


What Is EI? 

Emotional Intelligence is the ability to recognize, understand, manage, and use emotions 4 in yourself 
and others 4 to think clearly, build relationships, and make better decisions.

Emotional intelligence is not a soft skill in the dismissive sense 4 it is a measurable, learnable capability 
that shapes how effectively we navigate the world. Decades of research show that EI is a stronger predictor 
of professional success, relationship quality, and personal well-being than IQ alone. Understanding where 
the concept came from 4 and what it actually is 4 is the first step to mastering it.

Salovey & Mayer (1990)
First academic model 4 EI as a 4-branch 
mental ability, similar to reading or math.

Goleman (1995)
Made EI mainstream 4 introduced the famous 
5 pillars, including motivation and social skills.

Bar-On (EQ-i)
Measured EI across emotional and social 
competencies on a quantified scale 4 the trait 
model.

Thorndike (1920)
Called it "Social Intelligence" 4 the earliest 
conceptual root, predating modern EI research 
by 70 years.

EI vs IQ

IQ gets you hired. EI gets you promoted. IQ is 
mostly fixed. EI can always be developed 4 at 
any age, at any stage of your career.

EI vs Social Intelligence

EI = managing yourself first. Social Intelligence = 
reading and navigating others. EI is the 
prerequisite 4 you can't accurately read others if 
you can't first read yourself.
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The 5 Pillars (Goleman) 4 The 
Core Framework
Goleman's 5-pillar model is the most widely recognized framework in emotional intelligence. It traces a 
clear path from internal self-knowledge to outward social effectiveness. Each pillar builds on the one before 
it 4 and the whole structure rests on a single foundation: Self-Awareness.

Self-Awareness
Knowing what you feel and why. "What am I feeling right now?"

Self-Regulation
Choosing your response over your reaction. "Am I responding or just reacting?"

Motivation
Drive from purpose, not just reward. "Why does this matter to me?"

Empathy
Understanding others' emotional experience. "How does this feel from their side?"

Social Skills
Managing relationships effectively. "Am I making this person feel heard?"

¦  Self-Awareness is the foundation. Without it, none of the other four pillars can function 
effectively. Every skill downstream depends on your ability to honestly perceive your own 
emotional state first.
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The 4-Branch Model (Mayer-
Salovey-Caruso)
The Mayer-Salovey-Caruso model is the gold-standard ability-based model of emotional intelligence 4 
meaning EI is treated as a genuine cognitive skill, not a personality trait. The four branches progress from 
simple perception to complex emotional management, each building on the last. This is the model most 
rigorously studied in academic research.

Perceive
Read emotions in faces, voices, and body 
language.

Use
Harness emotions to support thinking and 

creativity.

Understand
Know how emotions evolve, blend, and shift.

Manage
Regulate your emotions and influence others 

constructively.

The key insight of this model is its directionality: you cannot manage what you do not understand, 
understand what you have not perceived, or use what you have not first noticed. The branches are 
cumulative, not parallel. Exam tip: When a question references the "ability-based model" or compares EI to 
reading or mathematics as a learnable skill, this is always the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso framework.

Simple ³ 
Complex
Branches progress from basic 
perception to sophisticated 
management.

Ability-Based
EI as a learnable mental skill 
4 distinct from personality or 
character.

Cumulative
Each branch requires mastery 
of the one before it to 
function fully.
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Key Emotions to Understand
A critical but often overlooked element of emotional intelligence is precision 4 the ability to accurately 
name and differentiate emotions rather than lumping them into broad categories like "stressed" or "upset." 
This precision is what psychologists call emotion granularity, and research shows it directly improves 
regulation, decision-making, and interpersonal communication.

Ekman's 6 Primary Emotions

d  Joy |  Sadness

z  Anger �  Fear

@  Disgust �  Surprise

These are universal across cultures 4 the biological 
baseline of human emotional experience. Cross-
cultural research confirms these six appear in 
facial expressions worldwide.

Emotion Granularity

Vague emotion labeling ("I'm stressed") is a low-EI 
pattern. High-EI individuals distinguish: Is it 
dread? Overwhelm? Urgency? Pressure? Each of 
these requires a different response 4 and only 
precision gets you there.

Amygdala Hijack

When the emotional brain overrides rational 
thought under perceived threat. Signs: raised 
voice, tunnel vision, impulsive words, inability to 
listen. Not a character flaw 4 a biology response.

Pause
Create a brief break

Reframe
Label and shift 

meaning

Recognize
Notice the hijack 

signs

Respond
Choose a calm 

action

Breathe
Slow, mindful 

breaths
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Self-Awareness: How to Build It
Self-awareness is the bedrock skill of emotional intelligence 4 and unlike many abstract concepts, it is 
entirely buildable through specific, repeatable practices. The goal is not to eliminate difficult emotions but 
to develop an observer relationship with your inner world: to notice what you're feeling, trace it to its 
source, and understand what it reveals about your values, fears, and beliefs. Practiced consistently, these 
six techniques create that capacity.

Emotion 
Labeling
Name emotions 
precisely, daily. Move 
beyond "fine" or 
"stressed" 4 specificity 
creates regulation.

Body 
Scanning
Where do you feel it 
physically? Tight chest = 
anxiety. Clenched jaw = 
anger. The body knows 
before the mind does.

Journaling
Ask: What triggered me 
today, and what does 
that reveal about my 
values? Patterns 
emerge over time.

360° 
Feedback
How do your emotions 
land on others? External 
mirrors reveal blind 
spots no amount of 
introspection can find 
alone.

Mindfulness
Observe emotions 
without judgment. 
Create space between 
trigger and response 4 
that space is where 
choice lives.

Belief 
Examination
Ask: "What must I 
believe to be true to feel 
this way?" Uncovers the 
hidden assumptions 
driving emotional 
reactions.
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Self-Regulation: The Techniques

You're Feeling Use This

Acute stress / anxiety Box breathing: 4s in ³ 4s hold ³ 4s out ³ 4s hold

Overwhelmed 5-4-3-2-1 grounding (engage each of your 5 senses)

Emotionally flooded Name it to tame it 4 say the emotion aloud

Negative thought spiral Cognitive restructuring (challenge automatic thoughts)

About to react badly 6-second pause 4 let the cortisol spike pass first

Low energy / flatness Behavioral activation 4 small action first, feeling follows

Emotion 
Shifts

Balanced 
Thought

Challenge 
It

Automatic 
ThoughtEvent

Cognitive restructuring is the backbone of emotional self-regulation. The key insight is that emotions follow 
thoughts 4 and thoughts can be examined and revised. The sequence above is not about forced positivity; 
it is about replacing distorted automatic thinking with a more accurate, balanced perspective.

Old Patterns

Explode when frustrated

Withdraw when hurt

People-please to avoid conflict

Catastrophize under pressure

High-EI Alternatives

Name it ³ pause ³ respond

State your need calmly

Set the boundary with empathy

Ask: "What's the most realistic outcome?"



Motivation: What Separates 
High-EI People
Goleman identified motivation as one of the five core pillars 4 and specifically, intrinsic motivation as the 
form most associated with high emotional intelligence. People driven by internal purpose rather than 
external reward tend to persist longer, perform better under pressure, and maintain engagement even 
when outcomes are uncertain. This is not idealism 4 it is backed by decades of psychological research on 
autonomy, mastery, and purpose.

Achievement Drive
A relentless desire to improve and meet 
high internal standards 4 not to beat 
others, but to exceed yesterday's self.

Commitment
Aligning personal goals with organizational 
vision. High-EI individuals find meaning in 
shared purpose, not just personal gain.

Initiative
Acting before being asked. Seeing 
opportunities where others see obstacles. 
Proactivity as a daily habit.

Realistic Optimism
Acknowledging difficulty AND believing 
you can navigate it. Not toxic positivity. 
Not paralysis. Clear-eyed forward motion.
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WOOP Goal Model

More emotionally honest than SMART goals 4 it builds in acknowledgment of obstacles rather than 
pretending the path is clear.

Wish 4 What do you truly want?

Outcome 4 What does success look like?

Obstacle 4 What internal obstacle will get in the way?

Plan 4 If obstacle, then I will&

Resilience

Resilience is not being unaffected by setbacks 4 it is the capacity to recover from them. High-EI people do 
not pretend hard things aren't hard. They move through them with a structured emotional process.

1

Acceptance

2

Meaning-Making

3

Forward Focus
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Empathy: The 3 Types
Empathy is widely misunderstood as a single, undifferentiated capacity for "feeling bad for people." In 
reality, it operates across three distinct dimensions 4 each with its own strengths, risks, and ideal 
applications. High-EI professionals understand which mode they are operating in and know how to move 
between them intentionally.

í  Cognitive 
Empathy
Understanding how 
someone thinks and sees the 
world 4 without necessarily 
feeling it yourself.

Watch out for: Can feel cold 
or manipulative if used 
without emotional 
engagement.

:  Emotional 
Empathy
Feeling what the other 
person feels 4 visceral, 
immediate resonance with 
their emotional state.

Watch out for: Can lead to 
compassion fatigue if 
boundaries aren't 
maintained.

,  
Compassionate 
Empathy
Feeling + taking action 4 the 
ideal combination. Care with 
boundaries. Understanding 
with follow-through.

This is the target for high-EI 
leaders and practitioners.

Empathy b Agreement

You can fully understand someone's emotional 
position without endorsing their behavior, 
conclusions, or demands. This distinction is 
essential for leaders navigating conflict, feedback, 
and difficult conversations.

Unconditional Positive Regard 
(Rogers)

Accept the person without conditions. Separate 
the behavior from the human. Believe 
unconditionally in their capacity to grow. This is 
the emotional foundation of all effective coaching 
and therapy.

¦  Compassion Fatigue occurs when you absorb others' pain as your own without adequate 
boundaries. High-EI leaders maintain empathic presence 4 they care deeply without drowning. 
The boundary is not coldness; it is sustainability.
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Relationships: The Essentials
All of the internal work of emotional intelligence ultimately serves one purpose: the quality of our relationships. 
Whether in personal life or professional settings, the way we build trust, communicate under pressure, and 
navigate conflict determines the health and effectiveness of every relationship we have. High-EI relationship 
skills are learnable 4 and they follow clear, repeatable patterns.

To Be Heard
Not just listened to. Hearing means reflecting back 
what was said 4 not preparing your response while 
they're still talking.

To Be Understood
Not fixed. The impulse to solve someone's problem 
before acknowledging their experience is one of the 
most common high-EI failures.

To Be Accepted
Not judged. People share more, risk more, and grow 
more in environments where acceptance is 
unconditional.

To Feel Safe
Not evaluated. Psychological safety is the 
precondition for honest communication, creative risk, 
and real feedback.

Conflict Resolution Protocol
01

Cool Down First
Never attempt resolution while 
emotionally flooded. The 
amygdala blocks the prefrontal 
cortex needed for empathy and 
problem-solving.

02

Describe the 
Situation Factually
Stick to observable events. What 
happened, specifically, without 
interpretation or accusation.

03

Share Impact Using 
"I felt&"
Own your emotional response. Not 
"You always&" 4 that triggers 
defensiveness and kills the 
conversation.

04

Listen Without Interrupting
Their experience of the same event is equally valid 
and equally real. Make space for it.

05

Find Shared Ground
Even in conflict, both parties usually share a common 
interest. Start from there.



Trust: What Builds It and What 
Destroys It
Trust = Consistency + Reliability + Appropriate Vulnerability. Trust is built in small moments and destroyed 
in single ones. The table below captures the asymmetry.

'  Builds Trust o  Destroys Trust

Follow through on small things Overpromise, underdeliver

Acknowledge mistakes openly Deflect and blame

Keep confidences Leak private information

Show up consistently Unpredictable emotional behavior
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Leadership & EI
Emotional intelligence is not a "nice to have" for leaders 4 it is the core operating system. Goleman's research 
found that EI accounts for more than 80% of the competencies that distinguish outstanding leaders from 
average ones. 

'  High-EI Leader

Stays calm under chaos

Gives honest + compassionate feedback

Creates psychological safety

Reads team morale accurately

Models the emotional standard they want to 
see

o  Low-EI Leader Signs

Team walks on eggshells

Problems hidden until too late

High attrition and disengagement

Feedback only flows downward

Emotions drive decisions rather than inform 
them

Goleman's 6 Leadership Styles

Style Approach EI Demand Best Used When

Visionary Moves toward a 
shared dream

High Change, new direction needed

Coaching Develops people 
long-term

Highest Growth-oriented individuals

Affiliative Creates harmony 
and connection

High empathy Healing team tension

Democratic Builds consensus Strong listening Getting buy-in

Pacesetting High standards, 
leads by example

Self-regulation High-performing, motivated team

Commanding Demands 
immediate 
compliance

Lowest EI 
tolerance

Crisis, turnaround only



SBI Feedback Model

1

S 4 Situation
When and where, exactly. 
Ground the feedback in a 
specific observable moment.

2

B 4 Behavior
What you observed 4 not 
interpreted, not assumed. 
Facts only.

3

I 4 Impact
What effect it had 4 on you, 
the team, the project, the 
relationship.

VUCA Leadership

Element EI Response

Volatility Be the emotional anchor 4 don't mirror the chaos back to your team

Uncertainty Communicate transparently 4 share what you know AND what you don't

Complexity Collaborate 4 no lone-ranger decisions in complex systems

Ambiguity Tolerate not knowing 4 ask more, assume less
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Coaching & the GROW Model
Coaching is one of the highest expressions of emotional intelligence in practice. It requires the coach to 
subordinate their own impulse to advise, fix, or tell 4 and instead hold space for the other person to 
discover their own answers. This demands extraordinary self-regulation, empathy, and the ability to listen 
at depth. The GROW model provides a structured framework for turning that capacity into a repeatable 
process.

Managing vs. Coaching

Managing gives answers. It is efficient and 
appropriate for technical tasks with clear 
solutions.

Coaching asks questions that grow capability. It is 
appropriate for development, behavioral change, 
and building long-term autonomy. High-EI 
leaders know which mode the moment requires.

Levels of Listening

1 Level 1 4 Listening to 
Respond

Internal focus. You're composing your 
reply while they're still talking.

2 Level 2 4 Listening to 
Understand

Focused on the speaker. You track their 
words, emotions, and meaning.

3 Level 3 4 Global 
Listening

Attending to energy, tone, pace, and what 
is not being said. High EI = operate here.
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The GROW Model

Goal
What do you want to achieve? What would 
success look like? How will you know when 
you've reached it?

Reality
Where are you now? What's actually 
happening? What have you already tried? 
What's working?

Options
What could you do? What else? What if you 
couldn't fail? What would you advise a friend 
in this position?

Will
What will you do? By when? On a scale of 13
10, how committed are you? What would raise 
that number?

"What would you do if you weren't afraid?"

"What are you tolerating that you shouldn't be?"

"What does this tell you about what matters to you?"
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Virtual Leadership & EI
Remote and hybrid work has not eliminated the need for emotional intelligence 4 it has amplified it. The natural 
signals that leaders rely on in physical environments (body language, ambient team energy, hallway conversations, 
micro-expressions) are either absent or drastically filtered online. What was effortless in person now requires 
deliberate, intentional practice. High-EI virtual leaders understand this gap and close it proactively.

No Body Language
55% of emotional communication is nonverbal. 
Video calls capture fragments; audio calls capture 
almost none. Leaders must compensate by asking 
more directly and listening more carefully.

Isolation Goes Unseen
A disengaged employee in a physical office is 
visible. Virtually, they simply go quiet. Regular 1:1 
check-ins are not optional 4 they are the 
mechanism for catching what you can't see.

Text Strips Emotional Tone
Slack messages, emails, and chat carry enormous 
ambiguity. What reads as curt may be rushed. What 
reads as fine may not be. Default to video for 
anything emotionally significant.

Screen Fatigue b 
Disengagement
Cognitive exhaustion from constant video 
presence often looks like low energy or withdrawal. 
Don't interpret biology as attitude 4 address it 
structurally with async-first practices.

EI Practices for Virtual Leaders

When What to Do

Meeting opening Human check-in 4 one word, "how are you showing up today?" Creates presence 
and signals psychological safety

During meeting Call on quieter voices intentionally 4 virtual settings amplify extroversion and mute 
introversion

After meeting 1:1 follow-up for anyone who seemed off 4 don't let the observation pass without a 
conversation

Always Trust the person, not surveillance of their screen. Micromanagement is always low-
EI; virtually, it's also ineffective



Models Reference Card
This is your at-a-glance reference for every major framework in the GSDC Emotional Intelligence 
Professional exam. Each model has a distinct purpose and exam context 4 know the differences between 
them, particularly the distinction between ability-based (Mayer-Salovey), trait-based (Bar-On), and 
competency-based (Goleman) approaches to EI.

Goleman's 5 
Pillars
Self-Awareness ³ Self-
Regulation ³ Motivation ³ 
Empathy ³ Social Skills

Competency-based model. 
Most widely known.

Mayer-Salovey 4 
Branches
Perceive ³ Use ³ 
Understand ³ Manage

Ability-based model. EI as a 
learnable cognitive skill.

Bar-On EQ-i
Measures EI as a trait across 
emotional and social 
competencies on a 
quantified scale.

Trait-based model. Produces 
a numeric EQ score.

GROW Model
Goal ³ Reality ³ Options ³ Will

Coaching framework. Grows capability through 
questions, not answers.

SBI Framework
Situation ³ Behavior ³ Impact

Feedback framework. Separates observation 
from interpretation.

WOOP Goal Model
Wish ³ Outcome ³ Obstacle ³ Plan

Goal-setting framework. Emotionally honest 4 
builds in obstacles.

VUCA Leadership
Volatility · Uncertainty · Complexity · 
Ambiguity

The operating environment. EI is the response 
system.

Goleman's 6 Styles
Visionary · Coaching · Affiliative · Democratic · 
Pacesetting · Commanding

Coaching = highest EI demand. Commanding = 
lowest.

3 Types of Empathy
Cognitive · Emotional · Compassionate

Compassionate = the ideal. Feeling + taking 
action with boundaries.



10 Things to Remember on 
Exam Day
These are the ten principles that are most frequently tested, most commonly misremembered, and most 
important to have locked in before you walk into the exam. Read each one actively 4 not just as a fact, but 
as a principle you can apply.

EI Can Be Developed
It is not fixed like IQ. This is one of the most foundational and most testable claims in the entire 
field. Emotional intelligence is learnable, trainable, and improvable at any age.

Self-Awareness Is Always the Foundation
Every other EI skill builds on it. If a question asks about prerequisites, sequencing, or "where to 
start" 4 the answer is always self-awareness.

Empathy b Agreement
Empathy means understanding, not endorsing. You can fully grasp someone's emotional 
experience without validating their conclusions or agreeing with their behavior.

Emotional Hijacking Is Biology, Not Weakness
The amygdala hijack is a neurological event. It happens to everyone. The EI response is recognition 
and recovery 4 not shame or self-judgment.

Coaching Style Demands the Highest EI
Of all six Goleman leadership styles, Coaching requires the greatest emotional intelligence 
investment. Not Visionary 4 Coaching.

Intrinsic Motivation Is More Sustainable
Extrinsic motivation produces short-term compliance. Intrinsic motivation 4 driven by purpose, 
meaning, and mastery 4 produces long-term engagement and resilience.
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Unconditional Positive Regard = Person b Behavior
Accept the person without conditions. Challenge or address the behavior. Never conflate the two 4 
this is the core of Rogers' humanistic approach and the basis of effective coaching.

Level 3 Listening = What Isn't Said
Global listening attends to tone, energy, pace, silence, and omission 4 not just content. This is 
where the most important signals often live.

Virtual EI Requires Intentional Practice
What happens naturally in physical environments 4 reading the room, noticing withdrawal, 
catching nonverbal cues 4 must be consciously engineered in virtual settings.

In VUCA 4 Be the Emotional Anchor
Your job as a leader is not to have all the answers. It is to remain regulated, grounded, and honest 4 
so your team can function effectively in the absence of certainty.
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