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Introduction
Back in 1995, just before my book Emotional Intelligence came out, I remember thinking that I would have succeeded if one day I happened to overhear two strangers talking, and one used the term ‘emotional intelligence’ – and the other knew what it meant. That would signal that the concept of emotional intelligence, or EI (the term I favor instead of the popularization “EQ”) had become a meme, a new idea that had entered the culture. Today EI has far exceeded that expectation, proving a powerful model for education in the form of social/emotional learning, and recognized as a fundamental ingredient of outstanding leadership, as well as an active agent in a fulfilling life.

When I wrote Emotional Intelligence I was harvesting a decade of then-new research on the brain and emotions. I used the concept of emotional intelligence as a framework to highlight a new field: affective neuroscience. Research on the brain and our emotional and social lives didn't stop when I finished the book; if anything, it has accelerated in recent years. I included updates on this research in my books Social Intelligence and Primal Leadership, as well as in a series of articles in the Harvard Business Review.

In this book I want to continue those updates, sharing with you some key findings that further inform our understanding of emotional intelligence and how to apply this skill set. This is not an exhaustive, technical review of scientific data – this is a work in progress that focuses on actionable findings, on new insights you can use.

I’ll cover the following topics:

•The Big Question being asked, particularly in academic circles: “Is there such an entity as ‘emotional intelligence’ that differs from IQ?”

•The brain’s ethical radar

•The neural dynamics of creativity

•The brain circuitry for drive, persistence, and motivation

•The brain states underlying optimal performance, and how to enhance them

•The social brain: rapport, resonance, and interpersonal chemistry

•Brain 2.0: our brain on the web

•The varieties of empathy and key gender differences

•The dark side: sociopathy at work

•Neural lessons for coaching and enhancing emotional intelligence abilities

There are three dominant models of emotional intelligence, each associated with its own set of tests and measures. One comes from Peter Salovey and John Mayer, who first proposed the concept of emotional intelligence in their seminal 1990 article1. Another is that of Reuven Bar-On who has been quite active in fostering research in this area2. The third is my own model, which is most fully developed in Primal Leadership (the book I wrote with my colleagues Annie McKee and Richard Boyatzis). There are several other EI models by now, with more in the works – a sign of the vibrancy of the field3.
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Emotional Intelligence – Goleman Model
 
Most elements of every emotional intelligence model fit within these four generic domains: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management.



Is Emotional Intelligence a Distinct Set of Abilities?
This is the first big question: Is emotional intelligence distinct from IQ?

I first got an inkling that perhaps IQ alone did not explain all of career success during my freshman year in college. There was a guy down the hall from me in the dormitory who had perfect scores on his SATs, plus perfect scores on five advanced placement tests. From an academic point of view, he was brilliant. But he had a problem: zero motivation. He never got to class, he slept ‘till noon, never finished his assignments. It took him eight years to get his bachelors and today he's self-employed as a consultant. He’s not a star performer, he's not the head of a big organization, he's not an outstanding leader. I now see he lacked some crucial emotional intelligence abilities, particularly self-mastery.

Howard Gardner, a friend from my days in grad school, opened up the conversation about different kinds of intelligence beyond IQ when he wrote about multiple intelligences in the 1980s4. Howard’s argument was that for an intelligence to be recognized as a distinct set of capacities there has to be a unique underlying set of brain areas that govern and regulate that intelligence.

Now brain researchers have identified distinct circuitry for emotional intelligence in a landmark study by another old friend, Reuven Bar-on (by some unlikely coincidence, his mother was my fourth grade Sunday school teacher). Bar-On worked with one of today’s outstanding brain research groups, headed by Antonio Damasio at the University of Iowa medical school5. They used the gold standard method in neuropsychology for identifying the brain areas associated with specific behaviors and mental functions: lesion studies. That is, they studied patients who have brain injuries in clearly defined areas, correlating the site of the injury with the resulting specific diminished or lost capacities in the patient. On the basis of this tried-and-true methodology in neurology, Bar-on and his associates identified several brain areas crucial for the abilities of emotional and social intelligence.

The Bar-On study is one of the more convincing proofs that emotional intelligence resides in brain areas distinct from those for IQ. Other findings using different methods support the same conclusion6. Taken together, this data tells us there are unique brain centers that govern emotional intelligence, which distinguishes this set of human skills from academic (that is, verbal, math, and spatial) intelligence – or IQ, as these purely cognitive skills are known – as well as from personality traits.
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The right amygdala (we have two, one in each brain hemisphere) is a neural hub for emotion located in the midbrain. In Emotional Intelligence I wrote about Joseph LeDoux’s landmark research on the role of the amygdala in our emotional reactions and memories. Patients with lesions or other injuries to the right amygdala, the Bar-On study found, showed a loss in emotional self-awareness – the ability to be aware of and understand our own feelings.
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Another area crucial for emotional intelligence is also on the right side of the brain. It’s the right somatosensory cortex; injury here also creates a deficiency in self-awareness, as well as in empathy – awareness of emotions in other people. The ability to understand and feel our own emotions is critical for understanding and empathizing with the emotions of others. Empathy also depends on another structure in the right hemisphere, the insula, a node for brain circuitry that senses our entire bodily state and tells us how we're feeling. Tuning in to how we're feeling ourselves plays a central role in how we sense and understand what someone else is feeling.
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Another critical area is the anterior cingulate, located at the front of a band of brain fibers that surround the corpus callosum, which ties together the two halves of the brain. The anterior cingulate is an area that manages impulse control, the ability to handle our emotions, particularly distressing emotions, and strong feelings.
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Finally, there's the ventral medial strip of the prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex is just behind the forehead, and is the last part of the brain to become fully grown. This is the brain’s executive center; here reside the abilities to solve personal and interpersonal problems, to manage our impulses, to express our feelings effectively, and to relate well with others.
 



Self-Awareness
New findings suggest how brain regions involved in self-awareness help us with ethics and with decision making in general. The key to understanding this neural dynamic is to distinguish between the thinking brain (neocortex), and the subcortical areas.
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The neocortex – the wavy areas in green – contains centers for cognition and other complex mental operations. The subcortical areas, shown here in blue, are where more basic mental processes occur. Just below the thinking brain, and projecting into the cortex, are the limbic centers, the brain’s main areas for emotion. These areas are also found in the brains of other mammals. The more ancient parts of the subcortex extend down to the brainstem, known as the “reptilian brain” because we share this basic architecture with reptiles.
 
Antonio Damasio (the neuroscientist in whose lab Bar-On’s work on the brain basics of EI was done) has written about a telling neurological case. There was a brilliant corporate lawyer who, unfortunately, had a brain tumor. Luckily that tumor was diagnosed early and operated on successfully. But during the operation the surgeon had to cut circuits that connect key areas of the prefrontal cortex, the brain’s executive center, and the amygdala in the midbrain’s area for emotions.

After the surgery there was a very puzzling clinical picture. On every test of IQ, memory, and attention, this lawyer was absolutely as smart as he had been before the surgery. But he couldn't do his job any more. He lost his job. He couldn't keep any job. His marriage broke up. He lost his house. He ended up living in his brother’s spare bedroom and, in despair, he went to Damasio to find out what was wrong.

At first Damasio was completely puzzled, because on every neurological test, the lawyer was fine. But the clue came when Damasio asked the lawyer, “When shall we have our next appointment?”

It was then that Damasio realized the lawyer could give him the rational pros and cons of every hour for the next two weeks – but he didn't know which was best. Damasio says that in order to make a good decision, we need to have feelings about our thoughts – and that lesion created during the surgery for the lawyer’s tumor meant he could no longer connect his thoughts with the emotional pros and cons.

Such feelings come from the emotional centers in the midbrain, interacting with a specific area in the prefrontal cortex7. When we have a thought it’s immediately valenced by these brain centers, positive or negative. This is what helps us shuffle our thoughts into priorities – like when would be the best time for an appointment. Lacking that input, we don't know what to feel about our thoughts, so we can't make good decisions.

Cortical-subcortical circuitry also offers an ethical rudder. Lower in the brain, below the limbic areas, lies a neural network called the basal ganglia. This is a very primitive part of the brain, but it does something extraordinarily important for navigating the modern world.

As we go through every situation in life, the basal ganglia extracts decision rules: when I did that, that worked well; when I said this, it bombed, and so on. Our accumulated life wisdom is stored in this primitive circuitry. However, when we face a decision, it’s our verbal cortex that generates our thoughts about it. But to more fully access our life experience on the matter at hand, we need to access further inputs from that subcortical circuitry. While the basal ganglia have some direct connection to the verbal areas, it turns out also to have very rich connections to the gastrointestinal tract – the gut. So in making the decision, a gut sense of it being right or wrong is important information, too8. It’s not that you should ignore the data, but if it doesn't fit what you're feeling, maybe you should think twice about it.
That rule-of-thumb seemed to be at play in a study of highly successful California entrepreneurs who were asked how they made crucial business decisions. They all reported more or less the same strategy. First, they were voracious consumers of any data or information that might bear on their decision, casting a wide net. But second, they all tested their rational decision against their gut feeling – if a deal didn’t feel right they might not go ahead, even if it looked good on paper.

The answer to the question, “Is what I'm about to do in keeping with my sense of purpose, meaning, or ethics?” doesn't come to us in words; it comes to us via this gut sense. Then we put it into words.

 



The Right Brain State for the Job
Self-mastery requires self-awareness plus self-regulation, key components of emotional intelligence. One value of self-mastery is being in the right brain state for the job9.
When it comes to personal effectiveness, we need to be in the best internal state for the task at hand, and every internal state has its advantages and downsides. For instance, research shows that the plusses of being in a positive mood are that we're more creative, we're better at problem solving, we have better mental flexibility, and we can be more efficient in decision making in many ways.

The negatives, though, include a tendency to be less discriminating in distinguishing weak from strong arguments, or making a decision too quickly, or paying too little attention to detail on a task that demands it.

On the other hand, there are some plusses to being in a sour mood – or at least more somber. These include a greater capacity to pay attention to detail, even in boring tasks – which suggests it’s best to get serious before reading a contract. In a negative mood we’re more skeptical, so, for example, we are less likely to simply rely on the opinions of experts, we ask searching questions, and come to our own conclusions. One theory about the utility of anger is that it mobilizes energy and focuses our attention on removing obstacles that thwart a goal – which can fuel, say, a drive to beat a competitor on the next round who has just won a victory over us (whether that competitor is a school team or another business).

The prime negative of being in a bad mood is, of course, that it’s unpleasant for us and those around us. But there are more subtle costs: At the cognitive level, we're more pessimistic, and therefore more likely to give up more quickly when things go wrong than if we were in an optimistic state. Bad moods give us a negative bias toward whatever we might be considering, and so put a negative skew on our judgments. And because we’re less pleasant to be around we can be disruptive to the harmony of a team – a cranky team member can lower effectiveness for everyone.

Then there’s a perhaps surprising case in point for the right brain state for the job: creativity.
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