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What Makes a Leader?

  

The Idea in Brief The Idea in Practice

EI 
Component Defi nition Hallmarks Example
Self-
awareness

Knowing one’s 
emotions, 
strengths, 
weaknesses, 
drives, values, and 
goals—and their 
impact on others

Self-confi dence• 
Realistic self-• 
assessment
Self-deprecating sense • 
of humor
Thirst for constructive • 
criticism

A manager knows tight deadlines 
bring out the worst in him. So he 
plans his time to get work done well in 
advance.

Self-
regulation

Controlling 
or redirecting 
disruptive 
emotions and 
impulses

Trustworthiness• 
Integrity• 
Comfort with • 
ambiguity and change

When a team botches a presentation, 
its leader resists the urge to scream. 
Instead, she considers possible 
reasons for the failure, explains the 
consequences to her team, and 
explores solutions with them.

Motivation Being driven 
to achieve for 
the sake of 
achievement

A passion for the work • 
itself and for new 
challenges
Unfl agging energy to • 
improve
Optimism in the face • 
of failure

A portfolio manager at an investment 
company sees his fund tumble for 
three consecutive quarters. Major 
clients defect. Instead of blaming 
external circumstances, she decides 
to learn from the experience—and 
engineers a turnaround. 

Empathy Considering 
others’ feelings, 
especially when 
making decisions

Expertise in attracting • 
and retaining talent
Ability to develop • 
others 
Sensitivity to cross-• 
cultural diff erences

An American consultant and her team 
pitch a project to a potential client in 
Japan. Her team interprets the client’s 
silence as disapproval, and prepares to 
leave. The consultant reads the client’s 
body language and senses interest. She 
continues the meeting, and her team 
gets the job.

Social Skill Managing 
relationships to 
move people in 
desired directions

Eff ectiveness in leading • 
change
Persuasiveness• 
Extensive networking• 
Expertise in building • 
and leading teams

A manager wants his company to 
adopt a better Internet strategy. He 
fi nds kindred spirits and assembles a 
de facto team to create a prototype 
Web site. He persuades allies in other 
divisions to fund the company’s 
participation in a relevant convention. 
His company forms an Internet 
division—and puts him in charge of it.
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What distinguishes great leaders from 
merely good ones? It isn't IQ or technical 
skills, says Daniel Goleman. It's 

 

emotional 
intelligence:

 

 a group of five skills that en-
able the best leaders to maximize their own 

 

and

 

 their followers' performance. When se-
nior managers at one company had a criti-
cal mass of EI capabilities, their divisions 
outperformed yearly earnings goals by 
20%.

The EI skills are:

 

•

 

Self-awareness

 

—knowing one's 
strengths, weaknesses, drives, values, and 
impact on others

 

•

 

Self-regulation

 

—controlling or redirect-
ing disruptive impulses and moods

 

•

 

Motivation

 

—relishing achievement for its 
own sake

 

•

 

Empathy

 

—understanding other people's 
emotional makeup

 

•

 

Social skill

 

—building rapport with others 
to move them in desired directions

We're each born with certain levels of EI 
skills. But we can strengthen these abilities 
through persistence, practice, and feed-
back from colleagues or coaches.

 

UNDERSTANDING EI'S COMPONENTS

 

STRENGTHENING YOUR EI

 

Use practice and feedback from others to strengthen specific EI skills.

Example:

 

An executive learned from others that she lacked empathy, especially the ability to listen. She 
wanted to fix the problem, so she asked a coach to tell her when she exhibited poor listening 
skills. She then role-played incidents to practice giving better responses; for example, not inter-
rupting. She also began observing executives skilled at listening-and imitated their behavior.

page 3



 

B

 

EST

 

 

 

OF

 

 HBR 1998

 

What Makes a Leader?

 

by Daniel Goleman

 

harvard business review • january 2004

 

C
O

P
YR

IG
H

T
 ©

 2
00

3 
H

A
R

V
A

R
D

 B
U

SI
N

E
SS

 S
C

H
O

O
L 

P
U

B
LI

SH
IN

G
 C

O
R

P
O

R
A

T
IO

N
. A

LL
 R

IG
H

T
S 

R
E

SE
R

V
E

D
.

 

IQ and technical skills are important, but emotional intelligence is the 

sine qua non of leadership.

 

It was Daniel Goleman who first brought the 
term “emotional intelligence” to a wide audience 
with his 1995 book of that name, and it was Goleman 
who first applied the concept to business with his 
1998 HBR article, reprinted here. In his research 
at nearly 200 large, global companies, Goleman 
found that while the qualities traditionally asso-
ciated with leadership—such as intelligence, 
toughness, determination, and vision—are re-
quired for success, they are insufficient. Truly ef-
fective leaders are also distinguished by a high 
degree of emotional intelligence, which includes 
self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, em-
pathy, and social skill.

These qualities may sound “soft” and unbusi-
nesslike, but Goleman found direct ties between 
emotional intelligence and measurable busi-
ness results. While emotional intelligence’s rele-
vance to business has continued to spark debate 
over the past six years, Goleman’s article re-
mains the definitive reference on the subject, 
with a description of each component of emo-
tional intelligence and a detailed discussion of 
how to recognize it in potential leaders, how 

and why it connects to performance, and how it 
can be learned.

 

Every businessperson knows a story about a
highly intelligent, highly skilled executive
who was promoted into a leadership posi-
tion only to fail at the job. And they also know
a story about someone with solid—but not
extraordinary—intellectual abilities and tech-
nical skills who was promoted into a similar
position and then soared.

Such anecdotes support the widespread be-
lief that identifying individuals with the “right
stuff” to be leaders is more art than science.
After all, the personal styles of superb leaders
vary: Some leaders are subdued and analyti-
cal; others shout their manifestos from the
mountaintops. And just as important, different
situations call for different types of leader-
ship. Most mergers need a sensitive negotiator
at the helm, whereas many turnarounds re-
quire a more forceful authority.

I have found, however, that the most effec-
tive leaders are alike in one crucial way: They
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all have a high degree of what has come to be
known as 

 

emotional intelligence

 

. It’s not that IQ
and technical skills are irrelevant. They do mat-
ter, but mainly as “threshold capabilities”; that
is, they are the entry-level requirements for ex-
ecutive positions. But my research, along with
other recent studies, clearly shows that emo-
tional intelligence is the sine qua non of leader-
ship. Without it, a person can have the best
training in the world, an incisive, analytical
mind, and an endless supply of smart ideas,
but he still won’t make a great leader.

In the course of the past year, my col-
leagues and I have focused on how emotional
intelligence operates at work. We have examined
the relationship between emotional intelligence
and effective performance, especially in leaders.
And we have observed how emotional intelli-
gence shows itself on the job. How can you
tell if someone has high emotional intelli-
gence, for example, and how can you recog-
nize it in yourself? In the following pages,
we’ll explore these questions, taking each of
the components of emotional intelligence—
self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, em-
pathy, and social skill—in turn.

 

Evaluating Emotional Intelligence

 

Most large companies today have employed
trained psychologists to develop what are
known as “competency models” to aid them in
identifying, training, and promoting likely
stars in the leadership firmament. The psy-
chologists have also developed such models
for lower-level positions. And in recent years, I
have analyzed competency models from 188
companies, most of which were large and glo-
bal and included the likes of Lucent Technolo-
gies, British Airways, and Credit Suisse.

In carrying out this work, my objective was
to determine which personal capabilities drove
outstanding performance within these organi-
zations, and to what degree they did so. I
grouped capabilities into three categories: purely
technical skills like accounting and business
planning; cognitive abilities like analytical rea-
soning; and competencies demonstrating emo-
tional intelligence, such as the ability to work
with others and effectiveness in leading change.

To create some of the competency models,
psychologists asked senior managers at the
companies to identify the capabilities that typi-
fied the organization’s most outstanding leaders.
To create other models, the psychologists used

objective criteria, such as a division’s profitabil-
ity, to differentiate the star performers at se-
nior levels within their organizations from the
average ones. Those individuals were then ex-
tensively interviewed and tested, and their ca-
pabilities were compared. This process resulted
in the creation of lists of ingredients for highly
effective leaders. The lists ranged in length
from seven to 15 items and included such ingre-
dients as initiative and strategic vision.

When I analyzed all this data, I found dra-
matic results. To be sure, intellect was a driver
of outstanding performance. Cognitive skills
such as big-picture thinking and long-term vi-
sion were particularly important. But when I
calculated the ratio of technical skills, IQ, and
emotional intelligence as ingredients of excellent
performance, emotional intelligence proved
to be twice as important as the others for jobs
at all levels.

Moreover, my analysis showed that emo-
tional intelligence played an increasingly impor-
tant role at the highest levels of the company,
where differences in technical skills are of neg-
ligible importance. In other words, the higher
the rank of a person considered to be a star per-
former, the more emotional intelligence capa-
bilities showed up as the reason for his or her
effectiveness. When I compared star perform-
ers with average ones in senior leadership posi-
tions, nearly 90% of the difference in their pro-
files was attributable to emotional intelligence
factors rather than cognitive abilities.

Other researchers have confirmed that emo-
tional intelligence not only distinguishes out-
standing leaders but can also be linked to strong
performance. The findings of the late David
McClelland, the renowned researcher in human
and organizational behavior, are a good exam-
ple. In a 1996 study of a global food and bever-
age company, McClelland found that when se-
nior managers had a critical mass of emotional
intelligence capabilities, their divisions outper-
formed yearly earnings goals by 20%. Mean-
while, division leaders without that critical
mass underperformed by almost the same
amount. McClelland’s findings, interestingly,
held as true in the company’s U.S. divisions as
in its divisions in Asia and Europe.

In short, the numbers are beginning to tell
us a persuasive story about the link between a
company’s success and the emotional intelli-
gence of its leaders. And just as important, re-
search is also demonstrating that people can, if
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