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Abstract 

Emotions play an important role in the field of leadership. The intelligent use of emotions may be beneficial for 
leaders in achieving success. In fact, good use of emotions has been seen as a prerequisite for effective 
leadership. Leaders with high emotional competencies are perceived as more efficient by their followers. Besides, 
the use of emotional intelligence (EI) was found to be linked with transformational leadership. Furthermore, 
leaders’ EI was found to be affecting followers’ and organizational outcomes. Thus, we provide a selective 
review on the relationship between emotions and leadership. Our findings showed that EI is essential for 
successful leadership as it provides many benefits to leaders. With the use of EI, leaders could manage the team 
intelligently, handle difficult situations properly and reduce their stress effectively. Hence, we identified that it is 
necessary for researchers to further study the links between EI and leadership to gain the most benefits from it. 
We conclude with a discussion on the theoretical and practical implication, as well as some recommendation for 
future research with the promising use of EI in leadership development. 
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1. Introduction 

The intelligent use of emotions has long been associated with effective leadership. Defined as the ability to 
control ones’ emotions and understanding others’ emotions, emotional intelligence (EI) is undeniably an 
important factor for leaders to build good rapport with their subordinates (Weisinger, 1998). In fact, a growing 
body of research literatures supported the essentiality of EI in the workplace, especially among leaders (Goleman, 
Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002). For instance, studies have shown that emotional intelligence (EI) could positively 
influence individual’s leadership skills (e.g., Hong, Catano, & Liao, 2011; Hur, van den Berg, & Wilderom, 
2011). With EI, leaders would be able to handle stressful situation and conflicts by intelligently manage the 
emotion of self and others. Hence, EI was often used as a measurement of leaders’ effectiveness (e.g., Kerr, 
Garvin, Heaton, & Boyle, 2005; Madera & Smith, 2009; Thiel, Connelly, & Griffith, 2012). Indeed, individual 
with high EI is perceived as a better leader compared to those with lower EI (Thiel et al., 2012). Hence, the 
researcher believed that the link between EI and leadership should be further studied to gain better understanding 
and benefit from it. This review discusses the link between EI and leadership with the focus on the importance of 
EI on leadership. 

1.1 The Importance of Studying the Link between Emotions and Leadership 

Studies have shown useful link between EI and leaders in the workplace. For instance, the integration of the 
cognitive and emotional aspect would resulted in better decision making as leaders approach the problems more 
holistically (Rajah, Song, & Arvey, 2011). As countries change from a machine based industrial to a service 
based industry, EI has been seen as an essential factor in the workforces and considered as a critical aspect of 
human resources (Assanova & McGuire, 2009). In fact, Goleman (1998a) emphasizes that in the present 
changing environment, the use of EI by leaders will lead them to achieve greater success. EI of the leaders will 
influence the accomplishment of the organization as it could create a better work environment through the proper 
use of emotions (Goleman, 1998a). Furthermore, EI was found to an important factor in creating a successful 
work environment (Cross & Travaglione, 2003). It is found that leaders’ emotions is positively linked to good 
leadership attributes such as leaders’ effectiveness, positive contagion effect, less burnout and good performance 
outcomes (Rajah et al., 2011). This idea has attracted many people in the business world. However, through the 
literature reviews, it is found that there have been many debates on the importance of good use of emotion on 
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leaders. A thorough literature review would be beneficial to clear some lights on this matter. Thus, this literature 
review is done to highlight the links between emotions and leadership. With the understanding on the importance 
of emotional competency on leaders, further attention could be given on the emotional aspects of leadership in 
future studies. 

2. Method 

In conducting this review, research reviews were done on articles between 2000-2012 that are related to the 
studies on Emotion and Leadership. Reviews were conducted based on available peer-reviewed journals and 
books chapters. The reviews focus on highlighting the theoretical links between leadership and emotion. 
Searches were done on Science Direct and Scopus as well as internet searches for other articles and online books. 
Keywords used for these searches were emotions and leadership. For this review, special focus will be on the 
link between EI, transformational leadership, and leadership effectiveness.  

3. Theoretical Background 

3.1 Emotional Intelligence 

The recent working definition of EI is ‘the ability to carry out accurate reasoning about emotions and the ability 
to use emotions and emotional knowledge to enhance thought’ (Mayer, Roberts, & Barsade, 2008, p. 511). The 
intelligent use of emotions is essential in our life as it has many benefits. For instance, EI is believed to be the 
basis for many personal qualities such as self-esteemed, self-motivation, self-determination, and self-competence 
(Cherniss & Adler, 2000). To provide more understanding on EI, the theoretical background and its models are 
discussed below. 

3.1.1 Theoretical Background 

The theory of emotional intelligence has started in 1920 when Thorndike mentioned about the probability of 
other types of intelligence in the Harper’s Magazine (Matthews, Zeidner, & Roberts, 2002). Later, in 1983, 
Howard Gardner introduced the ‘multiple intelligences’ theory. In his theory, Gardner (1983) proposed seven 
intelligences, among them are interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligence. Many years later, in his book titled 
“Multiple Intelligence”, Gardner define interpersonal intelligences as the capability to recognize the differences 
between individuals, especially the differences in the emotions, characteristics, motivations, and life purposes of 
each individual (Gardner, 1993). On the other hand, Peter Salovey and John Mayer (1990) clearly provide the 
definition of EI as the ability to monitor emotions in self and others, discriminate emotions and use emotions to 
facilitate thought and actions. They strongly believe that there are individuals who have a good understanding of 
emotion and could handle problems concerning emotions better than others do. Since then, Mayer and Salovey 
have written multiple academic articles regarding EI and managed to develop inventories that could measure the 
EI of individuals. Despite all the studies and contributions made by Mayer and Salovey, it was Goleman who 
had publicized the theory of EI through his book “Emotional Intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ” 
(Goleman, 1996). The publication became a best seller and since then, the term EI has been extensively used.  

Although some researcher argued on the reliability of the EI theory (e.g., Harmon, 2000; Matthews, Roberts, & 
Zeidner, 2004; Murphy & Sideman, 2006), there are many rationales to the quick and extensive dispersal of the 
term EI in the business industry. Many professionals have recognized the significance and magnitude of 
emotional competencies in their workplace success (Fernandez-Berrocal & Extremera, 2006). Furthermore, 
many researchers support and validate the importance of EI not only in individual’s success, but also to the 
success of the working environment (e.g., Cherniss & Goleman, 2001; Dulewicz & Higgs, 2010; Hein, 1996; 
Henry, 2011; Howells, 2007; Weinberger, 2009). Therefore, EI has turn into an acceptable and appropriate 
theory that promises various benefits (Caruso & Salovey, 2004).  

3.1.2 EI Model 

There have been many EI models proposed by researchers over the years. According to Mayer, Salovey, and 
Caruso (2000) in their book chapter titled: ‘Models of Emotional Intelligence’, the theoretical models that are 
recognized by the scientific researchers are the Ability Model of EI (Mayer & Salovey, 1997), Emotional-Social 
Intelligence Model (Bar-On, 1997), and Emotional Competencies Model (Goleman, 1995). These three models 
can be classified into two categories. First, is the ability-model that associates both emotions and intelligence as 
talents (e.g., Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Second, is the mixed-models concept that includes mental capabilities, 
dispositions, and characteristics as EI (e.g., Bar-On, 1997; Goleman, 1995). The primary differences between 
these three concepts are that Mayer and Salovey’s idea emphasizes solely on the interaction between the 
emotional competencies and cognitive abilities, while Goleman’s and Bar-On’s theories consist of emotion, 
cognition and motivation that includes some human characteristics such as faith, positivism and selflessness.  
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Mayer and Salovey’s ability model is said to be the most mentioned and be acquainted with by many scientific 
researchers compared to any other models (Geher, 2004; Matthews et al., 2002). The Mayer and Salovey’s 
ability model proposed four-branch emotional-abilities that describe individuals’ EI. These abilities are in a chain 
of command, in which, every level integrates with one another and constructed the competence of the earlier 
level. The EI’s building blocks proposed by Mayer and Salovey (1997) are: (a) Perception and appraisal of own 
and others’ emotion, which is the capacity to observe, assess, and convey their emotion precisely; (b) Ability to 
assimilate emotions, which is the capacity to precipitate emotions accordingly; (c) Ability to understand and 
reason the emotions, which is the capacity to comprehend feelings, and understand information originating from 
the feelings; and (d) Ability to manage and regulate one’s emotion, which is the capacity to control feelings to 
develop one’s emotion and intellect. This ability theory is regarded as a valid concept by many of the reviewers 
of the EI theory, as it is believed to contribute significantly to a person personality even from diverse 
backgrounds (Geher, 2004; Joseph & Newman, 2010; Matthews et al., 2002). 

3.2 Leadership Theory 

Leadership has been the topic of interest for many years. Many of the earliest researches on leadership viewed 
leader as a tactician, not as an inspirational figures, however, recently, researchers have turn their attention to 
leader’s psychological and charismatic attributes (Arnold et al., 2005). Leaders were seen as someone who could 
have an influence on their followers and contribute to the success of the organization by channelling teams’ 
effort to achieve organizational goals. Supporting this, Yulk and Van Fleet defines leadership as “a process that 
influencing the task objectives and strategies of an organization, influencing people in the organization to 
implement the strategies and objectives, and influencing the culture of the organization” (1992, p. 149). Since 
the realisation that leadership is more than the use of cognitive and technical skills, many ideas have been thrown 
on the leadership theory and leaders’ attributes. For instance, leadership is said to include the ability to influence 
others’ behaviour, possess variety of skills such as strong analytical conceptual skills to influence task’s 
objectives and strategy, and interpersonal and persuasive skills to influence people to implement strategies and 
objectives (Jex & Britt, 2008). Furthermore, leadership is considered as a process and not the result. Leaders 
have series of responsibility to ensure the team functioned effectively (Jex & Britt, 2008). For instance, leaders 
need to establish the team objectives, develop strategies to achieve the objective, implement and maintain the 
strategies and enforce the organization culture to the team. Thus, leaders become important agent of change in 
organizations since they are in the best position to facilitate cultural changes. 

The ways leaders function and behave in the workplace determine their leadership style. Few leadership styles 
were identified; among them are the transformational and transactional leadership. The transformational 
leadership style involves creating enthusiasm between co-workers, encouraging new perspective in the job, 
making the objectives of the company is known to the employees, helping to increase employees’ capability and 
instilling the motivation of team members (Bass & Avolio, 1994). On the contrary, the transactional leadership 
style involves rewarding or disciplining employees based on their work output. Those with transactional 
leadership style put priority on the job’s standard, tasks’ completion and workers’ conformity. They manage 
their employees by rewarding and disciplining to achieve the workers’ highest efficiency level (Bass & Avolio, 
1994).  

Studies have been done to investigate the impact of the transformational and transactional leaders in the 
workplace. Findings showed that transformational leaders were perceived as more efficient by the employees 
(Dasborough, Ashkanasy, Tee, & Tse, 2009; Hater & Bass, 1988), showed greater team achievements (Hur et al., 
2011; Keller, 1995), and gained better cooperation from the employees (Dulewicz & Higgs, 2010; Seltzer & 
Bass, 1990) compared to the transactional leaders. Furthermore, transformational leaders were found to 
demonstrate good use of emotional skills (Furtner, Rauthmann, & Sachse, 2010). The transformational leaders’ 
main facets were outlined as; idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual inspiration, and personal 
thoughtfulness (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Thus, leaders that show the transformational leadership style are more 
preferred by organizations as these leaders could provide a positive and conducive working environment, and 
lead the team to success.  

3.2.1 Role of Leaders in the Workplace 

Leaders play an important role in the workplace. Leaders are the link between the employees and the 
higher-level authorities in the organization (Likert, 1967). Therefore, leaders should provide strategic direction 
to their teams towards achieving the organization’s goal (Bass, 1998). For instance, leaders could guide 
employees’ behaviours in directions that are beneficial for the organization by exhibiting appropriate leadership 
style according to situations. Equally important, leaders should provide clear understanding on organization’s 
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goals and policies to the team members. Furthermore, leaders could motivate and coach their employees to 
achieve success (Jex & Britt, 2008). The need for constant encouragement and assistance from leaders are 
essential for employees especially in solving their work problem. Thus, leaders should become the enforcement 
agent and push their team to their best. To do so, leaders should be responsible in obtaining resources for the 
team so that the team’s tasks could be completed accordingly (Jex & Britt, 2008).  

Good leadership skills are crucial in the workplace and play important function in shaping the success of an 
organization. However, to be successful, leaders requires some emotional capabilities. Hence, it is suggested that 
the social and emotional competencies should be instilled to achieve the most effective leadership approach, 
which is the transformational leadership style (Furtner et al., 2010; Matear, 2009). In fact, emotional capabilities 
have been considered as important aspect in motivating workers and in establishing rapport in team members. 
Dulewicz and Higgs (2010) purported that EI is important in a leader and would increase the effectiveness of a 
leader. Thus, it could be concluded that emotional abilities are useful in increasing leader’s effectiveness 
(Howells, 2007). Next, is the discussion on the links between leadership effectiveness and EI. 

4. Discussion on Emotions and Leadership 

Over the years, researchers have realized that IQ is not the only important factor in a good leader. The need to 
use emotions intelligently is essential for leaders especially when dealing with people (Goleman et al., 2002). 
Hence, emotional intelligent has been linked to leadership, in fact, leadership is among the most often concept 
connected with EI (e.g., Badea & Pana, 2010; Dulewicz & Higgs, 2010; Henry, 2011; Hong et al., 2011; Nadler, 
2011). As seen in previous discussion, the early approach to leadership described leader’s behaviour to be a static 
set of attributes. Earlier leadership theorists believed that to be effective, leaders need to perform certain 
behaviours and do so in whatever the situation are (Arnold et al., 2005). However, in the real world, we need 
leaders that could adapt to various situations. This requires some flexibility from the leaders. Fiedler (1967) 
realized this shortcoming and proposed a contingency theory of leadership. His theory proposed that the success 
of a leader depends on the interaction between the condition of the situation and characteristics of the leader. He 
proposed that different situation demand different behaviours from the leaders. His theory, however, received 
many critics from other researchers who insist leadership requires some static attributes (Arnold et al., 2005).  

Much later on, Fiedler (1995) introduced a new cognitive-resources theory proposing that in difficult situations, 
leaders need to use their experience rather than their intelligence to handle the situation. He believed that 
problems could be solved better by using emotional capability, in which, leaders could use their experience as a 
guide to handle various situations that occurs in the workplace. Fiedler theory is in line with Vroom and Yetton 
(1973) that proposed a contingency theory on leader’s decision-making. Vroom and Yetton contended that 
flexibility in making decision is essential in leadership. Then, in 1988, Vroom and Jago extended their theory and 
suggested that leaders should be able to adjust their approach based on the situation. They emphasize that the 
nature of a situation is determined by many factors, which include the pressure of time, clarity of the decision’s 
parameters and attitudes of the subordinates. Thus, all these factors should be considered in making the best 
decision and it requires some level of emotion-related judgment skills by the leaders. With the use of emotional 
intelligence, leaders would be able to provide better solutions according to the situations and solve problems 
wisely.  

Many years later, the intelligent use of emotion is seen as a requirement in good leadership by researchers (e.g., 
Dulewicz & Higgs, 2010; Gooty, Connelly, Griffith, & Gupta, 2010; Hong et al., 2011; Hur et al., 2011; Nadler, 
2011). Researchers began to focus on the links between EI and leadership. For instance, Goleman (2001) 
emphasized that the accomplishment of an organization depends on the EI of the leaders. He investigated the 
competency required for efficient functioning in the workplace and found that two-thirds of the abilities 
necessary for good performance are those that involve emotions. For the leadership position, the percentage 
increased to almost ninety-percent. Thus, he claimed that good leaders should have the ability to control their 
team by spreading positive emotions and providing a comfortable working environment. Good leadership 
involves the capability of not only controlling their own emotional state, but also the capability of understanding 
followers’ emotions and overcoming difficulties. These attributes will help leaders gain their followers’ 
confidence and trust in them.  

Leaders’ effectiveness is of determined by their emotional competencies. Goleman (1998a) proposed that leaders 
with high EI would be able to communicate and develop interest to achieve the organization goals, be the guide 
when required, manage others to perform well, and be an inspiration to others. In fact, the Emotional and Social 
Competence Inventory (ESCI) created by both Goleman and Boyatzis has been used to measures the 
effectiveness of leaders, and is considered as an instrument in evaluation and development of good leaders 
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(Howells, 2007). Aside from Goleman, Bar-On (1997) supports that effective leadership requires EI. Hence, the 
Bar-On Emotional Quotient Inventory (EQ-i) is often used to measures the correlation between EI and the 
effectiveness of a leader (Bar-On, 2004). The use of EI measurement as an indication of leadership effectiveness 
showed that there is a link between these two. Literature review done by Rajah et al. (2011) on peer-reviewed 
journals from 2000 to 2010 supported the fact that EI is important for leaders. They found that leaders with high 
EI would be able to support and motivate their employees. Thus, would yield positive outcomes in the workplace. 
Therefore, they concluded that EI is positively linked to good leadership attributes. 

In line with the above researches, many other researchers have done the studies to evaluate the link between EI 
and leaders. In fact, some proofs on the links between EI and transformational leadership were found. An 
example of a study that has detected the links between the transformational leaders and EI was done by Mandell 
and Pherwani (2003). In this study, thirty-two managers were used to evaluate the links between 
transformational leaders and their EI level. The Bar-On EQ-i was used as the instrument to measure leaders’ EI. 
Their findings showed that the total EI of the leaders was highly correlated with transformational leadership style 
with the results of R = 0.50. Similar study conducted by L. Gardner and Stough (2002) on 110 high level 
manager proved the existence of some links between EI and transformational leaders too. The Swinburne 
University Emotional Intelligence Test was used as their EI measurement inventory and showed that EI and 
transformational leadership were highly correlated with the results of R = 0.675. This could be explained by the 
fact that transformational leadership involves understanding, inspiring, challenging and motivating followers. All 
this facets requires the use of EI by the leaders. Thus, the links between EI and transformational leadership is 
expected.  

Emotions could be seen through facial expression, body gestures and voice intonation. Consequently, leaders’ 
emotion was found to affect followers’ outcomes. A comprehensive review done by Gooty et al. (2010) showed 
that EI does have an effect on leaders and their employees. Their review on 78 peer-reviewed journals and 21 
books chapters from 1990 to 2007 proved that leaders’ emotional outlook do have an effect on their employees. 
For instance, they found that leaders’ positive outlook could result in positive team outcomes, while leaders’ 
negative outlook might hinder the team effectiveness (Gooty et al., 2010). As normal human being, followers 
will be affected by the way their leaders showed their emotions. For instance, leaders that often exhibit negative 
facial expressions will cause a hostile environment and this may affect the followers’ moral and enthusiasm. On 
the contrary, the use of positive facial expression and body language might help to make followers feel at ease 
and thus, are more motivated in the workplace. This shows that, not only the leaders should manage their 
emotions internally, their emotional outlook plays an important too. 

Indeed, studies shown that leaders with high EI were perceived better than those with lower EI. For instance, 
study by Thiel et al. (2012) shown that leaders who exhibit anger and pessimism in stressful situation was rated 
as less effective by their followers. This finding showed that followers believe that leaders with the ability to 
control their emotions is an effective leader and is well respected. Another study by Connelly and Ruark (2010) 
supports this notion, in which their findings showed that leaders who shown positive emotional display such as 
pride, challenge, and responsibility were perceived as more effective leaders. Similarly, study done by Byron 
(2007) revealed that leaders with higher ability on perceiving emotions gain higher ratings on their leadership 
effectiveness from the followers. These findings suggest that leaders are perceived as more effective if their have 
higher emotional competencies. Followers believe in leaders that showed positive emotional attributes as more 
reliable than those who showed negative emotions. Indeed, it is the tendency of human being to perceive the 
ability to control one’s emotion is a strong human characteristic, while those who lacks of emotional control is 
considered as ‘weak’. 

4.1 Theoretical and Practical Implication 

There are several implications for studying emotional aspects of leaders. First, leaders can benefit from studies 
that shown the importance of EI on them. Through EI, leaders could increase their effectiveness in handling 
problematic employees, managing difficult tasks in the workplace. Hence, the emotional aspects in leaders are as 
important as their cognitive aspects. The equal use of emotional and cognitive skills would improve leaders’ 
effectiveness in the workplace and increase the chance for the leader to be successful. Secondly, the use of 
emotions benefit leaders as an emotionally intelligence leaders could recognize their followers’ needs and thus, 
establish good rapports with them (Gooty et al., 2010). Social interaction between leaders and followers are 
important in the workplace. By establishing good leader-follower relationship, leaders would be able to provide 
instructions and guidance to their team to achieve organization goals. Leaders could establish this bonding 
through proper use of the emotions. Thus, good control of emotion would result in better leadership perception 
and thus, would increase the follower’s trust in the leaders (Gardner, Fischer, & Hunt, 2009). Thirdly, by 
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understanding ways to manage emotions, leaders would be able to overcome the stressful situations they face in 
their working environment. It could be a tool for them to manage stress and thus, increasing their productivity 
and efficiency in the workplace. This would create a conducive working environment in the workplace. Finally, 
the study on the effective use of emotions on leaders could contribute to the theoretical understanding on the 
relationship between emotions and leadership. More insight could be gathered on the benefits of emotions in 
leaders through these studies. Hence, this would benefits the field of leadership study.  

4.2 Recommendation for Future Research 

As we have seen the importance of EI on leaders, special attention should be given to the development of 
leaders’ emotional aspect. Hence, good emotional-related training program should be design and studied. 
Developing leaders’ EI might be a good start to increase the leaders’ emotional abilities. More research should 
be conducted to formulate a good EI training program for leaders’ development. This is to encourage the 
effective use of emotions by leaders and for them fully utilize the benefits of using emotions in their workplace. 
Additionally, more studies should be done to evaluate the connection between emotion, leadership, performance, 
and other variables to gather more knowledge for better understanding on the effects of emotion on leaders. 
Leadership scholars are suggested to study more of these promising possibilities in their future research.  

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is undeniable that EI is a significant factor in effective leadership. Leaders could definitely 
benefit from the use of emotional intelligence as the ability to perceive emotions, assimilate of emotions, 
understand emotions and manage emotions are essential skills for leaders to manage their employees and control 
the workplace situation In fact, leaders that used more holistic skills are more likely to create a greater workplace 
condition (Pinos, Twigg, Parayitam, & Olson, 2006). Furthermore, highly intelligence leaders are perceived 
better and produced positive outcomes to the followers. With emotionally intelligence leaders, workers will feel 
comfortable and enthusiastic at the workplace, gain the motivation to perform and will contribute their best to 
achieve the organizational goals. Thus, the role of emotions on leadership should be further studied and 
understood to get the most benefit out of it.  
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