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1. [bookmark: _Toc213701296]Executive Summary
This research proposal investigates the role of Emotional Intelligence (EI) in enhancing workplace performance within UK Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). Emotional Intelligence is critical for employee engagement, collaboration, and organisational effectiveness (Goleman, 1995; Kumar, Vaishnavi and Jaishree, 2025).
SMEs face unique challenges, including small teams, limited resources, and generationally diverse workforces, making EI essential for smooth operations and high performance (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019; Wiedmer, 2015). This study will examine how EI impacts overall workplace performance and how generational differences influence its application.
A mixed-methods approach will be used, combining quantitative surveys to assess EI-performance relationships with qualitative interviews to explore generational influences. The proposal includes a detailed plan for the execution of the research, outlining stages, methods, and timelines. The findings of the actual research are expected to provide practical recommendations for SME managers to foster emotionally intelligent workforces, improving engagement, collaboration, and organisational outcomes.
2. [bookmark: _Toc213701297]Identification of the Business Problem 
Emotional Intelligence (EI) has increasingly been recognised as a key determinant of workplace performance, employee engagement, and organisational effectiveness. EI refers to the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and influence emotions in oneself and others (Zeidner, 2013). While early organisational research prioritised cognitive intelligence (IQ) as a predictor of performance, recent evidence suggests that EI is often a stronger predictor of outcomes in roles requiring collaboration, adaptability, and interpersonal interaction (Kumar, Vaishnavi and Jaishree, 2025). Specifically, EI influences communication, conflict resolution, stress management, and team cohesion, all of which are critical for SMEs where formal structures and resources may be limited (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019).
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) operate under unique constraints that amplify the importance of EI. Smaller teams, flat hierarchies, and limited formal HR processes mean that individual and collective emotional competencies have a disproportionate impact on organisational performance. Moreover, SMEs often employ multigenerational workforces, encompassing Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, and Generation Z, each exhibiting distinct emotional competencies and communication preferences (Wiedmer, 2015). These generational differences can either enhance or hinder collaboration and productivity, depending on whether EI is effectively leveraged across age groups (Lyons and Kuron, 2014).
Despite the growing interest in EI, the current literature presents several limitations. Most research has been conducted within large, well-resourced organisations, with limited attention to SMEs. Consequently, there is a lack of empirical evidence demonstrating how EI contributes to overall workplace performance in smaller, resource-constrained environments. Additionally, while generational differences in EI have been documented, few studies critically examine how these differences manifest in practical workplace behaviours, or how they influence organisational outcomes in SMEs (Żarczyńska-Dobiesz and Janiak-Rejno, 2024; Urick, Borman and Droege, 2017). Contradictory findings further complicate the field. For instance, while younger generations often demonstrate higher empathy and social skills, they may lack self-regulation under high-pressure situations, potentially undermining team effectiveness (Wiedmer, 2015).
Given these gaps, there is a clear need to investigate the role of Emotional Intelligence in enhancing workplace performance within UK SMEs, particularly considering generational diversity. SMEs risk diminished engagement, collaboration, and organisational effectiveness if managers lack evidence-based strategies to harness EI effectively. This research aims to address these gaps by generating actionable insights into how EI competencies across different generational cohorts influence workplace outcomes, and by providing recommendations to enable SME managers to foster emotionally intelligent workforces that improve performance, resilience, and employee satisfaction.
3. [bookmark: _Toc213701298]Research Aim
This research aims to examine the role of Emotional Intelligence in enhancing workplace performance within UK Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, with particular focus on how generational differences influence its effectiveness.
4. [bookmark: _Toc213701299]Research Objectives
· To review theoretical frameworks and empirical studies on Emotional Intelligence relevant to workplace performance, particularly in SMEs.
· To investigate the relationship between employees’ Emotional Intelligence and workplace performance outcomes, including engagement, collaboration, and productivity.
· To explore generational differences in the expression and impact of Emotional Intelligence within SMEs.
· To provide practical recommendations for SME managers on cultivating and leveraging Emotional Intelligence across multigenerational teams.
5. [bookmark: _Toc213701300]Research Questions 
1. How do employees’ levels of Emotional Intelligence influence workplace performance in UK SMEs?
2. Which components of Emotional Intelligence (e.g., self-awareness, empathy, relationship management) most significantly impact engagement, collaboration, and productivity?
3. How do generational differences affect the expression, development, and application of Emotional Intelligence in SMEs?
4. What practical strategies can SME managers implement to foster and apply Emotional Intelligence across multigenerational teams?
6. [bookmark: _Toc213701301]Literature Review
6.1. [bookmark: _Toc213701302]Review of existing research 
Emotional Intelligence is widely recognised as a key factor in workplace performance, employee engagement, and organisational effectiveness (Kumar, Vaishnavi and Jaishree, 2025). While traditional research emphasised cognitive intelligence (IQ), EI now appears more predictive of collaborative and interpersonal outcomes (Goleman, 1995; Zeidner, 2013). Goleman’s model highlights five components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. These underpin effective communication, conflict resolution, and leadership (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019; Veshne and Munshi, 2020).
In SMEs, EI is particularly critical due to smaller teams and close interpersonal dynamics. Alenezi et al. (2024) demonstrate that EI improves employee performance through organisational citizenship behaviours, such as proactive support and collaboration. Ibrahim, Piaralal and Amalina (2025) find that EI mediates job satisfaction, enhancing SME outcomes. Mura, Zsigmond and Machová (2021) show EI promotes knowledge sharing, while Boohene, Gyimah and Osei (2020) highlight its role in strengthening social capital, essential in small, relationally dependent organisations.
These studies show that EI is not just an individual skill but a strategic resource in SMEs. Employees with higher EI contribute to productivity, engagement, and organisational resilience.
6.2. [bookmark: _Toc213701303]Generational differences and their impact on EI
Workforces are increasingly multigenerational, including Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, and Gen Z (Wiedmer, 2015; Lyons and Kuron, 2014). Generational experiences shape how EI is expressed. Older generations often display strong self-regulation but may struggle with empathy and digital communication. Younger generations excel in social skills and adaptability but may have weaker self-regulation in high-pressure contexts (Urick et al., 2017; Venter, 2017).
These differences influence collaboration, knowledge sharing, and overall performance. In SMEs, where teams are small and interdependent, managing generational diversity in EI is essential for effective workplace functioning (Żarczyńska-Dobiesz and Janiak-Rejno, 2024).
6.3. [bookmark: _Toc213701304]Identification of gaps in the current literature 
Despite progress, several gaps remain. First, while EI in SMEs has been studied (Alenezi et al., 2024; Ibrahim, Piaralal and Amalina, 2025), evidence on its effect across multiple sectors is limited. Second, the interaction between generational differences and EI in SMEs is underexplored. Third, most studies examine EI components in isolation rather than their combined influence on workplace performance. Finally, actionable guidance for SME managers on cultivating EI across generations is scarce (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019; Lima, Spahi and Shala, 2022).
Addressing these gaps will provide insight into how EI drives overall workplace performance in SMEs and guides practical managerial strategies.
7. [bookmark: _Toc213701305]Research Methodology
7.1. [bookmark: _Toc213701306]Research approach
This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative data to explore how Emotional Intelligence (EI) influences workplace performance in SMEs. Quantitative analysis identifies patterns and correlations, while qualitative data provides depth and context.
The study will use an abductive research approach, combining deductive and inductive reasoning. It allows the research to move between theory and empirical data to understand how Emotional Intelligence influences workplace performance in SMEs. Abductive reasoning is well-suited to complex organisational contexts, where behaviours and interactions are not fully explained by existing theories (Janiszewski and Van Osselaer, 2022). While Goleman’s EI framework provides a foundation, its application in SMEs may vary due to factors such as organisation size, leadership styles, and generational differences. The study, therefore, focuses on interpreting how EI manifests in practice rather than strictly testing the theory.
7.2. [bookmark: _Toc213701307]Research design 
A sequential explanatory design will be used:
Phase 1 - Quantitative Survey: Employees will complete the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS). Workplace performance will be measured through productivity indicators, supervisor evaluations, and self-reported engagement.
Phase 2 - Qualitative Focus Groups: Selected employees will participate in focus groups to explore how EI affects collaboration, motivation, and intergenerational dynamics. Focus groups enable discussion of real workplace experiences, providing rich, actionable insights beyond survey data.
7.3. [bookmark: _Toc213701308]Data analysis methods 
7.3.1. [bookmark: _Toc213701309]Quantitative
Correlation and regression analyses will examine relationships between EI components and workplace performance.
7.3.2. [bookmark: _Toc213701310]Qualitative
Thematic analysis will identify patterns in collaboration, engagement, and generational dynamics. Triangulation with survey results will strengthen validity.
7.4. [bookmark: _Toc213701311]Ethical considerations
Ethical integrity is central to this research:
· Informed Consent: Participants will receive clear information about the study and can withdraw at any time (Gray, 2004).
· Confidentiality and Anonymity: Data will be anonymised; pseudonyms will be used in focus groups. Secure storage will comply with GDPR and institutional standards (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
· Minimising Harm: Sensitive topics, such as workplace conflicts, will be approached neutrally, with support offered if needed.
· Power Dynamics: Focus groups will avoid mixing employees with direct reporting lines to reduce pressure and encourage open dialogue.
· Data Use and Transparency: Participants will know how data will be used in reporting and potential publication; no external sharing without consent.
· Researcher Reflexivity: Reflective notes will be maintained to minimise bias during analysis and interpretation.
By integrating these considerations, the study ensures ethical compliance, protects participants, and maintains high academic standards while producing robust, actionable insights for SMEs.
8. [bookmark: _Toc213701312]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
Emotional Intelligence is critical for SME workplace performance, where small teams and flat hierarchies make relational skills pivotal (Kumar, Vaishnavi and Jaishree, 2025; Alenezi et al., 2024). This study is expected to identify which EI components, such as empathy, self-regulation, or social skills, most strongly influence collaboration, engagement, and productivity, enabling managers to target interventions efficiently.
Generational differences in EI further shape workplace dynamics, affecting communication, conflict resolution, and team cohesion (Lyons and Kuron, 2014; Wiedmer, 2015). Understanding these variations allows managers to tailor leadership, feedback, and development strategies, fostering inclusivity and reducing friction.
The findings are anticipated to inform practical applications in training, performance management, and recruitment, guiding SMEs in leveraging EI to enhance teamwork, resilience, and employee satisfaction. By linking EI insights to concrete workplace practices, this research aims to provide evidence-based strategies for improving organisational outcomes and sustaining competitive advantage in resource-constrained environments.
9. [bookmark: _Toc213701313]Plan of Work
The research will be conducted in a structured, phased approach over 12 weeks, beginning January 2026:
	STAGE
	ACTIVITIES
	TIMELINE

	Finalising research design and ethics approval
	Confirm methodology, sampling strategy, data collection instruments, and obtain ethical clearance
	Weeks 1-2 (Jan 2026)

	Participant recruitment and pilot testing
	Contact SMEs, recruit participants, pilot survey/focus group questions to ensure clarity and reliability
	Weeks 3-4 (Jan–Feb 2026)

	Data collection
	Conduct surveys and focus groups with SME employees; gather quantitative and qualitative data
	Weeks 5-7 (Feb 2026)

	Data analysis
	Process survey responses, conduct statistical analysis, and perform thematic analysis of qualitative data
	Weeks 8-9 (Feb–Mar 2026)

	Interpretation and discussion
	Compare findings with literature, identify patterns, and examine generational differences in EI
	Week 10 (Mar 2026)

	Report writing and review
	Draft full research report, integrate findings, discuss practical implications, and revise
	Weeks 11-12 (Mar 2026)



10. [bookmark: _Toc213701314]Conclusion 
Emotional Intelligence plays a central role in enhancing workplace performance, collaboration, and employee engagement, particularly in SMEs where relational dynamics have a direct impact on outcomes. By investigating how EI manifests across employees and generations, this study aims to provide actionable insights for managers to optimise team functioning, communication, and organisational effectiveness. The research will address gaps in existing literature, offering evidence-based guidance for SME leaders to develop targeted interventions, improve workplace culture, and sustain competitive advantage.
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