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HIRING EMOTIONALLY INTELLIGENT CANDIDATES 
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With the battle for talent, many organizations continuously examine their processes and 
methods to ensure they have the latest tools and techniques to hire the best. No doubt, a wise 
move, for keeping competitive. We will examine the role of Emotional Intelligence or EQ as it is 
known, and how organizations are exploring and deploying the latest tools to better update their 
hiring practices to include ways to measure and assess EQ.  
 
The Evolution of the Selection Process  

In the 50’s and 60’s and into the 70’s, organizations and their managers concentrated 
solely on the verbal interview to discern a candidate’s abilities. Additionally, there was a strong 
tendency to focus on a candidate’s “fit”. The term “fit” was generally accepted as the collective 
sense from all the interviewers that the candidate could assimilate readily into the organization, 
and get along well with others. Interviewers would use words like “gut feel” or “good chemistry” 
or “rapport” to justify the bonding and ultimately, the “buy-in” to a candidate. Sometimes the 
candidates were so articulate, the information they supplied could easily be mistaken for actual 
performance. The emphasis on assimilation coupled with subjective questions, often yielded 
disappointing results, and certainly did not foster a diverse workforce.  
 
The Behavioral-Based Interview- a Better Approach… But Still Not Good Enough 

The behavioral-based interview would emerge through psychologists in the mid to late 
70’s as a better and more accurate technique to predict future performance of a candidate. The 
emphasis shifted from the open-ended, theoretical question, to targeted questions designed to 
elicit a candidate’s past performance relative to the abilities needed in the job. This line of 
questioning was an improvement on the “gut feel” interview, but still subject to conjecture and 
bias toward candidates who had good communication skills. 
 
Why is Knowledge of EQ Relevant in Today’s Hiring Processes? 

EQ values, awareness’s and competencies, give a compelling insight into the blueprint 
of behavior on the job that makes for top performance. They dig deeper, and can also be 
described as the “wiring” that enables performers to demonstrate other skills such as “results 
orientation” or “decision making” or “managing change” with excellence.  
 

Combine this with a reality that jobs today are so complex, and subject to frequent shifts 
in emphasis, skills and pace, even within a single year. Most organizations have almost given 
up on updating job descriptions, preferring to make the job-posting the most accurate 
assessment of the position’s duties and responsibilities. Certain EQ competencies such as the 
ability to deal with change, ambiguity or uncertainty become a necessary set of tools for all 
incoming talent.  
 
What is the Evidence that High EQ Equates to Top Performance? 

20% of a sales force will typically bring in 80% of the sales. No wonder companies hone 
in on the attributes of their selling “stars.”  
 

Some examples: 

 At L’Oreal, sales agents selected on the basis of certain emotional competencies 
significantly outsold salespeople selected using the company’s old selection procedure. 
On an annual basis, salespeople selected on the basis of EQ sold $91,370.00 more than 
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other salespeople. The net revenue to the company was $2,558,360.00. Additionally, the 
high EQ people had 63% less turnover during the first year. (Spencer & Spencer 1993; 
Spencer, McClelland & Kelner, 1997).  

 

 New salesmen at Met Life who scored high on a test of “learned optimism” sold 37% 
more life insurance in their first two years than pessimists. Optimism is now widely 
acknowledged as an emotional competence that leads to increased productivity 
(Seligman, 1990)  

 

 Research with salespeople in various industries; telecommunications, real estate, office 
products, auto sales, banking and others-has found results similar to the insurance 
research. Optimists outsold the pessimists by 20-40%. (Schulman 1995)  

 
The EQ competencies most desirous according to Julia Chang* are: 

 Optimism. “Ever notice how the best reps tend to look on the bright side? “ 
 

 Resilience “The spinal column of emotional intelligence in sales. It’s the ability to take 
fifteen no’s before you get a yes.” 

 

 Self-Motivation. “Most experts and managers believe this is a trait that cannot be taught. 
Whether it’s being driven by money or recognition or simply pride, the best reps tend to 
have an inherent competitive drive.” 

 

 Personability. “Simply put, you can’t sell if your customers don’t like you.” Being friendly 
and sociable is a hallmark of reps who network and maintain long-term customer 
relationships.” 

 

 Empathy. “This trait underlies virtually all other emotional intelligence skills, because it 
involves truly understanding the customer. Empathetic reps have good listening and 
communication skills. “ 

 
Peter Schulman sums it up with; “If a sales position requires a high degree of persistence to 
overcome adversity, select individuals with a higher degree of optimism.” ** 
 
Leadership and EQ 

The research from many credible organizations such as; The  Forum Corporation, 
Center for Creative Leadership and Kepner Tregoe focused on measuring issues of trust and 
believability of leaders.  Here are some snapshots;   
 

 Trust and believability of leaders  =  93% is EQ Related and 7% IQ Related  

 The reasons why career get derailed  = 75% EQ Related and 25% Other Reasons  

 In a large beverage firm, using standard methods to hire division presidents, 50% left 
within two years, mostly because of poor performance.  When they started selecting 
based on EQ competencies such as: initiative, self confidence and leadership, only 6% 
left in two years. Additionally, of the EQ execs, 87% performed in the top third, and 
outperformed their targets by 15-20%. (McClelland, 1999)  
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What are Businesses Doing to Increase their Ability to Attract The Best Candidates? 
Developing a Talent Management System 

It starts with a framework.  The better organizations are looking at the functions within 
HR and ensuring their processes of screening and hiring, lead to a new set of processes that 
develop and coach.  Ultimately, processes of evaluating and rewarding and succession planning 
all kick in, and build what we call a performance culture. The key is to start with the notion that it 
is all interconnected, and look for the improvements between the dots, and not treat each part 
as a stand alone but rather integrated and mutually supportive of each other.  
 
Strengthening the Relationship Between HR Staffing and the Hiring Managers 

There is such complexity in building a performance culture.  We weaken our efforts if we 
assume that HR is responsible for garnering all the talent. The better companies are developing 
cross functional teams, talent committees or task forces to align together their needs, define EQ 
and other competencies needed and overall share and collaborate on the best strategies and 
tactics.  
 
Updating Their Hiring Processes, and Moving to EQ Screening  

For any job that requires a high level of resiliency to overcome adversity, consider 
augmenting the verbal interview of your finalists with an EQ assessment instrument.  There are 
several excellent tools on the market.  Some focus specifically on optimism and persistence 
under adversity; critical for sales, customer service and call centers. Others help screen 
managerial positions through assessing stress management, self esteem, empathy etc. Another 
great tool helps determine self awareness and self management in a context with social 
awareness’s and relationships.   All critical areas to high performance. 
 
Ensuring the Training Curriculum Supports the Cause 

Develop training modules on EQ as part of your leadership development or supervisory 
development curriculum. Training is crucial to ensure a common language for understanding the 
business case for EQ and the behaviors that comprise EQ. It is also a very effective module 
within your selection interviewing program. All hiring supervisors or managers need to 
understand EQ and how to probe for evidence of high EQ 
 
Continuing to Nurture and Develop the Current Staff  

Hiring for EQ is great, but the people already on board will want to learn how to improve 
their EQ too. Development tools for EQ, such as The EQ Map by Essi Systems, is a wonderful 
way for any employee to self assess and design strategies with the guidance of a manager. 
Consider exploring coaching resources for individuals, or peer coaching teams for a very cost 
effective on-going support design. 
 
For more information; 
On specific tools I use, the benefits of each, or to discuss how your organization might benefit 
from assessing EQ, give me a call.  973-492-1681 
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