
Action Steps: Emotional Intelligence 

Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ by Daniel Goleman is a 
groundbreaking book that explores the critical role emotions play in personal and 
professional success. Goleman argues that emotional intelligence (EQ)—the ability to 
recognize, understand, and manage emotions—can be more important than IQ in 
determining success in life. 

The book is structured around five core components of emotional intelligence: 

1. Self-Awareness – Recognizing and understanding personal emotions. 
2. Self-Regulation – Managing emotions effectively and responding appropriately. 
3. Motivation – Using emotions to drive productivity and persistence. 
4. Empathy – Understanding and sharing the emotions of others. 
5. Social Skills – Managing relationships and influencing people effectively. 

Goleman also explains the neuroscience behind emotions, introducing concepts such 
as the amygdala hijack, which describes how emotional reactions can override rational 
thinking. He highlights how emotional intelligence can be learned and improved, making 
it a crucial skill in leadership, relationships, and overall well-being. 

In this Action Steps Handbook, we will provide practical steps to understand why smart 
people sometimes fail in life, while others with average IQs succeed. 
 
 
 

Step 1: Understanding the Two Types of Intelligence 

Intellectual Intelligence (IQ): 

● What It Is: IQ represents the ability to learn, reason, and solve problems. It’s what 
you test in school, measured by standardized tests. 

● Strengths: High IQ individuals often excel in analytical tasks, enjoy complex 
problem-solving, and quickly absorb technical or academic material. 

● Limitations: IQ alone does not cover the nuances of everyday interactions. For 
example, a person might be brilliant at mathematics but struggle to 
communicate effectively or manage stress. 

Emotional Intelligence (EQ): 
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● What It Is: EQ is the ability to recognize, understand, and manage your own 
emotions, as well as to perceive and influence the emotions of others. 

● Strengths: EQ enables individuals to navigate social situations, handle pressure, 
resolve conflicts, and build strong relationships. 

● Real-World Impact: Goleman emphasizes that while IQ may get someone through 
school or technical challenges, EQ is what helps people succeed in work 
environments and personal relationships. 

Real-Life Example: 

● Consider a high-IQ engineer who struggles with teamwork because he cannot 
recognize when his tone or body language is off-putting. Despite his technical 
brilliance, his lack of emotional insight may isolate him, limiting his career 
growth. 

 

Step 2: The Problem of Low Emotional Intelligence in Smart People 

Even highly intelligent individuals can face difficulties when they lack EQ. Here’s how: 

1. Poor Self-Awareness: 
○ Explanation: Self-awareness means knowing what you feel and why. 
○ Impact: A person with high IQ but low EQ may not realize that feelings of 

irritation or anxiety are building up until they explode. 
○ Example: Imagine an executive who doesn’t notice his rising frustration 

during meetings until he suddenly snaps at a colleague. 
2. Lack of Self-Control: 

○ Explanation: Self-control is the ability to manage impulses and delay 
immediate reactions. 

○ Impact: Without it, even intelligent people may react impulsively to 
criticism or stressful situations. 

○ Example: An intelligent manager might react to a setback by lashing out, 
rather than pausing to assess the situation calmly. 

3. Low Empathy: 
○ Explanation: Empathy is the ability to understand and share another 

person’s feelings. 
○ Impact: A focus solely on facts and logic can make someone insensitive 

to others’ emotional needs, leading to conflicts. 
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○ Example: A technically gifted leader might dismiss team members’ 
concerns because he fails to see their emotional side, thereby damaging 
team morale. 

4. Difficulty Accepting Feedback: 
○ Explanation: Accepting criticism requires the ability to see feedback as an 

opportunity rather than a personal attack. 
○ Impact: Without this, smart people can become defensive, missing out on 

growth opportunities. 
○ Example: A brilliant researcher might ignore constructive feedback from 

colleagues, ultimately hindering personal and professional improvement. 
5. Struggles with Relationships: 

○ Explanation: Success in life often depends on positive interactions and 
collaborations. 

○ Impact: High IQ individuals who ignore the emotional aspects of 
communication may fail to build supportive networks. 

○ Example: A high-performing lawyer might win cases on paper but lose 
clients because of an inability to connect on a personal level. 

 

Step 3: Why People with Average IQs Succeed 

People with average IQs often succeed because they have developed strong emotional 
skills. Here’s how: 

1. Self-Awareness: 
○ Details: These individuals regularly reflect on their emotions, 

understanding what triggers them and how they react. 
○ Benefit: They can catch signs of stress or frustration early and adjust their 

behavior, preventing outbursts. 
○ Real-Life Impact: A team leader who is aware of his own emotions is 

better equipped to handle difficult conversations. 
2. Self-Regulation: 

○ Details: They learn to pause before reacting, using techniques like deep 
breathing or taking a moment to think. 

○ Benefit: This prevents impulsive decisions that might harm relationships 
or careers. 
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○ Real-Life Impact: In a heated negotiation, someone with high 
self-regulation remains calm and thoughtful, which leads to better 
outcomes. 

3. Motivation: 
○ Details: These individuals harness their emotions to stay focused on 

long-term goals, using setbacks as learning opportunities. 
○ Benefit: They persist even when faced with obstacles, converting 

frustration into determination. 
○ Real-Life Impact: An entrepreneur with average IQ but high EQ might 

rebound from failures by channeling disappointment into renewed effort. 
4. Empathy: 

○ Details: Understanding the feelings of others allows them to build strong, 
supportive networks. 

○ Benefit: They can manage conflicts more effectively and inspire loyalty 
among colleagues. 

○ Real-Life Impact: A customer service manager who listens empathetically 
to clients can resolve issues in a way that builds trust. 

5. Social Skills: 
○ Details: They excel in communication, collaboration, and conflict 

resolution. 
○ Benefit: This makes them effective team members and leaders, even if 

their technical skills are average. 
○ Real-Life Impact: A project coordinator who navigates interpersonal 

challenges with ease can rally a team to meet tight deadlines. 

 

Step 4: The Science Behind Emotional Intelligence and Success 

Goleman provides insights from neuroscience that help explain these differences: 

1. Dual Brain Systems: 
○ Rational Brain (Prefrontal Cortex): 

■ Role: Handles logical thinking, planning, and problem-solving. 
■ Limitation: Operates slowly compared to the emotional brain. 

○ Emotional Brain (Amygdala): 
■ Role: Processes emotions rapidly and can trigger quick, sometimes 

impulsive reactions. 
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■ Example: This is why someone might have an “amygdala hijack” 
during a heated discussion—where the emotional response 
overtakes rational thought. 

2. Amygdala Hijack: 
○ Explanation: A term used by Goleman to describe how strong emotions 

can overwhelm the rational mind before it has a chance to intervene. 
○ Impact: Even intelligent individuals can act irrationally if they allow their 

emotions to take control. 
○ Example: A high-IQ manager may make a regrettable decision in a split 

second because the amygdala’s reaction was too strong. 
3. Neural Pathways and Emotional Memory: 

○ Explanation: Emotional experiences create strong neural connections. 
○ Impact: Past emotional events can influence current behavior, sometimes 

unconsciously. 
○ Example: If a person experienced criticism during childhood, they might 

react defensively to feedback as an adult, regardless of the context. 

Understanding these brain functions explains why managing emotions is crucial. The 
balance between the rational mind and the emotional mind can determine whether an 
individual makes measured decisions or falls prey to impulsive reactions. 

 

Step 5: How to Develop Emotional Intelligence 

The good news is that, unlike IQ, emotional intelligence can be cultivated. Goleman 
suggests practical ways to build EQ: 

1. Enhancing Self-Awareness: 
○ Practice Reflection: 

■ Method: Keep a daily journal to note emotional triggers and 
reactions. 

■ Benefit: Over time, this practice helps identify patterns and better 
understand underlying feelings. 

○ Feedback: 
■ Method: Ask trusted friends or colleagues for honest feedback 

about emotional reactions and communication style. 
■ Benefit: External perspectives can reveal blind spots. 

2. Improving Self-Regulation: 
○ Mindfulness and Breathing Techniques: 
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■ Method: Engage in mindfulness meditation or simple deep 
breathing exercises when feeling overwhelmed. 

■ Benefit: These practices help calm the amygdala and give the 
prefrontal cortex time to catch up. 

○ Pause and Reflect: 
■ Method: Cultivate the habit of taking a moment before reacting, 

especially in emotionally charged situations. 
■ Benefit: This pause can prevent rash decisions and lead to more 

thoughtful responses. 
3. Developing Empathy: 

○ Active Listening: 
■ Method: Focus on truly listening to others without planning your 

response while they speak. 
■ Benefit: Enhances understanding of others’ emotions and builds 

stronger interpersonal connections. 
○ Perspective-Taking: 

■ Method: Make a conscious effort to see situations from others’ 
viewpoints. 

■ Benefit: This fosters compassion and can lead to more effective 
conflict resolution. 

4. Enhancing Social Skills: 
○ Communication Practice: 

■ Method: Engage in role-playing exercises or join groups that 
emphasize communication skills. 

■ Benefit: Regular practice helps refine the ability to express oneself 
clearly and understand others. 

○ Conflict Resolution Training: 
■ Method: Learn techniques for managing disagreements and finding 

common ground. 
■ Benefit: Such skills are essential in both personal relationships and 

professional environments. 

By actively working on these areas, individuals can significantly boost their emotional 
intelligence, enabling them to navigate life's challenges more successfully. 

 

Final Thought: A New Definition of Success 
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IQ may open doors, but emotional intelligence determines how far someone goes. In 
essence, developing emotional intelligence is a lifelong journey—one that redefines 
success in practical, human terms. 

 

Advancing Your Life by Developing Emotional Intelligence 

Step 1: Understand the Two Types of Intelligence 

A. Intellectual Intelligence (IQ) 

● Definition & Strengths: 
○ Guidance: Write a brief definition of IQ. For example, "IQ is the measure of 

cognitive abilities like problem-solving, logical reasoning, and learning new 
information." 

○ Practical Examples: List situations where your logical skills have helped 
you (e.g., analyzing data at work, solving technical problems). 

● Limitations: 
○ Guidance: Reflect on instances where relying solely on IQ might have fallen 

short—perhaps in handling stress, building relationships, or managing 
conflicts. 

○ Fill In: What are the challenges you face that IQ alone hasn’t solved? 

B. Emotional Intelligence (EQ) 

● Definition & Core Components: 
○ Guidance: Define EQ as the ability to recognize, understand, and manage 

your own emotions and those of others. List the five core components: 
1. Self-Awareness 
2. Self-Regulation 
3. Motivation 
4. Empathy 
5. Social Skills 

○ Fill In: How do you currently see these skills in your life? Rate yourself or 
note specific examples. 

● Real-World Impact: 
○ Guidance: Reflect on how EQ might help in situations where IQ isn’t 

enough (e.g., managing stress, working in teams). 
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○ Fill In: Identify one or two real-life scenarios where stronger EQ would have 
made a difference. 

 

 

Step 2: Identify the Challenges of Low EQ in Smart People 

Reflect on Common Challenges 

● Poor Self-Awareness: 
○ Guidance: Write about times you felt overwhelmed without understanding 

why. 
○ Fill In: Describe a specific incident where you “lost it” because you were 

unaware of your mounting emotions. 
● Lack of Self-Control: 

○ Guidance: List examples where impulsive decisions (like a snap reaction) 
led to problems. 

○ Fill In: How did these actions affect your relationships or work? 
● Low Empathy & Relationship Struggles: 

○ Guidance: Think about moments when focusing solely on facts or logic 
made you miss the emotional needs of others. 

○ Fill In: Note a situation where empathy could have improved a 
conversation or relationship. 

● Difficulty Accepting Feedback: 
○ Guidance: Reflect on a time when criticism felt like a personal attack rather 

than a chance to improve. 
○ Fill In: How might a more emotionally intelligent approach have helped? 

 

Step 3: Recognize the Strengths of High EQ in People with 
Average IQs 

Practical Advantages of Emotional Skills 

● Self-Awareness: 
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○ Guidance: Write about how knowing your emotional triggers helps you 
respond better in stressful situations. 

○ Fill In: Describe a situation where self-awareness allowed you to avoid an 
outburst. 

● Self-Regulation: 
○ Guidance: Reflect on strategies (like pausing, deep breathing) that have 

helped you stay calm. 
○ Fill In: List specific techniques you could or already use to manage 

emotions. 
● Empathy & Social Skills: 

○ Guidance: Think about how understanding others’ feelings and 
communicating clearly has led to positive outcomes. 

○ Fill In: Provide examples from work or personal life where these skills 
made a difference. 

● Motivation: 
○ Guidance: Consider how channeling emotions can keep you focused on 

your goals despite setbacks. 
○ Fill In: What personal goals have you pursued successfully by staying 

emotionally motivated? 

 

Step 4: Learn the Science Behind EQ and Success 

A. The Dual Brain System 

● Rational Brain (Prefrontal Cortex): 
○ Guidance: Write a brief description of how this part of your brain handles 

planning, decision-making, and logic. 
● Emotional Brain (Amygdala): 

○ Guidance: Describe how this “emergency system” processes feelings 
rapidly, sometimes leading to impulsive actions. 

● Fill In Example: 
○ Think of a time when a sudden emotional reaction (an “amygdala hijack”) 

led you to act before fully thinking things through. What was the outcome? 

B. Impact on Behavior 

● Neural Pathways & Emotional Memory: 
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○ Guidance: Explain in your own words how past emotional experiences 
shape your reactions today. 

○ Fill In: Identify one strong emotional memory and note how it might be 
influencing your current behavior. 

 

Step 5: Develop and Enhance Your Emotional Intelligence 

A. Enhance Self-Awareness 

● Techniques: 
○ Guidance: Consider keeping a daily journal. Write down what you feel, 

when you feel it, and why. 
○ Fill In: Plan a weekly reflection—set a goal to record at least one situation 

where you noticed your emotional state. 

B. Improve Self-Regulation 

● Techniques: 
○ Guidance: Practice mindfulness or deep breathing exercises when you 

notice stress rising. 
○ Fill In: List a few techniques you are willing to try (e.g., meditation apps, a 

short walk during breaks) and schedule them into your routine. 

C. Build Empathy and Social Skills 

● Active Listening: 
○ Guidance: Commit to listening more during conversations—avoid 

interrupting, ask clarifying questions. 
○ Fill In: Write a goal, such as “I will practice active listening in at least one 

conversation per day.” 
● Conflict Resolution: 

○ Guidance: Learn and practice conflict resolution strategies, like using “I” 
statements and seeking to understand others’ viewpoints. 

○ Fill In: Describe a past conflict and note how a different approach might 
have improved the outcome. 
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Final Thought: Redefine Success with EQ 

● Synthesis: 
○ Guidance: Summarize how balancing IQ and EQ leads to better 

decision-making, stronger relationships, and overall success. 
○ Fill In: Write a personal reflection: “True success is not just about 

academic or technical achievements, but about managing my emotions 
and building meaningful connections.” 

● Reflection Questions: 
○ How well do you manage your emotions? 
○ Do you control your emotions, or do they control you? 
○ What changes can you make today to improve your emotional 

intelligence? 
● Call to Action: 

○ Guidance: Commit to one actionable step from each section. 
○ Fill In: For example, “I will start journaling daily, practice mindfulness 

during stressful moments, and actively listen during conversations to build 
better relationships.” 
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