the child.” The fatal beatings were prompted by “infractions” such as the child blocking the TV, crying, or soiling diapers.

• A German youth is on trial for murdering five Turkish women and girls in a fire he set while they slept. Part of a neo- Nazi group, he tells of failing to hold jobs, of drinking, of blaming his hard luck on foreigners. In a barely audible voice, he pleads, “I can’t stop being sorry for what we’ve done, and I am infinitely ashamed.”

Each day’s news comes to us rife with such reports of the disintegration of civility and safety, an onslaught of mean-spirited impulse running amok. But the news simply reflects back to us on a larger scale a creeping sense of emotions out of control in our own lives and in those of the people around us. No one is insulated from this erratic tide of outburst and regret; it reaches into all of our lives in one way or another.

The last decade has seen a steady drumroll of reports like these, portraying an uptick in emotional ineptitude, desperation, and recklessness in our families, our communities, and our collective lives. These years have chronicled surging rage and despair, whether in the quiet loneliness of latchkey kids left with a TV for a babysitter, or in the pain of children abandoned, neglected, or abused, or in the ugly intimacy of marital violence. A spreading emotional malaise can be read in numbers showing a jump in depression around the world, and in the reminders of a surging tide of aggression—teens with guns in schools, freeway mishaps ending in shootings, disgruntled ex-employees massacring former fellow workers. Emotional abuse, drive-by shooting, and post-traumatic stress all entered the common lexicon over the last decade, as the slogan of the hour shifted from the cheery “Have a nice day” to the testiness of “Make my day.”

This book is a guide to making sense of the senselessness. As a psychologist, and for the last decade as a journalist for The New York Times, I have been tracking the progress of our scientific understanding of the realm of the irrational. From that perch I have been struck by two opposing trends, one portraying a growing calamity in our shared emotional life, the other offering some hopeful remedies.

WHY THIS EXPLORATION NOW

The last decade, despite its bad news, has also seen an unparalleled burst of scientific studies of emotion. Most dramatic are the glimpses of the brain at work, made possible by innovative methods such as new brain-imaging technologies. They have made visible for the first time in human history what has always been a source of deep mystery: exactly how this intricate mass of cells operates while we think and feel, imagine and dream. This flood of neurobio-logical data lets us understand more clearly than ever how the brain’s centers for emotion move us to rage or to tears, and how more ancient parts of the brain, which stir us to make war as well as love, are channeled for better or worse. This unprecedented clarity on the workings of emotions and their failings brings into focus some fresh remedies for our collective emotional crisis.

I have had to wait till now before the scientific harvest was full enough to write this book. These insights are so late in coming largely because the place of feeling in mental life has been surprisingly slighted by research over the years, leaving the emotions a largely unexplored continent for scientific psychology. Into this void has rushed a welter of self-help books, well-intentioned advice based at best on clinical opinion but lacking much, if any, scientific basis. Now science is finally able to speak with authority to these urgent and perplexing questions of the psyche at its most irrational, to map with some precision the human heart.

This mapping offers a challenge to those who subscribe to a narrow view of intelligence, arguing that IQ is a genetic given that cannot be changed by life experience, and that our destiny in life is largely fixed by these aptitudes. That argument ignores the more challenging question: What can we change that will help our children fare better in life? What factors are at play, for example, when people of high IQ flounder and those of modest IQ do surprisingly well? I would argue that the difference quite often lies in the abilities called here emotional intelligence, which include self-control, zeal and persistence, and the ability to motivate oneself. And these skills, as we shall see, can be taught to children, giving them a better chance to use whatever intellectual potential the genetic lottery may have given them.

Beyond this possibility looms a pressing moral imperative. These are times when the fabric of society seems to unravel at ever-greater speed, when selfishness, violence, and a meanness of spirit seem to be rotting the goodness of our communal lives. Here the argument for the importance of emotional intelligence hinges on the link between sentiment, character, and moral instincts. There is growing evidence that fundamental ethical stances in life stem from underlying emotional capacities. For one, impulse is the medium of emotion; the seed of all impulse is a feeling bursting to express itself in action. Those who are at the mercy of impulse—who lack self-control—suffer a moral deficiency: The ability to control impulse is the base of will and character. By the same token, the root of altruism lies in empathy, the ability to read emotions in others; lacking a sense of another’s need or despair, there is no caring. And if there are any two moral stances that our times call for, they are precisely these, self-restraint and compassion.

OUR JOURNEY

In this book I serve as a guide in a journey through these scientific insights into the emotions, a voyage aimed at bringing greater understanding to some of the most perplexing moments in our own lives and in the world around us. The journey’s end is to understand what it means—and how—to bring intelligence to emotion. This understanding itself can help to some degree; bringing cognizance to the realm of feeling has an effect something like the impact of an observer at the quantum level in physics, altering what is being observed.

Our journey begins in Part One with new discoveries about the brain’s emotional architecture that offer an explanation of those most baffling moments in our lives when feeling overwhelms all rationality. Understanding the interplay of brain structures that rule our moments of rage and fear—or passion and joy—reveals much about how we learn the emotional habits that can undermine our best intentions, as well as what we can do to subdue our more destructive or self-defeating emotional impulses. Most important, the neurological data suggest a window of opportunity for shaping our children’s emotional habits.

The next major stop on our journey, Part Two of this book, is in seeing how neurological givens play out in the basic flair for living called emotional intelligence: being able, for example, to rein in emotional impulse; to read another’s innermost feelings; to handle relationships smoothly—as Aristotle put it, the rare skill “to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way.” (Readers who are not drawn to neurological detail may want to proceed directly to this section.)

This expanded model of what it means to be “intelligent” puts emotions at the center of aptitudes for living. Part Three examines some key differences this aptitude makes: how these abilities can preserve our most prized relationships, or their lack corrode them; how the market forces that are reshaping our worklife are putting an unprecedented premium on emotional intelligence for on-the-job success; and how toxic emotions put our physical health at as much risk as does chain-smoking, even as emotional balance can help protect our health and well-being.

Our genetic heritage endows each of us with a series of emotional set-points that determines our temperament. But the brain circuitry involved is extraordinarily malleable; temperament is not destiny. As Part Four shows, the emotional lessons we learn as children at home and at school shape the emotional circuits, making us more adept—or inept—at the basics of emotional intelligence. This means that childhood and adolescence are critical windows of opportunity for setting down the essential emotional habits that will govern our lives.

Part Fiveexplores what hazards await those who, in growing to maturity, fail to master the emotional realm—how deficiencies in emotional intelligence heighten a spectrum of risks, from depression or a life of violence to eating disorders and drug abuse. And it documents how pioneering schools are teaching children the emotional and social skills they need to keep their lives on track.

Perhaps the most disturbing single piece of data in this book comes from a massive survey of parents and teachers and shows a worldwide trend for the present generation of children to be more troubled emotionally than the last: more lonely and depressed, more angry and unruly, more nervous and prone to worry, more impulsive and aggressive.

If there is a remedy, I feel it must lie in how we prepare our young for life. At present we leave the emotional education of our children to chance, with ever more disastrous results. One solution is a new vision of what schools can do to educate the whole student, bringing together mind and heart in the classroom. Our journey ends with visits to innovative classes that aim to give children a grounding in the basics of emotional intelligence. I can foresee a day when education will routinely include inculcating essential human competencies such as self-awareness, self-control, and empathy, and the arts of listening, resolving conflicts, and cooperation.

In The Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle’s philosophical enquiry into virtue, character, and the good life, his challenge is to manage our emotional life with intelligence. Our passions, when well exercised, have wisdom; they guide our thinking, our values, our survival. But they can easily go awry, and do so all too often. As Aristotle saw, the problem is not with emotionality, but with the appropriateness of emotion and its expression. The question is, how can we bring intelligence to our emotions—and civility to our streets and caring to our communal life?


PART ONE

THE EMOTIONAL BRAIN


1

What Are Emotions For?

It is with the heart that one sees rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.

ANTOINE DE SAINT- EXUPÉRY, The Little Prince

Ponder the last moments of Gary and Mary Jane Chauncey, a couple completely devoted to their eleven-year-old daughter Andrea, who was confined to a wheelchair by cerebral palsy. The Chauncey family were passengers on an Amtrak train that crashed into a river after a barge hit and weakened a railroad bridge in Louisiana’s bayou country. Thinking first of their daughter, the couple tried their best to save Andrea as water rushed into the sinking train; somehow they managed to push Andrea through a window to rescuers. Then, as the car sank beneath the water, they perished.1

Andrea’s story, of parents whose last heroic act is to ensure their child’s survival, captures a moment of almost mythic courage. Without doubt such incidents of parental sacrifice for their progeny have been repeated countless times in human history and prehistory, and countless more in the larger course of evolution of our species.2 Seen from the perspective of evolutionary biologists, such parental self-sacrifice is in the service of “reproductive success” in passing on one’s genes to future generations. But from the perspective of a parent making a desperate decision in a moment of crisis, it is about nothing other than love.

As an insight into the purpose and potency of emotions, this exemplary act of parental heroism testifies to the role
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