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Emotional intelligence has been described 
as having five characteristics: self-

awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 
empathy and social skills (Figure 1). Certainly, 
these are individual attributes most doctors 
would consider valuable. However, so far little 
or no attention has been directed towards 
their acquisition, either during medical 
training or in postgraduate education.

Medicine is forever changing and the rate  
of change is now faster than ever before. 

Change requires leadership: as has been  
wisely stated, ‘Leadership without change  
is irrelevant, change without leadership  
is impossible.’ In today’s NHS, doctors 
work in teams rather than as individuals. 
Clinicians are generally at the apex of a 
pyramid of healthcare providers and are,  
as a consequence, de facto leaders of 
the team, working, of course, in tandem 
with clinical managers. However, ongoing 
training in leadership for clinicians has been 
sadly lacking.

SELF-AWARENESS
As practising clinicians, it is clearly  
important that we are aware of our 
limitations and are always prepared to  
ask for help when it is in our patients’  
best interest. Over-confidence and  
under-confidence can be equally hazardous 
in our profession, and understanding our 
own strengths and weaknesses is clearly 
important. Over 3000 years ago, the Oracle  
at Delphi advised visitors to ‘first know 
thyself’, and both Hindus and followers 
of Buddha are encouraged to engage in 
contemplation and self-examination.  
Apart from a brief, stylised annual appraisal 
process, there seems little time in our busy 
clinical world for genuine self-reflection. 
Could this be a contributing factor in  
why ‘burnout’ among doctors is currently  
so prevalent?

SELF-REGULATION
These days, strict probity, both in and 
outside of work, is expected of clinicians, 
and enforced by the GMC. Probity 
encompasses clinical candour, financial 
matters, quantities of alcohol consumption 
and personal relationships, all of which can 
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Figure 1. The five characteristics that make up emotional intelligence
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easily become entangled. Lofty  
ethical values and rigid self-control are 
required, yet little support is provided 
in the context of long hours, stressful 
workloads and rising patient expectations. 
Scipio Africanus, the famous Roman 
general who conquered Carthage, said of 
his legions, ‘Our emotions are governed 
by our minds. These never alter, no 
matter what fortune may bring us. Just 
as adversity has never brought us low, 
so have we never been puffed up by 
success.’ Similarly, in medicine, hubris 
and pomposity may precede disaster. 
Conversely, resilience is required when 
complications arise or inadvertent errors 
creep in, as they occasionally will. The 
stoicism and self-regulation characteristic 
of ancient Rome perhaps has a place in 
modern medicine.

MOTIVATION
From the very outset of their careers, 
most doctors are highly motivated. The 
problem lies in the fact that over time, as 
a consequence of the ‘slings and arrows of 
outrageous fortune’, motivation can easily 
wane and result in burnout. Since the twin 
drivers of motivation in business – the lure 
of a bonus and fear of being fired – are 
not applicable in medicine, it is important 
that clinicians are motivated to succeed 
for the sake of success itself (and their 
patients), rather than for some external 
reward. Leading clinicians in hospitals 
and in general practice seek out creative 
challenges beyond the usual (heavy) 
workload, love to learn and take great 
pride in a job well done. They also display 
adaptability and unflagging energy to do 
things better. 

Interestingly, individuals with high 
motivation seem to remain optimistic even 
when things seem to be going against 
them (eg complications, GMC enquiry, 
litigation). In such circumstances, self-
regulation and motivation can combine 
and help in overcoming the frustration  
and despondency that may follow 
adversity or a setback. The complementary 

value of family support cannot, of course, 
be underestimated.

EMPATHY
It hardly needs stating that doctors need 
empathy when dealing with their patients. 
However, it is less often appreciated that 
an empathic approach is also required 
when dealing with colleagues and other 
members of our ever-expanding teams.  
The majority of problems that occur  
in a medical career seem not to stem  
from doctor/patient interactions, but  
from interpersonal problems between 
clinicians or other healthcare workers  
due to rivalry or in response to some  
real or imagined slight. These clashes  
of personality can be very drawn-out  
and demoralising for everyone involved. 
Skilful leadership is required to resolve 
such conflicts, which are best avoided in 
the first place.

SOCIAL SKILLS 
The first three components of  
emotional intelligence – self-awareness, 
self-regulation and motivation – are  
self-management skills that can be  
learned. Empathy and social skills  
concern a person’s ability to manage 
relationships with others and can  
also be acquired. Socially skilled people 
tend to network effectively and have  
a wide circle of acquaintances, as  
well as a knack of finding common  
ground with people of all kinds, creeds  
and ethnicity. The culmination of the 
other four determinants of emotional 

intelligence, social skills are also  
important for leadership and success. 
Naturally, people are most effective 
at managing relationships if they can 
understand and control their own 
emotions. Motivation also contributes to 
sociability: people respond to positivity  
and are keen to follow in the slipstream  
of others’ success.

CONCLUSIONS
It would be foolish to underestimate the 
importance of good old-fashioned IQ and 
technical ability (especially for surgeons) 
in clinical medicine. However, emotional 
intelligence can also be considered a 
key driver of success and leadership.1 
Emotional intelligence-based education 
may also contribute to the teaching of 
professionalism and communication 
skills.2,3 It is perhaps unfortunate that, 
historically, such great emphasis has been 
placed on IQ and technical ability, while 
scant attention has been paid to emotional 
intelligence. As there is now good evidence 
that individuals are not born with the 
latter, but that it can be acquired, now is 
perhaps the time for educators, as well 
as clinicians themselves, to modify pre- 
and postgraduate curricula and training 
accordingly.4,5
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‘ Doctors need empathy 
when dealing with their 
patients. However, it is 
less often appreciated that 
an empathic approach is 
also required when dealing 
with colleagues and other 
members of our teams’


