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The emotional intelligence (EI) approach investigates how people can use
their emotional resources effectively from the theoretical perspective of in-
telligence; this chapter complements emotional intelligence research by
studying the effective use of emotional resources from the theoretical per-
spective of the self. An emotional intelligence perspective entails studying
how people can respond more appropriately to their social context when
they apply abstract reasoning to their emotions, when they “think about
feeling” (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). The self-perspective we develop is based
on the observation that emotions always work together with cognition and
motivation to help the person act appropriately in relation to the social
context, or self-regulate (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1990; Higgins, 1996a).
This self-perspective differs from an emotional intelligence perspective in
two principal respects. First, it posits that emotions need to be understood
in the context of this self-system as a self-regulatory process. This also means
that emotions cannot be studied separately from other self-regulatory proc-
esses, namely cognition and motivation. Second, it suggests that respond-
ing effectively is not necessarily a matter of managing emotions through ab-
stract thought—an “outside-in” process in that it is self-reflexive or about
the self—but rather is a matter of facilitating the natural functioning of the
self-system—an “inside-out” process. In fact, this inside-out approach we ad-
vocate often involves clearing away a reflexive preoccupation with the self
to reorient emotion, cognition, and motivation toward the social situation
(Michel & Jehn, 2003; Michel & Wortham, 2002).
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Section 1 summarizes our argument and motivates it theoretically. In
Section 2, we present ethnographic data from a 2-year study of two compara-
ble Wall Street investment banks. These data illustrate two main implica-
tions for emotional intelligence researchers and organizational practitioners.
First, the data suggest that emotional intelligence can have unintended nega-
tive performance consequences. We explain why they arise and how they can
be avoided. Second, we show how our self-based approach affords a more so-
cial perspective on emotions and their effective deployment and why a more
social approach matters. Section 3 concludes with recommendations for EI
research and practice.

SECTION 1: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Studying the effective use of emotional resources from the perspective of
intelligence means studying how people can apply abstract reasoning to
their emotions. The preeminent intelligence researcher Robert Sternberg
(2001) stated that, “Although definitions of intelligence differ . . ., virtually
all of these definitions view intelligence as the ability to adapt to the envi-
ronment” (p. 361). Intelligence researchers conceive of this ability in terms
of carrying out “abstract reasoning” (Mayer & Salovey, 2002). According to
Mayer and Salovey (2002), a focus on this ability for abstract reasoning
unites different types of intelligences; they differ primarily in the domain to
which abstract reasoning is applied. For the EI construct this domain is
emotion: El involves “thinking about feeling” (Salovey & Mayer, 1990) to fa-
cilitate adaptation to the social environment, or social intelligence (Thorn-
dike, 1920; cf. Goleman, 2001a). When people understand and monitor
emotions—their own and others’—they learn to marshal emotions as re-
sources to meet social goals and problems (e.g., Bar-On, 2000). This per-
spective on emotion as a potential support versus a necessary impediment
to social intelligence represents an important contribution of the EI ap-
proach (Mayer & Salovey, 2002).

This chapter also examines social intelligence, which we define as effec-
tive adaptation to the social context, as an outcome and the role of emo-
tions in achieving it. But we argue that “thinking about feeling”—that is, ap-
plying abstract reasoning to emotion—can unintentionally impede rather
than facilitate the social intelligence of individuals and groups. These unin-
tended negative consequences become visible when one studies emotions
from the perspective of the self. Studying emotions from the perspective of
the self also shows how these negative consequences can be avoided. The
following summarizes our self-based perspective and its relevance to emo-
tional intelligence research.
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A Self-Based Perspective

What does it mean to study emotions from the perspective of the self?
Emotions are part of an abstract standpoint that the individual takes to-
ward the social context to assess consequences for the self (cf. Ben-Ze’ev,
2000; Nussbaum, 2001). The psychological literature often uses the terms
self, self-concept, and identity synonymously (Higgins, 1996b). These terms
all refer to abstract-cognitive knowledge that an individual stores about
his or her relation to the social context (Andersen, Reznik, & Chen, 1997;
Higgins, 1996b). On the basis of this knowledge, the individual regulates
interactions with the social context to promote self-relevant goals. Emo-
tional and cognitive processes participate in this self-regulation through
homeostatic mechanisms that compare the current situations to the self-
relevant goals (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1981; Higgins, 1989b). Un-
pleasant emotions, for example, inform the individual of discrepancies
between the current situation and self-relevant goals and compel the per-
son to eliminate this discrepancy. Whenever people experience emotion,
they also experience other processes of the self, including personal goals
(motivation) and cognitive processes that monitor the context in relation
to these goals (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1990). Studying emotions from the
perspective of the self means studying emotions from a (a) systemic and
(b) functional perspective (cf. Higgins, 1996b), that is, from the perspec-
tive of how they (a) cooperate with cognitive and motivational processes
to (b) serve the self.

We propose that this self-based perspective provides emotional intelli-
gence researchers with a different point of view on adaptation or social in-
telligence, which hinges on the following insight: When emotions are acti-
vated, that is, when people experience emotions, the entire self—that is,
the self-concept with its cognitive and motivational processes—is activated.
By “activation” we mean that these concepts and processes are made ready
for use; they then mediate the individual’s interactions with the social con-
text (Andersen & Berk, 1998; McCall & Simmons, 1978). In this chapter we
draw on our own data and on research in the areas of sociocognitive devel-
opment (Higgins, Loeb, & Ruble, 1995; Ruble, 1994), transference (Ander-
sen & Berk, 1998; Andersen & Cole, 1990; Andersen, Glassman, Chen, &
Cole, 1995; Andersen, Reznik, & Chen, 1997), automaticity (Bargh, 1982,
1989, 1996; Hull, Slone, Meteyer, & Matthews, 2002), self-focused attention
(Schwarzer & Wicklund, 1991), and symbolic self-completion (Wicklund &
Gollwitzer, 1982). Together, these data indicate that the activation of the
self can decrease social intelligence because it interferes with the process-
ing of relevant situational information and because it causes the individual
to supply irrelevant information to the situation.
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We highlight the following explanatory mechanism that is implicit in
this existing research but, according to our opinion, incompletely under-
stood: The activation of the self compels people to abstract. According to
social psychology, the self summarizes the person’s relation to the context
in an abstract manner (e.g., Higgins, 1996b; Markus, 1980). Following Web-
ster’s (1996), we use abstract to refer to “an idea or term considered apart
from concrete realities, specific objects, or actual instances.” An abstract
self-concept, for example, contains one’s mental representation of one’s es-
sential qualities, such as “humorous” or “warmth.” These qualities are ab-
stract in that they summarize the various instances in which the individual
behaves wittily or warmly. When the self is activated, the person experiences
* the social context in relation to this more general self-relevant information
and, therefore, is necessarily removed from “the unique and idiosyncratic
properties of specific objects and events to which [the person] is dynami-
cally responding” (Higgins, 1996a, p. 1078). Our colloquial language use
implicitly acknowledges the impediment that the abstract poses to concrete
experience by also defining “abstract” as “diverting or drawing attention
away”—here from the concrete social context that the abstract summarizes
(Webster’s, 1996). Note that distraction, in the form of “inattention and
mental absorption,” is the very definition of abstraction (Webster’s, 1996)-—
versus a mere side-effect that can potentially be avoided. This means that,
according to our socially shared understanding, the one necessarily entails
the other. )

The cognitive~developmental literature shows that when people find
themselves in an unfamiliar situation, they enter the construction stage, in
which they actively seek out concrete information. As they become familiar
with the situation, they progress through a consolidation to an integration
stage (e.g., Higgins et al.,, 1995; Ruble, 1994). These latter two stages of
what we refer to as the CCI model are characterized by a progression to-
ward (a) more abstract representation of the social context; (b) more sche-
matic processing of information; (c) an increasing interest in drawing self-
relevant conclusions, which implies that the self-concept is activated; and
(d) a “reduced receptivity” to new information (Ruble, 1994). Schematic
processing means that “information is organized in terms of existing con-
clusions and information consistent with these conclusions is more easily
retrieved” (Ruble, 1994, p. 168). We coded all three correlates of abstract
representations (i.e., schematic processing, emphasis on self-relevant ver-
sus situation-relevant conclusions, reduced receptivity) as forms of distrac-
tions from what is relevant to a given situation.

Experimental research by Wood and Bandura (1989) implies causality.
The researchers observed managers in a business simulation. They found
that when the managers first approached the simulation, they tried to under-
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stand the task and responded to concrete task-related cues. But over time the
managers derived a sense of who they were in relation to the task. From then

on, this abstract relation between self and task (vs. the more concrete task- -

related cues) guided their efforts. This experimental research is consistent
with our proposition that the activation of the self may not merely be a corre-
late of abstraction-induced distraction but might be its very cause.

We are not suggesting that abstract thinking is bad per se. Indiscriminate
abstraction, we propose, is the problem. According to Piaget (1929), effec-
tive adaptation—or in the terms of our model, high social intelligence—re-
quires a balance between abstract or “top-down” and cencrete or “bottom-
up” processing (Bobrow & Norman, 1975) that is dictated by the demands
of the situation. For example, to be effective, people should rely relatively
more on bottom-up processing in response to novel aspects. However, the
CCI model suggests that people often resort to abstraction not because of
what a given situation requires but because of what the person’s cogni-
tive—developmental stage affords.

This cognitive~developmental research is consistent with our data in
that it associates the activation of the self with a progression toward reduced
receptivity to situation-specific information. But our data show that this
prior research overgeneralizes. The progression toward reduced receptivity
to information that, according to the CCI model, characterizes the last two
stages of learning (consolidation and integration) is only one—albeit ubiq-
uitous—way in which people can learn. Our data indicate that specific so-
cialization processes can diminish the likelihood that the self-concept is ac-
tivated. The data further suggest that when the self-concept is not activated,
people continue to engage the context with such concrete, situation-orien-
ted processes that characterize the CCI model’s construction period. We la-
bel this engagement with the concrete aspects of the context direct involve-
ment. With “direct” we mean that this involvement is not mediated by
constant reference to the self-concept.

Some researchers have proposed that a progression toward reduced re-
ceptivity of concrete situational information is functional because an ongo-
ing openness might impede goal-directed activity and, therefore, under-
mine mastery (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1987; Ruble & Frey, 1991; March, 1991).

" We explain how direct involvement expands the cognitive resources the in-
dividual uses from a primary reliance on mental resources to a flexible use
of both mental and social resources, including task structures, other peo-
ple, and objects. It thereby expands the load that this cognitive resource sys-
tem, which includes but is not limited to the individual, can support (e.g.,
Michel & Jehn, 2003). Consequently, we posit that the system’s ongoing re-
ceptiveness to information causes enhanced performance, versus impeded
performance, as existing research suggests.
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Implications for EI Research and Practice

The self-based perspective proposes that one fundamental obstacle to social
intelligence—an important outcome variable in relation to emotional intelli-
gence—is the activation of the person’s self with its abstract concepts. In ad-
dition, our argument relates to emotional intelligence because emotional in-
telligence is itself an abstract reasoning process (cf. Mayer & Salovey, 2002)
that by definition (see Webster's, 1996, as cited previously) distracts the indi-
vidual from unique aspects of the social situation and, therefore, potentially
diminishes the person’s ability to act effectively in the situation. Emotional
intelligence also is an operation that the person performs on a self-process—
namely emotions—and that is, therefore, likely to activate the self. Bargh,
Bond, Lombardi, and Tota (1986) demonstrated that different sources that
influence the activation of the self and its concept have independent effects
(cf. Andersen et al., 1995). We propose that emotional intelligence is an in-
dependent source of activating the self—in the form of “thinking about feel-
ing"—and, therefore, potentially an additional cause of distortions and dis-
tractions. Consequently, emotional intelligence might unwittingly decrease
rather than increase social intelligence. We believe that emotional intelli-
gence researchers should study the undisputed positive effects of emotional
intelligence together with these unintended negative effects to better predict
individual and group performance consequences.

Committed to an abstract—cognitive approach to thinking, the social psy-
chological literature, including EI research, currently has no framework for
how people can regulate themselves without constant reference to an ab-
stract self-concept and without the abstract—cognitive processing of infor-
mation (Berkowitz & Devine, 1995). From observing more direct ways in
which people engaged the social context, we inductively developed such a
framework. The mechanisms we posit are consistent with more association-
istic social psychological constructs, including social facilitation (F. H. All-
port, 1924; Zajonc, 1965) as well as suggestion and imitation (G. W. Allport,
1985; Jackson, 1988). Similar direct mechanisms have also been detailed in
ecological and phenomenological approaches to psychology (Bateson,
1972; Dreyfus, 1999; Heidegger, 1962).

" The direct involvement construct affords explicit comparison between
more and less abstract ways of relating to the social context and their differ-
ential consequences for social intelligence, which we code as one aspect of
individual and group performance. Consistent with other research on intel-
ligence, we define social intelligence as effective adaptation to the social
context. In contrast to this other research, we do not include “abstract rea-
soning” as part of our definition of intelligence but as an independent vari-
able. We compare the effectiveness of a mode of relating that places a pri-
macy on abstract reasoning, including “thinking about feeling,” to a mode
of relating that places a primacy on concrete perception, namely direct in-
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volvement. With “primacy” we refer to the temporal ordering of different
ways of relating to the social context. Cognitive social psychology, including
the EI approach, only studies ways of relating that place a primacy on ab-
stract cognition. In these ways people approach the social context with ab-
stract concepts (Fiske & Taylor, 1991), such as the abstract-cognitive as-
pects of emotion (Ben-Ze'ev, 2000).

Our data show that when people approached the context in these rela-
tively abstract ways, individual and group social intelligence—one aspect of
performance—suffered because the concepts that the individuals supplied
to the situation were often not relevant. In contrast, we show that the peo-
ple who exhibited direct involvement performed better because they first
used concrete-perceptual processes and then, if at all, drew on the relevant
abstract concepts. Consequently, their behavior was directed relatively
more by the concrete constraints of the objective social situation (vs. by
their psychological situation), including the behavior of other people or
the structures provided by artifacts, such as data, technology, objects, and
tasks. This observation provides the basis for what we argue is a more social
approach to social intelligence. It is more social in that it takes account of
how the social context can effectively substitute for a person’s mind in ac-
complishing cognitive activity. We argue that when people are aware of how
social resources can complement mental resources, they harness both types
of resources more effectively. Therefore, individual performance and
group performance benefit.

To practitioners, this analysis recommends different kinds of interven-
tions, as compared with those recommended by the EI approach. To
summarize these differences, which we discuss in detail in Section 3, our
self-based perspective proposes that practitioners can enhance social intelli-
gence when they avoid the activation of the self and, thereby, remove its
mediating influence in social interactions. But in contrast to this strategy
that we recommend, we argue that EI adds even more structure to this ab-
stract self-concept—the person’s “I"—in the form of an abstract reasoning
process that monitors emotions—the “I” in the EI construct. The ambigu-
ous referent of the “I” in our title alludes to the intimate but neglected con-
nection between these two “I's” (“i"ntelligence and the self’s “I”) and to the
obfuscation that this connection can cause.

SECTION 2: ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Developing a Self-Based Approach to Social Intelligence

This section introduces our self-based perspective by guiding the reader
through our empirical discovery process. We developed this self-based ap-
proach to social intelligence in response to ethnographic data that pointed
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to limiting assumptions that the EI approach and social psychological re-
search hold about the self. First, we outline what these assumptions are and
how they influence our understanding of social intelligence. Next, we pre-
sent the data that question these assumptions.

Identity-Induced Involvement and Direct Involvement

Emotions and emotional intelligence are self-regulatory processes and,
we argue, should be studied as such. Wheén one studies these processes
within the context of their psychological functioning, one discovers a po-
tential problem for EI research:

Regulating in relation to [the self], precisely because it summarizes one’s
general interrelatedness with the world, necessarily removes oneself from the
here and now, from the unique and idiosyncratic properties of specific ob-
jects and events. . . . The self is only one aspect of a broader process of organ-
ismic integration which includes other intrinsic growth processes (Deci &
Ryan, 1991). Indeed, using the self . .. for selfregulation could even under-
mine certain intrinsic engagement processes. (Higgins, 1996b, pp. 1078-1079)

Our data suggest that, similar to other self-regulatory processes, the abstract
reasoning processes of emotional intelligence can unintentionally “remove”
the individual from the immediate social situation and that the activation of
the self that results from “thinking about feeling” can lead to distortions. To
evaluate this problem, EI researchers need to understand the nature and the
dynamics of the self. One type of understanding that we encourage relates to
what we argue are limiting assumptions that EI research implicitly adopts
from the social psychological tradition. These limiting assumptions relate
to a relatively narrow understanding of “self.” We revise these assumptions
by introducing a more social perspective on the self to social psychological
research and to the EI approach. We then return to the potential problems
we flagged by showing how this more social perspective on the self can help
resolve them.

Consistent with Higgins’ previous quote, we propose that the problems
caused by regulating toward the self can be resolved by encouraging a dif-
ferent kind of “intrinsic engagement™—namely direct involvement—in
which the individual regulates toward the social situation. Even though
social psychology has documented the value of some intrinsic regulatory
processes, such as intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1996; Deci & Ryan, 1987,
1991), we believe that these alternative regulatory processes are currently
incompletely understood. In particular, we propose that the social psycho-
logical literature has a narrow sense of what it means for these regulatory
processes to be intrinsic to a situation (vs. to an individual) or “social.” This
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TABLE 9.1
Attributes of Identity-Induced Involvement
and Direct Involvement

Identity-Induced
Involvement Direct Involvement
Self-interpretation Identity, agency Participating in concrete situation, resource
Self-regulatory locus  “Within” individual  Socially distributed
Self-regulatory focus  Identity Concrete situation

Note. Regulatory locus and focus refer to the locus and focus of emotional, cognitive, and
motivational processes.

narrow conception, in turn, stems from the assumption that the self is re-
stricted to the biological individual.

The social psychological literature restricts the self to the biological indi-
vidual in three related ways. First, it places the self in the individual’s “head”
as an identity (see Table 9.1), an abstract concept that the individual has
about his or her relation to the social context (Higgins, 1996b). Related as-
sumptions include that (a) selfregulatory processes are also individual
properties in the form of mental faculties (inner mind as a regulatory locus,
see Table 9.1) and (b) that these mental faculties serve the interests of this
individual by monitoring the social context with respect to the individual’s
identity goals (identity as a regulatory focus, see Table 9.1; e.g., Higgins,
1996b). We refer to this social psychological model as an identity-induced
involvement approach to highlight how identities mediate social involve-
ment. EI implicitly adopts these assumptions by conceiving of emotion and
emotional intelligence as individual-level processes and by relegating the
social to an independently existing context to which the individual adapts.

 In contrast, we argue that the self is not a natural object but something
that people enact (Schafer, 1992). We found that some people enacted a
more social type of self that did not refer to a mentally represented (id)en-
tity that describes the biological individual but to the activity of participat-
ing (see Table 9.1) in a social resource system. This system includes but is
not limited to the resources of the biological individual. It also includes the
objects, tasks, and people the individual engages. In this more social type of
self that characterizes direct involvement, the regulatory processes of emo-
tion, cognition, and motivation are not mental faculties that serve the indi-
vidual but properties of the situation (locus; see Table 9.1) that serve the so-
cial situation (focus; see Table 9.1).

We do not argue that social psychological theory is wrong. In fact, our
data show that most of the people for most of the time enact the kind of ab-
stract, individual-based self that social psychology assumes to be universal.
When the people we observed enacted this kind of self, emotions often























































































