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THE LUKE AND DARTH VADER  OF EI 

There has been substantial interest in the concept of EI at work since Goleman’s various 

works including but not limited to “Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More 

Than IQ.” On the research front, Mayer, Caruso and Salovey have contributed some 

robust work, including the notion of EI as a set of abilities, which can be developed, or 

learnt.  In this candid ISS we outline the “light” and “dark side” of EI, which may be 

used strategically within organisations by individuals to fulfil self-serving purposes, 

which may not necessarily align with the objectives of the organisation, and or occur at 

the expense of others.  

What is Emotional Intelligence (EI), and is it ‘good’ or ‘bad’? A quick recap……… 

In ISS05, we outlined how Emotional intelligence (EI) most broadly refers to perceiving, using, 

understanding, and managing emotions in the self and in others. There are two predominant 

models of EI; the mixed model (aka the popularised Goleman model) and the ability-based 

model (aka Mayer, Caruso and Saolvey’s work). We also mentioned that the predominant 

focus of EI research has been on how EI can facilitate pro-social outcomes and organisational 

benefits. Finally, we outlined that whilst being high EI is argued to be good for both individuals 

and their organisations, a more counterintuitive idea might be that EI may in fact have two 

faces – a ‘light side’ and a ‘dark side’. We now summarise this idea in more detail via a candid 

blog style article written by our Principal Consultant Rebecca Michalak, which incorporates her 

research and practitioner experiences, as well as various other research studies and sources. 

The Darth Vader and Luke of EI 

“Yes, a Jedi's strength flows from the Force. But beware of the dark side. Anger, fear, aggression; the 

dark side of the Force are they. Easily they flow, quick to join you in a fight. If once you start down the 

dark path, forever will it dominate your destiny, consume you it will, as it did Obi-Wan's apprentice.” 

(Yoda, Star Wars Episode V: “The Empire Strikes Back”) 

When I’m asked what I do, and I mention that I consult and conduct research in the areas of 

unacceptable workplace behaviour, destructive leadership styles, stress, and toxic corporate 

cultures, the response is inevitably “Oh, do I have a story for you.”   

This is quickly followed, 9.5 times out of 10, with “My boss / supervisor / manager is an 

insensitive, aggressive, rude, abusive, toxic, and above all incompetent little person.” The 

terms ‘workplace psychopath, narcissist, masochistic, and Machiavellian’ may or may not make 

an appearance, along with a number of expletives. 

The third comment is more often than not something along the lines of “But the people in 

charge all think the sun shines out of (said manager)’s (gluteus maximus).”   

Over several years as a HR practitioner, manager, and researcher, I have both formally 

interviewed and spoken off the record with a large number of people about ‘toxic people at 

work’, and I have found the above to be a predominant theme. Interestingly enough, in my 

experience, these people are not just whingers. Provocative victim cases aside, they are 
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typically pretty reasonable people who have had some fairly extraordinary and negative 

experiences with managers who seem to have a split personality of sorts.  

Take for example the following scenario, from one of my narrative cases (de-identified):  

The executive team of Organisation ABC is seated around the boardroom table. They have been there for 

an hour, discussing an important issue, but the conversation is nearly at an end. Employee A stands, 

casts her eyes across each of her colleagues faces and smiles collegiately, warmly.  She then asks, “Are 

we agreed?” Heads nod in collective enthusiasm, and with that, the deal is done. Employee X is out, 

Employee Y is in, and Employee A is off the hook.  

Inside, Employee A feels a sense of reprieve wash over her. That was close. Too close for comfort.  

But now is not the time to time to show neither relief, nor frustration that it took such hard work to get 

the fools to come around. How she had wanted to yell in their faces and tell them what she really 

thought of them. However, showing disdain for their questioning of her version of events, and the 

ridiculously inferior intellect that required her to explain and justify her actions at that moment was 

completely out of the question. Now was not the time. Now is the time to continue to ‘smile and wave’. 

And so Employee A does just this. The culprit file is closed, papers are gathered, hands are shook, grins 

and winks are exchanged.  The odd apology is even uttered. Excellent.  

And with that, reputation intact if not improved, the corporate equivalent of Darth Vader has left the 

boardroom. 

This scenario might sound like pure fiction, but it actually reflects how a formal investigatory 

hearing over allegations of professional misconduct, bullying and harassment was presented in 

one of the various narratives I have listened to. In this case, after trying many other tactics, this 

individual spoke up about their new executive level supervisor, brought in as part of a merger 

with a smaller company, being a two-faced, aggressive, exclusionary, toxic bully who was also 

engaging in activities that were bound to damage the business and its client base – i.e. actions 

not aligned with organisational objectives.  

This included, for example, reallocating work to a far more junior but favoured employee who 

did not have adequate skills to handle the complexities of what was formerly my narrative 

case’s client file. The client file was removed from their workload without consultation or 

reason being given. The junior employee was making errors in the management of the client 

file as a result of their inexperience and the client was understandably unimpressed. In the 

meantime, my narrative case was being criticised and punished for not hitting their 

performance targets, which can be pretty difficult to achieve when your manager keeps 

randomly taking work off you and or changing what you are meant to be working on without 

any warning or explanation. 

However, despite providing substantial written evidence in support of this bullying behaviour 

collected over months and put into a file, both the HR manager and the full executive team 

simply dismissed the claim. They did not believe the complainant because her supervisor was 

apparently ‘not the bullying or unprofessional sort’. In contrast, the supervisor was considered 

a ‘fair, generous, and competent leader, just what the organisation needed’.  
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Needless to say, having personally seen the smiles all round as they exited the boardroom and 

having felt the heat of the hostile glare that burned into her face like a hot poker once 

everyone else had turned their back, the person who collected all the evidence and made the 

complaint realised she had just put herself on the hit list. The toxic behaviour continued, and 

less than a month later, the much less experienced employee in the same team was promoted 

over the complainant. That was the final straw.  My narrative case cut her losses and resigned. 

This is not an uncommon situation. In another case amongst the several that could be 

summarised, 18 people left a department – a department that included 19 employees in total. 

The resignations all came within 12 months of a new manager being hired.  

After four or five fellow employees left, a 5+ year tenured employee played the role of what 

Frost and Robinson (1999) refer to as the toxin handler, trying to address the issues with the 

manager directly. When this was fruitless and turnover hit 10, the employee then went not 

one, but two and eventually three levels up with his concerns. But to no avail. The 'toxin 

handler' could not convince anyone above their manager to peruse the few exit interviews 

which had been conducted, nor convince them to ask why many had not been done, despite 

the fact this was a failure to follow a long established organisational procedure. Nor could they 

convince them of the severity of the issues surrounding the toxic personality and approach of 

the new manager.  

The toxin handler was number 18 to leave. They did so despite not having a new job to go to 

yet, and having responsibilities in the form of a spouse, a mortgage, and two young children to 

support at home. I worked with this person for 12 full days as they completed the ‘in-class’ 

component of a certified training course. They could have gotten another job on the spot, but 

had become so put off by the managerial debacle at their former workplace that they swore to 

me they would never work in-house again.   

One might ask so what - some people left, who cares? I will tell you why it matters - for a 

resources based company, in the peak of a resources boom, this was an incredibly expensive 

level of turnover for any department, let alone one of the core technical, knowledge-based 

ones.  It is a turnover rate of 94.7%; during a time where you could not hire an experienced 

technical person, such as engineer, surveyor or geologist for neither love nor money, care of a 

not-insignificant issue called “the global skills shortage.”  

Hand over the dollar figure that that turnover cost the company and I could have bought a nice 

Pershing 50.1 (http://www.pershing-yacht.com/).  

Further, despite its enormity, resources can be a remarkably ‘small’ industry.  People talk. 

Through the grapevine, it was reported that the average time any new person lasted in this 

department after the toxin handler left was 6 months. Turnover was justified and rationalised 

away by management with “well, we are in a boom / skills shortage, and people are highly 

mobile.” However, whether they realised it or not, the company had developed an ongoing 

talent attraction, retention and employer branding issue, and it was all to do with this one 

toxic manager.   
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Now, I am all for bringing in a manager who can sort the wheat from the chaff. I have played 

that role myself.  However, in this case, I find it hard to believe that an entire department got it 

wrong. Never mind the ongoing short tenure and turnover issues that ensued. Call it intuition 

if you like, but that just smells a bit off.  

It was a number of cases of this nature that interested me in just how such toxic individuals 

manage to not only stay, but to also thrive in organisations across the world.  

Over the years, I have seen case after case where there has been substantial evidence of 

misconduct, interpersonally or otherwise, and yet the ‘perpetrator’ has gotten away with it. It 

begs the question - if said manager really is a bit of an insensitive, aggressive, rude, abusive, 

toxic, incompetent little person, why has someone above them not noticed this and taken 

action?  

The answer is that quite simply, the people above them think that they are the best thing out 

since the iPad. 

Let us digress from the workplace setting for a minute, and explore how it is possible that one 

person could be seen in two completely different ways; one very positive and one very toxic.  

Suppose we consider a toxic manager to be a bit of a ‘workplace psychopath.’ 

Now is probably a fitting time to point out that for all their alleged obviousness, it can be 

pretty difficult for a non-psychiatrist to spot a real psychopath.  In fact, serial killers (aka a 

psychopath gone postal) are often along the lines of university educated, male, attractive, 

married, has 2.3 children, and is an upstanding citizen who helps coach the local soccer team.  

Even when caught red handed, people struggle to believe they actually did it. Reflect back to 

the classic scene in American Psycho, where the main character Bateman rings his lawyer and 

confesses, “…..I killed another girl with a chainsaw, I had to, she almost got away and uh 

someone else there I can't remember, maybe a model, but she's dead too. And Paul Allen. I 

killed Paul Allen with an axe in the face, his body is dissolving in a bathtub in Hell's Kitchen. I 

don't want to leave anything out here. I guess I've killed maybe 20 people, maybe 40…..”  

An extraordinary confession, which is literally taken as a joke, even when he tries to re-confess 

it. The lawyer simply does not believe him. In fact, he laughs about it. His response is along the 

lines of ‘I mean there’s just no way.’ 

With respect, let us leave the actual DSM diagnostic criteria for psychopathy aside for a 

minute, because I can pre-empt screams of “but their MRI’s are different to normal people” 

(and they can be), followed by “and they lack empathy”, which they typically do.   

What is pertinent here is that it seems they can skilfully fake it. 

Working with a layperson’s definition of psychopathy, we can then draw some parallels 

between a ‘workplace psychopath’, and the toxic manager. Much like workplace psychopaths, 

toxic managers are incredibly emotionally manipulative creatures. They suppress negative 

emotions and display positive emotions as appropriate. They regulate and manage their 
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emotions to ensure they come across as genuine. They engage in impression management. 

They accurately perceive the emotions of others and adapt their behaviour to match or exploit 

these emotions.  

In short, they are masters at relationship management. 

But are these abilities not all indicative of being highly emotionally intelligent? And isn’t being 

emotionally intelligent ‘A Good Thing?’ This presents an interesting paradox. A manager may 

be highly emotionally intelligent, yet toxic.  

Whether we adopt the popularist Goleman framework (EQ), or the Mayer and Salovey four 

branch ability based model (EI - my pick), all of these broad capabilities (detecting, using, 

understanding, and managing emotion) are central to the core concept of emotional 

intelligence, the pro-social and pro-organisational benefits of which have been the topic of a 

large number of publications and a decent amount of management attention over the last two 

decades.  

For example, emotional intelligence (EI) positively relates to leadership effectiveness, 

creativity, job performance, affect, attitudes, and citizenship behaviour. Overall, findings of 

studies which use multisource data (e.g., 360-degree feedback), and control for other 

important contributing variables such as personality and IQ, suggest that EI positively 

contributes to job performance in roles where the maintenance of positive personal 

commitments is important to success. EI also shows consistent positive correlations with a 

variety of other work performance relevant intelligences, including verbal IQ, General IQ, and 

Perceptual-Organisational IQ, to name just a few.  

It has only been in the last few years the potential for EI to have a dark side has begun to be 

debated with any earnest (e.g. see Lindebaum and Cartwright, 2010). However, it is actually 

not a new idea. In my view, John Clarke’s (1995)  Working with monsters: How to identify and 

protect yourself from workplace psychopaths was perhaps the first implicit suggestion that 

emotional intelligence could play a role in dark side behaviour, when he outlined how 

workplace psychopaths were remarkably good at ‘sucking up and kicking down.’   

Unfortunately, EI was not yet the bee’s knees of management theory and practice, and thus no 

one really paid much attention to the possibility that EI could be two-faced.  

Over a decade later, in 2010, Kildruff and company picked up on and ran with Jordan, 

Ashkanasy, and Ascough’s (2007) proposition regarding the possibility of EI having a dark side, 

and put forward a strong argument that EI could be used for strategic ‘dark side’ purposes in 

organisations, which may include the advancement of one’s own personal interests, at the 

expense of others.  

They suggested that those high in EI were able to differentiate between those in the 

organisation who were important (e.g. those in influential positions), and those who were not 

(e.g. most subordinates - excluding those who made you look good - and rivals), then ensure 

they focused their emotion detection capabilities on said important others. This meant 

expressing and disguising emotions for personal benefit, using misattribution and sense-
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making processes to invoke and shape emotions (e.g. ‘helping’ a colleague interpret what may 

have otherwise been an ambiguous feeling), and controlling or manipulating the flow of 

emotion-laden communications (e.g. they influence communications / the flow of information 

to affect others reputations, and provoke emotions in others by providing or withdrawing 

resources).  

In 2011, Coté and colleagues took this strategic use of EI idea a step further and coined the 

phrase “The Jekyll and Hyde of EI.” Their research showed that emotion regulation knowledge 

(one of the core facets of EI) relates to both pro-social and interpersonally deviant behaviour, 

moderated by the personality trait Machiavellianism. Specifically, those high in Mach and high 

in emotion regulation knowledge generate and nurture emotions that enable them to achieve 

dominance over others.  

In another study by Porter and company (2011), individuals higher in EI – or specifically, the 

ability to perceive and express emotion – were found to be able to feign emotions more 

convincingly than others were. However, they were not immune to emotional ‘leakage’ 

(accidental displays of genuine emotion), whereas those with psychopathic traits – specifically, 

high levels of interpersonal manipulation – show shorter durations of unintended emotional 

leakage during deceptive expressions.  

These papers suggest that psychopathic individuals are good at faking emotions, and whilst 

emotion regulation knowledge and the ability to perceive and express emotion in themselves 

are neither good nor bad, they may facilitate the achievement of objectives of individuals who 

are interested in benefiting the greater good, and those whose interests lie in deceiving or 

harming others.  

This is not to say the evidence of a dark side to EI is by any means conclusive; in fact, there are 

at least two other studies that found either a null or an inverse relationship between 

psychopathic, antisocial, and Machiavellianistic traits and EI (e.g. Visser and co., 2010, and 

Austin and co., 2007). Having said this, it should be noted that all the studies I have referred to 

on the dark side (both supporting and refuting its existence) have used undergraduate student 

samples, with which I have a fundamental issue. Given ability based models show an increase 

in EI with age, I firmly dispute that whippersnapper undergraduates are an appropriate sample 

on which to conduct research.  Managers 30 years plus with reasonable work experience are 

much more representative of the population under discussion. This is also not to mention 

issues with how the ‘dark side’ has been operationalised (e.g. academic misconduct, such as 

cheating on an exam, is perhaps not the best way to measure this). However, it is a fledging 

area of research, and so the sample and operationalisation issues are to be expected. 

Whilst formal research is still in infancy stages and inconclusive, my own practitioner 

experience and research supports the view that EI may have two faces.  

For example, targets of sexual assaults, harassment, abusive supervision, bullying and 

mistreatment at work that I have either formally interviewed or spoken with off the record 

often describe their perpetrators as incredibly emotionally manipulative, two-faced 

individuals. In short, according to their targets, the perpetrators had figured out who they 
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needed to stay on side with within the organisation, and those they did not, in order to ‘get 

ahead’. In case after case, the targets outlined how the perpetrator was very skilled in coming 

across as sweet as pie in front of their own manager, displaying all the appropriate emotions, 

suppressing the negative ones and so forth. They ensured the abusive behaviour only ever 

occurred out of ear and eye shot of important others, making it exceedingly difficult to prove it 

ever happened.  

By engaging in emotion deception and other similar strategies, the perpetrators secured the 

support of the crucial ‘three levels up’, making it easier for them to abuse those below them 

and get away with it.  Even if a target reported it (this being a very rare strategy to undertake 

for a plethora of reasons), the fact that what they said was incongruent with everything those 

three levels up saw themselves meant the target was always on the back foot.  

Further, like a predator picking prey, the perpetrators tended toward targets in which they 

could quickly invoke negative emotions such as fear, depression, sadness, distress and misery, 

further reducing the likelihood that the target would speak up. Once under the culture of 

silence thumb, the targets become an emotional punching bag for the perpetrators, who can 

then express with ease their otherwise carefully suppressed or disguised negative emotions, 

comfortable in the knowledge that even if they did ever report it, no one would believe them.  

Refer back to the boardroom scenario as an example of this. The perpetrator not only got 

away with it, they got to promote their personal favourite (and far less experienced) employee 

into the senior role long slated for the target who ended up leaving the firm, and the 

perpetrator came out smelling like roses amongst board members. Manipulation at its best.  

Further, on a disturbing note regarding the notion of ‘tit for tat’ spirals of deviant behaviour in 

organisations, evidence is emerging to suggest that emotionally intelligent individuals may use 

retaliation for stress-related adaptation purposes. For example, when people are abused or 

mistreated at work, and they have a strong negative emotional reaction to this experience, 

those who are skilled in perceiving their own emotions and assimilating them into thought may 

go on to engage in expressively-driven retaliation as a form of emotion-focussed coping.  

In my research, I found that engaging in retaliation made the targets feel better – it was a 

means of releasing their frustrations to bring their emotional state back to normal. As one 

narrative case outlined:  

“It’s been part of my, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t part of my own form of retaliation because um, I’ve 

already bought the CEO a very nice card. Very nice, it’s not horrible, but um, I’ll send him that, um, and 

say thanks very much for the, you know, the step up to get to the position where I was and um, without 

what you’ve done to me I would never be where I am today and here’s my company folder and this is 

why you’ve just lost 10 contracts.” (Grins) 

In this case, retaliation seems to have served an adaptive purpose, and to this end may be 

quite effective as an emotion regulation strategy. This target directed all their negative 

emotions and energies into a large-scale retaliatory act against their former employer. Were 

they successful ? Absolutely. Not for only 10 contracts, let me assure you. It was a multimillion-

dollar client poaching exercise, last time I checked.  
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Having a toxic manager in your business might make it a very scary place to be indeed if 

effective emotion-focused coping, driven by high-level emotional awareness, regulation and 

management capabilities, can include retaliatory acts such as those outlined above.  

Collectively, the above suggests that EI bears some resemblance to the Force of the Jedi; it can 

be used for good, and it can just as easily be used for evil. Just to be clear, I am not here to 

argue that EI itself is not good or bad; rather I suggest that it is the way in which is used – by 

whom, with what intent and purpose – that will determine whether it leads to positive or 

negative outcomes within organisations.  

Overall, there seems to be two broad ways in which EI may be used: 

1. For the greater good – i.e. strategic yet reasonable use.  

Mayer, Salovey and Caruso (2004, p. 197) actually sum this purpose up nicely with their 

definition of EI: “The capacity to reason about emotions, and of emotions to enhance thinking. 

It includes the abilities to accurately perceive emotions, to assess and generate emotions so as 

to assist thought, to understand emotions and emotional knowledge, and to reflectively 

regulate emotions so as to promote emotional and intellectual growth.” 

This translates as leaders deliberately (as opposed to manipulatively) using their abilities to 

perceive and understand negative emotions and distress in their teams, and then offer displays 

of positive emotions to influence the emotional climate of their teams via contagion processes, 

and thus promote productivity. It is showing enough irritation and disappointment at a 

subordinate’s poor performance to get the need for improvement point across, yet invoke 

commitment to and enthusiasm for improvement efforts rather than despair. We can think of 

this as Luke Skywalker using the Force to fight evil. 

2. For evil - when is used first and foremost, if not only, for self-serving purposes. 

For example, when perpetrators pick their prey, and for the strategic and manipulative 

exploitation of others, such that one group (the unimportant people) suffer. This is a critical 

difference – the use of the EI is at the expense of others. Think of it as Darth Vader using the 

Force, and the organisation in which this occurs becoming a Death Star of sorts. Further, it 

should be noted that as soon as an ‘important other’ loses their usefulness, they find 

themselves in fairly hostile and dangerous situation, on the wrong side of the Dark Side. 

Suddenly, there is an invisible hand around their neck choking the life out of them, or they 

have been placed in an automated garbage compactor. Either or, and neither pleasant. 

There may well be a fine line between EI being used for the greater good, and being used in a 

toxic fashion. At what exact point does it move from being strategically good to strategically 

bad? This is yet to be precisely or unequivocally defined. However, what is clear already is that 

despite Goleman’s lively, entertaining journalism and inherent claim that both individuals and 

companies will benefit from cultivating these capabilities, it is more than possible that being 

high EI can in fact be a double-edged sword.  
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Just as it may improve leadership effectiveness and employee job performance, it may also 

lead to toxic behaviour with disastrous and expensive consequences. Researchers are now 

beginning to explore this, and as these findings become available, the pros and cons to EI will 

become clearer.  

In the meantime, organisations seeking to use EI to their benefit would do well to pay 

attention to emerging findings on EI’s potential dark side, as Lindebaum and Cartwright (2010, 

p. 282) outline: 

“Rather than reinforcing the popular notion that high EI is always a “good thing”, it would seem 

reasonable to expect that in a maturing field of research, critical scholars would be now presenting a 

more balanced body of research evidence and propositions which confront the possibility that employing 

highly emotionally intelligent [individuals] may not always yield desirable outcomes for the 

organization.” 

In closing, whilst emotional intelligence may have been hailed as ‘a ground-breaking, 

paradigm-shattering idea’, one of the most influential business ideas of the decade, and I 

believe it (or more specifically, its dimensional facets) will no doubt continue to play an 

essential role in the fields of business and management for decades to come, I would like to 

offer these words of advice to organisations:  

Much like the Force, EI should probably come hand in hand with a wise little green man 

called Yoda, and a “Use with Caution” warning label. 
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