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What’s Your EQ, Mr. Accountant?

The article deals with a subject for which professionals in India are still searching for answers 
nearly two decades later, after once it appeared on the cover page of a leading magazine 
in India. It revolves around the subject ‘Emotional Quotient’. Emotional Quotient can be 
expressed as the ability to have command over the emotions in perceiving, controlling and 
evaluating them. It is the intelligence which allows us to learn from our emotions, and uses 
them to effectively deal with ourselves as well as others.  Emotions drive people and people 
drive performance. A better predictor of performance than professional skill, knowledge, 
expertise or even IQ, EQ can be measured and developed unlike IQ which lends itself only 
for measurement and not for development after a certain age.  The article discusses the 
significance of EQ in depth, IQ getting its due simultaneously.  How EQ, in fact supplements 
IQ and is not a substitute for the latter is well highlighted in the article. Read on to know 
more… 

CA. R. Venkitachalam

(The author is a member 
of the Institute. He can be 
reached at venkat_rvc@
yahoo.com)

Accountants are the icons of academic brilliance 
and arguably the finest examples of IQ driven 
competencies in the business world. To be successful 
in the world of business, however, an accountant 
needs some differentiating set of competencies in 
addition to his intellectual prowess. These leadership 
competencies are derived from Emotional Intelligence. 
There is a need to appreciate the importance of these 
competencies. This proposition has been articulated by 
various international accounting bodies as well. This 
makes an attempt to explain the concept of Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ). 

Emotional Quotient
 Why does it matter? 
 And what is it, anyway?

I expect the above two questions in return for my 
article’s title query which would in fact justify this 
article in this Journal. Let me also add the following 
question of my own, before I try to answer all the three 
questions, albeit in reverse order in order to be able 
to commence my discussion from a familiar territory 
from the point of view of accountants.
 Has it anything to do with IQ?
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IQ and the Accountant:
After all, IQ is something all of us know and are 
familiar with, for it is not only an index of the 
level of intelligence of a person, but also the most 
representative character of our profession highlighted 
by two other alphabets, viz., CA. There are a number 
of chartered accountants occupying positions in top 
echelons in the corporate world globally. In fact, many 
of them are Chief Executive Officers of their respective 
companies. Being an accountant may have helped 
them to take the first step towards their journey to the 
highest positions of power in the organisation; but they 
are not there for the only reason that they have been 
successful bean counters. This essentially presupposes 
certain leadership competencies not acquired through 
cogitative intelligence, but from some other source. 
An effort has been made in this article to lay out the 
source of skill sets required for an accountant to be a 
successful leader as well. 

Beyond the Realm of IQ:
In today’s fiercely competitive world for an accountant, 
or for that matter any other professional, it is not 
enough to be an ace in his/her own domain of expertise, 
be it a department, a function or a company. Beyond 
professional expertise, one needs a unique set of skills 
and expertise to deal with people and situations which 
may have nothing to do with knowledge domain. As 
long as you live in an island relatively isolated from 
the external world and your functions do not call upon 
you to interact with people, you may not need any 
special skills in handling people. Take the case of a 
research scholar. It may be safe to assume that his or 
her professional life is not impacted by a lack of any 
inter-personal skills. However, if his personal life has 
to be successful and meaningful, he or she has to have 
skills to handle people that include his or her family. 
It is therefore virtually impossible to visualise that 
mythical character called ‘the sole performer’, who 
can isolate himself from his environment in which he 
lives and can still thrive. If ever there is an accountant 
who is not holding any leadership position and who 
is not constantly called upon to deal with people, 
his IQ will of course stand him in good stead as he 
need not bother about those special skills to influence 
people. But then, it is indeed difficult to find people of 
that genre. Instead, the reality for you is that you are 
constantly surrounded by people, you work in teams 
and you interact with clients all the time resulting in 
your influencing others and others in turn influencing 
you.  

The relentless search for that mental ability which 
can truly be called ‘intelligence’ made Peter Salovey 

of Yale University and John Mayer of University of 
New Hampshire in 1990 to coin the terminology 

“Emotional Intelligence” for the first time, thereby 
announcing to the world that intelligence is not 

just about academic brilliance based on numerical 
abilities and that there is something more to it.  
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The society sees an accountant almost as a nerd. 
This perception of the society is changing of late. 
But is the accountant changing? It is not to say that 
the accountants as a class suffer from the Asperger’s 
Syndrome, a psychiatric disorder characterised by 
impaired social relations and by repetitive patterns of 
behaviour. There are accountants and accountants; but 
only some of them are ready and able to accept the 
mantle of leadership. It is necessary to go on a journey 
of discovery to find out the source and sustainability 
of those competencies which make the accountant a 
leader – and enters into that intelligence which is not 
known as intelligence in common parlance. In order 
to understand this paradoxical statement, we need to 
discuss the concept of intelligence in itself first.

Concept of Intelligence:
Intelligence means many things to many people. It was 
always a daunting challenge for the human race not 
only to understand what it is, but to grade it as well. 
This quest for measurement of intelligence took Alfred 
Binet, a French psychologist to develop a construct on 
intelligence and prescribe a methodology to measure 
it in the early 1900s. Binet suggested the concept of a 
mental age or a measure of intelligence based on the 
average abilities of children of a certain age group. It 
was during World War I that intelligence tests were 
used on a large scale. At the outset of the War, the US 
Army officials were faced with the monumental task of 
screening large number of army recruits. Robert Yerkes 
developed two tests known as Alpha and Beta, the 
former was a written test and the latter was administered 
orally to deal with army recruits who could not read. 
It was in 1940 that the American psychologist David 
Wechsler talked of ‘non-intellective’ intelligence and 
he came out with a Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale. 
Howard Gardner in 1983 proposed that mere numerical 
expressions of human intelligence are not a full and 
accurate depiction of people's abilities. The relentless 
search for that mental ability which can truly be called 
‘intelligence’ made Peter Salovey of Yale University 
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and John Mayer of university of New Hampshire in 
1990 to coin the terminology “Emotional Intelligence” 
for the first time, thereby announcing to the world that 
intelligence is not just about academic brilliance based 
on numerical abilities and that there is something more 
to it. It was left to Daniel Goleman, a reporter with The 
New York Times who happened to be a psychologist, 
to popularise the concept of Emotional Intelligence 
in 1995. With his seminal book titled “Emotional 
Intelligence” and the work he did in the field, he 
proved convincingly and beyond doubt that Emotional 
Intelligence is more a predictor of success in career 
and life than Intellectual Intelligence. Intelligence 
is like Money. Money is what money does, so goes 
the famous economic maxim. So is the case with 
Intelligence. Intelligence is what intelligence does. It 
is an enabler whose output is a set of competencies. 
Those who have high IQ are likely to be good in their 
respective fields, say mathematics or life sciences. IQ 
helps one acquire the threshold competencies which by 
itself is not a great predictor of success. But the other 
part of intelligence known as Emotional Intelligence 
(EQ) is what matters most in life, post qualification. 
IQ may get you selected; but it is EQ that will get 
you promoted. Such is the power and importance of 
Emotional Intelligence. 

Emotional Intelligence:
Emotional Intelligence is that intelligence which 
allows us to learn lessons from our emotions, uses our 
emotions effectively to deal with ourselves and others 
as well. One can deploy emotions intelligently to 
influence people and the environment. As quoted earlier 
intelligence is what intelligence does. This intelligence 
is the enabler to develop certain competencies from our 
emotions essential in leadership situations. Meyer and 
Salovey who coined the term emotional intelligence 
for the first time defined it thus:

“Emotional Intelligence is the ability to perceive 
emotions, to access and generate emotions so as to 
assist thought, to understand emotions and emotional 
knowledge, and to reflectively regulate emotions so as 
to promote emotional and intellectual growth.”
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The focus here is the deployment of emotions on 
oneself and others for which you need some kind of 
intelligence which is not present in the IQ domain.

Daniel Goleman defines Emotional Intelligence 
in the following words echoing more or less the same 
substance, but with more clarity:

“The capacity for recognizing our own feelings 
and those of others, for motivating ourselves and 
for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our 
relationships.” 

It is important here to delineate the terminologies 
used, very often interchangeably, to understand 
the concepts clearly. Emotional Intelligence 
is that intelligence which helps us to develop 
certain competencies which are called Emotional 
Competencies that are critical for leaders. They are, 
therefore, called Leadership Competencies and the 
index of which is called Emotional Quotient (EQ). 

Importance of Emotions:
Having understood the critical importance of 
Emotional Intelligence and the fact that this 
intelligence operates in the domain of emotions, let 
us now discuss the importance of emotions. After all, 
man is a social animal—if I could borrow a clichéd 
saying. What is implicit in the statement is that though 
he is behaving the way the society expects him to, he 
is still an animal by instinct. Animals are driven by 
base and basic emotions—some of them predatory 
and many others more moderate. This in a way makes 
man an oxymoron by design. He is the most rational 
being on the face of the earth, but is still driven by 
animal instincts. That in turn makes the task of dealing 
with the human kind a complex exercise. It may be 
relatively easy to handle the rational part of the human 
brain rooted in logic; but dealing with his emotional 
part calls for a higher level of competency and 
therein lies the challenge one faces in everyday life.  
Emotions are who we are. It is necessary to keep 
in mind that even a new recruit comes to you as a 
whole package including his emotional baggage. It 
is as important to deal with his emotional self as it is 
to deal with his career aspirations. Seen in this light, 
the age-old refrain that one should keep his or her 
emotions outside the workplace sounds laughable, if 
not outright ridiculous. Emotions are real and let us 
learn to deal with them if we need to be successful in 
life. Moreover, the ability to use emotions effectively 
gives us certain critical skills which we need to sustain 
high performance in an increasingly competitive 
professional environment. In the past, emotions were 
considered to be dysfunctional and were branded as 

“Completing rigorous graduate programmes, 
passing, testing and gaining credentials ensure that 
those who pass such hurdles are of above-average 

intelligence. However, simply having a superior 
IQ does not guarantee that they will be superior 

doctors, accountants or leaders”
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a weakness in a human being. They were supposed 
to be chaotic, superfluous, haphazard and above all 
incompatible with reason. It was generally believed 
that emotions were largely visceral, resulting from lack 
of effective mental adjustments. Not anymore. Today, 
we view emotions differently. They arouse, sustain 
and direct activities. They are important part of living 
organisms. It is not in opposition to intelligence, but 
in a way, it is of a higher order of intelligence in itself.

Emotional Competencies:
Having postulated that emotions are real, let us discuss 
the tools available to deal with them, for emotions are 
like loose cannons capable of wreaking havoc at will 
with unpredictable consequences. We need to have a 
special kind of intelligence to tell us whether these 
emotions are capable of producing positive outputs 
or are they destructive in nature. Should it be of the 
latter kind, we should be able to have the wherewithal 
to prevent them from becoming dysfunctional. At 
the same time, we should effectively use the positive 
emotions for our benefit. That calls for a special kind 
of intelligence which we now know and is known 
as Emotional Intelligence. Simply put in accounting 
terms, in our Balance Sheet, emotions should become 
our assets rather than our liabilities. Going a step 
further, a person gifted with a higher order of emotional 
intelligence possesses the knack of perceiving the 
emotions of others and can appropriately tune his or 
her behaviour to deal with such emotions of others. In 
a way he is in a position to manipulate the feelings of 
others, not necessarily in a negative sense. 

Like Intellectual Intelligence (read IQ), Emotional 
Intelligence by itself is not a destination. It is an 
enabler. By using such intelligence we develop certain 
competencies. Competencies developed by and 
through emotions are called emotional competencies. 
Emotional competencies deployed in leadership 
situations determine the success or failure of managers 
or makes star performers as opposed to average ones. 

Significance of Emotional Competencies:
Before we go any further and in order to drive home the 
importance and significance of emotional intelligence, 
let me quote here some of the research findings to 

support my argument. It is important to understand 
that certain critical competencies for success in our 
lives are derived from this form of intelligence. 
• Studies quoted by Daniel Goleman in 1998 lead him 

to conclude “For all levels of jobs, EI competencies 
are twice as effective as IQ in determining an 
individual’s success rate. The higher the level of a 
position in an organisation, the more EI seems to 
matter. Executive leaders show an 85% correlation 
between EI competency and success”.

• Center for Creative Leadership found that the 
primary causes of derailment in executives 
involved deficits in emotional competence which 
manifest in difficulty in handling change, inability 
to work in teams and poor interpersonal relations.

• An analysis of over 300 top-level executives 
from 15 global companies found that 6 emotional 
competencies distinguished stars from average 
performers: influence, team building ability, 
organisational awareness, self-confidence, 
achievement drive and leadership.

• Daniel Goleman’s analysis of 181 jobs in 121 
organisations found that emotional competencies 
were the best differentiators between star 
performers and typical performers.

Emotional Competencies:

GOLEMAN’S MODEL:
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Intelligent accountants famous for their academic 
brilliance do not often make the grade; yet many 

others with moderate credentials do. Lower EQ may 
be the reason. 

Having discussed the importance of emotions and 
after having discussed the intelligence to manage 
them, let me now focus on the competencies that 
we can develop with emotional intelligence. Daniel 
Goleman’s competency matrix can be captured in the 
following framework:

With the help of the above framework, let us now 
take a brief look at the various leadership competencies.
Self Awareness:
• Emotional Self Awareness: Leaders who are high 

on this dimension are acutely aware of their own 
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mental make-up – how they really feel in a given 
situation. They are honest and authentic about their 
own feelings.

• Accurate Self Assessment: Being aware of one’s 
own strengths and weaknesses is a big advantage 
for a professional in any given situation however 
grave it might be.

• Realistic Self Confidence: It presupposes that a 
leader should have self confidence as opposed to 
over-confidence.

Self Management:
• Self Control: Sometimes called impulse control 

it is one competency which a Leader cannot do 
without. Be calm and collected even during an 
unforeseen crisis.

• Transparency: A leader who does not live by a 
value system has no hope of heading a successful 
team.

• Adaptablity: Whether it is leaders or followers, 
without this virtue there is no hope for them in 
an ever changing world. Remember, even in the 
animal kingdom the most adaptable survive the 
odds than the most powerful.

• Achievement Orientation: Leaders high on this 
dimension lead their teams even to unchartered 
territories, but at the same the time not losing focus 
or control on the environment.

• Initiative and Drive: A leader without a burning 
desire and drive is a damp squib. He is good 
enough to lead the team back into history in this 
dynamic world.

• Optimism: Only an optimistic leader can roll with 
the punches seeing opportunities or else the entire 
team would slink away at the first sign of difficulty.

Social Awareness:
• Empathy: This competency makes the leader 

a people’s man. He is able to relate with people 
better and carry them with him. 

• Organisational Awareness: A leader high on this 
competency dimension would be able to see 
clearly the cliques and coteries in an organisation, 
popularly known as organisational politics. This 
helps him to preempt any political move in the 
organisation becoming dysfunctional.

• Service Orientation: In an increasingly competitive 
environment, a leader’s ability to relate with his 
customers assumes considerable significance.

Social Management:
• Inspiration: An ability to inspire people and 

motivate them is the only effective long lasting 
weapon a leader has. 

• Influence: Leaders are able to ensure buy-in from 

the employees for their ideas and in the process 
take them along willingly in any situation.

• Developing Others: Mentoring is a selfless act on 
the part of the leader and in turn it ensures that 
his employees work along with him shoulder-to-
shoulder.

• Change Catalyst: Leaders make changes happen. 
They need to have the ability to be a dynamic 
change agent for the organisation to be vibrant and 
successful.

• Conflict Management: One of the essential 
requirements for the leader to be successful is his 
ability carry everyone and every hue of opinion 
towards a shared goal.

• Teamwork and Collaboration: Organisations work 
in teams and leaders have to have the capability 
to bring in a synergy out of differing views and 
opinions.
It is possible that some competencies could be 

present more in a leader than others and that all the 
above competencies may not be present in equal 
measure in all the leaders. 

Conclusion:
The importance of EI skills in the accounting  
workplace cannot be over-emphasised. Accountants 
work both by themselves and in teams. They work in  
their own professional groups and also as leaders 
of business entities. A practicing accountant is also  
called upon to deal with clients, bankers and his or  
her own staff. His profession is no more isolated 
from the environment. This in itself justifies the 
need for the accountant to acquire the necessary 
leadership competencies. The importance of EI  
skills in the accounting profession is highlighted 
by the fact that the American Institute of Certified  
Public Accountants (AICPA) has identified EI 
competencies as a critical requirement for accountants. 
The Institute of Management Accountants (IMA) 
articulates the issue thus: “all corporate accountants 
need good communication and interpersonal skills”. 
“Although accounting literature has given little 
attention to behavioural issues in the past, today 
many organisations and researchers are recognising 
that emotional intelligence skills are critical to 
success” (Akers and Porter 2003). Akers and Porter 
also reconfirms the fact that a Harvard Business 
School study of its graduates revealed that little or no  
significant correlation exists between career success  
and IQ.

Remember always—emotions drive people and 
people drive performance. ■
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