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L E A D E R S H I P   |   E M O T I O N A L  I N T E L L I G E N C E  

The Emotionally Intelligent Leader 

What neuroscience & psychological safety teach us about growing EI 

 

Emotional intelligence is not a trait you either have or lack. It is a set of skills, grounded in how 

the brain handles threat, reward & connection, & leaders can train them. This article sets out 

what the science says, why psychological safety is EI at team scale, & seven practices that 

build EI in a real working week. 

Why EI matters for leaders 

Mayer & Salovey (1997) define emotional intelligence as the ability to perceive, use, understand & 

manage emotions, in yourself & in others. Goleman (1995; 1998) brought the idea into leadership with 

five components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy & social skill. His central claim 

was that once technical competence is a given, these capacities separate the leaders people follow 

from the leaders people tolerate. 

The evidence supports a more precise version of that claim. Meta-analytic work links EI to job 

performance, with the strongest effects in roles that demand heavy emotional labour (Joseph & 

Newman, 2010). Leadership is one of those roles. Every day, a leader absorbs pressure from above, 

carries the anxieties of the team & still has to think clearly. 

There is also a gap to close. Eurich (2018) reports that around 95% of people believe they are self-

aware, while only 10–15% meet the criteria her research team used. Most leaders overestimate this 

foundation skill. The good news is that every component of EI responds to deliberate practice. 

What neuroscience adds 

Neuroscience does not replace the psychology of EI. It explains why some leadership moments feel so 

hard & why certain practices work. 



CoachME  |  BECKETT McINROY 

beckett-mcinroy.com 2 

 

Stress takes the thinking brain offline 

Under acute stress, a surge of stress chemistry rapidly impairs the prefrontal cortex, the region behind 

working memory, flexible thinking & impulse control, while more habitual responses take over (Arnsten, 

2009). A leader under pressure has less access to exactly the capacities EI depends on. That is why 

regulation has to be practised when things are calm, not improvised in the moment. 

Social pain is real pain 

In a well-known fMRI study, people excluded from a simple ball-tossing game showed activity in the 

dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, a region also involved in the distress of physical pain (Eisenberger, 

Lieberman & Williams, 2003). Being talked over, left off an email or publicly corrected is not "just" a 

feeling. The brain treats it as a threat. 

Rock’s (2008) SCARF model turns this into a practical lens. People continually scan five social domains 

for threat or reward: Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness & Fairness. A leader who 

understands SCARF can predict which decisions will trigger resistance & design around it. 

Naming an emotion calms it 

Putting feelings into words, known as affect labelling, reduced activity in the amygdala & increased 

activity in the right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (Lieberman et al., 2007). Precision helps too. People 

who distinguish finely between emotions, such as "disappointed" rather than "bad", regulate more 

effectively under stress (Kashdan, Barrett & McKnight, 2015; Barrett, 2017). 

The brain can change 

After an eight-week mindfulness programme, participants showed increases in grey matter density in 

regions linked to learning, memory & emotion regulation (Hölzel et al., 2011). EI is trainable at the level 

of the brain itself. 

A note of caution. Popular phrases such as "amygdala hijack" are useful shorthand, but emotion arises 

from networks across the brain, not a single switch (Barrett, 2017). Use the neuroscience to understand, not 

to label people. 

Psychological safety: EI at team scale 

Edmondson (1999) defines psychological safety as a shared belief that the team is safe for 

interpersonal risk-taking. In such teams people speak up, ask for help, admit mistakes & challenge 

ideas without fear of humiliation. Her research linked it to team learning behaviour. Google’s Project 

Aristotle later found psychological safety was the most important of the five dynamics that set its 
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effective teams apart (Duhigg, 2016). A meta-analysis connects it to information sharing, learning 

behaviour & performance (Frazier et al., 2017). 

 

Psychological safety is not niceness & it is not low standards. Edmondson (2018) shows that high 

safety paired with high standards creates a learning zone. High standards without safety create an 

anxiety zone, where people stay quiet to protect themselves. 

A leader’s emotional state sets the threat level of the room. Psychological 

safety is what a leader’s EI looks like from the outside. 

This is where the two ideas meet. When a leader reacts to bad news with visible frustration, the team’s 

threat response rises & the next piece of bad news arrives later, or never. When a leader stays curious, 

thanks the messenger & asks what can be learned, the team learns that candour is safe. 

Seven practices to grow emotional intelligence 

1. Pause & name. In a charged moment, name the emotion to yourself in a word or two before you 

respond. Labelling recruits the prefrontal cortex & takes the heat out of the reaction (Lieberman et 

al., 2007). 

2. Build a richer emotional vocabulary. Move beyond "fine", "busy" & "stressed". Finer distinctions 

give you finer choices about how to respond (Kashdan, Barrett & McKnight, 2015). 

3. Ask "what", not "why". Eurich (2018) found that asking "why do I feel this?" invites rumination & 

self-justification. Asking "what am I feeling?" & "what matters to me here?" builds real insight. 

4. Reappraise rather than suppress. Reframing a situation changes the emotion itself. Suppression 

only hides the expression & carries cognitive & social costs (Gross, 2002). 

5. Lower threat, raise reward. Use SCARF before key conversations. Give clarity on what is 

decided (Certainty), offer real choices (Autonomy) & explain the reasoning (Fairness) (Rock, 

2008). 

6. Set the stage, invite & respond productively. Frame work as a learning challenge, ask genuine 

questions & meet bad news with appreciation, not blame (Edmondson, 2018). 
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7. Train attention daily. Ten minutes of mindful attention a day strengthens the circuits that support 

regulation (Hölzel et al., 2011). Reflect regularly with a coach, mentor or peer to turn insight into 

habit. 

 

A four-week starter plan 

Growth in EI comes from small, repeated practice. Start here: 

Week Focus Daily practice 

1 Notice Three times a day, stop & name what you feel in one or two 
precise words. Log them. 

2 Name with precision Replace "stressed" or "fine" with finer labels. Ask "what am I 
feeling?", not "why?". 

3 Regulate Before one charged conversation a day, reappraise: "What 
else could this mean?" 

4 Make it safe In every meeting, invite one dissenting view & thank the 
person who offers it. 

 

Questions to take into your next week 

• Which of the five SCARF domains does my team most need from me right now? 

• What happens in the room when someone brings me bad news? 

• Which emotion do I find hardest to name in myself, & what does it tell me? 

Emotionally intelligent leadership is not about being calm all the time. It is about noticing what is 

happening inside you, choosing your response & building a team where everyone can bring their full 

thinking to the work. 
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