
10 What Makes a Leader? 

Chapter Overview 

In the high-stakes arena of executive leadership, technical proficiency and a high IQ are 
frequently mistaken for the primary drivers of success. However, as Daniel Goleman 
establishes in his seminal research,  Emotional Intelligence (EI)  is the "sine qua 
non"—the indispensable requirement—of leadership. While technical skills and 
cognitive ability are vital, they function merely as  threshold capabilities : the entry-
level requirements for executive positions. It is EI that serves as the strategic 
differentiator between high-performing leaders and average managers. This chapter 
explores how internal emotional mastery and relational excellence create the 
necessary foundation for high-impact leadership in complex organizational 
environments.Upon completion of this chapter, the learner will be able to: 

• Evaluate  the role of Emotional Intelligence as the primary driver of top-tier 
leadership performance. 

• Differentiate  between "threshold capabilities" (IQ and technical expertise) and 
the five components of Emotional Intelligence. 

• Synthesize  the five components of EI—Self-Awareness, Self-Regulation, 
Motivation, Empathy, and Social Skill—into a cohesive personal development 
framework. 

• Analyze  the neurological differences between the limbic system and the 
neocortex regarding how leadership skills are acquired. 

• Evaluate  the correlation between high EI and measurable business results, 
including P&L impact and team retention. 

• Synthesize  actionable strategies for leading through conflict, cross-cultural 
challenges, and organizational change using EI competencies.These internal 
capabilities are not "soft" luxuries; they are the structural core upon which all 
effective leadership is built. 

Core Concepts and Definitions: The Framework of Emotional Intelligence 

According to the Goleman model, Emotional Intelligence is composed of five distinct 
but interdependent components. These traits move beyond traditional management 
metrics to address the human dynamics that drive organizational value. 

• Self-Awareness:  A deep understanding of one’s emotions, strengths, 
weaknesses, needs, and drives. People with strong self-awareness are honest 
with themselves and others about how their feelings affect them, their work, and 
their colleagues. 



• Self-Regulation:  The ability to control or redirect disruptive impulses and 
moods. Rather than being a prisoner of their feelings, self-regulated leaders find 
ways to channel emotions in useful ways and suspend judgment—thinking 
before acting. 

• Motivation:  A passion to work for reasons that go beyond money or status 
(external rewards). It is a deep-seated energy to achieve for the sake of 
achievement itself, characterized by an unflagging desire to improve 
performance. 

• Empathy:  The ability to understand the emotional makeup of others. In a 
leadership context, empathy does not mean "people-pleasing"; it means 
thoughtfully considering employees’ feelings—along with other factors—in the 
process of making intelligent decisions. 

• Social Skill:  Friendliness with a purpose. It is the ability to move people in the 
desired direction, whether that is agreement on a new marketing strategy or 
enthusiasm for a new product. It is the culmination of the other EI components.| 
Component | Hallmarks/Characteristics || ------ | ------ || Self-Awareness | Self-
confidence; realistic self-assessment; self-deprecating sense of humor. || Self-
Regulation | Trustworthiness and integrity; comfort with ambiguity; openness to 
change. || Motivation | Strong drive to achieve; optimism, even in the face of 
failure; organizational commitment. || Empathy | Expertise in building and 
retaining talent; cross-cultural sensitivity; service to clients and customers. || 
Social Skill | Effectiveness in leading change; persuasiveness; expertise in 
building and leading teams. | 

These individual components aggregate into a unified leadership philosophy: effective 
leadership is not merely an analytical exercise but a  relational task . Only by mastering 
these internal states can a leader navigate the interdependencies of a modern 
organization. 

Detailed Conceptual Explanation: Why IQ and Technical Skills are Not Enough 

In the transition to leadership, many "star performers" encounter a plateau. Their 
success as individual contributors was built on personal expertise and technical 
prowess. However, these are merely  Threshold Capabilities . In executive ranks, nearly 
everyone possesses high IQ and advanced technical knowledge; therefore, these traits 
cease to be differentiators. Goleman’s research reveals that EI is twice as important as 
IQ and technical skill at all levels, but its importance increases the higher one rises in 
the organization.The "logical progression" of EI explains why internal states are the 
prerequisite for external impact. A leader who lacks  Self-Awareness  cannot 
achieve  Self-Regulation . Without the ability to control "runaway emotions," a leader's 
internal instability poisons their external interactions. Specifically, a lack of self-



regulation prevents a leader from developing the  Empathy  required to understand a 
team’s emotional landscape, which in turn makes it impossible to exercise the  Social 
Skill  needed to build rapport and move people toward a goal.Furthermore, Goleman 
distinguishes between types of  Motivation . While many are driven by external rewards 
like high salaries or prestigious titles, the most effective leaders possess a passion for 
the work itself. This internal drive creates a "multiplier effect": motivated leaders seek 
out creative challenges, are eager to learn, and take great pride in a job well done. This 
energy is infectious, shifting the team's focus from mere utility to collective purpose. 

Frameworks & Models: The EI Performance Link 

Goleman’s model operates on a research-based link between emotional maturity and 
the bottom line. In a study of a global food and beverage company, divisions led by 
managers with high EI outperformed their yearly earnings goals by 20%, while those 
without it underperformed by a similar margin. Similar results were found in insurance 
and manufacturing sectors, proving that EI has a direct  P&L impact .The model 
describes a step-by-step logic: internal competencies (Self-Awareness, Self-
Regulation, and Motivation) provide the psychological stability required to execute 
external competencies (Empathy and Social Skill). While an average manager may view 
employees as interchangeable pieces, an emotionally intelligent leader uses empathy 
to recognize the unique emotional makeup of their team, allowing them to lead more 
persuasively.Crucially, Goleman assumes that  EI can be learned . However, he notes 
that the learning process must target the correct part of the brain. While 
the  neocortex  (the analytical brain) learns through concepts and logic, Emotional 
Intelligence is governed by the  limbic system  (the emotional brain). The limbic system 
learns through motivation, extended practice, and feedback. Therefore, "technical" 
training for EI—such as reading a book or attending a one-day seminar—is largely 
ineffective unless followed by persistent, on-the-job behavioral practice. 

Applications and Implications: Leading with EI 

In modern, complex, and cross-functional organizational structures, EI provides the 
highest ROI in scenarios involving team building, coaching, and high-stakes 
negotiations. Its importance is magnified at the highest levels of the pyramid, where the 
leader’s primary role is to influence others rather than execute tasks.Strategic 
Applications of EI: 

1. Conflict Resolution through Self-Regulation:  By managing personal triggers 
and maintaining an environment of trust, leaders can prevent disagreements 
from becoming personal, ensuring that "bad conflict" does not destroy 
productivity. 



2. Cross-Cultural Leadership through Empathy:  Empathy allows a leader to read 
the "thin slices" of behavior in diverse groups, recognizing how status and 
communication are perceived differently across global teams. 

3. Strategic Change Management through Motivation and Social Skill:  Leaders 
who exhibit passion for the mission can use their persuasiveness to build 
coalitions, moving the organization through the disorientation of change by 
finding common ground.The primary barrier to implementing an EI-focused style 
is the "expert" trap: organizations often promote based on technical "star 
performance" rather than leadership potential, leaving new managers to rely on 
old habits that no longer serve them in a relational role. 

Common Misunderstandings and Conceptual Errors 

A major barrier to professional growth is the  "Nice vs. Effective" myth . High Emotional 
Intelligence is not about being "nice." In fact, Social Skill and Empathy often require 
delivering difficult, candid feedback or making tough decisions that may be unpopular. 
EI is about being effective, not just agreeable.Another error involves the  Nature vs. 
Nurture  debate. While some are born with higher emotional aptitudes, EI is not fixed at 
birth. However, because it is governed by the  limbic system , it cannot be strengthened 
by the same "classroom" methods used to learn the  neocortex-based  skills of IQ or 
technical expertise. Strengthening EI is an arduous journey of unlearning old habits and 
practicing new behaviors until they become the brain’s default response.Finally, leaders 
must distinguish between  Empathy  and "sympathy." Professional empathy is not about 
feeling what others feel; it is about the  intelligent consideration of employees’ 
feelings  as one of many variables in a complex decision-making process. This prevents 
the "swoop and poop" interventions common in low-EI management and fosters long-
term talent retention. 

Chapter Summary: Key Takeaways for Leaders 

Individual Mastery 

1. EI as Differentiator:  IQ and technical skills are threshold capabilities; EI is the 
"sine qua non" of high-performance leadership. 

2. Self-Awareness is Foundation:  You cannot manage others if you cannot 
understand your own emotional drives and triggers. 

3. The Limbic Learning Process:  EI must be developed through practice and 
feedback, as it is governed by the emotional brain (limbic system), not the 
analytical neocortex.Relational Excellence  4.   Friendliness with a 
Purpose:  Social Skill is not just about being gregarious; it is the strategic ability 
to move people in a desired direction. 5.   Empathy is an Input, Not an 
Output:  Use empathy as a data point for smarter decision-making, especially in 



talent retention and cross-cultural management. 6.   Regulation and 
Trust:  Leaders who control their disruptive impulses create an environment of 
integrity and safety, making them far more influential.Organizational 
Impact  7.   The Multiplier Effect:  Motivation driven by a passion for the work 
itself—rather than external rewards—generates energy that multiplies team 
performance. 8.   P&L Correlation:  Higher EI in leadership is directly linked to 
superior financial results and divisional earnings. 9.   Leadership at the Top:  The 
higher you rise in an organization, the more your success depends on EI rather 
than technical expertise. 10.  Behavioral Change:  Improving EI requires a long-
term commitment to "unlearning" habits and replacing them through persistent 
limbic-system training. 

Reflection / Discussion Questions 

1. Evaluating Authority:  How does a lack of  Self-Regulation  undermine a 
leader’s formal authority? Specifically, how do "runaway emotions" affect a 
team’s perception of a leader’s judgment? 

2. Threshold vs. Excellence:  Identify the "threshold" technical skills in your 
current role. If you were promoted to the next level, how would  Social 
Skill  (friendliness with a purpose) become more important than those technical 
skills? 

3. The Neurological Gap:  Why is a traditional one-day leadership seminar often 
ineffective at increasing EI? How does the difference between 
the  neocortex  and the  limbic system  explain this failure? 

4. Empathy in Practice:  Provide an example of a "tough" business decision (e.g., a 
layoff or a pivot). How could a leader use  Empathy  to make that decision more 
"intelligent" without being "too nice"? 

5. Analyzing Motivation:  Daniel Goleman suggests that leaders motivated by 
"external rewards" are less effective. Why might a leader driven solely by money 
struggle to build organizational commitment in their subordinates?Application 
Exercise: 

• Identify a past leadership failure you witnessed. Which of the five components of 
EI (Self-Awareness, Self-Regulation, Motivation, Empathy, or Social Skill) was 
most notably missing? 

• How did this deficiency prevent the leader from navigating the 
"interdependencies" of the organization? 

• Based on the "limbic system" learning process, what specific behavioral practice 
could have remediated this failure over time? 



 


