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Abstract
There has been much confusion and controversy concerning the concept of emotional intelligence (EI). Three
issues have been particularly bothersome. The first concerns the many conflicting definitions and models of EI. To
address this issue, I propose that we distinguish between definitions and models and then adopt a single definition
on which the major theorists already seem to agree. I further propose that we more clearly distinguish between EI
and the related concept of emotional and social competence (ESC). The second issue that has generated concern
is the question of how valid existing measures are. After reviewing the research on the psychometric properties
of several popular tests, I conclude that although there is some support for many of them, they all have inherent
limitations. We need to rely more on alternative measurement strategies that have been available for some
time and also develop new measures that are more sensitive to context. The third area of contention concerns
the significance of EI for outcomes such as job performance or leadership effectiveness. Recent research, not
available to earlier critics, suggests that EI is positively associated with performance. However, certain ESCs are
likely to be stronger predictors of performance than EI in many situations. Also, EI is likely to be more important
in certain kinds of situations, such as those involving social interaction or significant levels of stress. Context
makes a difference.

During the last 2 decades, the topic of
emotion has become popular once again
in psychology (Barsade, Brief, & Spataro,
2003). Of all the areas related to the
topic, one of the most popular has been
‘‘emotional intelligence’’ (EI). EI has been
defined as ‘‘the ability to perceive and
express emotion, assimilate emotion in
thought, understand and reason with emo-
tion, and regulate emotion in the self and
others’’ (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2000,
p. 396). Researchers have examined EI in
a variety of contexts, including educa-
tion, social adjustment, health, personal
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relationships, and work (Mayer, Roberts, &
Barsade, 2008).

Interest in the topic was initially fueled by
anecdotal evidence suggesting that mental
ability by itself is not enough for success in
life. Clinical experience also demonstrated
in rather compelling ways that people could
score high on traditional intelligence tests
yet do poorly in areas such as self-regulation
and social relations. Asperger’s syndrome
represents a case in point. There were
also vivid examples from the neurological
literature, such as the case of a brilliant
attorney who underwent surgery to remove
a brain tumor. Following the surgery, his
cognitive abilities were as strong as ever, but
he could barely function at work, and his
social relations substantially deteriorated.
An MRI indicated that the neural pathways
connecting the emotional areas of the
brain to the prefrontal cortex had been
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damaged during the surgery, making it
impossible for him to make even the
simplest decisions (Damasio, 1994). Taken
together, these examples suggested that
emotional processing abilities are important
for effective performance and adjustment.

The concept of EI is based on three
premises. The first is that emotions play
an important role in life. Second, people
vary in their ability to perceive, understand,
use, and manage emotions. And third, these
differences affect individual adaptation
in a variety of contexts, including the
workplace. These basic premises seem self-
evident. However, opinion about EI as a
construct has varied greatly, especially in
industrial–organizational (I–O) psychology
(Ashkanasy & Daus, 2005). In fact, as
Spector and Johnson (2006) have observed,
‘‘There is perhaps no construct in the
social sciences that has produced more
controversy in recent years than emotional
intelligence’’ (p. 325). Wild claims about
the concept have led to a strong backlash
of skepticism. On the one hand, some
advocates have argued that EI is more
important than IQ for individual and
organizational effectiveness. On the other
hand some critics have argued that EI is
merely a new, catch-all label for constructs
that have been around for decades, and
that it makes little difference for a person’s
success or well-being in life.

As is often the case, the truth about
EI seems to be more complex than either
of these extreme views suggest. After
describing the most popular approaches
to defining and measuring EI, I will
consider three issues that have generated
the most debate. The first concerns the
many conflicting definitions and models of
EI. I will suggest that one way to resolve this
issue is to distinguish between definitions
and models. There actually seems to be
considerable agreement about what EI is.
Once we adopt this common definition,
it becomes relatively clear which models
and measures are consistent with it. It
also becomes clear that two different
constructs are often included under the
label of EI. One is emotional intelligence,

and the other is emotional and social
competence. Distinguishing between these
two constructs can help clarify thinking and
communication in the field.

The second issue concerns measure-
ment. There now is some research sup-
porting the construct validity of several
measures, but most of the popular mea-
sures leave something to be desired, which
is not surprising given that the field is still
relatively young. Research on assessment
in other areas could point the way to better
measures of EI in the future.

The third issue concerns the significance
of EI for important organizational outcomes
such as leadership effectiveness and job
performance. There is a growing body
of research, published in respected, peer-
reviewed journals, suggesting that EI does
play an important role in work-related
processes. Several studies also suggest
that EI accounts for unique variance
(incremental validity). And there is even
more research suggesting that there is a link
between emotional and social competence
(ESC) and performance.

Definitions, Models, and
Measures of EI

Although there are other models of EI, four
models currently dominate the field. The
first is Bar-On’s (1988) model of what he
now calls ‘‘emotional and social intelli-
gence.’’ Bar-On was interested in identi-
fying the traits and skills that help people to
adapt to the social and emotional demands
of life. His research suggested that these
personal qualities include the ability to be
aware of, to understand, and to express
oneself; the ability to be aware of, to under-
stand and relate to others; the ability to
deal with strong emotions and control one’s
impulses; and the ability to adapt to change
and to solve problems of a personal or
social nature. The five main components
in his model are intrapersonal skills, inter-
personal skills, adaptability, stress manage-
ment, and general mood (Bar-On, 1997,
2006). Bar-On’s model is connected with
the emotional quotient inventory (EQ-i), a
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self-report measure developed by Bar-On
in the mid-1980s and widely used since the
late 1990s.

Another major model is based on the
work of Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso
(Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Coming to the
topic with an interest in the psychology of
emotions, personality theory, and mental
abilities, they sought to develop a new,
distinct type of intelligence. They con-
sider their model to be a ‘‘mental ability’’
or ‘‘information-processing’’ approach, and
measures based on it tend to correlate
more highly with cognitive ability tests than
with personality tests (Mayer, Roberts, et al.,
2008; Van Rooy & Viswesvaran, 2004). The
four components (or ‘‘branches’’) of their
model are: the ability to perceive emo-
tions, the ability to use emotions to facilitate
thought, the ability to understand emotions,
and the ability to manage emotions (Mayer,
Roberts, et al., 2008). Although a number
of measures have been designed based
on the model, the most recent one to be
developed by the model’s creators is the
Mayer–Salovey–Caruso emotional intelli-
gence test (MSCEIT). The MSCEIT is an abil-
ity test designed to measure EI by evaluating
actual performance on a range of tasks. For
instance, emotional perception is measured
in part by having the test-taker rate the emo-
tional expressions on a number of faces.

A third major model of EI is based
on the work of Boyatzis and Goleman
(Boyatzis & Sala, 2004). Although their
model was inspired by the earlier thinking
of Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso, it was
designed to encompass the social and
emotional competencies that are linked to
outstanding performance in the workplace.
The Boyatzis–Goleman model is strongly
influenced by the work of McClelland
(1973), Boyatzis (1982), and Spencer and
Spencer (1993). The model consists of a
number of specific competencies organized
into four basic ‘‘clusters’’: self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, and
relationship management. The primary
measures associated with this model are
the emotional competence inventory (ECI)
and the emotional and social competence

inventory (ESCI). Both are multirater or ‘‘360
degree’’ instruments. Recently, Goleman
(2006) has distinguished between EI and
‘‘social intelligence’’ (SI), and he has
proposed that the last two components in
the original model, which he now terms
social awareness and social facility, be
considered components of SI.

The most recent model to emerge is
known as ‘‘trait emotional intelligence.’’
This might be considered a second gen-
eration model because it was designed
to include many of the personal qualities
included in earlier models (Petrides, Pita, &
Kokkinaki, 2007). It is based on a con-
tent analysis of early EI measures and is
meant to include all ‘‘personality facets that
are specifically related to affect’’ (Petrides
et al., 2007, p. 274). The model consists
of four components: well-being (which
includes self-confidence, happiness, and
optimism), sociability (social competence,
assertiveness, and emotion management
of others), self-control (stress management,
emotion regulation, and low impulsive-
ness), and emotionality (emotional percep-
tion of self and others, emotion expression,
and empathy) (Petrides et al., 2007). The
model is measured with a self-report instru-
ment known as the trait emotional intelli-
gence questionnaire (TEIQue) (Mikolajczak,
Luminet, Leroy, & Roy, 2007).

The four models tend to be associ-
ated with different measurement strategies.
Bar-On’s model and trait EI have been oper-
ationalized primarily through self-report
measures. Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso have
used ability tests; and Boyatzis and Gole-
man have relied on a multirater instrument.
However, Ashkanasy and Daus (2005) sug-
gested in their discussion of the ‘‘three
streams of research’’ on EI that a distinc-
tion should be made between theoreti-
cal models and measurement strategies.
A particular theoretical model of EI can
be measured in more than one way. For
example, a number of researchers have
developed self-report measures based on
the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso model (Schutte
et al., 1998; Wong, Law, & Wong, 2004).
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Similarly, there is a multirater version of
Bar-On’s EQ-i.

Current Controversies and
Some Possible Resolutions

As noted above, the concept of EI has
generated considerable controversy. Of all
the criticisms that have been raised, the
most fundamental involves the lack of
agreement concerning what EI is. This issue
needs to be addressed first because all of
the other issues, such as how significant EI
is for work-related performance, depend on
how one defines EI.

Lack of Consensus Concerning
Definitions and Models

Both critics and supporters of the EI con-
cept have been concerned about the many
different definitions and models that have
emerged. Matthews, Emo, Funke et al.
(2006) have complained that ‘‘the label
‘emotional intelligence’ has been rather
haphazardly used to refer to a multitude
of distinct constructs that may or may not
be interrelated’’ (p. 8). Murphy (2006) notes
that when we say someone is ‘‘emotion-
ally intelligent,’’ it can mean many differ-
ent things. Locke (2005, p. 428) was even
more blunt when he wrote, ‘‘What does
EI . . . not include?’’. Mayer, Salovey, and
Caruso (2008, p. 503) wrote that the term
‘‘is now employed to cover too many dif-
ferent things.’’ And Daus and Ashkanasy
(2003, pp. 69–70) argued, ‘‘These [differ-
ent] models have done more harm than
good regarding establishing emotional intel-
ligence as a legitimate, empirical construct
with incremental validity potential.’’

Although critics of the EI concept have
made much of the lack of agreement on
definition, the problem is not unique to
EI. There is still considerable disagreement
about how to define general intelligence,
even after 100 years of active research
on the topic. Back in the mid-1980s,
when a group of two dozen distinguished
experts on the concept of intelligence were
asked to define the concept, they gave

two dozen different definitions (Sternberg &
Detterman, 1986). Another large group
of experts commissioned to consider the
matter argued that ‘‘Such disagreements are
not cause for dismay. Scientific research
rarely begins with fully agreed definitions,
though it may eventually lead to them’’
(Neisser et al., 1996, p. 77). If intelligence
researchers are still saying this about
standard intelligence after 100 years of
study, the existence of several different
models of EI should not be surprising.
Nevertheless, the widely discrepant views
of what EI is do seem to pose a real problem
for both scientific legitimacy and progress
in the field.

There have been several responses to
the problem of multiple definitions and
models. The first is to reject the concept
of EI completely (Landy, 2005; Locke,
2005). Ashkanasy and Daus (2005) have
responded by arguing that there are some
important differences between the concepts
of SI and EI. They believe that problems
with particular definitions, models, and
measures at this early stage of research
should not lead us to abandon the concept
entirely. They propose that we reject the
unfounded claims and focus on the growing
body of research that has appeared in
refereed journals.

A second approach to the problem of
multiple definitions and models is to accept
the fact that there is a diversity in views
and live with it, at least for the present (Bar-
On, 2006; Emmerling & Goleman, 2003;
Petrides et al., 2007). One problem with
this solution is that because the models are
so different from one another the concept
of EI is in danger of becoming meaningless.
In one study, for example, the correlation
between two of the models (as represented
by the MSCEIT and the EQ-i) was only .21
(Brackett & Mayer, 2003). It is fine to have
different models of a particular construct,
but when the most common measures of the
two models share only 4% of the variance,
it is hard to argue that they are measuring
the same thing.

A third solution to the problem is to
choose one of the existing models and
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demonstrate convincingly that it is the best
one. Ashkanasy and Daus (2005) have
taken this approach in proposing that the
Mayer–Salovey–Caruso model is the one
that the field should adopt. It is tempt-
ing to choose one model and call it the
only legitimate one, but all the current
models have significant limitations, includ-
ing the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso model.
As Matthews, Emo, Funke et al. (2006,
p. 7) pointed out, the model may be
too restricted: ‘‘Several qualities com-
monly attributed to EI are excluded,
such as emotional expressiveness, empathy,
perspective-taking, and self-control.’’ Also,
competing models have certain strengths.
One virtue of the broader models is that they
bring together many of the emotional and
social abilities that are important for success
in school, work, and life into one frame-
work. Even Ashkanasy and Daus acknowl-
edged that for those who wish to predict,
understand, and manage human behavior
in organizations, the broader, ‘‘mixed mod-
els’’ can be useful. But how can we label all
of these models ‘‘emotional intelligence’’?

Rather than try to put forth one model
as the only correct one, it might be better
to formulate a single definition of EI. This
common definition can then be used to
determine which collections of abilities
and traits are true models of EI. Such an
approach assumes that there can be a
multiplicity of different models even though
there is a single definition.

Distinguishing between ‘‘definitions’’
and ‘‘models’’ is an idea that was sug-
gested by Salovey and Mayer in a somewhat
different context when they made a dis-
tinction between intelligence and models
of intelligence. Following Wechsler (1958),
they defined intelligence broadly as the
capacity to ‘‘deal effectively with the envi-
ronment’’ (Salovey & Mayer, 1990, p. 187),
and they suggested that many different
types of intelligence, including EI, fit this
basic definition. However, there are a num-
ber of different models of intelligence that
differ considerably from one another. For
instance, Spearman’s (1927) famous view
that all intelligence ultimately is based on

a single, underlying factor (‘‘g’’) is not a
definition of intelligence but rather a model
of intelligence. The concept of EI clearly
is incompatible with Spearman’s model of
intelligence, but it should still be considered
a type of intelligence based on the common
definition.

If we apply this way of thinking to
EI research and theory, we would seek
to establish a common definition of EI
and then evaluate proposed models and
measures in terms of that definition. Is
it possible at this point to identify a
common definition that most theorists and
researchers seem to accept? Although there
is no unanimous agreement, a review of
the literature suggests that most researchers
have accepted a basic definition proposed
by Mayer et al. in their earlier writings.
They defined EI as ‘‘the ability to perceive
and express emotion, assimilate emotion
in thought, understand and reason with
emotion, and regulate emotion in the
self and others’’ (Mayer et al., 2000,
p. 396). This early formulation led to
their current model, which includes the
four basic abilities of perceiving, using,
understanding, and managing emotion.

Boyatzis and Goleman, Petrides, and
Bar-On all seem to include this definition in
their own work (Ciarrochi, Forgas, & Mayer,
2001; Daus, 2006). For instance, Boyatzis
(2009) has defined an ‘‘emotional intelli-
gence competency’’ as ‘‘an ability to recog-
nize, understand, and use emotional infor-
mation about oneself that leads to or causes
effective or superior performance.’’ Petrides
and Furnham (2003, p. 39) wrote, ‘‘Broadly
speaking, the construct of EI posits that indi-
viduals differ in the extent to which they
attend to, process, and utilize affect-laden
information of an intrapersonal (e.g., man-
aging one’s own emotions) or interpersonal
(e.g., managing others’ emotions) nature.’’

Bar-On’s conception is more expansive,
but it does include the elements of Mayer
et al.’s definition:

From Darwin to the present, most
descriptions, definitions and conceptual-
izations of emotional–social intelligence
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have included one or more of the fol-
lowing key components: (a) the ability
to recognize, understand and express
emotions and feelings; (b) the ability to
understand how others feel and relate
with them; (c) the ability to manage and
control emotions; (d) the ability to man-
age change, adapt and solve problems
of a personal and interpersonal nature;
and (e) the ability to generate positive
affect and be self-motivated (Bar-On,
2006, p. 3).

Mayer et al., in their more recent
writings, also deviate to some extent
from their original definition. They now
define EI as ‘‘the ability to carry out
accurate reasoning about emotions and
the ability to use emotions and emotional
knowledge to enhance thought’’ (Mayer,
Roberts et al., 2008, p. 511). However, in
their model and measure of EI they continue
to retain the original four basic abilities
of perceiving, using, understanding, and
managing emotion. Thus, although there
is no total agreement, most of the major
theorists seem to accept as a common
definition that EI is ‘‘the ability to perceive
and express emotion, assimilate emotion
in thought, understand and reason with
emotion, and regulate emotion in the self
and others’’ (Mayer et al., 2000, p. 396).

Another virtue of this definition is that
it seems to meet a basic requirement for
a concept to be considered an intelli-
gence: It consists of a set of conceptually
related abilities, and these abilities involve
reasoning, problem-solving, and the pro-
cessing of information (Mayer, Caruso, &
Salovey, 1999).

If we adopt this common definition of
EI and apply it to the various models
that have been proposed, some models
seem to fit better than others. The
Mayer–Salovey–Caruso model, not surpris-
ingly, is a good fit. However, other models
also fit the definition. For example, Palmer,
Gignac, Ekermans, and Stough (2008),
beginning with the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso
definition and model, found empirical sup-
port for a seven-factor model. The seven

factors that emerged were (a) Emotional
Self-awareness, (b) Emotional Expression,
(c) Emotional Awareness of Others, (d)
Emotional Reasoning, (e) Emotional Self-
management, (f) Emotional Management of
Others, and (g) Emotional Self-control. They
have developed a multirater measure based
on this model, designed specifically for use
in work contexts (Palmer, Stough, Hamer, &
Gignac, 2009).

Although more than one model can fit
the basic definition, some of the current
models seem to go well beyond it. They
include traits and other personal qualities
(e.g., achievement motivation, flexibility,
happiness, and self-regard) that do not seem
to be consistent with the definition. Viewing
these models as representations of EI poses
serious problems for the field. Nevertheless,
these broader models do serve a useful
purpose, even if they don’t qualify strictly as
models of ‘‘emotional intelligence.’’ They
provide a useful catalog of the personal
qualities, other than cognitive intelligence,
that most strongly aid adaptation. But if
these models are not to be considered
models of EI, what are they?

One way of thinking about them is
that they are models of ESC. A compe-
tency is any ‘‘characteristic of the person
that leads to or causes effective or supe-
rior performance’’ (Boyatzis, 1982). Thus,
ESC refers to those competencies that are
clearly linked to EI (i.e., the perception,
expression, understanding, and regulation
of emotion in oneself and others). Another
way of thinking about the distinction is that
ESC involves those parts of the brain asso-
ciated with emotion. Empathy is an ESC
because it relies on the ability to accurately
perceive how others are feeling. On the
other hand, analytical ability is an example
of a cognitive competency.

This distinction between EI and ESC can
be found in Salovey and Mayer’s (1990,
p. 199) original formulation. For instance,
they referred to ‘‘charisma’’ as an example
of how leaders use regulation of emotion
(a component of EI) to ‘‘influence others’’
(a competency in the Boyatzis–Goleman
model).
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This distinction between EI, based on a
common definition of the construct, and
the various competencies associated with
it is also consistent with the view of some
critics of the EI construct. Matthews, Emo,
Funke et al. (2006, pp. 4–5) argued that
intelligence should be thought of as a
‘‘basic aptitude’’ and a ‘‘latent factor in a
structural model of ability.’’ A competency,
on the other hand, is a ‘‘more loosely
defined capability for performing some
physical or mental activity that may be
influenced by learning and context as
well as aptitude.’’ Other psychologists
(Lichten & Wainer, 2000) have proposed
an ‘‘aptitude-knowledge continuum,’’ with
aptitude referring to ‘‘the capacity to learn’’
and knowledge referring to ‘‘what a person
actually has learned’’ (Mayer, Roberts et al.,
2008, p. 513). Based on this conception,
one can think of EI as contributing to the
aptitude necessary for developing ESC.

This view suggests that the core EI
abilities, such as emotional perception,
provide the foundation for emotional and
social competencies such as ‘‘influence’’
or ‘‘stress tolerance.’’ For instance, those
who are skillful in reading how others
are feeling (emotional perception) can
use this ability to develop more effective
strategies for influencing others. Emotional
and social competencies also can build
on one another. Influence, for example,
is a rather complex social competency
that seems to be built on more basic
emotional competencies such as self-regard
and optimism.1

Applying the basic definition of EI, and
the EI–ESC distinction, to the major models
described above, it seems clear that the abil-
ities found in the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso
model represent EI, whereas the other three
models consist primarily of emotional and
social competencies. Having made this
distinction, it should be noted that this
does not make the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso
model inherently ‘‘superior’’ to the oth-
ers. As McClelland (1973) pointed out

1. I am indebted to one of the anonymous reviewers
of this paper for this point.

long ago, competence ultimately is more
important for success in work and in life
than is intelligence as traditionally defined
and measured. However, the Mayer–
Salovey–Caruso model is a model of EI,
whereas the Bar-On, Boyatzis–Goleman,
and Petrides models involve primarily ESC.

This distinction between EI, based on a
common definition of the construct, and
various competencies associated with it,
seems to provide much needed clarity and
consistency to the field. However, it is not a
perfect solution; there always will be a gray
area where it is difficult to reach consensus
on whether certain attributes truly are part
of EI. Nevertheless, focusing on a common
definition of EI does provide a certain
degree of coherence to the field without
totally abandoning the broader models. It
also allows us to more easily address the
other controversies that have surrounded
the concept of EI.

The Problem of Measurement

A second area of controversy involves mea-
surement. Critics have argued that all EI
and ESC measures are inadequate in var-
ious ways. They question current tests
on many grounds, including weak con-
tent validity, unstable factor structures, and
lack of empirical support for either diver-
gent or convergent validity (Conte, 2005;
Matthews, Emo, Roberts, & Zeidner, 2006).
Some critics have argued that the very
nature of the EI concept makes it impossible
to develop adequate measures (Matthews,
Emo, Roberts et al., 2006; Murphy, 2006).

A consideration of the research now
available for the most popular tests sug-
gests a more mixed picture. There is some
evidence in support of reliability and valid-
ity, but there are also some basic limitations
and shortcomings. Effective assessment of
EI and ESC is not impossible, but there do
seem to be some basic limitations inherent
in the most popular approaches.

Ability measures of EI. Of all the major
measures that explicitly propose to measure
EI, the MSCEIT seems to have the strongest

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-9434.2010.01231.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-9434.2010.01231.x


Emotional intelligence 117

support for its content validity. Not only
do its subtests conform closely to the basic
definition of EI, but it is most like an IQ
test also in which the test taker must answer
a number of multiple-choice questions for
which there is one correct answer for
each question. Reliability of the MSCEIT
also seems to be adequate, with split-half
estimates for the whole scale of .91 and .93.
Test–retest reliability has been estimated
as r = .86 (Mayer, Roberts et al., 2008).
Internal consistency reliabilities have not
been quite as good, although they usually
have been above .75 (Conte & Dean,
2006). Research on the measure’s factor
structure has consistently supported both
a single, underlying factor and the four-
branch model on which the measure is
based. As for divergent validity, the MSCEIT
does correlate with tests of personality, but
the correlations are low. For measures of the
Big Five, the strongest correlations are with
Agreeableness (r = .21 to .28). Correlations
with the other four factors are less than .20
(Mayer, Roberts et al., 2008).

Convergent validity for the MSCEIT is
more problematic. There was virtually no
correlation between the MSCEIT’s emo-
tional perception scales and other tests of
emotional perception such as the Japanese
and Caucasian brief affect recognition test
(JACBART), and the correlation between the
MSCEIT and the levels of emotional aware-
ness scale (LEAS) was only about r = .20
(Mayer, Roberts et al., 2008). On the other
hand, the MSCEIT correlates with measures
of verbal intelligence (r = .36) and with
other kinds of intelligence (r = .10 to .20)
at the levels one would want from a form of
intelligence that is supposed to be related to
but distinct from other types of intelligence.

Critics of the MSCEIT have been espe-
cially concerned about the scoring process
(MacCann & Roberts, 2008). Traditional
intelligence tests are composed of items
for which there is clearly one correct
answer. However, in the case of a mea-
sure of EI, it is difficult to know whether
the answer to a test item is right or
wrong (Matthews, Emo, Funke et al., 2006).
The MSCEIT’s developers have addressed

this problem by utilizing two different
approaches—consensus scoring and expert
scoring. In the first approach, the correct
answer is based on the choices made by the
majority of those taking the test. In the sec-
ond approach, the correct answer is deter-
mined by a group of emotion researchers.
Fortunately, these two scoring methods
have agreed almost perfectly (r = .96 to
.98). Nevertheless, concerns about scoring
remain. As Murphy (2006, p. 348) pointed
out, ‘‘it is unclear whether a person who
thinks about the emotional domain dif-
ferently from experts or from the average
of several peers is low on that ability or
whether that person simply has a new (and
perhaps better) way of thinking.’’

Another concern with the MSCEIT is that
it is as much a measure of knowledge as
a measure of ability, and knowledge tests
do not provide a good assessment of a per-
son’s actual ability. As Spector and Johnson
(2006, p. 335) noted,

The assessment of knowledge in the
abstract does not reflect the live per-
formance of EI in the rich social situation
of real life. . . . One might understand
that smiling at someone can be an
effective means of producing a positive
emotional reaction, but recognizing in a
live encounter the moment to smile and
doing so in a way that does not seem
false or insincere may well be a different
ability.

To their credit, Mayer and his colleagues
have recognized the MSCEIT’s limitations.
They have conceded that ‘‘the present
version of the MSCEIT may be insufficient
to validly assess a person’s accuracy in
emotional perception’’ and that ‘‘its factor
structure remains open for discussion’’
(p. 514). They concluded by noting, ‘‘there
remains room for further understanding and
substantial improvement in these and other
areas’’ (p. 514). Fortunately, new ability
tests are emerging that seem to address
some of the limitations of the MSCEIT. Two
notable examples are the situational test
of emotional understanding (STEU) and the
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situational test of emotional management
(STEM) (MacCann & Roberts, 2008).

Self-report measures of EI and ESC. Data on
the psychometric properties of self-report
measures of EI also have been accumulat-
ing during the last decade. One of the most
popular is Schutte’s self-report emotional
intelligence test (SREIT). The SREIT, which
is based on the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso
four-branch model of EI, consists of 33
items. Internal consistency reliability is high
(r = .90), and 2-week test–retest reliability
is adequate (r = .78) (Conte & Dean, 2006).
Many researchers have used just the total
score for the measure, but one study did
find support for both a one-factor and four-
factor solution, confirming the intended
factor structure (Saklofske, Austin, & Minski,
2003).

Research on discriminant validity has
been more mixed. For instance, in an ini-
tial small study involving only 23 college
students, the correlation with Openness to
Experience from the Big Five was high
(r = .54), but the correlations with the other
personality factors were lower (r = .21 to
.28) and statistically nonsignificant (Schutte
et al., 1998). In a larger study, the cor-
relations with the Big Five ranged from
.18 for Agreeableness to .51 for Extraver-
sion (Saklofske et al., 2003). The correlation
between the SREIT and positive mood also
proved high in one study (r = .55) (Schutte,
Malouff, Simunek, McKenley, & Hollan-
der, 2002). In another study, the correlation
with a measure of psychological well-being
was r = .70 (Brackett & Mayer, 2003). On
the other hand, the SREIT accounted for
variance in life satisfaction and depres-
sion proneness above and beyond that
accounted for by the Big Five (Saklofske
et al.). Finally, the SREIT seems to be unre-
lated to general intelligence as measured
by the Wechsler (Saklofske et al.), which
is troubling for those who believe that any
construct that is supposed to be a type of
intelligence should be correlated to some
extent with other types of intelligence.

One of the most popular measures
of ESC is Bar-On’s EQ-i. This self-report

measure covers 15 different skills and
traits, including emotional self-awareness,
assertiveness, stress tolerance, empathy,
and social responsibility. As a measure of EI,
the EQ-i’s content validity is questionable
because it includes personality traits that
are not usually considered to be abilities,
and it omits some of the core abilities
of EI such as emotional perception and
emotional understanding. On the other
hand, as a measure of ESC, the content
validity seems adequate given that it was
‘‘designed to examine . . . a conceptual
model of emotional and social functioning’’
(Bar-On, 2006, p. 15). Internal consistency
reliability ranges from .86 to .94, with an
overall estimate of .97 (Bar-On, 2004) and
a test–retest reliability of .79 after 3 months
(Conte & Dean, 2006). The original factor
structure, which consisted of five primary
factors, has not been supported in some
studies (Bar-On, 2006; Palmer, Manocha,
Gignac, & Stough, 2003).

Evidence on divergent validity for the
EQ-i is mixed. There appears to be very little
overlap with measures of cognitive ability
(Bar-On, 2006; Van Rooy, Viswesvaran, &
Pluta, 2005), but some research has found
a high degree of overlap with personality
measures. For example, one study found
that the correlation between the EQ-i and
the anxiety scale on Cattell’s 16PF, a mea-
sure of trait anxiety, was −.77 (Conte &
Dean, 2006). And in another study, the
average correlation with a measure of the
Big Five was .50 (Conte & Dean). Bar-On
(2006, p. 16) has responded by noting that
the overlap between the EQ-i and person-
ality tests is ‘‘probably no more than 15%
based on eight studies in which more than
1,700 individuals participated.’’ However,
when the Big Five was used to predict EQ-
i scores, the multiple rs ranged from .75
to .79 in two different studies (Brackett &
Mayer, 2003; Grubb & McDaniel, 2007). As
for convergent validity, the EQ-i reportedly
correlates well with other self-report mea-
sures (r = .58 to .69) (Bar-On, 2004).

Self-report measures of EI or ESC do have
some distinct limitations. The most obvious
one is that people often are poor judges of
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their own abilities, especially when those
abilities are highly valued. This seems to be
a particular limitation when it comes to tests
of emotional perception and understanding.
The more lacking people are in these areas,
the more suspect will be their judgments
about those abilities. One might imagine,
for example, a rather clueless person with
an anger management problem indicating
on a self-report inventory that he rarely gets
angry about things that bother him. Bar-
On has tried to correct for this problem by
including ‘‘positive and negative impression
indicators’’ in his EQ-i, but Grubb and
McDaniel (2007) demonstrated that scores
on the short form of the EQ-i can be
shifted .8 standard deviations by having
respondents fake effectively.

Alternative measures. A promising alterna-
tive to self-report measures is multirater
or ‘‘360’’ assessment. Multirater measures
such as the ECI, ESCI, or the Genos EI
Inventory require others to rate the person
rather than rely on the person’s own self-
evaluations (Boyatzis & Sala, 2004; Palmer
et al., 2009). Of course, ratings by others
also can be subject to bias, but multirater
assessment can balance out this bias by ask-
ing several people in different roles (boss,
peers, subordinates, and customers) to rate
the person. However, multirater assessment
is more complex and expensive than either
performance tests or self-report invento-
ries, and its results can be distorted by the
politics of the social settings in which it
occurs. This may be one reason why there
is less published research at this time on
the psychometric properties of the leading
multirater instruments.

In addition to the measures that explicitly
identify themselves as tests of EI or ESC,
there are a number of other instruments that
measure the same abilities or traits. Some
of these measures have been in existence
much longer, and there is considerable
research on their psychometric properties.
An example is the diagnostic analysis
of nonverbal accuracy (DANVA), which
measures emotional perception, a major
component of EI (Mayer, Salovey et al.,

2008; Nowicki & Duke, 1994). An example
of an ESC measure is the Seligman
attributional style questionnaire (SASQ),
which measures optimism and resilience
(Peterson & Villanova, 1988). The SASQ
seems to be a good predictor of how
people will respond to setbacks, obstacles,
and challenges, which in turn predicts
performance in areas such as sales and
athletics (Peterson, Maier, & Seligman,
1993). The DANVA and SASQ are just two
of many well-established tests that could be
used to measure EI or ESC.

In addition to the shortcomings already
noted, most EI and ESC measures suf-
fer from one other basic limitation: They
ignore the role of context. We know from
decades of research in social psychology
that behavior can vary enormously depend-
ing on the situation and setting. Any formal
test of EI represents a sample of behav-
ior from just one highly contrived context.
Both performance tests and self-report mea-
sures assess ‘‘respondent behavior’’: The
test taker is given a structured situation and
must respond in a certain way. But in real
life, people usually must respond to situa-
tions spontaneously without clearly defined
options (McClelland, 1973). So most EI and
ESC tests may be poor measures of how peo-
ple actually behave in real-life situations.

Psychologists have been aware of these
limitations for decades, and they have
developed alternative strategies such as
assessment centers (Lievens & Klimoski,
2001) and behavioral event interviews
(McClelland, 1998). Although these alterna-
tives can be challenging to develop and use,
Spector and Johnson (2006) have suggested
some promising approaches that could be
utilized to assess at least some of the abil-
ities associated with EI. For example, role
play exercises could be used to test how
well a person is able to comfort someone
who is upset. These kinds of tests are more
expensive than paper-and-pencil measures
(or their online equivalent), but given the
stakes involved when assessments are used
in the workplace for selection or develop-
ment, the cost may be worth it.
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In summary, it is difficult at this point
to reach any firm conclusions—pro or
con—about the quality of the most popular
tests of EI and ESC. Given that the field is still
relatively new, several of the most popular
tests seem to have more psychometric sup-
port than some critics have suggested. How-
ever, there may be inherent limitations to
how good any traditional test can be when
it comes to measuring EI or ESC. Hopefully,
researchers and practitioners will broaden
their horizons in the future and consider
more ecologically valid, behavior-based
assessment strategies. (More information
about the tests can be found at the Web
site of the Consortium for Research on EI
in Organizations [www.eiconsortium.org],
which provides descriptive information on
the tests and links to measures of both EI
and ESC for which there is a substantial
body of published research.)

The Importance of EI for
Performance in the Workplace

Another area of controversy involves the
purported link between EI and impor-
tant outcomes such as job performance
or leadership effectiveness (Antonakis,
Ashkanasy, & Dasborough, 2009). For
many I–O psychologists, and for virtually
all of their clients, this issue is especially
important. In evaluating the evidence relat-
ing to this controversy, we again need to
be clear about whether we are referring to
EI or ESC. Those who have claimed that
EI strongly impacts performance, and that
it may be even more important than IQ,
often have not been talking about EI but
rather ESC. We probably should not expect
EI, defined as the ability to perceive, use,
understand, and manage emotion, to be as
strongly related to performance as particular
ESCs.

For instance, consider self-discipline
or delay of gratification, which could
be considered an emotional competency
related to, but different from, EI. In the
famous ‘‘marshmallow studies’’ at Stanford
University, originally conducted in the late
1960s, 4-year olds were asked to stay

in a room alone with a marshmallow
and wait for a researcher to return. They
were told that if they could wait until the
researcher came back before eating the
marshmallow, they could have two. Ten
years later, the researchers tracked down
the children who participated in the study.
They found that the children who were
best able to resist temptation had a total
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score that
was 210 points higher on average than those
children who were unable to wait (Shoda,
Mischel, & Peake, 1990). And this was not
an isolated study. To take just one other
example, Duckworth and Seligman (2005)
found that self-discipline predicted grades
twice as well as IQ scores in a sample of
eighth graders.

EI also has been found to be related to
academic achievement in children, but the
strength of the association seems to be more
modest. Research has found a significant
but weak relationship between EI, as mea-
sured by the MSCEIT, and school grades,
with correlations ranging between .14 and
.23 (Brackett, Mayer, & Warner, 2004;
O′Connor & Little, 2003). Thus, although EI
does seem to predict achievement in chil-
dren, more context-specific competencies
seem to be better predictors.

Critics who question the predictive
validity of EI usually are not considering
these ESCs. For instance, in his critical
review of the concept of SI, Landy (2006)
examined only those studies that explicitly
used the term ‘‘social intelligence.’’ He
ignored the dozens of studies, like the ones
on self-discipline and delay of gratification,
that suggest a positive relationship between
ESC and performance.

As for EI, if we look only at research
appearing in peer-reviewed journals, we
find that there have been 12 studies based
on the MSCEIT or a related ability test
(e.g., the DANVA) that have found a
relationship between EI and performance
(Côté & Miners, 2006; Day & Carroll, 2004;
Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Elfenbein,
Foo, White, Tan, & Aik, 2007; Feyer-
herm & Rice, 2002; Lam & Kirby, 2002;
Lopes, Grewal, Kadis, Gall, & Salovey,
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2006; Matsumoto, LeRoux, Bernhard, &
Gray, 2004; Mueller & Curham, 2006;
Rosete, 2007; Rosete & Ciarrochi, 2005;
Rubin, Munz, & Bommer, 2005). Some
of these studies have looked at individ-
ual contributor performance while others
have focused on leadership. Dependent
variables have included supervisor and peer
ratings, organizational citizenship behav-
ior, and more objective outcomes such as
salary increases and negotiation outcomes.
Although some of the findings were weak
or mixed, some were quite impressive. For
instance, one study found a correlation of
.43 between company rank and EI, and
a correlation of .35 between merit salary
increase percentage and EI as measured
by the MSCEIT in a group of analysts
and clerical employees (Lopes et al., 2006).
Another study found that EI as measured
by the MSCEIT was correlated with ratings
of ‘‘achieved business outcomes’’ (r = .26)
and ‘‘effective personal behavior’’ (r = .50)
in a group of executives employed by a
large public service company (Rosete &
Ciarrochi, 2005).

In addition, there is research suggesting
that EI is related to outcomes that are not
direct measures of performance but seem
to be important for effectiveness in many
situations and roles. For example, several
studies have found a link between EI, as
measured by a performance test such as the
MSCEIT or the DANVA, and the quality of
social relations (Brackett, Rivers, Shiffman,
Lerner, & Salovey, 2006; Carton, Kessler, &
Pape, 1999; Ciarrochi, Chan, & Caputi,
2000; Lopes et al., 2004; Lopes, Salovey,
Côté, & Beers, 2005). Research also has
suggested a link between EI and psycho-
logical well-being (Brackett & Mayer, 2003;
Brackett et al., 2006; Ciarrochi et al., 2000;
Mayer et al., 1999). Finally, there are sev-
eral studies suggesting that people who are
higher in EI manifest lower levels of depres-
sion, anxiety, alcohol use, and illegal drug
use (Bastian, Burns, & Nettlebeck, 2005;
Brackett & Mayer, 2003; Brackett et al.,
2004; Carton et al.; Matthews, Emo, Funke
et al., 2006).

When researchers have used self-report
or multirater measures of EI, the results
have been similar. At least 13 studies have
found some relationship between EI, as
measured by tests such as the SREIT or the
Wong–Law emotional intelligence scale
(WLEIS), and job performance (Carmeli,
2003; Foo, Elfenbein, Tan, & Aik, 2005; Jen-
nings & Palmer, 2007; Jordan, Ashkanasy,
Hartel, & Hooper, 2002; Jordan & Troth,
2004; Law, Wong, Huang, & Li, 2008; Law,
Wong, & Song, 2004; Rozell, Pettijohn, &
Parker, 2006; Schutte, Schuettpelz, &
Malouf, 2000; Semadar, Robins, & Fer-
ris, 2006; Sue-Chan & Latham, 2004; Sy,
Tram, & O’Hara, 2006; Wong & Law,
2002). For instance, Semadar et al. used
the Swinburne University emotional intelli-
gence test (SUEIT) with leaders in a division
of a global manufacturing company and
found that EI scores correlated with job
performance as measured by annual perfor-
mance appraisals (r = .25). Another study
used the WLEIS with food service workers
and managers and found that the correlation
between EI scores and job performance,
as assessed by managers, was r = .28 (Sy
et al., 2006).

ESC, as measured by self-report measures
such as the EQ-i and the TEIQue or multi-
rater tests such as the ECI, also has been
linked to work performance (Bachman,
Stein, Campbell, & Sitarenios, 2000; Chia,
2005; Dulewicz & Higgs, 2000; Dulewicz,
Higgs, & Slaski, 2003; Frye, Bennett, &
Caldwell, 2006; Hopkins & Bilmoria,
2008; Iordanoglou, 2007; Koman & Wolff,
2008; Nikolaou & Tsaousis, 2002; Offer-
man, Bailey, Vasilopoulos, Seal, & Sass,
2004; Petrides & Furnham, 2006; Petrides,
Niven, & Mouskounti, 2006; Rapisarda,
2002; Slaski & Cartwright, 2002). One
example was a study of debt collectors,
which found that scores on the EQ-i were
associated with job performance (Bachman
et al.). In another study, dancing quality of
ballet dancers as rated by a group of experts
was correlated with the TEIQue (Petrides
et al., 2006). And a study using the ECI with
MBA students found a link between ESC and
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team performance over a period of 2 years
(Rapisarda).

Some studies show that EI or ESC
predicts performance even when general
mental ability and personality variables
are controlled (‘‘incremental validity’’). For
example, Rosete and Ciarrochi (2005) found
that the perceiving emotion scores on the
MSCEIT predicted how goals were achieved
over and above personality characteristics
and cognitive intelligence. In another study
using the MSCEIT, EI predicted performance
after controlling for scores on a measure
of the Big Five personality model (Lopes
et al., 2006). Two different studies using the
WLEIS found that the positive correlation
between EI and performance remained even
after researchers controlled for personality
with a measure of the Big Five (Law et al.,
2004; Sy, Cote, & Saavedra, 2005). And a
study using the ECI found that the positive
relation between ESC and performance
remained even after controlling for the Big
Five (Offerman et al., 2004).

Thus, there is considerable support for
the claim that there is a link between
EI or ESC and work-related performance.
However, these positive findings should be
viewed with some caution for a number
of reasons. First, the relationships tend to
be modest, especially when general mental
ability and/or personality are partialled out.
Furthermore, some of the studies have
been based on simulations with students;
and in the case of field studies, the
researchers sometimes used performance
criteria such as supervisor ratings whose
validity could be questioned. Also, many of
these ‘‘positive’’ studies actually involved
mixed or inconsistent findings. For example,
some dimensions of EI in a study might
not predict performance even though
others do, and a dimension of EI might
predict performance in one study while a
different dimension predicted it in another.
Also, EI might predict some measures of
performance but not others.

These inconsistencies probably reflect
the fact that much of the research has
ignored the role of context. The importance
of EI for performance probably will vary

with the job, the specific situation, the
outcomes, and the kind of people involved.
EI will likely play a more important role
in jobs involving much social interaction
and influence, such as sales, politics,
psychotherapist, and teacher (Antonakis
et al., 2009). Similarly, EI should be
more important for team performance than
individual performance (Jordan et al., 2002;
Jordan & Troth, 2004). EI also should
play a greater role in situations high in
stress (Antonakis et al.; Daus, 2006). And
one study found that the EI-performance
link was significantly stronger when the
workers scored lower in cognitive ability
(Côté & Miners, 2006). Future research
on the EI-performance link needs to pay
more attention to context. We also need
to consider the differential effects of
specific EI abilities. For example, emotional
perception may be more important in
some contexts than others, and emotion
management may be more important than
emotional perception in most contexts.

Conclusion

In considering the controversies surround-
ing the concept of EI, the most important
conclusion is that we should make a distinc-
tion between emotional intelligence and
emotional or social competence. EI should
refer to the basic abilities of emotion recog-
nition, reasoning, and regulation. Other
personal qualities that contribute to pos-
itive work-related performance should be
thought of as competencies, not a form
of intelligence. Such a distinction can help
clarify some of the thorniest issues that have
confronted the field during its first 2 decades
of active research.

The distinction between EI and ESC also
can help us move past some of the most
heated and unproductive controversies in
the field. As one of the anonymous review-
ers of an earlier draft of this paper wrote,
‘‘Having a common definition of EI may
serve to unite [a] field . . . that is for the most
part fragmented based on preference for a
particular model . . .’’. Rather than arguing
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about whether certain models are legiti-
mate, the EI–ESC distinction suggests that
all of the major models are not only legiti-
mate but potentially very useful. However,
some of the most popular and important
models are representations of ESC not EI.
Such a conceptual and definitional shift
does not, and should not, eliminate all con-
troversy and conflict. But it changes the
focus of the debate to questions that are ulti-
mately more useful, such as, ‘‘How much
of the variance in important outcomes is
accounted for by EI and how much by ESC?’’

The distinction between EI and ESC
also points to important new areas for
research in the future. One hypothesis
to be explored further is that there will
be a correlation between EI and ESC. In
addition, certain ESC competencies should
be stronger predictors of certain outcomes
than EI. Another hypothesis is that people
who score high in EI will be able to
develop ESC more quickly, and use it more
effectively, than people who score low in EI.

The proposed distinction also has impli-
cations for practice. It suggests that ulti-
mately it might be more helpful to focus
on selecting and developing certain emo-
tional and social competencies related to
EI than to concentrate just on EI by itself.
For example, helping future executives to
become more resilient in the face of stress
(an ESC) may be more useful than teaching
them how to identify better the emotional
tone of an abstract painting or landscape
(which is one of the eight subtests of the
MSCEIT).

Ability measures of EI such as the
MSCEIT have their place, as do self-
report measures of ESC such as the EQ-i
and TEIQue. However, I have suggested
that we have decades of research and
practice on assessment suggesting that there
probably are better ways of measuring both
concepts. The challenge is to find new
approaches that are both more effective
and economical. Perhaps new, computer-
assisted simulations can be used to help us
meet this challenge.

Furthermore, I have suggested that in
the future we focus more on how the

social context moderates the relationship
between EI or ESC and human functioning.
The EI–performance link undoubtedly will
be stronger in some situations than in
others. And the same person will act more
emotionally intelligent in some situations
than in others. EI, like other aspects of the
person, can account for only a relatively
small portion of the variance in important
outcomes. Situational factors often play
an equally large, if not larger role, and
they sometimes are more amenable to
modification. Certain work settings will
encourage emotionally intelligent behavior
more than others. We need to study
emotionally intelligent contexts as well as
emotionally intelligent people.
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