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Abstract 
Emotional intelligence (EI) and its benefits for personal and professional life 
are now well established. Consequently, the development of EI competencies 
has attracted growing interest. However, knowledge regarding the underlying 
developmental mechanism and its enabling conditions in adulthood remains 
underexplored and fragmented. The aim of this qualitative expert study is to 
fill this gap. Findings from interviews with nine experts, actively involved in EI 
research and practice, suggest that EI development mechanism is both iterative 
and stepwise. Furthermore, EI development is not merely supported by iso-
lated factors but is best understood as an adaptive developmental system 
emerging from continuous interactions and feedback loops between the indi-
vidual and the environmental enabling conditions. Finally, experts highlight 
that the benefits of EI development extend far beyond the individual, generat-
ing cascading positive effects on relationships, teams, and organizational cul-
ture. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the past three decades, Emotional Intelligence (EI) has emerged as a central 
construct in psychology, leadership research, and organizational behavior. The 
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various positive outcomes of EI in different life domains and organizations are 
now well established (Brackett, Rivers, & Salovey, 2011; Lopes et al., 2003, 2004, 
2005; Petrides et al., 2016). Especially, organizations are increasingly interested in 
the promotion of EI as it strengthens interpersonal relationships, employee well-
being and overall individual and collective performance. In the work context, 
well-regulated emotions are identified as fostering individuals’ and teams’ abilities 
to communicate, to collaborate, to be creative, to take more daring decisions, to 
manage stress and to sustain mental and physical health (Haag, Bellinghausen, & 
Jilinskaya-Pandey, 2023). EI is furthermore seen as a core factor for engagement 
and flourishing at work. Thus, in current organizational research, EI starts to be 
seen not only as a set of individual competencies but as a set of strategic and highly 
competitive competencies for efficient collective functioning and outstanding or-
ganizational performance (Farh et al., 2012; Harper & White, 2013; O’Boyle et al., 
2011; Haag, Poirier, & Bellinghausen, 2024; Zeidner, Matthews, & Roberts, 2004). 
Consequently, EI received growing interest among HR professionals, organiza-
tional leaders, trainers and coaches. EI competencies are increasingly integrated 
into job requirements, recruitment, assessment and talent selection, leadership 
development, team and employee development. EI training programs have pro-
gressively been integrated into organizations as well as academic programs, in-
cluding MBA programs. Prestigious institutions such as Yale University and Em-
lyon Business School have incorporated EI training into their educational pro-
grams for several years now. 

EI, originally defined by Salovey and Mayer (1990), refers to the ability to per-
ceive, understand, regulate, and use emotions in oneself and others to facilitate 
adaptive functioning. Since then, a growing body of research has demonstrated 
that EI is associated with a wide range of important outcomes, including better 
health, increased psychological well-being, enhanced interpersonal relationships, 
higher academic achievement, and superior professional performance (Haag, Bel-
linghausen, & Poirier, 2024, 2025; Lopes et al., 2004; Martins et al., 2010; O’Boyle 
et al., 2011). 

Alongside the growing recognition of the benefits of EI, research has increas-
ingly focused on the question of how EI develops. Evidence from systematic re-
views and meta-analyses, largely based on quantitative pre-post intervention stud-
ies, indicates that EI is not a fixed personality trait but a malleable set of compe-
tencies that can be strengthened through structured learning experiences and in-
tentional developmental processes (Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019; Kotsou et al., 2019; 
Mehler et al., 2024). Existing research has identified numerous individual and en-
vironmental factors that foster EI development in adults. However, these findings 
remain fragmented and would benefit from a more integrative framework that 
apprehends how these factors interact to support EI development across human 
systems. Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, no previous study has explored 
the perspectives of experts in the field. Key figures such as coaches, psychologists, 
psychotherapists and researchers who work with EI development in everyday 
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practice can provide valuable insights into how EI develops and the enabling con-
ditions under which it can be fostered in individuals, interpersonal relationships 
and organizations. 

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question: How do ex-
perts in emotional intelligence perceive the enabling conditions and developmen-
tal mechanisms involved in the development of emotional intelligence? 

To address this research question, the present qualitative expert study draws on 
the perspectives of nine experts in EI development. By integrating existing evi-
dence with experts’ insights, the study seeks to contribute to a deeper understand-
ing of EI development and the conditions that enable it. In doing so, it aims to 
advance both theoretical knowledge and evidence-based practice in coaching, 
training, and organizational settings. 

2. Theoretical Foundations of EI 

Two competing models of EI currently co-exist. The first approach conceptualizes 
EI as a set of abilities. EI is defined as a specific form of intelligence allowing to 
process emotional information efficiently (Salovey & Mayer, 1990; Caruso & 
Salovey, 2004; Farh et al., 2012; Haag, Bellinghausen, & Jilinskaya-Pandey, 2023; 
Tse et al., 2018). The second approach—‘mixed or trait models of EI’—conceptu-
alizes EI as a trait, positioning EI as a constellation of emotional dispositions and 
competencies embedded within broader personality and motivational structures 
(Bar-On, 1997; Goleman, 1995; Petrides & Furnham, 2000, 2003). Trait models 
conceptualize EI as a set of emotional dispositions that include elements of per-
sonality, motivation, affective tendencies, and self-perceived emotional compe-
tencies (Matthews et al., 2004; Roberts et al., 2008; Zeidner et al., 2004). Because 
of this conceptualization, trait EI measures are often strongly correlated with per-
sonality dimensions (Ciarrochi, Chan, & Bajgar, 2001; Roberts et al., 2008). How-
ever, some researchers argue that trait EI captures meaningful variance beyond 
traditional personality constructs such as the Big Five or alexithymia and can 
therefore predict outcomes such as work performance more effectively (Mikola-
jczak, 2010). Nevertheless, critics have questioned whether trait EI represents a 
distinct psychological construct, suggesting that it may largely reflect established 
personality dimensions rather than a new form of intelligence (Matthews et al., 
2004; Zeidner et al., 2004; Davis & Humphrey, 2014). 

In contrast, the ability model of EI defines EI as a set of cognitive abilities in-
volved in the processing of emotional information. According to this perspective, 
emotions provide information that can be perceived, interpreted, and used by in-
dividuals to guide thinking and behavior efficiently (Mayer et al., 2004). The abil-
ity approach therefore positions EI as a form of intelligence that is conceptually 
distinct from both personality traits and traditional cognitive intelligence (Mayer 
et al., 2000; Lopes et al., 2003). Many researchers consider the ability model to be 
the most theoretically promising framework for studying EI (Matthews et al., 
2004; Schlegel & Mortillaro, 2019; Zeidner et al., 2004; Haag, Bellinghausen, & 
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Jilinskaya-Pandey, 2023). 
Despite their theoretical differences, the ability and trait approach of EI share 

some important assumptions. First, a substantial body of research demonstrates 
that EI is positively associated with a variety of important life outcomes, including 
psychological health, workplace performance, and overall well-being (Haag, Bel-
linghausen, & Poirier, 2025; Mikolajczak, 2010; Zeidner et al., 2012a, 2012b). Sec-
ond, these benefits have attracted growing interest from organizations seeking to 
improve leadership effectiveness, employee engagement, and organizational per-
formance (Côté, 2014; Caruso & Salovey, 2004; Coronado-Maldonado & Benítez-
Márquez, 2023; Miao, Humphrey & Qian, 2018; Paredes-Saavedra et al., 2026). 

3. Current State of Research on Emotional Intelligence 
Development and Its Enabling Conditions 

After defining the concept of development and reviewing the current literature on 
EI development, we examine the enabling factors identified in the literature as 
supporting its development. 

3.1. Defining the Concept of Development 

Development is widely conceptualized as a dynamic, lifelong process through 
which individuals progressively strengthen and expand their competencies and 
adaptive capacities in response to ever changing personal, social, and environ-
mental demands (Boyatzis, 2008; Škrinjarić, 2022). 

In general, development is a fundamentally non-linear process (Baltes, 1987; 
Siegler et al., 2011; Illeris, 2017) who appears to be iterative, context-dependent 
and emerging from the continuous and complex interaction between individual 
characteristics, interpersonal experiences, and environmental conditions. Note-
worthy, rather than reflecting the simple acquisition of knowledge or skills, devel-
opment involves sustainable changes in cognition, emotion, motivation, and be-
havior that enable individuals to function more effectively across diverse contexts 
(Boyatzis, 2008). Finally, development is shaped by the individual’s age and de-
velopmental stage, reflecting the dynamic interplay between maturational pro-
cesses and socially mediated learning opportunities (Vygotsky, 1978; Hoemann, 
Xu, & Barrett, 2019). 

In conclusion, development is essential for the continuous acquisition, refine-
ment, and adaptation of competencies, enabling individuals to respond effectively 
to ever-changing environmental demands. Within this adaptive perspective, the 
development of EI is of particular interest, as it equips individuals with the emo-
tional skills required to navigate in increasingly complex personal, social, and or-
ganizational contexts. 

3.2. Development of Emotional Intelligence 

Across developmental psychology, neuroscience, positive psychology, and organ-
izational research, broad evidence now indicates that EI is not a fixed trait but a 
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developable set of competencies. Research consistently shows that EI can be 
strengthened through learning, deliberate practice, social experiences, and tar-
geted interventions across the lifespan (Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019; Esnaola et al., 
2017; Cipriano et al., 2023). 

The development of EI is supported by the brain’s capacity for neuroplasticity. 
Throughout the lifespan, neural networks continuously reorganize in response to 
learning, experience, repeated practice, and environmental stimulation, providing 
the neurobiological foundation for the acquisition and refinement of emotional 
competencies (Milbocker et al., 2024; Cabrera et al., 2024). 

Recent meta-analytical research on EI training for adults has consistently 
demonstrated that emotional skills such as emotion identification or emotion reg-
ulation can be improved and that the development of EI competencies has a pos-
itive impact on real life variables such as stress management, well-being, and per-
formance (Hodzic et al., 2018; Kotsou et al., 2019; Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019). 

The meta-analytic investigations of Kotsou, et al. (2019) reviewed 46 face-to-
face EI intervention studies and Mattingly and Kraiger (2019) reviewed 50 studies. 
Both analyses conclude that EI can be trained and developed through structured 
training. The positive overall effect of training was observed despite different 
training modalities: training duration, properties of the training and learning ap-
proaches (e.g. lecture, case studies, feedback, group discussion, homework assign-
ments, emotional knowledge instruction, fostering emotional reasoning or even 
engagement with liberal and creative arts). For the pre-post study designs, no ef-
fect was observed for the different models of EI used in training (ability vs mixed 
model of EI) nor the variable gender (Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019). Interestingly, 
the analyses reveal that EI training produced larger effect sizes when discussion 
and exchange were included (Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019) whereas interventions 
relying predominantly on didactic lectures produced smaller improvements in EI 
(Hodzic et al., 2018). These results suggest that EI training benefits more from 
interactive and personally meaningful engagement than formal passive lectures. 
When participants actively discuss the construct of EI and reflect on its relevance 
to their own life and experiences the training effect appears to be greater. Further-
more, effect size is also larger when training incorporates regular practice and 
feedback. Opportunities for practice appear as development enhancers. Overall, 
these findings suggest that active participation, regular experiential practice, and 
personalized feedback may represent key ingredients of EI development. 

In conclusion, the evidence accumulated over the past decade across multiple 
studies converges on the idea that EI can be developed through structured training 
programs. Establishing that EI can be developed is the first step. The next step is 
to gain deeper understanding on how this development occurs and which factors 
facilitate it. 

3.3. Key Enabling Factors in Emotional Intelligence Development 

Research specifically examining the key factors of development in EI has identi-
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fied a range of biological, individual, environmental, and educational factors that 
support its development (Martínez-Rodríguez & Ferreira, 2025; Zeidner et al., 
2003). Collectively, these determinants can be grouped into two broad categories: 
internal factors of EI development and external or environmental factors that in-
fluence it. 

On the one hand, the findings highlight a set of internal conditions that enable 
EI development. The capacity for EI is rooted, to some extent, in our biology 
(Meerum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001). All humans are born with automatic emo-
tional responses, such as fear triggering an instinctive urge to flee or anger 
prompting approach behavior and confrontation (Damasio, 1994). These rapid, 
unconscious responses originate in deep brain regions like the limbic system and 
serve an important survival function. Developing EI thus requires the ability to 
recognize and, if required, regulate these innate responses. This ability largely re-
lies on cognitive abilities namely emotional awareness and emotional reflection. 
In addition, specific brain structures and neurochemical processes support this 
kind of emotional processing and regulation, including the body’s stress response 
system involving the hormone cortisol (Kotsou et al., 2011). While some people 
may be genetically predisposed to greater emotional sensitivity or reactivity, twin 
studies estimate the heritability of trait EI at approximately 40% (Vernon et al., 
2008). Research thus suggests that EI is not fixed by genetics alone. 

An individual key factor of development appears to be emotional awareness. 
Smith et al. (2020) highlight that human species is unique in this capacity. Hu-
mans have this unique ability to attend to and reflect upon their automatic emo-
tional responses and to decide how to manage their emotional responses or ex-
press them before taking actions observable to others. According to Lane and 
Schwartz’s (1987) cognitive-developmental theory, emotional awareness develops 
through five hierarchical levels, from the recognition of diffuse bodily sensations 
to the differentiation of complex blends of feelings, paralleling Piagetian stages of 
cognitive development. Individuals must be able to recognize first their own emo-
tional states and then understand how these states influence their behavior. After-
words, individuals should become able to reflect on how their emotions affect oth-
ers (Boyatzis, 2001; Greenberg, 2015). While emotional awareness is largely con-
sidered a learned and developmentally acquired skill, individual differences in 
traits such as openness may facilitate or hinder this process (Lane & Smith, 2021). 

Motivation and the genuine willingness to grow, accept feedback, and confront 
emotional challenges, are also key enabling factors as they create the necessary 
internal drive for personal EI development (Boyatzis & Akrivou, 2006; Petrides, 
2011). Indeed, EI development often requires individuals to confront discomfort, 
revisit personal patterns, and engage in emotionally demanding work. Intrinsic 
motivation, growth mindset and willingness to change can thus be understood as 
enabling mechanisms for EI development, supporting deeper engagement in the 
process, openness to experience even if they appear to be unpleasant, and thus 
favoring long-term integration of emotional competencies into real-life behavior. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2026.1710054


L. Bellinghausen et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2026.1710054 1078 Psychology 
 

From a theoretical perspective, these findings can be understood within the Self-
Determination Theory framework. Ryan and Deci (2020) emphasize that intrinsic 
motivation and well-internalized forms of motivation support deep engagement 
and profound learning. 

More recently, McAnally and Hagger (2024) applied Self-Determination The-
ory to workplace outcomes. Beyond its role as an initial driver of engagement in 
EI development, intrinsic motivation may also contribute to a self-reinforcing de-
velopmental process. This dynamic can be conceptualized as an ‘upward spiral’, 
in which initial engagement in emotionally meaningful work leads to improved 
emotional competencies, increased effectiveness in interpersonal situations, and 
greater subjective satisfaction. These outcomes provide individuals with tangible 
evidence of their progress, reinforcing both their perceived competence and their 
motivation to continue developing. This perspective is supported by research on 
positive psychological dynamics, which shows that positive affect and successful 
experiences broaden cognitive and behavioral repertoires, thereby facilitating fur-
ther learning and growth engagement (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 
2018). More recent work in organizational psychology highlights that intrinsically 
motivated engagement contributes to cumulative gains in performance and well-
being over time, creating reinforcing feedback loops between motivation, compe-
tence development, and adaptive functioning (Slemp et al., 2021). Applied to EI 
development, this suggests that individuals who begin to experience the benefits 
of EI, such as improved quality of relationships, increased well-being, and en-
hanced emotional regulation capabilities, are more likely to sustain and deepen 
their developmental efforts. Thus, successful EI development appears to be a self-
reinforcing developmental trajectory, in which intrinsic motivation, development, 
and positive outcomes continuously interact. 

Moreover, the EI development process is identified as relying on the capacity 
for strategic self-reflection and metacognitive processes (Kotsou et al., 2011; Mee-
rum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001). From a theoretical perspective, these findings are 
in line with contemporary models of emotion regulation and metacognition. For 
instance, Gross’s process model of emotion regulation (Gross, 2015; Ford & Gross, 
2019; Gross & Ford, 2023) highlights that effective emotional functioning relies 
on the ability to flexibly interpret emotional signals and select context-appropriate 
regulatory strategies. In parallel, recent research on metacognition emphasizes 
that reflective awareness of internal states supports adaptive decision-making and 
behavioral adjustment, particularly in complex or emotionally demanding situa-
tions (Normann & Morina, 2018). Importantly, reflection appears to play a key 
role in revealing the adaptive and functional value of experienced emotions. By 
analyzing emotional experiences retrospectively, individuals can learn what emo-
tions signal and what is at stake, which needs are activated, and which actions and 
responses may be most appropriate in different contexts. This process thus seems 
to support the development of fine-tuned and context-sensitive regulatory mech-
anisms, allowing individuals to move beyond automatic or habitual patterns of 
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responding. Additionally, reflective processing facilitates the transfer of emotional 
learning across situations. When individuals are able to extract generalizable in-
sights from specific emotional experiences, they can apply these learnings in new 
contexts, thereby strengthening their emotional development over time. This per-
spective is supported by research in experiential learning and reflective practice, 
which shows that structured reflection enhances learning generalization and pro-
motes adaptive expertise (Boud et al., 2013; Gegenfurtner et al., 2020). Further-
more, strategic reflection and meta-cognitive processes strengthen the individ-
ual’s ability to set emotional goals, allowing them to consciously recognize and 
utilize emotions as valuable resources in various contexts (Haag, Bellinghausen & 
Poirier, 2025; Gross, 1998, 2002, 2014). Taken together, these findings suggest that 
reflective capacity and meta cognitive functions are core integrative mechanism 
in EI development, linking emotional experience to sense-making, behavioral ad-
justment, and the transfer of learning across contexts. 

Another condition of the development of emotional skills is mental health and 
psychological stability (Kotsou et al., 2011; Meerum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001). EI 
development itself appears to be a demanding and sometimes destabilizing pro-
cess. Engaging in emotional work often involves confronting previously avoided 
emotions, revisiting difficult experiences, and questioning established patterns of 
thinking and behavior. As such, development can temporarily increase emotional 
activation, generate stress, or create a sense of vulnerability. Recent research sug-
gests that engaging in emotionally demanding reflective processes can increase 
cognitive load and emotional strain, particularly when individuals lack sufficient 
regulatory resources (Troy et al., 2023; Kalisch et al., 2019). Therefore, EI devel-
opment appears to relay on emotional and cognitive readiness. 

Emotional self-regulation is another crucial factor in EI development as it in-
volves learning to act on one’s own emotions with regard to their intensity and 
their expression, and the ability to implement effective emotion regulation strate-
gies, such as cognitive reappraisal or attentional deployment, rather than relying 
on impulsive and reactive responses (Meerum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001; Gross, 
2014). This finding is linked to contemporary models of emotion regulation. 
Gross highlights that effective emotional functioning requires the ability to mod-
ulate emotional intensity in order to maintain adaptive responding (Gross, 2015; 
Petrova & Gross, 2023). Similarly, emotion-focused approaches emphasize that 
individuals must first be able to regulate overwhelming emotional activation be-
fore engaging in deeper emotional processing and transformation (Greenberg, 
2021). Furthermore, Greenberg (2021) highlights that the ability to regulate emo-
tional intensity within the development process appears to be particularly im-
portant, as excessive emotional arousal can interfere with the capacity to process 
and make sense of emotional information. 

Taken together, psychological stability and emotional self-regulation play a 
dual role: it is both a precondition for development and a protective factor during 
the developmental process itself. Individuals who possess sufficient emotional 
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regulation capacity are better able to ensure a certain degree of stability required 
to navigate the discomfort associated with emotional exploration, without becom-
ing overwhelmed or disengaging from the development process. More broadly, 
research indicates that high levels of stress or emotional overload impair executive 
functioning, attention, and reflective capacity, thereby limiting the ability to learn 
from emotional experiences (Arnsten, 2015; Shields et al., 2017). This further sup-
ports the idea that EI development requires a certain level of emotional safety and 
regulation capacity. 

Finally, for EI development, it is crucial to have a basically positive relationship 
to one’s emotions. Having a positive relationship to one’s emotions enables an 
individual to be open to emotions, to welcome them and to assess them as infor-
mation’s and as potential resources to produce effective behavior in a specific con-
text (Haag, Bellinghausen, & Poirier, 2025). 

Taken together, literature highlights that EI development is primarily sup-
ported by the following individual factors: psychological stability and mental 
health, emotional awareness, individual motivation and willingness to grow, stra-
tegic reflection and meta-cognition, positive relationship to one’s emotions and 
emotional self-regulation, particularly the regulation of emotional intensity. 

On the other hand, environmental contexts play a fundamental role by shaping 
individuals` ability to develop EI (Meerum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001). Special life 
events and experiences such as traumas or significant social transitions are often 
associated with emotional growth. Rather than uniformly positive or negative, 
these effects seem to depend on individuals’ prior EI level: research suggests that 
EI tends to increase following a traumatic event primarily among individuals who 
had comparatively low EI beforehand (Tuck & Patlamazoglou, 2019). Further-
more, EI seems to play a particular positive role in the engagement in post-trau-
matic growth and resilience process (He et al., 2026). 

Furthermore, the development of EI deeply relies on the social environment of 
the individual, namely the presence of emotionally responsive others. Research 
most widely demonstrated the positive impact of responsive others within the 
emotion socialization framework. Consistently emotionally supportive caregivers 
are shown to foster emotional skills in children through supportive responses to 
emotions, openness to emotion-related discussions, emotional modeling, and 
emotional coaching (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Denham, 1998; Gottman et al., 1996; 
Morris et al., 2007). Lane and Smith (2021) furthermore define emotionally re-
sponsive caregivers as validating emotional experiences and emotion expression, 
guiding attention shift from external factors to internal states and the underlying 
meaning of these states. They foster perception and understanding of the emo-
tions of others and finally encourage language-based emotional reasoning. More 
recently, meta-analytic evidence has confirmed that emotion-focused parenting 
practices significantly improve children’s emotional competence (England-Ma-
son et al., 2023). On the other hand, unpredictable or emotionally invalidating 
others or environments can hinder and disrupt the acquisition of emotional de-
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velopment and the abilities to understand and regulate emotions (Lane & Smith, 
2021). While these findings originate from developmental psychology, they sug-
gest that emotionally sensitive relationships across the lifespan constitute a fun-
damental mechanism underlying the acquisition and development of emotional 
competencies. In adulthood, particularly in organizational settings, leaders, 
coaches, mentors, peers and co-workers may provide emotionally responsive in-
teractions that support the continued development of emotional competencies. 

Psychological safety is also identified as a core environmental factor allowing 
learning and development. Edmondson (1999) introduce this concept defining it 
as a shared belief that the interpersonal environment is safe for taking risks such 
as asking questions, acknowledging mistakes, or expressing uncertainty (see New-
man, Donohue, & Eva (2017) for a systematic review on psychological safety). 
Consequently, psychological safety is a key environmental condition enabling the 
development of learning behaviors, especially when it concerns emotional learn-
ing. Building on this foundation, Carmeli, Brueller, and Dutton (2009) show that 
psychological safety in the workplace relies on the quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships: the higher the quality of the relation the more psychological safety is 
perceived. Psychological safety then creates a context that encourages behaviors 
as feedback seeking, strategic reflection, experimentation, and finally continuous 
learning. Psychological safety is thus providing fertile ground for personal devel-
opment in general and the development of emotional competencies especially. In 
this line, Chernis and Adler’s research (Chernis & Adler, 2023) regarding work 
environments highlights the important role of constructive feedback on the de-
velopment of EI competencies. The authors identified constructive feedback as a 
key organizational lever for supporting learning and EI development within or-
ganizations. In sum, organizational culture, and especially the promotion of psy-
chological safety and positive social interactions sustain emotion expression, emo-
tional learning and emotional growth (Boyatzis, 2001). 

The broader social and cultural environment also shapes EI development by 
defining which emotions are considered acceptable, how they should be ex-
pressed, and how individuals are expected to regulate them. Through processes of 
socialization, individuals gradually internalize emotional norms that guide emo-
tion perception, expression, and regulation across different contexts (Matsumoto 
et al., 2008). Within organizational settings, these norms are reflected in emo-
tional display rules, defined as shared expectations regarding the appropriate ex-
pression of emotions at work (Diefendorff et al., 2011). Emotional labor theory 
conceptualizes adherence to these display rules as a form of emotion regulation, 
requiring employees to adjust their emotional responses to meet organizational 
expectations (Grandey & Melloy, 2017). Although display rules have primarily 
been studied as antecedents of emotional labor and employee well-being, they also 
constitute an important learning environment through which individuals repeat-
edly practice emotion perception, regulation, and interpersonal adaptation. Self-
conscious emotions such as pride and guilt, for example, are learned through so-
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cial interactions and cultural expectations and, as a function of culture and norms, 
contribute to the development of adaptive self-regulation and prosocial behavior 
(Tracy & Robins, 2004). 

In summary, research on external conditions of EI development for adults high-
lights the important role of emotionally responsive others, supportive environ-
mental norms and organizational culture characterized by psychological safety 
and constructive feedback. Finally, significant life events are identified as an cru-
cial factor of EI development with EI playing an important role in the process of 
emotional growth following such experiences. 

Taken together, the literature suggests that EI development is facilitated by both 
internal and external conditions. These conditions seem to form an intercon-
nected ecosystem in which individuals’ capacities and environmental influences 
continuously interact and shape EI development. 

3.4. Key Figures of EI Development 

While individuals are responsible for their own growth and supportive environ-
mental conditions are essential, key figures such as coaches, therapists, and re-
searchers play a crucial role in the developmental process of EI (Haag, Bellinghau-
sen, & Poirier, 2025). 

Coaches act as central facilitators of emotional learning by providing structured 
feedback, emotional mirroring, and opportunities for self-reflection (Haag, Bel-
linghausen, & Poirier, 2025). They create emotionally realistic settings through 
tools like role-plays or group discussions that promote experiential learning and 
allow clients to test new emotions and new regulation strategies (Kotsou et al., 
2011). Coaches tailor interventions to the client’s emotional readiness and serve 
as continuous guides throughout the development process. 

Psychologists and therapists, by contrast, support emotional growth through 
deeper introspective work helping clients attend to differentiate and make sense 
of their emotional experience within the therapeutic relationship (Greenberg, 
2015). Using methods such as introspection about emotional functioning, restruc-
turing emotional experiencing, and resolving primary dysfunctional emotions 
(Greenberg, 2015), therapists engage clients in cognitive reappraisal (Gross, 1998, 
2002, 2014) as well as mindfulness- and acceptance-based regulation strategies 
(Hayes & Hofmann, 2017). Therapists help individuals reframe their emotional 
responses and build stronger regulatory skills. Their focus is often more integra-
tive and rooted in clinical insight. Therapeutic approaches may be particularly 
suited for individuals requiring foundational emotional reconnection or healing 
before growth can occur (Pascual-Leone & Greenberg, 2007; Greenberg, 2023). 

Scientists, in comparison, contribute to EI development less through direct in-
terpersonal facilitation than through the development and validation of theoreti-
cal models and assessment instruments (O’Connor et al., 2019). By establishing 
which constructs and measures reliably capture emotional abilities, traits, and 
competencies, researchers provide the empirical foundation upon which both 
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coaching interventions and therapeutic approaches can be systematically de-
signed, evaluated, and refined. Without this ongoing theoretical and psychometric 
groundwork, neither coaches nor therapists would have access to validated meth-
ods and tools for assessing emotional functioning or evidence-based frameworks 
for guiding their interventions (O’Connor et al., 2019). 

Together, these key figures shape a holistic ecosystem for emotional develop-
ment. While personal initiative remains indispensable, it is the thoughtful inter-
action between self-directed efforts and expert guidance that creates the most con-
ducive environment for cultivating EI. 

4. Method 

To address the research question and develop a more integrative understanding 
of the mechanisms underlying EI development and the conditions that enable it, 
we adopted a qualitative research design. Given the complexity and multidimen-
sional nature of EI development—encompassing subjective experiences, interper-
sonal dynamics, and contextual influences—a qualitative approach was consid-
ered particularly appropriate. 

Nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with professionals who play a 
central role in fostering EI development (Kotsou et al., 2011) including psycholo-
gists, psychotherapists, coaches, and researchers. By drawing on the perspectives 
of experts with complementary areas of expertise, this methodological approach 
enables an in-depth exploration of the mechanism underlying EI development as 
well as the conditions that facilitate this development while maintaining sufficient 
flexibility to capture emerging themes and uncover interactions that may not be 
reflected in the existing literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

4.1. Participants 

In contrast to quantitative studies, where representativeness is a central concern 
in sampling, qualitative research focuses on selecting individuals who are partic-
ularly well-suited to provide valuable insights into the research question (Palinkas 
et al., 2015). Accordingly, the present study targeted key figures involved in fos-
tering EI development, including researchers, psychologists, psychotherapists, 
and professional coaches (Haag, Bellinghausen, & Poirier, 2025; Kotsou et al., 
2011). Additionally, to guarantee the quality of the data collected, all selected key 
figures could be considered as experts in the field of EI development. Following 
Chi (2006), expertise was defined through a combination of formal qualifications, 
extensive domain-specific experience, and peer recognition. To further ensure the 
quality of the expert sample, participants also met the characteristics of expert 
performers described by Ericsson et al. (1993), having accumulated substantial 
professional experience and being recognized for their advanced knowledge and 
practice in the field of EI development. 

The recruitment was facilitated through the professional networks of the au-
thors, with initial contact established via email or phone. Interviews were con-
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ducted online using Microsoft Teams. 
Sixteen experts were approached. All responded to the invitation, but two de-

clined to participate and five were unavailable during the study period, resulting 
in a final sample of nine experts. The interviews were conducted by a bachelor’s 
student in work and organizational psychology who was completing her disserta-
tion on the topic, ensuring that none of the participants had a prior professional 
relationship with the interviewer. 

The resulting sample consisted of nine participants: two scientists, three psy-
chologists with additional qualifications as psychotherapists, and four profes-
sional coaches with a gender distribution of six women and three men. This di-
versity ensures a wide range of experiences, further enriched by the participants’ 
diverse cultural backgrounds, with four identifying as German, four as French, 
and one as Luxembourgish. Additionally, they are working with individuals and 
groups across multiple countries in Europe, the United States, and Asia. Academ-
ically, four participants held a master’s degree, five had accomplished a PhD de-
gree. The age of the participants ranged from 45 to 67 years, with an average age 
of 52 years, which is consistent with this level of expertise. 

Prior to the interviews, participants received an official invitation along with 
information outlining the aims and procedures of the study. All participants pro-
vided informed consent for the audio recording and transcription of the inter-
views, the use of interview quotations, and data storage. Participants were in-
formed that their data would be used for the publication of a scientific article on 
the topic. Interviews lasted approximately 45 to 90 minutes (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Participant demographics by professional background. 

Category Scientists Psychologists, Therapists Coaches 

Total (N) 2 3 4 

Gender (F/M) 0/2 2/1 4/0 

4.2. Research Design 

To investigate the mechanism underlying EI development and its enabling condi-
tions, the interviews we explored seven overarching topics, defined as deductive 
categories based on the existing literature on EI development. 

The following topics were explored: 1) understanding of EI, which provides the 
conceptual foundation for understanding how they describe its development; 2) 
EI developmental mechanisms through which changes in emotional functioning 
occur; 3) the internal conditions that enable these processes; 4) external enabling 
conditions; 5) the role of key figures enabling EI development (e.g. coaches, psy-
chologists and scientists); 6) barriers that may hinder EI development; and 7) ben-
efits and perceived outcomes of EI development. 

All interviews were conducted in English and recorded and transcribed for 
analysis. Transcription was realized in accordance with the transcription guide-
lines by Kuckartz (2016). These guidelines served exclusively as a framework to 
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ensure that the interviews were transcribed systematically, consistently, and trans-
parently. The automatic transcription function of the online platform Turboscribe 
was used to transcribe the interviews, with audio files converted into text and re-
viewed and corrected manually to ensure accuracy. This post-processing primar-
ily addressed grammatical errors and incomplete or missing sections resulting 
from the automated transcription. 

The qualitative content analysis method, as described by Kuckartz (2016), was 
employed to analyze the data. This method combines both deductive and induc-
tive category development, making it particularly suitable for systematically ad-
dressing extensive qualitative datasets (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2024). A category sys-
tem was developed to serve as an analytical tool, filtering out the key aspects of 
the interviews essential for answering the research question (Kuckartz, 2016). The 
text material was coded using computer-assisted methods with the aid of the soft-
ware MAXQDA (Version 2024). 

5. Results 

This section presents the findings in relation to the two overarching dimensions 
of the research question: the developmental mechanisms involved in EI develop-
ment and the conditions that enable or constrain this development. 

The qualitative analysis followed a combined deductive-inductive approach. 
Prior to coding, 7 initial deductive categories were identified based on the research 
questions and the existing literature on EI development. These initial categories 
were subsequently organized into five overarching deductive categories: 1) partic-
ipants’ shared understanding of emotional intelligence, which provides the con-
ceptual foundation for understanding how they describe its development; 2) ex-
perts’ perception of EI development, focusing on the developmental mechanisms 
through which changes in emotional functioning occur; 3) the conditions that en-
able these processes, including internal and external conditions and the role of key 
figures fostering and sustaining EI development; 4) the barriers that may hinder 
or limit this development; 5) the perceived implications of EI development for 
individuals and their relationships. 

These overarching categories provided an initial structure for the analysis with-
out constituting a fixed coding framework. During the coding process, additional 
codes and subcategories were developed inductively from the interview data when 
relevant aspects of the experts’ accounts were not adequately captured by the ini-
tial framework. Emerging codes were progressively compared, refined, and orga-
nized into subcategories within the overarching deductive categories. Three re-
searchers were involved in the coding process. Coding discrepancies were directly 
discussed among the three researchers and resolved through consensus, with par-
ticular attention to the interpretation and boundaries of emerging codes and sub-
categories. 

Throughout the analysis, the coding framework was iteratively reviewed and 
revised to incorporate inductively emerging dimensions and to refine the defini-
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tion and organization of codes and subcategories. The final category system thus 
integrated theoretically informed deductive categories with inductively derived 
patterns from the experts’ accounts. 

Based on this analytical framework, the following section presents the results 
for each of the five overarching deductive categories. Within each category, we 
also describe the additional codes and subcategories that emerged inductively 
from the interview data. To ensure anonymity, participants are identified by codes 
(Int#1, Int#2, Int#3, etc.) throughout the result section. 

Although coaches, therapists, and scientists approached EI development from 
different professional perspectives, the interviews revealed substantial conver-
gence in the definition of EI, the core developmental mechanisms and enabling 
conditions identified across professional groups. Furthermore, given the small 
and uneven composition of the subgroups (four coaches, two scientists, and two 
therapists), the study does not allow for meaningful comparisons between profes-
sional groups. 

5.1. Shared Understanding of Emotional Intelligence 

Within the overarching category of the definition of EI, experts’ accounts reveal 
four inductive categories: EI is a set of abilities, self-awareness is central to EI, 
emotions are social signals, and prosocial use of EI. 

Experts define EI primarily as an ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and 
effectively use emotions in oneself and in others (Int#1, Int#2, Int#3, Int#4, Int#5, 
Int#6, Int#7, Int#8). Within this definition, self-awareness emerged as a core char-
acteristic of EI, with several experts emphasizing the importance of being aware 
of one’s own emotional states, functioning and processes (Int#1, Int#2, Int#4, 
Int#5, Int#6, Int#7). In addition, experts consistently described emotions as essen-
tial social signals and valuable sources of information that can guide adaptive be-
havior across different contexts (Int#1, Int#8, Int#9). 

This definition and the emphasis on self-awareness as a core component of EI 
is consistent with the literature conceptualizing awareness and understanding of 
one’s own emotional states as central components of emotional intelligence and 
emotional competence (Schlegel & Mortillaro, 2019). Experts’ perception of emo-
tion echoes theoretical perspectives emphasizing the informational and adaptive 
functions of emotions, both within the individual and in interpersonal interac-
tions (Frijda, 1986; Damasio, 1994; Van Kleef, 2009, 2016). Taken together, ex-
perts’ accounts were broadly consistent with the ability approach to EI, while plac-
ing particular emphasis on self-awareness and on the capacity to use emotional 
information adaptively. 

Despite this consensus, one expert highlighted the importance of establishing 
ethical and prosocial boundaries for the effective use of EI skills, arguing that cur-
rent definitions of EI may, to some extent, also encompass manipulative forms of 
emotional influence, as illustrated by examples such as phone scammers and some 
public figures (Int#5). 
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“Phone scammers also use emotions effectively. […] They call 80-year-old 
grandmothers and say their granddaughter is in the hospital and will not re-
ceive care unless they pay. They use emotions, and in a sense EI, effectively. 
[…].” (Int#5). 

Expert Int#5 thus emphasized the importance of distinguishing the authentic 
and positive relational use of EI from the strategic or manipulative use of emo-
tional skills. This perspective echoes a growing stream of research in the EI liter-
ature (Kilduff, Chiaburu, & Menges, 2010; Haag, Poirier, & Bellinghausen, 2024; 
Carver & Woodley, 2026), suggesting that genuine EI should not only contribute 
to positive individual outcomes but also foster positive relational and collective 
outcomes. 

Taken together, this shared understanding of EI provides the conceptual foun-
dation for examining how experts describe its development and the mechanisms 
through which such development occurs. 

5.2. Mechanisms of EI Development 

Within the overarching category of EI developmental mechanisms, experts’ ac-
counts revealed two distinct patterns of development, which emerged inductively 
from the data: an iterative developmental process and a stepwise developmental 
process. 

Experts describe EI development as a continuous, nonlinear, and iterative learn-
ing process through which emotional competencies are progressively acquired, in-
tegrated, and refined throughout the lifespan (Int#1, Int#2, Int#5, Int#6). Several 
experts emphasize that this process involves acquiring knowledge about emotions, 
developing greater self-awareness, and progressively strengthening the ability to 
perceive, interpret, and regulate emotions. At the same time, experts describe a 
structured, stepwise progression within this iterative process (Int#2, Int#5, Int#8). 
EI development is portraited as beginning with the acquisition of emotional 
knowledge, followed by the gradual integration of this knowledge into individuals’ 
thoughts, perceptions, and behaviors (Int#2). This progression involves increas-
ingly complex abilities, from perceiving and identifying emotions to interpreting 
and regulating them (Int#5), together with the development of reflective capacities 
and emotional perspective-taking (Int#6, Int#9). 

Int#2 illustrated this interplay between progression and iteration: “There are 
two, let’s say steps, but it’s an iterative process. First, you need to develop the 
knowledge. The knowledge regarding what is an emotion, what it means, what the 
process is at work, what is the message. […] So the first step is the knowledge 
acquisition, but then you need to integrate. And then it changes your thoughts, it 
changes your perception, it changes your behaviors. And then again, you have 
more knowledge and you upgrade yourself like this.” (Int#2). 

These accounts are consistent with broader developmental theories that con-
ceptualize development as a continuous, nonlinear, and iterative process involv-
ing successive adaptations and reorganizations over time (Baltes, 1987; Siegler et 
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al., 2011; Illeris, 2017). They also align with EI and emotion regulation research 
emphasizing the progressive acquisition and integration of emotional knowledge, 
self-awareness, and emotion regulation abilities (Mayer et al., 2004, 2016; Brackett 
et al., 2011; Diamond & Aspinwall, 2003; Gross, 2015). More specifically, the step-
wise progression described by the experts echoes research suggesting that emo-
tional competencies develop through the progressive acquisition and integration 
of increasingly complex abilities (Harris, Anderson, & Visconti, 2022; Lim & Lau, 
2021). Finally, the experts’ emphasis on the integration of emotional knowledge 
into thoughts, behaviors, and relationships is consistent with research showing 
that EI development can extend beyond the cognitive acquisition of emotional 
knowledge and contribute to broader and lasting changes in emotional function-
ing (Zeidner, Matthews, & Roberts, 2012b; Kotsou, Nelis, Grégoire, & Mikola-
jczak, 2011; Persich Durham et al., 2023; Mehler et al., 2024). 

Taken together, the experts’ accounts reveal two complementary developmen-
tal mechanisms. The first is iterative, whereby emotional competencies are con-
tinuously refined through experience, reflection, and the repeated integration of 
new emotional knowledge. The second is progressive, whereby development 
moves from more foundational abilities, such as emotional knowledge, percep-
tion, and identification, toward more complex abilities, including emotion regu-
lation, perspective-taking, and the application of emotional competencies in in-
terpersonal and organizational contexts. Rather than representing competing per-
spectives, these two mechanisms appear to operate together: EI development can 
be understood as a progressive process that unfolds iteratively, with each new level 
of emotional competence being consolidated and further refined through experi-
ence and reflection. Thus, genuine EI development extends beyond knowing 
about emotions to progressively integrating emotional knowledge into the way 
individuals perceive, think, behave, and relate to others. 

5.3. Enabling Conditions for EI Development 

Within the overarching deductive category of enabling conditions for EI develop-
ment, the experts’ accounts confirm the following three subcategories: internal, 
individual-level conditions; external, relational and environmental-level condi-
tions; and key figures enabling EI development. 

Internal enabling conditions: Within the deductively identified subcategory of 
internal enabling conditions, four interrelated dimensions emerged from the ex-
perts’ accounts inductively: 1) developmental readiness, 2) developmental mind-
set, 3) emotional self-awareness and reflective capacity, and 4) emotional knowledge 
and vocabulary. 

First, developmental readiness is described as a foundational condition for EI 
development. Experts emphasize that a sufficient level of mental health and psy-
chological stability (Int#2, Int#4, Int#5, Int#8, Int#9) enables individuals to toler-
ate the emotional discomfort inherent in developmental processes, remain en-
gaged with challenging emotional experiences, and transform these experiences 
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into opportunities for learning rather than responding defensively (Int#4, Int#7, 
Int#9). In this context, experts also highlight the importance of individuals’ ca-
pacity to be open to experience (Int#1, Int#3, Int#6, Int#7, Int#8, Int#9) and to 
access pleasant meta-emotions (Int#3, Int#7), particularly curiosity and hope to-
ward their own emotional experiences. These pleasant meta-emotions are de-
scribed as facilitating openness to emotional challenges and promoting an ap-
proach-oriented rather than avoidance-oriented response (Int#4, Int#7, Int#9). 

Second, experts consistently emphasize the importance of a developmental 
mindset. Motivation for personal change (Int#1, Int#2, Int#6, Int#8) and a genu-
ine willingness to grow and work on oneself are described as essential conditions 
for engaging in the developmental process (Int#1, Int#2, Int#3, Int#4, Int#7, Int#8, 
Int#9). Among these factors, curiosity occupies a particularly central place in ex-
perts’ accounts (Int#1, Int#3, Int#6, Int#8). Experts’ portrait curiosity as an emo-
tional driver of EI development, encouraging individuals to explore their own and 
others’ emotional experiences, question established patterns of emotional func-
tioning, and remain receptive to new perspectives throughout the learning pro-
cess. 

Third, emotional self-awareness (Int#1, Int#2, Int#3, Int#4, Int#5, Int#6, Int#7, 
Int#9) and reflective capacity (Int#1, Int#2, Int#4, Int#5, Int#6, Int#7, Int#8) 
emerge as key enabling conditions supporting EI development. Experts described 
self-awareness as the capacity to notice and attend to one’s emotions and to un-
derstand the information they convey (Int#1, Int#4, Int#5, Int#7, Int#9). Reflective 
capacity, in turn, is described as enabling individuals to make sense of emotional 
experiences, integrate new insights, and progressively translate these insights into 
more adaptive thoughts, behaviors, and interpersonal responses (Int#2, Int#3, 
Int#4, Int#7, Int#8). 

Finally, emotional knowledge and vocabulary are identified as important cog-
nitive resources for EI development (Int#2, Int#3, Int#4, Int#7, Int#9). Experts 
emphasize that understanding emotions and developing a rich emotional vocab-
ulary provide individuals with the conceptual resources needed to identify, dif-
ferentiate, interpret, and communicate emotional experiences more accurately 
(Int#2, Int#4, Int#6). Such knowledge is described as supporting both emotional 
self-awareness and the ability to regulate emotions more effectively in oneself and 
in interpersonal relationships. 

These experts’ accounts are broadly consistent with existing research. The im-
portance attributed to developmental readiness aligns with previous work sug-
gesting that mental health and psychological stability can support individuals’ ca-
pacity to engage in EI development and tolerate emotionally challenging experi-
ences (Kotsou et al., 2011; Meerum Terwogt & Stegge, 2001). The role attributed 
to pleasant meta-emotions has received less direct attention in the EI development 
literature but is consistent with research on positive affect, which highlights its 
role in broadening individuals’ repertoires of thoughts and actions and facilitating 
learning and personal growth (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018). 
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Similarly, the experts’ emphasis on motivation, openness, and willingness to 
change resonates with the literature on growth mindset, which highlights individ-
uals’ beliefs about the possibility of development as important for sustained en-
gagement in learning and change (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). The particularly prom-
inent role attributed to curiosity is also consistent with research conceptualizing 
curiosity as a positive emotional-motivational system that promotes exploration 
and creates opportunities for personal growth (Kashdan, Rose, & Fincham, 2004). 
The importance attributed to emotional self-awareness and reflective capacity is 
consistent with theoretical and empirical work positioning awareness and under-
standing of emotional states as central to emotional development (Lane & Schwartz, 
1987; Smith et al., 2020). Finally, experts’ emphasis on emotional knowledge and 
vocabulary echoes research showing that richer emotional conceptualization and 
vocabulary support the identification, differentiation, and understanding of emo-
tional experiences (Kashdan et al., 2015; Streubel et al., 2024). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that internal enabling conditions play 
distinct but complementary roles in supporting EI development. Developmental 
readiness and the ability to access pleasant meta-emotions provides the psycho-
logical foundation that allows individuals to engage with potentially challenging 
emotional experiences inherent to the development process, while a developmen-
tal mindset and development orientated curiosity provide the motivational and 
emotional orientation needed to approach these experiences with openness. Self-
awareness and reflective capacity enable individuals to attend to and make sense 
of their emotional experiences, while emotional knowledge and vocabulary pro-
vide the cognitive resources for identifying, differentiating, and interpreting them 
more precisely. Rather than operating independently, these conditions can be ar-
ticulated into a coherent developmental framework: psychological readiness pro-
vides the foundation for engaging in emotional learning, a developmental mindset 
and the ability to access developmental orientated curiosity fuels the process, self-
awareness and reflection constitute its central mechanisms through which emo-
tional skills are continuously refined and adjusted, and finally emotional knowledge 
and vocabulary provide the cognitive resources that support and sustain EI devel-
opment. 

External enabling conditions: Within the deductively defined category of ex-
ternal enabling conditions for EI development, three interrelated subcategories 
emerged inductively from the experts’ accounts: 1) a psychologically safe and 
emotionally supportive environment, 2) emotionally responsive others and role 
models, and 3) cultural and organizational norms. 

First, experts consistently describe a psychologically safe and emotionally sup-
portive socio-emotional environment as a foundational condition for EI develop-
ment (Int#1, Int#3, Int#4, Int#6, Int#7, Int#8, Int#9). Individuals need contexts in 
which they can safely experience, explore, and express emotions without fear of 
judgment, rejection, or negative consequences (Int#1, Int#4, Int#6, Int#8). Im-
portantly, experts went beyond the notion of psychological safety by emphasizing 
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what could be described as emotional freedom, namely, the possibility of experi-
encing and expressing emotions authentically without being criticized, invali-
dated, or pressured to suppress them (Int#5, Int#7, Int#8). Such environments 
were described as creating opportunities for emotional exploration, experimenta-
tion, reflection, and learning, thereby supporting the gradual development of 
emotional competencies. 

Second, experts emphasize the importance of emotionally responsive others 
and emotionally intelligent role models throughout the lifespan (Int#4, Int#6, 
Int#7, Int#8, Int#9). Emotional validation is described as playing a central role in 
emotional learning (Int#5, Int#6, Int#7). When emotional experiences are per-
ceived, acknowledged, and appropriately responded to by others, individuals are 
better able to recognize, understand, express, and progressively regulate their own 
emotions (Int#5). Experts emphasize that the importance of emotionally respon-
sive others extends into adulthood. While parents and caregivers typically fulfill 
this role during childhood, managers, leaders, colleagues, coaches, therapists, and 
mentors can become important emotionally responsive figures in adulthood 
(Int#4, Int#6, Int#9). By modeling emotionally adaptive behaviors, validating 
emotional experiences, providing guidance and feedback, and creating opportu-
nities for reflection, these individuals support the continuous refinement of emo-
tional competencies (Int#6, Int#7, Int#8). Repeated feedback also enables individ-
uals to progressively adjust their emotional responses and behaviors to become 
more adaptive, contextually appropriate, and prosocial. 

Third, experts identify cultural and organizational norms as shaping the broader 
context in which EI develops. Experts generally considered emotional experiences 
and the adaptive functions of emotions to be universal, while emphasizing that 
the ways emotions are perceived, interpreted, expressed, and socially accepted are 
strongly influenced by cultural norms (Int#1, Int#2, Int#4, Int#5, Int#6, Int#8, 
Int#9). 

As one expert explained: “I don’t think there are differences in how people feel. 
I think it’s totally universal… the message of the emotion is the same.” (Int#2). 

Experts nevertheless describe considerable cultural differences in the value at-
tributed to emotional expression and emotional learning (Int#2, Int#4, Int#7, 
Int#8). Cultures traditionally emphasizing rationality were perceived as providing 
fewer opportunities for emotional learning, whereas cultures encouraging emo-
tional expression from childhood onward are viewed as more supportive of EI 
development (Int#6, Int#8). Similarly, changes in relational practices within hu-
man systems, from authoritarian approaches toward more emotionally responsive 
ones, are perceived as facilitating the development of emotion regulation abilities 
(Int#5, Int#9). 

Beyond societal culture, experts also highlighted the role of organizational cul-
ture in shaping opportunities for EI development in adulthood (Int#6, Int#7, 
Int#8). Organizations establish explicit and implicit emotional norms through 
leadership behaviors, interpersonal interactions, organizational values, and emo-
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tional display rules (Int#3, Int#8). Experts describe these norms as influencing 
which emotions can be expressed and discussed, how emotions are responded to, 
and how individuals learn to regulate emotions in the workplace. Organizational 
cultures characterized by emotional openness and supportive leadership are 
viewed as particularly conducive to EI development, whereas cultures discourag-
ing or invalidating emotional expression were perceived as constraining emo-
tional learning (Int#6, Int#7, Int#8). 

These experts’ accounts are broadly consistent with existing research on the ex-
ternal conditions that support emotional development. The importance attributed 
to psychologically safe environments aligns with research showing that psycho-
logical safety facilitates interpersonal risk-taking, learning, and developmental 
processes (Newman, Donohue, & Eva, 2017; Boyatzis et al., 2019). However, the 
experts’ emphasis on emotional freedom extends this perspective by highlighting 
a more specifically emotional dimension of the developmental environment: in-
dividuals need not only to feel safe when taking interpersonal risks, but also to 
experience sufficient freedom to explore, express, and reflect on their emotional 
experiences. 

The importance attributed to emotionally responsive others and role models is 
likewise consistent with research emphasizing the relational foundations of devel-
opment and the role of significant others, mentoring relationships, feedback, and 
developmental interactions in adulthood (Boyatzis, 2001; Ragins et al., 2020). 
These perspectives support the experts’ accounts of EI development as a relation-
ally embedded process in which validation, modeling, guidance, and feedback 
provide opportunities for emotional learning and the refinement of emotional re-
sponses throughout the lifespan. 

Finally, experts’ accounts of cultural and organizational norms resonate with 
research demonstrating that emotional expression and regulation are embedded 
within broader social and organizational contexts (Diefendorff et al., 2011; 
Grandey & Melloy, 2017). Cultural and organizational norms contribute to defin-
ing which emotions can be expressed, how emotional expression is interpreted, 
and which forms of emotional regulation are considered appropriate. The experts’ 
accounts therefore reinforce the view that opportunities for EI development are 
shaped not only by individuals and their immediate relationships but also by the 
broader emotional norms of the social systems in which they are embedded. 

Overall, the findings from the experts’ interviews suggest that these external 
conditions can be integrated into a coherent ecological framework of EI develop-
ment. Psychologically safe and emotionally free environments create opportuni-
ties for authentic emotional expression, emotional exploration, and experiential 
learning. Emotionally responsive others and role models provide guidance, vali-
dation, feedback, and opportunities for reflection, enabling individuals to pro-
gressively refine emotionally adaptive and prosocial responses. At the broader 
level, cultural and organizational norms shape the emotional climate by defining 
which emotions are acknowledged, valued, and constructively expressed. Rather 
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than operating in isolation, these external conditions appear to interact as an in-
tegrated developmental ecosystem that continuously supports the acquisition, re-
finement, and maintenance of emotional competencies across the lifespan. 

Enabling key figures: Within the category of enabling key figures, three inter-
related subcategories emerged: 1) coaches, 2) psychologists and therapists, and 3) 
researchers. 

First, scientists are described as advancing the foundations of EI development 
through knowledge generation and validation. The expert panel described the role 
of scientists as extending beyond conducting empirical research to refining theo-
retical frameworks, operationalizing the EI construct, synthesizing fragmented 
findings, and exploring emerging areas such as the neurobiological mechanisms 
underlying emotional processes (Int#2, Int#4). 

Experts further emphasize that scientists should possess not only theoretical 
expertise but also embodied knowledge of emotions, enabling them to bridge sci-
entific understanding with lived emotional experience. Furthermore, experts 
highlight the ethical responsibility as central to the scientific role: participants 
stressed that EI research should promote human flourishing, pro-social and pos-
itive influence rather than manipulation or hidden forms of social engineering 
(Int#2, Int#4). 

Second, coaches were consistently portrayed as facilitators of emotional learn-
ing and competency development. Their primary perceived role is not to treat 
psychological disorders but to help individuals transform emotional knowledge 
into practical emotional competencies. Through questioning, feedback, experien-
tial exercises, and structured methods, coaches are expected to guide clients to 
deepen self-awareness, acquire knowledge about emotions, explore emotional ex-
periences beyond factual descriptions, and progressively develop more emotion-
ally intelligent behaviors (Int#1, Int#3, Int#8). Participants also emphasized the 
importance of coaches acting as emotionally intelligent role models, demonstrat-
ing authentic emotional expression and creating relationships characterized by 
trust, curiosity, and psychological safety (Int#3, Int#5, Int#8). In doing so, coaches 
can facilitate the acquisition and refinement of emotional competencies through 
repeated cycles of practice, reflection, and feedback (Int#1, Int#5). 

Third, psychologists and therapists were described as restoring individuals’ ca-
pacity for emotional development when psychological difficulties interfere with 
emotional learning. Rather than focusing primarily on skill acquisition, therapists 
address the underlying psychological and emotional barriers—such as trauma, 
anxiety, depression, or emotional avoidance and disconnection—that restrict ac-
cess to emotional experiences (Int#7, Int#8, Int#9). Through emotionally attuned 
therapeutic relationships, therapists gradually help clients reopen emotional 
channels, validate previously avoided emotions, and construct new emotional 
meanings. Experts described this process as a form of emotional attunement or a 
“dance of empathy,” in which the therapist’s responsiveness enables clients to 
safely engage with emotions that had previously been experienced as overwhelm-
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ing or threatening (Int#7, Int#8). In this sense, psychotherapy tends to restore the 
developmental conditions that allow emotional learning and EI development. 

Furthermore, across all three professional roles, experts account consistently 
emphasized that the quality of the developmental relationship is as important as 
the techniques or knowledge employed. Ethical practice, emotional responsive-
ness, and psychological safety were described as universal conditions for fostering 
EI development (Int#4, Int#6, Int#7, Int#8). Conversely, judgment, emotional in-
validation, insufficient professional competence, manipulation, or the misuse of 
influence undermine the developmental process by disrupting trust, reducing 
openness, and limiting opportunities for emotional exploration and learning 
(Int#3, Int#5, Int#7, Int#8, Int#9). 

These complementary functions can be situated at the intersection of several 
strands of literature on EI, psychology, coaching, and developmental relation-
ships. Research on EI has primarily emphasized the contribution of scientists to 
conceptualizing the construct and developing theoretically grounded and empir-
ically validated assessment tools (Mayer et al., 2008; Schlegel & Mortillaro, 2019). 
Coaching research, in turn, highlights the role of coaches in facilitating develop-
mental processes through reciprocal helping relationships, reflection, feedback, 
goal setting, practice, and behavioral change (Boyatzis, 2001; Boyatzis et al., 2019; 
Passmore & Lai, 2019). Research on developmental and therapeutic relationships 
further suggests that growth may depend not only on the acquisition of knowledge 
or skills, but also on relational conditions that support emotional engagement, 
reflection, and change (Zahl-Olsen et al., 2023). 

Rather than viewing enabling key figures as occupying distinct professional 
roles in EI development, experts portrayed their contributions as complementary 
functions within a broader developmental ecosystem, each supporting different 
aspects of the EI development process. While scientists are described as generating 
and validating knowledge about EI, coaches are viewed as translators. They are 
perceived as translating EI knowledge into emotional competencies through 
guided practice. Psychologists and therapists are seen as actors that restore the 
psychological conditions that make emotional learning possible. Together, these 
professions are perceived as contributing to different yet interdependent stages of 
the developmental process. 

Taken together, these bodies of literature provide support for the different func-
tions identified by the experts, while also suggesting a broader interpretation of EI 
development as a process that may involve complementary forms of support. The 
present findings extend these perspectives by bringing these functions together 
within a single developmental account of EI, rather than treating them as separate 
contributions. 

5.4. Barriers to EI Development 

Within the overarching deductive category of barriers to EI development, the in-
ductive analysis of experts’ accounts highlights two main subcategories: internal, 
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individual-level barriers and external, relational and environmental-level barriers. 
Internal barriers: Overall, experts’ accounts suggest that internal barriers to EI 

development can be understood through two interrelated developmental pro-
cesses. The first concerns individuals’ relationship with their own emotional ex-
periences, whereas the second relates to their developmental orientation and 
openness to learning. 

First, experts consistently describe a defensive relationship with emotions as 
one of the most fundamental barriers to EI development (Int#1, Int#2, Int#7, 
Int#8). Rather than emotions themselves, it is the tendency to disconnect from, 
suppress them, fear them, or judge one’s own emotional experiences that limits 
emotional growth. Emotional disconnection (Int#5, Int#7, Int#9), emotional sup-
pression, and secondary emotional reactions (Int#2, Int#6, Int#8, Int#9)—such as 
shame, fear, or disgust toward one’s own emotions—significantly reduces indi-
viduals’ capacity to recognize emotions as meaningful sources of information and 
opportunities for learning (Int#2, Int#3, Int#8, Int#9). Similarly, fragile self-es-
teem and difficulty accepting vulnerability often prevent individuals from engag-
ing with their emotional experiences. Experts further noted that trauma and cer-
tain psychological disorders may reinforce these defensive and avoidance orien-
tated emotional processes, making emotional awareness, emotional integration, 
and adaptive emotion regulation considerably more difficult (Int#4, Int#5, Int#6, 
Int#7, Int#8, Int#9). 

Expert Int#1 state: “So, I would say, our motivation, and level of self-conscious-
ness […] it starts from ourselves, and we have the choice and the capacity to 
change ourselves. If we believe that everything that happens to us is linked to the 
external environment, it’s going to be difficult.” 

Second, experts emphasize that EI development also depends on individuals’ 
developmental orientation (Int#2, Int#3, Int#4, Int#8). Cognitive biases, auto-
matic behavioral patterns, cognitive rigidity, egoism, and closed-mindedness re-
duce openness to feedback, alternative perspectives, and self-questioning, thereby 
limiting opportunities for emotional learning, development and personal change 
(Int#1, Int#2, Int#5, Int#6, Int#8, Int#9). These characteristics are perceived by 
experts as restricting individuals’ capacity to integrate emotional experiences, re-
fine their understanding over time, and adapt their responses to changing inter-
personal situations. They are also described as impairing the ability to accurately 
perceive, understand, and respond to the emotions of others, ultimately limiting 
the development of interpersonal emotional competencies (Int#6, Int#9). 

These findings are consistent with research on emotion regulation who has 
shown that habitual emotional avoidance and suppression can limit adaptive en-
gagement with emotional experiences, whereas acceptance and willingness to ex-
perience emotions are associated with more flexible forms of regulation (Hayes et 
al., 1996; Gross, 1998, 2015). Furthermore, a substantial body of research has as-
sociated habitual emotional suppression with poorer psychological well-being and 
greater psychopathological symptoms, including depression and anxiety (Aldao 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2026.1710054


L. Bellinghausen et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2026.1710054 1096 Psychology 
 

et al., 2010; Hu et al., 2014). Similarly, research on psychological flexibility em-
phasizes the importance of remaining open to internal experiences rather than 
attempting to control or avoid them (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). The experts’ 
emphasis on openness to learning and self-questioning also resonates with re-
search on growth-oriented approaches, which suggests that beliefs about one’s ca-
pacity to learn and change can influence engagement with developmental experi-
ences (Dweck, 2006; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). 

Overall, these findings suggest that internal barriers to EI development are not 
isolated traits but reflect two interrelated developmental mechanisms: a defensive 
relationship with one’s own emotions and a limited openness to learning from 
emotional experiences. Together, these mechanisms constrain opportunities for 
emotional exploration, reflection, and adaptive change, suggesting that EI devel-
opment depends not only on becoming aware of emotions but also on the quality 
of one’s relationship with them. From the experts’ perspective, emotional growth 
therefore appears to occur when individuals develop a positive relationship with 
their emotions, approaching them with curiosity, openness, and acceptance rather 
than avoidance, judgment, or defensiveness, thereby creating the conditions for 
progressive and adaptive EI development. 

External barriers. Within the inductive category of external barriers, experts 
emphasize that EI development depends on the quality of the surrounding devel-
opmental environment. When the social environment fails to provide adequate 
conditions for emotional learning, reflection, and growth, EI development may be 
substantially hindered. Four interrelated subcategories emerged inductively from 
the experts’ accounts: 1) the absence of psychologically safe and emotionally free 
environments, 2) the lack of emotionally responsive developmental figures, 3) 
limited opportunities for emotional learning through everyday social interactions, 
and 4) excessive digital media use. 

First, experts consistently described psychologically unsafe environments as 
major obstacles to EI development. During childhood, emotionally invalidating 
family environments are described by the experts as limiting opportunities to rec-
ognize, express, and regulate emotions (Int#5, Int#6, Int#7, Int#9). Across adult-
hood, similar processes seem to occur namely in workplaces characterized by ex-
cessive pressure, hostility, psychological insecurity, fear of judgment or emotional 
suppression (Int#1, Int#2, Int#6, Int#8, Int#9). Participants’ accounts suggest that 
emotionally restrictive environments discourage authentic emotional expression, 
emotional exploration, and learning from emotional experiences. Rather than fos-
tering emotional freedom, these contexts promote defensive emotional strategies 
and emotional avoidance behaviors, limiting the gradual acquisition of emotional 
competencies. 

As expert Int#1 highlight: “Having a safe environment is going to positively 
affect the development of EI. And at the opposite, a very difficult environment 
with a lot of pressure, toxicity, and things like that, it’s probably going to affect 
the way we develop ourselves.” 
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Second, experts emphasize that EI development is hindered when individuals 
lack emotionally responsive others who can guide, validate, and model emotion-
ally adaptive behaviors (Int#3, Int#5, Int#6, Int#7, Int#9). While parents and care-
givers primarily fulfil this role during childhood, managers, colleagues, mentors, 
coaches, therapists, and leaders increasingly become developmental figures in 
adulthood. In experts’ perspective, the absence of such emotionally responsive re-
lationships deprives individuals of the feedback, validation, modelling, and cor-
rective interpersonal experiences that support the progressive refinement of emo-
tional competencies (Int#4, Int#9). 

Third, experts noted that broader cultural and societal influences may further 
constrain EI development. Organizational, family, and societal norms that prior-
itize emotional control, excessive rationality, competition, or emotional suppres-
sion discourage authentic emotional expression and reduce opportunities for 
emotional learning (Int#1, Int#6, Int#8, Int#9). 

Finally, experts identified excessive digital media use as a contemporary obsta-
cle to EI development. By replacing rich face-to-face interactions with mediated 
forms of communication, excessive engagement with smartphones, social media, 
and television reduces opportunities for authentic emotional exchanges and in-
terpersonal feedback. Consequently, experts claim that individuals have fewer op-
portunities to observe emotional expressions, practice emotion perception and 
regulation in real time, and refine the interpersonal skills that underpin emotional 
intelligence (Int#7). 

These findings are broadly consistent with literature emphasizing the relational 
and contextual nature of emotional development. Psychologically unsafe and 
emotionally restrictive environments may limit the learning opportunities re-
quired for EI development, consistent with research linking psychological safety 
to learning and interpersonal risk-taking (Newman, Donohue, & Eva, 2017; Bo-
yatzis et al., 2019). The experts’ emphasis on emotional freedom further suggests 
that, beyond the absence of interpersonal risk, EI development may benefit from 
environments in which emotions can be expressed and explored without fear of 
judgment or invalidation. The importance attributed to emotionally responsive 
others is also consistent with research highlighting the role of significant others, 
role models, mentoring, and feedback in development (Boyatzis, 2001; Ragins et 
al., 2020). Similarly, the influence of cultural and organizational norms is con-
sistent with research showing that emotional expression and regulation are shaped 
by social norms and organizational display rules (Diefendorff et al., 2011; Grandey 
& Melloy, 2017). Such contexts may therefore restrict opportunities for emotional 
exploration and learning. Finally, experts’ concerns regarding excessive digital 
media use point to a more emerging potential barrier. Reduced face-to-face inter-
action may limit opportunities for real-time emotional perception, interpersonal 
feedback, and social-emotional learning. Although this proposition requires fur-
ther empirical investigation, it highlights the relevance of changing interactional 
environments for EI development. 
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Overall, the findings suggest that external barriers are not merely the inverse of 
the conditions that facilitate EI development, nor are they reducible to isolated 
adverse experiences. Instead, they reflect the absence of a supportive developmen-
tal socio-emotional ecosystem. When psychologically safe and emotionally free 
environments, emotionally responsive others, and emotionally supportive cul-
tural norms are lacking, opportunities for emotional exploration, interpersonal 
feedback, and experiential learning become restricted, ultimately constraining the 
development of EI across the lifespan. Interestingly, experts highlight a contem-
porary obstacle: excessive digital media use as hindering emotional and social 
learning processes. 

5.5. Benefits and Outcomes of EI Development 

Within the overarching deductive category of benefits and outcomes of EI devel-
opment, the inductive analysis of experts’ accounts highlights benefits of EI as 
extending far beyond individual emotional competencies. Three inductive subcat-
egories are identified: 1) individual benefits, 2) interpersonal benefits and 3) ben-
efits for collective functioning. 

First, EI strengthens adaptive functioning at the individual level. Participants 
consistently associated EI with a higher quality of life, greater psychological au-
tonomy, and an enhanced capacity to cope with everyday challenges and adversity 
(Int#8). By promoting more effective emotion regulation, EI is described as ena-
bling individuals to navigate stressful situations without becoming overwhelmed 
and supports psychological resilience during difficult life events (Int#4, Int#8). 
Experts further perceive EI as an important protective factor for mental health, 
contributing to the prevention and management of anxiety, depression, burnout, 
and chronic stress through more adaptive emotional processing (Int#4, Int#7). 
Beyond reducing distress, EI is also associated with greater life satisfaction, the 
ability to appreciate positive experiences, and more effective use of personal psy-
chological resources, ultimately strengthening individuals’ capacity to continu-
ously adapt to changing life circumstances (Int#8). 

Second, EI is described as enhancing interpersonal functioning by improving 
the quality of emotional interactions. Experts emphasize that emotionally intelli-
gent individuals communicate more authentically, express emotions more con-
structively, and are better able to understand and respond to the emotional expe-
riences of others (Int#8, Int#9). These abilities reduce the accumulation of unre-
solved emotions, facilitate conflict prevention and resolution, and foster trust, co-
operation, care orientated behaviors and mutual understanding (Int#1, Int#2, 
Int#3, Int#6, Int#7). More broadly, participants suggest that EI creates the rela-
tional conditions that allow individuals and groups to continuously adjust to one 
another through emotional communication, feedback, and shared understanding, 
thereby strengthening the adaptive capacity of relationships themselves (Int#6, 
Int#7, Int#8). 

Third, EI is perceived contributing to healthier collective functioning and or-
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ganizational systems by shaping the social and emotional conditions that support 
collective adaptation. Participants consistently associated EI with stronger collab-
oration, greater employee motivation, improved decision-making, innovation, 
and overall organizational performance (Int#1, Int#2, Int#3). These benefits are 
largely attributed to the creation of psychologically safe and emotionally support-
ive work environments in which individuals feel able to express ideas, take inter-
personal risks, and learn from one another (Int#1, Int#6, Int#8). Experts further 
emphasize that emotionally intelligent leadership plays a central role in cultivating 
these conditions, while arguing that EI should extend beyond leaders to the entire 
workforce (Int#3, Int#8). Developing a shared emotional language across organi-
zations is viewed as fostering stronger interpersonal relationships, greater collec-
tive resilience, and organizational cultures grounded in respect, support, and care, 
enabling organizations to better navigate complexity and continuous change 
(Int#2, Int#6, Int#8, Int#9). 

Int#1 shared: “EI […] we can develop all along our life and it is […] going to 
ease relationships, to facilitate teamwork, cooperation, […] team performance 
and company performance, for motivation of people in the organization, for in-
novation, to feel safe, to propose ideas.” 

These expert perceptions are broadly consistent with the existing literature doc-
umenting positive associations between EI and outcomes across individual, inter-
personal, and professional domains (Brackett, Rivers, & Salovey, 2011; Lopes et 
al., 2003, 2004, 2005; Petrides et al., 2016; Haag, Bellinghausen, & Jilinskaya-Pan-
dey, 2023; Haag, Bellinghausen, & Poirier, 2024). Previous research has linked EI 
with psychological adjustment and well-being, higher-quality social relationships 
and interpersonal functioning, as well as adaptive outcomes in professional con-
texts. 

Taken together, the experts’ accounts converge with this literature while offer-
ing a more integrated perspective on the benefits of EI development: rather than 
presenting these benefits as separate outcomes of EI, they portray them as inter-
connected across multiple interacting levels of human systems, from individual 
adaptation to relational functioning and, ultimately, collective and organizational 
outcomes. Overall, these findings suggest that EI should not be understood merely 
as a collection of emotional competencies but as a fundamental adaptive capacity 
that operates across multiple levels of human functioning. By strengthening indi-
viduals’ psychological resources, improving the quality of interpersonal relation-
ships, and fostering emotionally supportive organizational cultures, EI enables 
people and organizations to continuously adapt, learn, and thrive in increasingly 
complex environments. 

6. Discussion 

The dual aim of this study was to contribute to a better understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying EI development and the conditions that enable this de-
velopment. To this end, we confronted existing scientific evidence with the per-
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spectives of experts actively engaged in fostering EI development. 
Findings extend current research by suggesting that EI development is best un-

derstood not as the product of isolated individual antecedents or contextual influ-
ences, but as an adaptive developmental system in which emotional competencies 
emerge through continuous interactions between individual developmental pro-
cesses and a supportive environmental ecosystem. Building on this integrative 
perspective, the following discussion outlines six theoretical contributions that re-
fine and extend current understanding of EI development. 

First, although experts largely adopted the ability-based approach of EI—as the 
capacity to perceive, understand, regulate, and effectively use one’s own and oth-
ers’ emotions—they unanimously described self-awareness as the pivotal mecha-
nism underlying EI development. Awareness of one’s emotional experiences and 
their influence on cognition and behavior was portrayed as essential starting point 
from which emotional development can emerge. Importantly, experts emphasized 
the need for ethical boundaries to distinguish authentic EI from manipulative use 
(e.g., by scammers or authoritarian figures). They suggested that fostering EI de-
velopment also requires cultivating ethical awareness, ensuring that emotional 
competencies are guided by prosocial intentions and used to promote mutual un-
derstanding and interpersonal well-being rather than manipulation or control. 

Second, experts described EI development as an adaptive developmental pro-
cess characterized by the interplay of two complementary mechanisms: a struc-
tured progression from foundational emotional competencies (e.g., emotion per-
ception and identification) toward more complex abilities (e.g., emotion regula-
tion and interpersonal application), and a continuous nonlinear iterative learning 
cycle in which these competencies are repeatedly refined through experience, re-
flection, and practice. Rather than representing competing perspectives, these 
mechanisms were perceived as mutually reinforcing. Furthermore, experts em-
phasized that sustainable EI development requires not only cognitive understand-
ing of emotions but also their experiential integration, resulting in enduring 
changes in individuals’ thoughts, behaviors, and relationships. 

Third, findings suggest that EI development should not be conceptualized as 
the result of isolated individual or environmental enabling conditions but as an 
adaptive developmental system in which emotional competencies emerge from 
the dynamic interplay between internal developmental processes and a supportive 
social environment. Rather than representing independent antecedents, internal 
and external enabling conditions appear to function as mutually reinforcing com-
ponents of a dynamic process through which emotional competencies progres-
sively emerge, consolidate, and transfer across contexts. At the individual level, EI 
development begins with psychological readiness. Emotional stability, pleasant 
meta-emotions (e.g., curiosity, hope, confidence, satisfaction), openness to expe-
rience and tolerance to discomfort constitute the foundation that enables individ-
uals to engage in emotional learning. Once this foundation is established, a devel-
opmental mindset together with growth orientated curiosity, motivation for per-
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sonal change and genuine willingness to grow provide the motivational energy 
required to sustain the learning process despite emotional challenges. Self-aware-
ness and reflective processing then emerge as the central developmental mecha-
nisms through which emotional experiences are repeatedly examined, under-
stood, integrated, and transformed into increasingly adaptive emotional re-
sponses. Emotional knowledge and a rich emotional vocabulary further support 
this process by providing the cognitive resources necessary to accurately identify, 
differentiate, understand, describe, interpret, and regulate emotions. At the envi-
ronmental level, EI development unfolds within a developmental ecosystem. Psy-
chologically safe and emotionally free environments create the necessary condi-
tions for authentic emotional expression and sharing, emotional exploration, and 
experiential learning. Emotionally responsive others—including parents, teach-
ers, therapists, coaches, leaders, and colleagues—facilitate the development of EI 
by providing validation, emotional attunement, constructive feedback, role mod-
elling, and opportunities for guided reflection. At the broader level, cultural and 
organizational norms shape the emotional climate by defining which emotions 
are legitimate, how they may be expressed, and whether emotional learning is en-
couraged or inhibited. Importantly, experts did not describe these internal and 
external conditions as sequential or isolated influences but as reciprocal processes 
that continuously interact throughout development. Supportive environments 
strengthen individuals’ readiness, self-awareness, motivation, and reflective ca-
pacities, while growing emotional competencies enable individuals to engage 
more effectively with their social environment and actively shape emotionally 
freer and healthier relationships and cultures. EI development therefore appears 
to result from recursive feedback loops between the individual and the environ-
ment, allowing emotional competencies to be progressively acquired, refined, 
generalized across situations, and maintained throughout the lifespan. 

Fourth, findings regarding barriers to EI development suggest that barriers 
should not be understood merely as isolated adverse circumstances but rather as 
disruptions of the developmental ecosystem required for emotional growth. In 
line with the proposed integrative framework, the absence of psychologically safe 
and emotionally free environments, emotionally responsive others, and support-
ive cultural or organizational norms limits opportunities for authentic emotional 
expression, interpersonal feedback, guided reflection, and experiential learning. 
As a result, the recursive processes through which emotional competencies are 
acquired, refined, and maintained become disrupted, constraining EI develop-
ment across the lifespan. Beyond these well-established barriers, experts identified 
a contemporary challenge to EI development: excessive digital media use. They 
suggested that increased reliance on digital interactions may reduce the frequency 
and quality of emotionally rich face-to-face experiences, thereby limiting oppor-
tunities for emotional attunement, social feedback, and experiential learning that 
are essential for the progressive development of emotional competencies. 

Fifth, while previous research has primarily examined the outcomes of EI at the 
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individual, interpersonal, team and organizational levels separately, experts de-
scribed these outcomes as part of a cascading adaptive process. Enhanced emo-
tional functioning was perceived to strengthen interpersonal relationships, which 
in turn foster psychologically safe and collaborative organizational climate that 
enables collective adaptation and sustainable performance. Rather than producing 
isolated outcomes, these findings suggest that EI functions as a multilevel adaptive 
capacity whose benefits progressively emerge across interconnected human sys-
tems. 

Finally, rather than viewing scientists, coaches, psychologists, and therapists as 
performing distinct professional roles, experts described them as fulfilling com-
plementary developmental functions within the broader ecosystem of EI develop-
ment. Scientists generate, refine, and validate the knowledge that guides EI devel-
opment; coaches facilitate the acquisition, practice, and transfer of emotional 
competencies; and psychologists and therapists restore the psychological condi-
tions necessary for emotional learning when these have been disrupted. Together, 
these complementary functions support different yet interdependent stages of the 
developmental process, suggesting that effective EI development requires a mul-
tidisciplinary and developmentally tailored approach rather than a single profes-
sional intervention. Across all professional roles, however, experts consistently 
emphasized that developmental effectiveness depends less on specific techniques 
employed than on the quality of the developmental relationship itself. Ethical 
practice, emotional responsiveness, and psychologically safe relationships emerged 
as universal mechanisms through which emotional learning is facilitated, regard-
less of the professional context. Conversely, judgment, emotional invalidation, 
manipulation, insufficient professional competence, or the misuse of influence 
were perceived as disrupting trust, limiting emotional exploration, and ultimately 
hindering EI development. More broadly, these findings suggest that EI develop-
ment is driven not primarily by professional techniques but by an emotionally 
responsive developmental relationship. Whether occurring in psychotherapy, 
coaching, education, leadership, or everyday social interactions, these relation-
ships provide the relational conditions through which individuals can safely ex-
press and explore emotions, receive validation and constructive feedback, engage 
in reflection, and progressively acquire, refine, and sustain emotional competen-
cies over time. This perspective extends existing research by shifting the focus 
from the specific profession, modalities or tools to the developmental function 
fulfilled by emotionally responsive others, highlighting relational responsiveness 
as a fundamental mechanism underlying EI development across the lifespan. 

6.1. Limitations 

A critical point of this research is the small sample size, which limits the possibility 
of analyzing responses through professional perspectives and limits the generali-
zability of our findings. However, the expert sample was composed of key figures 
in EI development. All experts had extensive experience in the field, allowing us 
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to assume that we obtained robust and valid insights into the research topic (Va-
sileiou et al., 2018). This expertise notwithstanding, each interviewee expressed a 
perspective grounded in their individual practical experience, introducing a de-
gree of subjectivity into the data itself. 

A further layer of subjectivity arises from the interpretive nature of qualitative 
analysis more generally. While this dual subjectivity requires us to interpret the 
results with caution, it simultaneously offers the opportunity to explore under-
researched areas from multiple, experience-based angles. 

Another limitation concerns the composition of the sample. Participants were 
selected from the authors’ professional network rather than through random or 
systematic sampling, which may have introduced a degree of selection bias, for 
instance, toward experts sharing similar theoretical orientations or professional 
backgrounds. 

In addition, all nine interviewees were based in Western/Central Europe 
(France, Germany, Austria, and Belgium). While this still reflects a degree of lin-
guistic and institutional diversity, findings may not fully generalize to EI develop-
ment in other cultural, institutional, or geographic contexts. 

6.2. Future Research 

Future research could be extended by examining the perspectives of individuals 
undergoing EI development programs. Integrating client perspectives would pro-
vide a larger understanding of the mechanisms and conditions that foster EI de-
velopment, allowing for the identification of potential discrepancies between what 
experts consider important and what clients actually experience as beneficial. 

Longitudinal research is also needed to explore how these conditions evolve and 
interact throughout the developmental process, as different factors may become 
more or less influential over time. 

In addition, future studies should investigate more deeply whether the relative 
importance of these conditions varies across populations (e.g., managers, stu-
dents, healthcare professionals, or clinical populations) and cultural contexts. 

Finally, the integrative framework proposed in this study could be quantita-
tively tested to examine the relative contribution and interplay of individual and 
environmental factors in predicting EI development, thereby informing the de-
sign of more targeted and evidence-based interventions. 
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