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Emotional intelligence (EI) is critical to e⤀ㄆective leadership, but how can we improve it?  It’s relatively

easy to add to our technical skills, but what about our EI skills?  Especially since EI is so important to our

success as leaders.

I was reminded recently of the importance of EI during LDP #5’s Community of Practice meeting on

emotional intelligence.  As Daniel Goleman’s book “Working with Emotional Intelligence” says, one study

of hundreds of executives at ⤀褅fteen global companies concluded that, on average, almost 90% of the

executives’ success in leadership was due to emotional intelligence.  That’s huge.  And the ⤀褅rst

leadership lesson Dean Kellye Testy talked about last month was to understand what motivates us.  The

second lesson was to be emotionally healthy ourselves in order to have healthy organizations.  She was

pretty clear that she thought one of the best investments we can make is to improve our emotional

intelligence.    But how do we do that?

I like lists of tips and ⤀褅nd them useful.  So here is my list of tips for enhancing emotional intelligence

divided into Goleman’s ⤀褅ve emotional competencies: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation,

empathy, and social skills.

Self-Awareness

We have heard numerous LDP speakers talk about the important of being self-aware as a leader.  Being

self-aware includes being aware of and understanding our emotions, being willing and able to take an

honest look at ourselves, and being self-con⤀褅dent.  To improve self- awareness, you might:

Stop and examine your feelings.  Especially when you experience anger or strong emotions,

take a quick time out and think about what is going on.  Allow yourself space to understand your

emotional response and to choose intentionally how you will react.

Do a realistic self-evaluation.  Understand your strengths and weaknesses.  Spend time thinking

about them.  Ask a trusted colleague for input, or perhaps seek out a 360 degree process that is

well-run and will help with your self-evaluation.

Engage in regular re䐞ꊽection or meditation.  These techniques create opportunities for you to

observe and learn from your feelings and thoughts.   And a practice of re⤀褅ection is part of the
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“re⤀褅ective action” we talk about so much in LDP.

Keep a journal.  Regularly spending a few minutes writing down your thoughts and feelings also

increases awareness of your emotions and improves self-awareness.

Pay particular attention to when you feel stressed.  High levels of stress can be overwhelming

and get in the way of good emotional intelligence.  So listen to your body and notice when you are

particularly stressed.  (My ⤀褅rst clue is sometimes that my jaws are sore because I have been

clenching my teeth.)

Self-Regulation

Self-regulation involves the ability to control emotions and impulses, and to think before acting.  To

improve this aspect of emotional intelligence, you might:

Figure out stress-relieving techniques that work for you.  When you notice that you are

feeling stressed, engage in whatever techniques work for you.  It might involve taking three deep

breathes before responding, taking a walk around the block before answering an email, spending

quality time with the people you care about most, listening to your favorite music, or heading to

the gym after work.  Whatever works for you, ⤀褅gure it out, and use it when you are stressed.  You

will be much less likely to overreact or make poor decisions.

Know your values.  Make sure you are clear on your personal “code of ethics” and where you

absolutely will not compromise.  If you know with certainty what is most important to you, you will

make the right decisions when the pressure is on and emotions are running high.   That’s what

integrity is all about.

Hold yourself accountable.  Do What You Say You Will Do (DWYSYWD), which is key to being

seen as trustworthy.   And always admit your mistakes, taking responsibility for them.   Apologize

and attempt to make things right if you hurt someone or damage a relationship, even if it is

completely unintentional.

Motivation

According to Goleman, motivation includes achievement, drive, commitment, initiative, and optimism. 

To enhance it, you might:

Understand why you are doing your job.  Dean Testy talked eloquently about this in her talk

last month; she is motivated by her unwavering belief that the rule of law makes the world a

better place, so take time periodically to re-examine why are you doing what you do.  Make sure

there is at least something about your job that really motivates you.

Take initiative.  Find things that excite and engage you at work and pursue them. Volunteer on

projects and initiatives that engage your interest.

Practice optimism.   Be hopeful and look for the good in people and situations.  Think of

di⤀ꀈculties and failures as opportunities to learn and grow.



Empathy

Empathy means being aware of others’ feelings and concerns.  It includes understanding others, as well

as recognizing and meeting their needs.  It also includes taking an interest in and developing others.  To

improve empathy:

Listen attentively.  Don’t think about your response or what you need to do after work – really

listen.  Make eye contact and focus completely on the other person, what they are saying, and on

their body language.  Make sure you understand what they are trying to convey.

Attempt to look at situations from other people’s points of views.  Put yourself in their shoes,

and try to understand where they are coming from, their feelings, opinions, and perspectives. 

Make a habit of this.

Acknowledge other people’s feelings.  Once you understand where they are coming from and

what they are feeling, respond in a way that acknowledges those feelings and helps deal with

them in a productive way.

Social Skills

Social skills involve communication, con⤀褅ict resolution, and change management capabilities, as well as

the ability to in⤀褅uence and inspire.  There are many ways to improve these skills.  For example, you

might:

Learn to resolve con䐞ꊽict constructively.  If this is not one of your strengths, take a con⤀褅ict

resolution class or read up on productive techniques for handling con⤀褅ict.  This probably deserves

its own blog; in the meantime, ask Susan or me if you need pointers to resources on learning

productive con⤀褅ict resolution skills.

Practice and improve your communication skills.   We work on this in LDP since it’s so

important to good leadership, and I’ve blogged about it as well.  Keep working on becoming a

better communicator, and – again – if you need pointers to resources or assistance, check with

Susan or me.

Be forgiving.  Remember that we are all human and make mistakes.  Don’t assume bad intent

from others, and don’t hold grudges.  While you shouldn’t tolerate abusive behavior, work to

resolve issues productively and then move on.

Give positive feedback and praise.  Notice and acknowledge the good work done by others. 

Give them credit and genuine praise.  Feedback really is a gift, and praise is the best kind for

building relationships.

These are just some of the things you can do to improve your emotional intelligence.  Pick one to work

on this week or this month.  And then pick another one.  The investment you make in improving your IE

skills will pay huge dividends in your work, not to mention in your life in general.



And if you would like more information about emotional intelligence, UW’s Professional and

Organizational Development group o⤀ㄆers an all-day class on it.  Included in the course is a con⤀褅dential

emotional intelligence inventory based on an online assessment you do in advance.  Any of the books

by Daniel Goleman are also good resources.
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