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Abstract
This paper presents a unifying model that aims to
reconcile two conflicting conceptions of emotional
intelligence (EI): the conception of EI as a form of
intelligence (ability EI) and the conception of EI as a
personality trait (trait EI). The paper starts with a
synthesis and critical examination of the main arguments
of each perspective. Based on this review, it is suggested
that both perspectives have contributed to extend
scientific knowledge about emotional skills underlying
processes and outcomes. In order to enable them both to
exist in their own right, a Three-Level Model of EI
(knowledge – abilities – dispositions) is suggested. The
paper is concluded by emphasizing the implications of
the model for both research and practice.
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Introduction
Although all humans experience emotions, individuals
markedly differ in the extent to which they experience,
attend to, identify, understand, regulate, and use their
emotions and those of others. The construct of emotional
intelligence (EI) has been proposed to account for this
variability (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Research on
emotional intelligence has drastically grown over the past
decade, and EI has become a hot topic both inside (e.g.,
Ashkanasy & Daus, 2005; Mayer, Roberts & Barsade,
2008) and outside academia (e.g., Goleman, 1995).
Over the last decade, researchers have energetically
sought to empirically examine popular claims about EI
and to provide EI with clear and coherent theoretical
bases. As research expanded, the field split off into two
distinct perspectives. While EI was originally conceived
as a set of abilities forming a new form of intelligence
(Mayer & Salovey, 1993), other authors held that EI
was conceptually (inversely) related to the personality
dimensions of neuroticism and alexithymia ― among
others ― and should therefore be conceived as a set of
affect-related traits (Petrides & Furnham, 2003).
The EI field has been divided since then by virulent
controversies about its nature (e.g., Locke, 2005;
Matthews, Zeidner & Roberts, 2007; Mayer, Salovey &

Caruso, 2008). The purpose of this paper is to present a
model that reconciles the ability and trait perspectives.
To this aim, the paper will start with a presentation of
both perspectives followed by a synthesis and critical
examination of the main arguments for each. Next, we
shall propose a unifying model to bring these
conflicting perspectives together. Finally, implications
of the model will be drawn for both research and
practice.

The Protagonists
Ability EI
The term “emotional intelligence” first appeared in a
book by Van Ghent (1961), soon followed by an article
by Leuner (1966). Because the former was unrelated to
psychology and the latter was published in German, the
concept remained largely unnoticed. The first English
occurrence in Psychology was in a doctoral dissertation
by Payne (1985). Surprisingly, none of these authors
really defined EI. Salovey and Mayer presented the
following seminal definition of emotional intelligence
in 1990: EI is “the ability to monitor one’s own and
others’ feelings, to discriminate among them and to use
this information to guide one’s thinking and action” (p.
189). They later refined this definition and broke it
down into four related abilities (Mayer & Salovey,
1997; Mayer, Salovey & Caruso, 2004): (1) the ability
to accurately perceive emotions, (2) the ability to access
and generate emotions to assist thought, (3) the ability
to understand emotions (i.e., their causes and
consequences, and the relationships between them), and
(4) the ability to reflectively regulate emotions so as to
promote emotional and intellectual growth.
The ability EI perspective conceives EI as “the
cooperative combination of intelligence and emotion”
(Mayer et al., 2004, pp 197), EI is intelligence operating
on emotional information (Mayer et al., 2004) and is
viewed as “a member of class of intelligences including
the social, practical and personal intelligences” (Mayer
et al., 2004, p 197). In accordance with these views,
ability EI has been measured using IQ-like performance
tests (see Salovey & Grewal, 2005).
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Trait EI
Contrary to the ability perspective which was theory
driven and then empirically tested, the trait EI
perspective was empirically driven and then theorized.
In order to facilitate EI testing in research, educational
and business settings, several authors translated ability
models into self-report instruments (e.g. Schutte et al.,
1998). The high correlations found between selfreported EI scores and personality traits led Petrides
and Furnham (2001) to coin the term “trait emotional
intelligence”. From the trait EI perspective, EI is a
constellation of emotion-related dispositions capturing
the extent to which people attend to, identify,
understand, regulate, and utilize their emotions and those
of others. Greater trait EI corresponds to a profile of
dispositions that leads to greater adaptation.
The trait EI perspective views EI as a cluster of lowerorder personality traits (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki,
2007). EI therefore encompasses two kinds of variance:
one portion of variance already covered by established
personality taxonomies (e.g., the Giant Three or the Big
Five) and one portion of variance that lies outside these
dimensions (Petrides et al., 2007). In accordance with
this view, trait EI has been evaluated using personalitylike questionnaires.

Synthesis and Critical Examination of
Ability and Trait EI Mutual Critiques
Proponents of the ability perspective criticize the trait
EI perspective for using self-reports, which, according
to them, barely reflect self-perceptions and therefore
constitute unreliable assessments of objective
competencies. Although this premise appears
acceptable in the first instance, this argument proved to
be incorrect as trait EI does relate to objective criteria.
Firstly, trait EI has neurobiological correlates, such as
the level of asymmetry in the resting activation of
frontal cortical areas (i.e., Kemp et al., 2005;
Mikolajczak, Nelis, Laloyaux, Hansenne, & Bodarwé,
2008) or the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis
reactivity in stressful situations (Mikolajczak, Roy,
Luminet, Fillée, & de Timary, 2007; Salovey, Woolery,
Stroud & Epel, 2002). Studies on individuals with
lesions in key emotion brain areas also revealed that
these people have lower levels of trait EI than normal
controls (Bar-On, Tranel, Denburg, & Bechara, 2003).
It is noteworthy that the effect sizes in these studies
were not only statistically significant, but that most of
them were large according to Cohen’s norms (1988).
Secondly, trait EI correlates with the speed of emotional
information processing (Austin, 2004, 2005). Thirdly,
trait EI predicts objective life-outcomes such as work
performance (e.g., Bradberry & Su, 2007; Law, Wong
& Song, 2004; Van Rooy, & Viswesvaran, 2004),
income (Petrides & Furnham, 2006), number of school
exclusions or unauthorized absences (e.g., Mavroveli,
Petrides, Shove, & Whitehead, 2008), cooperation

(Schutte et al., 2001) or peer-rated sociability and
popularity (Petrides, Sangareau, Furnham, &
Frederickson, 2006).
The second critique addressed to the trait EI
perspective is that it correlates too much with existing
personality traits to be useful. According to Gignac
(2006), the common practice of comparing EI to the
NEO PI-R is flawed logic, as the NEO is such a big
construct that it encompasses almost everything and so
general that there is redundancy within the NEO itself.
The trait EI construct is useful because it organizes
under a single framework the main individual
differences in affectivity, which have been up to now
scattered across the basic Big Five dimensions
(neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness and
conscientiousness) and other models (Gignac, 2006;
Petrides et al., 2007). This critique is also refuted by the
numerous studies showing that trait EI explains
additional variance over and above related traits such as
alexithymia or the Big Five, to predict criteria as
diverse as cortisol secretion amidst stress (e.g.,
Mikolajczak, Roy, Luminet, Fillée, & de Timary,
2007), academic success (e.g., Van der Zee, Thijs, &
Schakel, 2002), and work performance (e.g., Van Rooy,
& Viswesvaran, 2004), to name but a few.
Proponents of the trait EI perspective criticise the
ability perspective for measuring abilities that may not
have been put into practice. However, it is not because
abilities are not always used that they ought not to be
measured. On the contrary, it is extremely useful to
know whether the individuals who behave in a nonemotionally intelligent manner lack the underlying
abilities or just do not use their abilities. Remediation
perspectives (therapies in clinical settings, trainings in
organizational settings) would indeed drastically differ
depending on the source of the problem. The second
critique addressed to the ability perspective concerns
the psychometrical properties of its measures (i.e.,
scoring method at odds with the theory, low
reliabilities), which would prove that abilities cannot be
measured. However, the fact that the tests are not yet
optimal does not undermine the quality of the
underlying idea. Moreover, abilities have long been
successfully measured in assessment centres (e.g.,
through role plays) or in laboratories (e.g., by asking
people to regulate their emotions and measuring their
physiological parameters).

An Unifying View: The Three-Level Model
of EI
The foregoing discussion suggests that both
perspectives have merits, and there is no evidence to
date suggesting that one should be dismissed in favour
of the other. Therefore, I propose to gather them in a
unifying model of EI (see Figure 1). This model
suggests distinguishing between knowledge, abilities
and dispositions. It draws upon prior contributions
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made by Palmer, Gignac, Ekermans and Stough (2008),
and answers the calls of Barrett and Salovey (2002) and
Matthews, Zeidner and Roberts (2002) to integrate the
knowledge acquired in other areas of the affective
sciences in EI models (e.g., Lane & Schwartz, 1987).
According to the Three-Level Model, EI aims to
capture individual differences in emotion-related
knowledge, abilities and dispositions.

Knowledge
The first level refers to the complexity and width of
emotion-related
knowledge
(i.e.,
number
of
differentiated concepts and number of links in the
connected web of multimodal emotion-related
concepts). The focus here is on the knowledge that the
person has about emotions and how to deal with
emotion-laden situations. To take the example of the
regulation branch, this level would cover the person’s
knowledge about the efficiency of various emotion
regulation strategies. This knowledge may be explicit or
implicit. It is noteworthy that such knowledge is more
complex than a simple list of efficient/inefficient
strategies. Rather, it integrates both semantic (e.g., what
people say one should do in a given emotional
situation) and episodic knowledge (what I remember
from my past experience) in a complex scheme of what
works and what does not in various situations.
Although such knowledge may be fairly obvious for
psychologists (and emotion researchers in particular),
research has shown that there were huge individual
differences in emotion-related knowledge (Wranik,
Feldman-Barrett, & Salovey, 2007). For instance ―
and as surprising as it may be ― as much as 50¨% of
people do not know that positive reappraisal works
better than suppression (Loewenstein, 2007).

Abilities
The second level refers to emotion-related abilities,
namely, the ability to implement a given strategy in an
emotional situation. So, the focus here is not on what
people know but on what they can do. For instance,
even though research has shown that temporary
distraction was a very efficient strategy to turn down
anger (Bushman, 2002; Rusting and Nolen-Hoeksema,
1998), and even though the majority of people know
that (Loewenstein, 2007), many individuals are simply
not able to distract themselves when angry. In the same
vein, lots of people find it difficult to positively
reappraise stressful situations, even though they would
like to do so (S. Deconninck, personal communication,
December 14, 2008).

The focus here is not on what people can do, but on
what people do. To go on with the aforesaid example,
some individuals may be able to distract themselves
from a situation that makes them angry if explicitly
asked to do so (e.g., after a relative said: “Don’t think
about this anymore, it’s eating you up”), while not
managing to distract themselves of their own volition.
It is noteworthy that the individual may not “do” either
because they do not have the ability or because they do
not have the knowledge, or for other reasons (e.g.,
motivational factors).

Relationships between levels
As the foregoing illustrations should have made
obvious, these three levels of EI-related individual
differences are loosely connected. Empirical evidence
for these loose relationships has been recently provided
by Lumley, Gustavson, Partridge, & Labouvie-Vief
(2005), who showed that there were only weak
correlations between measures of EI operationalized as
knowledge, abilities and dispositions, respectively. That
is, knowledge does not always translate into abilities,
which, in turn, do not always translate into practice
(dispositions). One might well know that the best
strategy before an exam is to reappraise the situation in
a positive manner but, at the same time, being totally
unable to reappraise one’s own exam session positively.
In the same vein, one might be capable of reappraising
a situation positively when asked to do so (e.g., by a
friend, a coach or a therapist), while not using this
strategy on a daily basis. Multi-level models of emotion
(e.g., Leventhal, 1984; Philippot, 2000; Teasdale, 1999)
might account for this. To paraphrase Philippot, you
might well know that a spider is not dangerous
(propositional level) and still be totally frightened when
confronted with one (schematic system). The
dissociation between the levels of emotion certainly
parallels the dissociation exposed above.
The hierarchical structure of the model implies that
knowledge underlies skill, which in turn underlies
dispositions. Namely, whereas lower levels do not
necessarily entail higher levels, higher levels are
supposed to entail lower levels. For instance, the
propensity to remain calm in emotional situations
implies the ability to implement functional emotion
regulation strategies, which in turn implies the
knowledge that some strategies are more functional
than others in a given situation. This knowledge does
not need to be explicit or conscious but is supposed to
exist at an implicit level.

Dispositions
The third level refers to emotion-related dispositions,
namely, the propensity to behave in a certain way in
emotional situations. These dispositions are captured by
all emotion-related traits (e.g., neuroticism facets).
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confronted with someone having, for instance, emotion
regulation issues, practitioners might be interested to
know whether the problem originates in poor emotionrelated knowledge, in poor emotional abilities or in a
difficulty in putting knowledge and abilities into
practice. The “treatment”/“training” would indeed
greatly differ depending on the source of the problem.
The foregoing discussion suggests that researchers
and practitioners should not choose one perspective ―
or one type of instrument ― over the other(s). Instead,
this paper suggests that each type of instrument will fit
better in a different context. This dovetails with
findings of a recent empirical study by Bradberry and
Su (2006), showing that the effectiveness of a given EI
instrument depended on the purpose for which it was
used.

Dispositions
(the propensity to put
one’s abilities into practice,
the frequency with which
one uses his/her abilities)

Abilities
(the ability to apply
knowledge
to a problem solving
situation and to
implement a given strategy)

Knowledge
(the complexity and width
of
emotion knowledge, the
beliefs about emotions)

Figure 1: The Three-Level Model of EI

Future Directions

Implications of the Three-Level Model for
Research and Practice
Such a model appears to be useful to both researchers
and practitioners. Firstly, it unifies rather than opposes
existing EI models, and might therefore represent a
preliminary step toward the reconciliation of ability and
trait EI perspectives. The internal conflicts between
perspectives have certainly contributed ― in
conjunction with the profusion of EI books and tests
that are not evidence-based ― to undermine the
credibility of the EI field to other fields and make it
difficult for EI research to be published in high-ranking
journals. This is unfortunate for at least two reasons.
First, emotional skills have significant consequences for
the most important aspects of people’s lives, namely,
psychological well-being and mental health (e.g.,
Ciarrochi, Deane, & Anderson, 2002; Austin,
Saklofske, & Egan, 2005; Schutte, Malouff, Simunek,
McKenley, & Hollander, 2002), somatic health (see
Schutte, Malouff, Thorsteinsson, Bhullar, & Rooke,
2007 for a meta-analysis), academic and job
performance (see Van Rooy and Viswesvaran, 2004 for
a meta-analysis), and the quality of social relationships
(e.g., Lopes et al., 2004; Schutte et al., 2001). Thus, it is
crucial to pursue scientific research on emotional skills.
Second, unlike many scientific concepts, EI has been
met with unprecedented success among lay people. For
better and for worse, emotional intelligence has become
a lucrative phenomenon. This is not that surprising as
the corporate world has become more and more
interested in EI. According to Talentsmart® (2008),
about 75% of Fortune 500 companies are now trying to
promote EI in their organization. For this reason too,
scientific research on EI must go on, in order to
distinguish science from myth.
In addition to its interest to researchers, the model can
also be of use to therapists and recruiters. Indeed,

In the previous section, we have taken stock of the
current debates in the EI field and proposed a model to
organize and integrate research to date. This model does
not pretend to be “right” but it has been useful to
organise thinking about emotional skills in this manner,
hence the idea to share it. Future studies will have to
objectively test it using measures of the three levels,
and determine, using factor analysis/structural equation
modelling, whether the three-level model best fits the
data. Yet, our aim in this paper was less to come up
with a definite model than to help bridge the gap
between ability and trait EI perspectives.
In addition to highlighting the need to address this
issue, this paper also opens avenues for future research.
At least two promising new directions are foreseen,
which seem likely to broaden and extend the way we
think about EI. The first direction pertains to the neural
correlates of emotion-related knowledge, abilities and
dispositions. Given the weak correlations existing
between these three levels (Lumley et al., 2005), it is
unlikely that individual differences, say, at the
knowledge level have the same brain correlates than
individual differences, say, at the disposition level.
Future research will have to document the neural bases
of each level, in order to help predicting and
understanding their behavioural correlates. The second
direction concerns to the relationships between levels.
How does knowledge translate into abilities? Why do
abilities not always translate into practice? How can we
improve connectivity between levels? It is our hope that
research will soon find answers to these questions.

Conclusion
Although there is a general consensus on the fact that
individuals greatly differ regarding their emotional
skills, the nature of these individual differences have
been subject to debate. Some view these differences as
a form of intelligence whereas others view them as a
personality trait. The upholders of each perspective
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have done an excellent job in showing how important
emotional skills are for life success. However, the
theoretical conflicts about EI’s nature have consumed
an incredible amount of researchers’ energy, without
ever managing to put an end to the debate. This paper
aimed at proposing a unifying model to reconcile ability
and trait EI perspectives. This paper started with a
synthesis and critical examination of the main
arguments of each perspective. Based on this review, it
is suggested that both perspectives have contributed to
extend scientific knowledge about emotional skills. In
order to reconcile them and to enable them both to exist
in their own right, a Three-Level Model of EI is
suggested. The first level targets emotion knowledge,
the second covers emotional abilities and the third one
comprises emotional dispositions.
The first aim with this model was to show that each
level captures part of the EI construct; it would
therefore be nonsense to reduce EI to only one of its
levels. For instance, trying to decide whether EI is best
represented as ability or trait amounts to trying to
determine whether EI is more a question of emotion
identification or a question of emotion regulation.
However, the fact that all dimensions and levels are
necessary to completely represent the construct should
not prevent researchers or practitioners to target (i.e.,
study, measure, train) preferably one dimension or one
level, depending on the context.
Our second aim with this model was to stimulate
research on emotional skills, in a way that moves
beyond the trait-ability debate. Finally, our last aim was
to enable practitioners to determine more accurately the
nature of deficits in emotional competencies and derive
appropriate training/treatments.
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