
Developing an acute awareness of how your actions emotionally affect each individual who you engage with - as 
different as they might be - is an invaluable skill that you often see in expert actors, politicians and con men. 
Maintaining a clear understanding of your unique emotional triggers and how the actions of others influence your 
emotions is an essential capability that you might find in experienced negotiators, teachers or professional 
athletes. If you intend to lead a diverse team towards greatness, you can’t afford to excel in either external or 
internal awareness; you need to do both.  

In self-help guides and expert think-pieces, these dual capabilities are sometimes referred to as emotional 
intelligence, social intelligence or self-awareness. Emotional intelligence refers to “a generic competence in 
perceiving emotions (both in oneself and in others).1” According to Multi-Health Systems (MHS) - a leading 
publisher of scientifically validated emotional intelligence assessments - emotional self-awareness involves 
recognizing and understanding one’s own emotions, including “the ability to differentiate between subtleties in 
one’s own emotions while understanding the cause of these emotions and the impact they have on one’s own 
thoughts and actions and those of others.2” And according to the Values In Action Institute, social intelligence is 
“being aware of the motives and feelings of other people and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different 
social situations; knowing what makes other people tick.3” 

Each of these concepts is concerned with qualifying the importance of internal and external emotional awareness 
and both are essential for modern leaders. When you’re aware of your emotions, your emotional triggers and the 
impact of your reactions to external stimuli, you’re in a much better position to regulate your actions and 
understand the actions of others. You’re better prepared to handle emotionally sensitive and emotionally charged 
situations. You’re aware that competing priorities lead to stress and anxiety, provoking you to direct efforts to 
delegate work and secure additional resources. You’re far less likely to offend others with insensitive actions. Your 
ability to effectively read people and identify potential threats will also be heightened with increased awareness. 
Your comfort in discussing your emotions allows you to lead with an authenticity that instigates credibility and 
buy-in with your team. 

Operating with acute internal and external awareness is a powerful advantage that can be used to make any 
individual, team or organization better. One of the key insights of Google’s Project Aristotle - an internal study of 
hundreds of Google’s teams combined with research on a half-century of academic studies, all directed towards 
understanding why some teams over-performed while others underperformed - was that emotional awareness 
really mattered: 

Project Aristotle is a reminder that when companies try to optimize everything, it’s sometimes easy to forget that success is 
often built on experiences — like emotional interactions and complicated conversations and discussions of who we want to be 
and how our teammates make us feel — that can’t really be optimized.1  

Increasing your emotional awareness of self and of others cannot be scaled as quickly a software, but it can be 
improved through dedicated, consistent inner-work. 
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