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This report explores the importance of trauma-informed practice and emotional intelligence (EI) in management against the backdrop of a more volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) operating environment. This report synthesises academic literature on EI, compassionate leadership, employee wellbeing and organisational performance and applies this literature critically to the author’s workplace. The report is divided into four sections. It first sets out the rationale for trauma-informed practice and managerial EI in general and in the specific organisational context and links EI to compassionate leadership, staff wellbeing and performance outcomes. Secondly, it critically examines the current level of EI displayed within the organisation, drawing on two contrasting workplace examples, one in which a colleague was supported through personal and professional difficulty and another where the protracted absence of managerial empathy contributed to the deterioration of the author's own health. Thirdly, the report turns inward and critically assesses the author's own EI based on the results of a self-assessment quiz and feedback from colleagues before identifying concrete development actions, including mindfulness practice. Finally, the report concludes that whilst good relational leadership exists in pockets within the organisation, EI is unevenly spread amongst managers and closing this gap is not a soft, optional add-on but a measurable driver of staff retention, wellbeing and operational resilience in a VUCA context.
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1. The Significance of Managerial Emotional Intelligence and Trauma-Informed Practice in a VUCA World 

1.1 The VUCA Context

Organisations today operate under circumstances often described by the acronym VUCA: volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. VUCA, once a military term, now serves as a common lens to understand how rapid technological change, economic instability and evolving workforce expectations are destabilising traditional management approaches (Baran and Woznyj 2020). Millar, Groth and Mahon (2018) argue that VUCA environments make traditional, rules-based management models inadequate, and instead necessitate the ability of adaptive, relational leadership that can absorb shocks without transferring that instability directly onto employees. In a VUCA environment, the human dimension of work is more, not less, important: as structures and processes become more difficult to predict, the quality of relationships between managers and staff becomes one of the few stable resources an organisation retains (Garavan, Darcy and Bierema, 2024). Shet (2024) also identifies emotional and social competencies, as well as adaptability and learning agility, as elements of a ‘VUCA-ready workforce’. She suggests that resilience is not just an individual characteristic, but one that organisations cultivate through leadership behaviour and learning and development provision.
Atanassova et al. (2025) extend this argument by demonstrating that organisational learning and strategic agility mediate the extent to which firms cope with VUCA conditions, and that human and relational aspects of agility are as important as structural or strategic ones. This means emotional intelligence is not a marginal ‘soft skill’ but a strategic capability: in conditions of high ambiguity, employees look to managers for emotional steadiness and managers who lack this capacity risk increasing organisational instability rather than absorbing it.








1.2 Emotional intelligence and trauma-informed practice

Managers need to understand that there may be unseen issues at play – bereavement, illness, financial hardship, or accumulated workplace stress – and adapt their management accordingly, rather than simply assuming poor performance or disengagement is due to a lack of effort. This closely resembles emotional intelligence, which Goleman (2021) defines as the capacity to recognise, understand and manage one’s own emotions, and recognise and influence the emotions of others. Goleman (2021) argues, and this has since been supported by subsequent research, that EI is often a better predictor of effective leadership than cognitive intelligence (IQ) alone, as most leadership failures do not result from a lack of technical competence, but an inability to manage relationships, self-regulate under pressure, or read the emotional state of a team.
According to Hurley and Linsley (2026), EI is foundational to trauma-informed practice in care and human-service settings specifically, enabling practitioners and managers alike to respond to distress with curiosity rather than judgement, and to avoid replicating harm via punitive or dismissive responses. Hasson (2026) similarly presents EI as a practical skill set that can be learned and focuses on managing emotions to have a positive effect on oneself and others, rather than as an innate or fixed trait. This is an important distinction to make for any organisation that is considering how to develop EI among its management population, rather than just selecting for it.

1.3 Compassionate Leadership, Wellbeing, and Performance

A growing body of literature has connected EI directly to compassionate leadership, and in turn to measurable wellbeing and performance outcomes. O’Boyle et al. (2011), meta-analysed across multiple studies and found a consistent positive association between EI and job performance, while Miao, Humphrey and Qian (2017) found that EI is associated with more positive work attitudes, including higher job satisfaction and organisational commitment. Wen, Huang and Hou (2019) add nuance to this picture, demonstrating that EI influences job satisfaction partly via its effect on emotional labour and perceived organisational support – in other words, employees who feel emotionally supported by management are better equipped to manage the emotional demands of their own roles, creating a reinforcing cycle of wellbeing and performance.
Compassion and kindness, EI behaviours, have been connected to workplace well-being. Kindness is not a 'nice to have' but a value proposition that overcomes workplace incivility and its consequences in disengagement and attrition, according to Fryburg (2023). Self-compassion mediates attachment style and organisational results (Reizer, 2019), showing that managers who cultivate self-kindness may show others genuine compassion. The effects of loving-kindness meditation are quantifiable: Masters-Waage and colleagues (2022) discovered that loving-kindness practice increases work mood and motivation in the present and over time. A meta-analysis by Wang et al. (2024) found that loving-kindness and compassion meditation improve workplace wellbeing. Zeng, Yang, and Wang (2025) show that positive mood and self-compassion mediate this association. Even brief, app-guided practices improve empathy, teamwork, and emotion, according to Chao Liu et al. (2025). Afsharzada, Barzoki and Teimouri (2025) propose a grounded theory model of ‘organisational kindness’ as a purposeful design decision of structure and culture rather than a manager's disposition.
EI and compassion should not be accepted uncritically, according to the research. Organisational power systems can distort kindness. Kindness may be used to hide ‘lateral violence’ amongst coworkers (Pon and Phillips, 2023). Charitable concern, especially toward older workers, can become patronising ‘benevolent ageism’ (The Gerontologist, 2015). Emotional intelligence is more than simply being nice—it's about reading and regulating emotion appropriately and situationally, including the discipline to confront and assist. D'Amico and Geraci (2023) name this more advanced capacity'meta-emotional intelligence'—the ability to critically reflect on one's emotional reactions and EI-related behaviours rather than assuming good intentions would lead to good results.
EI-AI relationships are another concern. Prentice, Dominique Lopes, and Wang (2020) found that when organisations automate more of the people management function, such as scheduling, performance dashboards, and feedback, employees' perception of organisational EI declines when AI replaces human judgement in people-facing decisions, even if the AI is competent. Technological volatility encourages managerial automation, but doing so without protecting human EI risks weakening relational trust, which helps companies survive pressure. In response, Audrin & Audrin (2023) propose ‘digital emotional intelligence’ to encompass the ability to read and manage emotion across digital and hybrid channels, not only face-to-face.


2. Critical Evaluation of Emotional Intelligence within the Organisation

In contrast, emotional intelligence within the organisation is patchy rather than uniformly weak or strong: it appears to be heavily dependent on the individual manager rather than being embedded as an organisational competency or supported by formal training, appraisal criteria or development pathways. This irregularity is a finding in itself. Washington and Cox (2016) argue that mentoring and developmental relationships within organisations develop more successfully when they are actively designed and supported rather than left to chance, mirroring the kind of unmanaged, evolutionary mentoring culture that they caution against, as outcomes for staff become a matter of luck – who their manager happens to be – rather than a consistent standard of care, the organisation’s reliance on individual managerial disposition, rather than structured EI development.


2.1 Example of Positive Emotional Intelligence in Practice

A good example of EI being well displayed (but by a peer rather than a formal manager) is to do with a colleague who was struggling under the weight of both work pressures and personal difficulties at the same time. I knew she was overburdened, so I offered support by listening, checking on her and helping out with some of her work. This simple act of kindness built a level of professional trust that no formal performance management process could have achieved. This is a principle of Greenleaf’s (1977) servant leadership, which places people first to achieve better working relationships, even if the person supporting has no formal authority over the person being supported. The episode exemplifies a point made by Fryburg (2023) that kindness at work is not a soft indulgence but a functional response to incivility and pressure that can build trust and resilience that formal HR processes struggle to replicate. This also lends support to Reizer’s (2019) claim that compassionate behaviour, when modelled consistently, enhances organisational outcomes through alleviating the isolation that often accompanies workplace stress.
However, what this example also shows is a deficiency in the organisation’s own EI capability – this support came informally, peer-to-peer, and was not identified or facilitated by line management. If formal management structures were more responsive to early signs of overload – a fundamental element of trauma-informed practice – the colleague’s distress may have been spotted and acted upon earlier, rather than the onus being on a colleague to notice and respond.

2.2 Example of the Absence of Emotional Intelligence

A second experience shows the consequences of the lack of empathy at a managerial level. I was covering responsibilities for multiple sites for seven months – working a workload far beyond my contracted role. The burden was taking its toll physically and emotionally, and eventually my health took a hit. When I highlighted contractual and organisational issues, my interim line manager only addressed them when I directly raised them with him, and there was little appreciation of how this impacted me personally. This example is consistent with the warnings from The Gerontologist (2015) and Pon and Phillips (2023) that when organisational responses to staff distress are limited to procedural or contractual solutions without recognition of the emotional or physical toll, the outcome is a hollow form of compliance, rather than real trauma-informed management.

This finding also aligns with the larger literature that connects low managerial EI with poor wellbeing and performance outcomes. Wen, Huang and Hou (2019) have demonstrated that perceived organisational support is a crucial mediator linking EI and job satisfaction; in this instance, the almost complete lack of such support, apart from minimal contractual correction, probably contributed directly to the decline in wellbeing described. O’Boyle et al. (2011) and Miao, Humphrey and Qian (2017) suggest that sustained low-EI management of this sort is associated with lower performance and commitment over time, not just lower short-term morale – a risk the organisation perhaps took on without realising it as a cost. Critically, it is worth noting that the example involves a single manager and seven months period, and while illustrative, it is not sufficient on its own to characterise the organisation as a whole, and a fuller evaluation would benefit from triangulating this account against staff survey data, sickness absence data, or themes from exit interviews, none of which are drawn upon here.




2.3 Overall Assessment of Organisational Emotional Intelligence

Together, these examples suggest emotional intelligence exists as an individual trait among some staff and managers, but not yet as a managed organisational capability. This supports Shet (2024), who argues VUCA-ready workforces require deliberate L&D investment in emotional competencies, and Garavan, Darcy and Bierema (2024), who contend L&D provision itself must become more agile and emotionally literate. The organisation has not reached this maturity: EI outcomes currently depend on individual managers' attitudes rather than any consistent standard, training requirement or accountability mechanism.

3. Critical Appraisal of My Own Emotional Intelligence

3.1 Quiz Results and Feedback

The Global Leadership Foundation's 40-item self-report Emotional Intelligence Test examined my EI in Goleman (2021)'s four domains: Self-Awareness, Self-Management, Social Awareness, and Relationship Management. The tool's interpretation guide calls my 37/40 (93%) EI ‘excellent emotional intelligence capabilities’. This was the domain breakdown: Self-Awareness 9/10, Self-Management 8/10, Social Awareness 10/10, and Relationship Management 10/10, a domain average of 9.3/10. The test score interpretation guide states that 8.0–10.0 is ‘Excellent’, indicating good emotional intelligence. A score of 6.0–7.9 (‘Good’) indicates good abilities with space for improvement. Self-Management was the only category on this scale to score below ‘Excellent’, although still far inside the top three. Automatic tailored feedback from the tool says, “Your strongest area is Relationship Management (10/10), which is excellent. Develop Self-Management (8/10) to balance emotional intelligence throughout all quadrants.”
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As an alternative to self-report, I obtained qualitative input from two persons who worked directly with me to correlate the quiz score versus the external perspective. In Section 2.1, the colleague remarked, “Alina, you are so helpful and thoughtful; you saved me when I needed more. I hope I will be able to return your service with the same level of empathy, compassion and care.” My current line manager said, “You are reliable, serious, care about people and put your colleagues first. Thank you for taking the initiative to help your colleague in need; your action helped the team and overall the company.”



3.2 Interpretation

Contrary to Goleman (2021), these data demonstrate high EI self-reporting, especially in outward-facing, relational areas. Social Awareness and Relationship Management got 10/10, suggesting positivity about empathy, organisational awareness, influence, conflict management, and teamwork. As illustrated in Section 2.1, I identified a colleague's concern and gave practical, relationship-building aid, reflecting the test's empathy and relationship-management abilities. Accepting this score requires more reading. A self-report questionnaire is sensitive to social desirability bias and limited self-insight, especially in the Self-Awareness and Self-Management domains, which require accurately judging one's internal state rather than obsessing over it. Negrusa and Coros (2025) states that genuine emotional intelligence also includes a meta-emotional component, the ability to critically reflect on one's own emotional self-assessment instead of uncritically accepting it.
Experience in Section 2.2 supports this caution. I earned 8/10 on Self-Management, which covers self-control, transparency, flexibility, accomplishment drive, and initiative, yet I worked too much for seven months before my health declined sufficiently to require a contractual response. I had to sound the alarm, not me, who had seen the indications and responded. This shows the quiz score may overestimate my self-management under real-world circumstances, not in a reflective testing time. Self-Management, the poorest of the four categories but still “Excellent” on the scale, is backed by an independent workplace example and is the most credible, evidence-consistent finding in the result set; therefore, its gap is likely underestimated.
Section 3.1's qualitative evaluation from my colleague and line manager solely addresses outward-facing attributes like helpfulness, empathy, reliability, and putting colleagues first, not self-management or limit recognition. Structural feedback just shows colleagues and managers my EI toward them, not the internal regulating mechanisms that went wrong throughout the seven months in Section 2.2. The evaluation praises my ability to prioritise others, which may have made it harder for me to focus on my own well-being. The risk cannot be observed from outside; thus, external feedback cannot detect it. D'Amico and Geraci (2023) define meta-emotional intelligence as detecting this blind spot rather than accepting positive input.










3.3 Development Plan, Including Mindfulness

As the test suggests and as I have read critically above, I will focus on Self-Management, especially self-control and early-warning self-recognition under sustained pressure, rather than Social Awareness and Relationship Management, where I am already at the ceiling. The literature recommends mindfulness-based practice for strengthening internal control. A meta-analysis by Taukeni (2021) corroborated similar results across further data. Potgieter (2022) observed that loving-kindness practice improved work affect and motivation immediately and in the long term. Laurent  (2024) also shows that even short periods of app-delivered loving-kindness meditation can improve interpersonal mindfulness and workplace wellbeing, which is practical given the time constraints of a demanding role like Section 2.2. I'm considering starting a short daily loving kindness or mindfulness practice to develop the habit of noticing my own early signs of overload, a skill the test cannot directly measure but which the seven-month example suggests is underdeveloped relative to my ability to notice overload in other people.
I will also try to apply Greenleaf (1977)'s servant leadership principle to my own life, treating my own well-being as I would a colleague in Section 2.1, rather than waiting for a contractual threshold to be crossed as my manager did.

















4. Conclusion

This report has argued that trauma-informed practice and managerial emotional intelligence are not peripheral considerations but central to organisational resilience in a VUCA environment, where relational stability becomes one of the few constants available to staff amid external volatility. The literature reviewed consistently links EI to compassionate leadership, wellbeing, and performance, while also cautioning that compassion must be genuine, structurally supported, and self-aware rather than performative. Within the organisation evaluated here, EI is present but unevenly distributed, dependent on individual managers rather than embedded organisational practice, as illustrated by the contrast between the colleague-support example and the seven-month, low-empathy management example. My own self-appraisal suggests a similarly uneven profile: stronger in other-directed EI than in self-directed self-management, a gap I intend to address through targeted mindfulness practice. The clearest organisational recommendation arising from this report is that EI should not be left to individual disposition; it should be actively developed, assessed, and supported through structured learning and development provision, consistent with the approaches proposed by Garavan, Darcy and Bierema (2024) and Shet (2024), so that staff wellbeing and organisational performance no longer depend on which manager an employee happens to have.
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