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Introduction 

Emotional intelligence is widely recognised today as an important human capacity. It is 

discussed in education, leadership development, organisational culture, and mental well-

being. In many of these spaces, emotional intelligence is presented as something 

individuals and institutions need to develop to function more effectively. 

Over the years, through my work with students, professionals, and leadership groups across 

different environments, I began noticing something that gradually changed how I 

understood emotional intelligence. In many situations, emotional intelligence did not 

appear to be missing. Instead, it appeared to be present but less visible. 

This observation led me to explore a different possibility. What if emotional intelligence is 

not primarily a competency that needs to be added to human functioning? What if it is part 

of the natural architecture through which human beings already experience themselves 

and relate to others? 

This paper presents a practice-based perspective that emotional intelligence may be better 

understood not as an optional professional skill, but as a foundational layer of human 

functioning — something closer to a default operating system than an acquired capability. 

From this perspective, the question shifts from how emotional intelligence can be taught 

to how it can be recognised, protected, and restored within modern educational, 

organisational, and social environments. 

The reflections that follow are drawn from practice experience across age groups and 

professional contexts, supported by insights from developmental psychology, affective 

neuroscience, and relational research. Together, they invite a reconsideration of emotional 

intelligence as something human beings begin with, rather than something they must first 

learn.   
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Author’s Perspective Note 

This paper presents a practice-based perspective developed through ongoing work 

with students, young adults, professionals, and leadership groups across different 

learning and organisational environments. The observations shared here do not 

emerge from a single theoretical model of emotional intelligence. Instead, they reflect 

patterns that gradually became visible as they supported individuals in strengthening 

self-awareness, relational understanding, and reflective decision-making in everyday 

contexts. 

Over time, these experiences suggested that emotional intelligence often becomes 

clearer not only through training, but also when individuals are supported in 

recognising capacities that were already present within their ways of understanding 

themselves and relating to others. The idea of emotional intelligence as a “default 

human operating system” emerges from this continuing observation-based 

exploration. 

 

 



Mahesh Sharma | Author – Mastering Sensitivity | SHEL Framework | Know Your True Self® (KYTS) Research Academy 

4 

Why Emotional Intelligence Is Still Being Misunderstood 

Over the past three decades, emotional intelligence has become an increasingly visible part 

of conversations about education, leadership, and workplace effectiveness. It is widely 

recognised as an important contributor to decision-making, collaboration, and personal 

wellbeing. Many organisations now include emotional intelligence within leadership 

development programmes, and educational institutions are beginning to introduce it as 

part of student growth and life-skills learning. 

Despite this growing visibility, emotional intelligence is still most often presented as 

something that needs to be added to human capability rather than something that already 

exists within it. 

In many professional settings, emotional intelligence is introduced as a competency that 

can be strengthened through structured training. In educational environments, it is often 

treated as an additional layer of learning that supports academic development. Within 

leadership contexts, it is sometimes positioned as a behavioural enhancement that 

improves influence and team engagement. While each of these approaches contributes 

positively to awareness, they can also unintentionally create the impression that emotional 

intelligence begins only after it is formally introduced. 

A practice-based view suggests a different possibility. Across different age groups and 

organisational settings, I began noticing that emotional intelligence often became visible 

not when it was newly taught, but when conditions allowed individuals to reconnect with 

their existing emotional awareness, relational sensitivity, and reflective capacity. 

This distinction is important. When emotional intelligence is treated primarily as a skill to 

be developed, attention naturally moves toward training methods and behavioural 

techniques. When it is recognised as part of the underlying structure of human functioning, 

attention shifts toward understanding how everyday environments either support or 

suppress its expression. 

Reconsidering emotional intelligence in this way opens a broader question. Instead of 

asking only how emotional intelligence can be taught more effectively, it becomes equally 

important to ask how modern educational systems, workplaces, and leadership cultures 
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can preserve and strengthen the emotional capacities that individuals already bring with 

them. 

Seen from this perspective, emotional intelligence begins to appear less like an optional 

professional competency and more like a foundational human orientation that shapes how 

people understand themselves, relate to others, and respond to the world around them. 

Another important aspect that often shapes how emotional intelligence is understood is 

the role of self-awareness. In many developmental contexts, emotional intelligence is 

introduced through communication skills, behavioural adjustments, or relationship 

management strategies. Yet in practice, self-awareness frequently emerges as the starting 

point from which these capacities become meaningful. When individuals begin to 

understand their own emotional patterns, sensitivities, and responses more clearly, 

emotional intelligence becomes less like a technique to apply and more like a natural 

process already in motion. 

 

What Do We Mean by a “Human Operating System”? 

When emotional intelligence is described as a “human operating system,” the intention is 

not to introduce a technological comparison for effect. Rather, it is to describe a 

foundational layer of human functioning that quietly supports how people experience 

themselves, relate to others, and respond to their environments. 

In everyday language, an operating system refers to the underlying structure that allows 

different processes within a system to function in coordination. It regulates interaction 

between inputs and responses, supports adaptation to changing conditions, and maintains 

internal stability while enabling external engagement. Without this foundational layer, 

individual functions may still exist, but they do not work together coherently. 

A similar pattern can be observed in human development. Before individuals learn 

professional skills, communication techniques, or leadership behaviours, they already 

possess the capacity to notice emotional signals, respond to relational cues, and adjust 

their behaviour based on experience. These capacities form part of the natural structure 

through which people make sense of situations and navigate relationships. 
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Within this structure, self-awareness appears to function as a central organising layer. Just 

as an operating system relies on a core kernel that enables coordination across different 

processes, emotional intelligence relies on the ability of individuals to recognise their own 

internal states with clarity. When self-awareness is present, emotional signals become 

meaningful rather than confusing, and responses become reflective rather than reactive. 

In this sense, self-awareness does not sit alongside emotional intelligence as one 

component among many. It operates closer to its centre. 

Emotional intelligence becomes visible through this structure. It supports awareness of 

internal states, recognition of emotional patterns in others, and the ability to respond with 

sensitivity rather than reaction alone. In this sense, emotional intelligence does not operate 

as a specialised skill applied only in certain situations. It functions more like a coordinating 

layer that connects perception, reflection, behaviour, and relationship. 

Understanding emotional intelligence in this way shifts the conversation from development 

alone to recognition. Instead of asking only how emotional intelligence can be 

strengthened through training, it becomes equally important to understand how this 

coordinating capacity is already present in early human experience and continues to shape 

decision-making and relationships throughout life. 

Seen from this perspective, emotional intelligence begins to resemble a foundational 

orientation that supports learning, connection, judgment, and adaptation across contexts. 

Describing it as a “default human operating system” therefore reflects not a metaphorical 

claim, but an attempt to recognise the role emotional intelligence already plays in 

organising how people interpret their experiences and respond to the world around them. 

 

Evidence That Emotional Intelligence Is Native to Human 

Development 

Understanding emotional intelligence as a foundational layer of human functioning 

becomes clearer when viewed through insights from developmental psychology, affective 

neuroscience, and relational research. Across these fields, there is growing recognition that 
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emotional awareness and relational responsiveness are present early in human 

development and play an essential role in how individuals learn, adapt, and make decisions. 

Research in affective neuroscience has shown that emotion is not separate from thinking 

but closely connected with it. Emotional signals help guide attention, shape judgment, and 

support decision-making processes (Damasio, 1994). Rather than appearing after cognitive 

abilities develop, emotional processing operates alongside, and often precedes, the full 

availability of structured reasoning. 

Developmental psychology offers further support for this perspective. Long before children 

develop advanced language skills or abstract reasoning abilities, they demonstrate 

sensitivity to facial expressions, tone of voice, and relational signals. Early attachment 

relationships provide the first environment in which emotional awareness begins to take 

shape (Bowlby, 1969). 

Insights from social neuroscience also reinforce the view that human beings are naturally 

oriented toward emotional connection. Research on relational attunement suggests that 

people are biologically prepared to recognise others' emotional signals and adjust their 

behaviour accordingly (Siegel, 2012). 

Seen together, these perspectives suggest that emotional intelligence does not emerge 

only through formal training or professional development. It reflects capacities already 

present in early human experience and continues to shape behaviour throughout life. From 

this viewpoint, strengthening emotional intelligence is not simply a process of adding new 

competencies. It is also a process of recognising and supporting the emotional structures 

that are already active within human development from the beginning. 

Understanding emotional intelligence in this way strengthens the possibility that what 

modern institutions describe as emotional intelligence training may often be helping 

individuals reconnect with capacities that were present earlier but became less visible 

under the pressures of performance-driven environments. 
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If Emotional Intelligence Is Natural, Why Do Adults Lose 

Access to It? 

If emotional intelligence forms part of the natural structure of human development, an 

important question follows. Why does it often appear less visible in adult life, particularly 

in educational and professional environments where decision-making, collaboration, and 

leadership depend so strongly on human understanding? 

One possible explanation is not that emotional intelligence disappears, but that its 

expression becomes shaped by the conditions within which individuals learn and work. As 

people move through formal education and organisational systems, increasing emphasis is 

often placed on performance, evaluation, comparison, and speed of response. These 

expectations are important for functioning within structured environments, yet they can 

gradually reduce the space available for reflection and emotional awareness. 

In many settings, success becomes associated with efficiency, certainty, and measurable 

outcomes. While these qualities support productivity, they do not always support self-

understanding. Over time, individuals may come to rely more on externally visible 

indicators of achievement and less on internal signals that guide judgment, relationships, 

and ethical clarity. Emotional intelligence does not disappear in this process, but it may 

become less central to decision-making. 

Another contributing factor is the way emotional intelligence is often introduced later in 

life as a professional competency rather than being recognised earlier as part of personal 

development. When individuals encounter emotional intelligence primarily through 

training programmes in adulthood, it can appear as something new to be learned rather 

than something already present to be recognised and strengthened. 

Cultural expectations also play a role. In many professional environments, emotional 

awareness is sometimes misunderstood as hesitation, and reflection is sometimes 

interpreted as uncertainty. As a result, individuals may gradually shift their attention toward 

behaviours that signal confidence and control, even when those behaviours reduce 

opportunities for deeper understanding of themselves and others. 
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These influences do not remove emotional intelligence from human functioning. Instead, 

they shape the conditions under which it becomes visible. When environments support 

reflection, relational safety, and self-awareness, emotional intelligence tends to reappear 

naturally in communication, judgment, and leadership behaviour. When environments 

emphasise comparison, speed, and performance positioning alone, individuals may rely 

less on emotional awareness even though the underlying capacity remains present. 

Understanding this distinction is important. It suggests that strengthening emotional 

intelligence may not always require introducing something new. In many situations, it may 

involve restoring conditions that allow individuals to reconnect with capacities that were 

already part of their earlier development. 

Seen in this light, emotional intelligence becomes less a late-stage professional skill and 

more a continuous human orientation that remains available throughout life, even when it 

becomes less visible within demanding institutional environments. 

 

What Practice Environments Quietly Reveal About 

Emotional Intelligence 

Observations from practice environments across education, early professional 

development, and organisational leadership contexts offer an additional perspective on 

how emotional intelligence becomes visible in everyday life. Across these settings, 

emotional intelligence rarely appears absent. More often, it appears present but unevenly 

supported by the conditions within which individuals are expected to perform. 

In many professional environments, I observed that smartness is often rewarded more 

consistently than wisdom. Smartness is frequently understood as the ability to respond 

quickly, position oneself strategically, or influence outcomes efficiently within competitive 

systems. Wisdom, however, requires something different. It involves recognising when to 

act and when not to act, understanding the relational consequences of decisions, and 

responding with awareness rather than speed alone. When organisational cultures 

consistently reward speed over reflection and positioning over understanding, individuals 
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naturally begin leaning toward smartness. Over time, this shift quietly reduces the space 

available for emotional intelligence to remain active in decision-making. 

A similar pattern becomes visible in training environments. Emotional intelligence is 

increasingly included within workshops and leadership programmes and is often welcomed 

by participants as an important area of learning. At the same time, employees sometimes 

return from these programmes to workplaces where motivation continues to rely heavily 

on pressure, comparison, or fear-based expectations. When emotional intelligence is 

promoted through language but not consistently reflected in everyday leadership 

behaviour, individuals may come to see it as a training topic rather than a lived 

organisational value. 

In one leadership setting, I encountered a situation in which emotional intelligence 

programmes were strongly supported at a strategic level, yet everyday communication 

about employees occasionally included expressions that reflected a misunderstanding of 

emotional awareness itself. In another instance, a leadership development initiative was 

introduced primarily to enter organisations through a different route, rather than as a 

sustained commitment to supporting human development. Experiences like these suggest 

that emotional intelligence can sometimes become positioned as a programme offering 

rather than as a guiding orientation for leadership behaviour. 

There were also situations in which leaders sought coaching support in emotional 

intelligence, largely because the presence of coaching itself carried professional visibility. 

When those leaders later moved to different roles or organisations, the coaching process 

was often discontinued immediately. This again suggested that emotional intelligence was 

sometimes being approached as a signal of development rather than as a continuing 

process of self-understanding. 

Among employees participating in emotional intelligence programmes, another pattern 

appeared gradually over time. Many participants initially expressed genuine interest in 

understanding emotional intelligence more deeply. However, in some cases, the idea later 

became more closely associated with professional profile-building than with everyday 

application. Emotional intelligence began to be described as something useful to mention 

in career development rather than something to practise consistently in decision-making 

and relationships. 
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At the same time, working with young adults offered a different and encouraging 

perspective. When emotional intelligence is introduced to them as a way of understanding 

themselves rather than as a workplace requirement, they often respond with openness and 

curiosity. They show readiness to explore emotional awareness, reflection, and relational 

understanding. Yet when they later enter environments where senior professionals do not 

consistently model these capacities, they sometimes begin to distance themselves from the 

idea. What initially appeared meaningful to them may gradually become symbolic rather 

than practical. 

Across these experiences, one observation became especially clear. The first and most 

essential layer of emotional intelligence is self-awareness. Without self-awareness, 

emotional intelligence easily becomes a communication technique rather than a way of 

understanding oneself and others. In many leadership programmes and training 

environments, emotional intelligence is introduced through behavioural tools and 

interpersonal strategies. Much less attention is given to helping individuals recognise their 

own internal patterns, emotional tendencies, strengths, sensitivities, and natural 

orientations. 

Approaches that begin with self-awareness create a different entry point. When individuals 

are supported in understanding themselves with greater clarity and acceptance, emotional 

intelligence becomes less like a technique to apply and more like a natural capacity 

returning to visibility. From this perspective, strengthening emotional intelligence often 

involves restoring connection with inner awareness before attempting to refine external 

behaviour. 

These observations gradually strengthened the understanding that emotional intelligence 

does not disappear in adulthood. More often, it becomes less visible in environments that 

consistently reward comparison, speed, performance positioning, and external validation 

over reflection and inner clarity. When supportive conditions are restored, emotional 

intelligence does not need to be installed. It becomes visible again. 
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Implications for Education 

If emotional intelligence is understood as part of the natural structure of human 

development rather than as an additional competency acquired later in life, this 

perspective invites a different way of thinking about the role of education. Instead of 

approaching emotional intelligence primarily as a supplementary life-skills subject, 

education may be better understood as an environment that recognises, supports, and 

strengthens existing emotional capacities from an early stage. 

Children and young adults enter learning environments already equipped with the ability 

to respond to relational signals, recognise emotional tone, and form meaningful 

connections with others. These capacities shape how they experience safety, curiosity, 

motivation, and engagement. When educational systems provide space for reflection, self-

understanding, and respectful dialogue, emotional intelligence naturally develops 

alongside academic learning. 

At the same time, increasing academic pressure and performance-oriented evaluation 

systems can sometimes reduce students' opportunities to remain connected to their 

internal signals. When success becomes defined primarily through measurable outcomes, 

students may gradually learn to rely more on comparison and external validation than on 

self-awareness and reflection. Over time, this shift can make emotional intelligence appear 

less relevant to learning, even though it continues to influence how students understand 

themselves and relate to others. 

Recognising emotional intelligence as part of the foundation of learning invites educators 

to view self-awareness not as an optional developmental activity but as an important layer 

within the learning process itself. When students are supported in understanding their 

strengths, sensitivities, and patterns of response, they are better able to participate in 

learning environments with clarity and confidence. In this sense, emotional intelligence 

strengthens both academic engagement and personal growth rather than competing with 

them. 

Experiences with young adults in reflective learning environments often show that when 

emotional intelligence is introduced as a way of understanding oneself rather than as a 

behavioural requirement, students respond with openness and interest. This suggests that 
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educational settings already contain many opportunities to support emotional 

development naturally, particularly when learning spaces encourage reflection, dialogue, 

and self-recognition alongside performance achievement. 

Seen from this perspective, education does not need to begin by adding emotional 

intelligence to the curriculum. It can begin by recognising and protecting the emotional 

awareness that students bring to the learning process. 

 

Implications for Leadership and Organisations 

Understanding emotional intelligence as a foundational layer of human functioning also 

invites a shift in how leadership is interpreted within organisational environments. When 

emotional intelligence is viewed primarily as a professional competency added later in 

leadership development, it is often approached through behavioural training, 

communication techniques, or performance-related interventions. While these approaches 

can be helpful, they sometimes overlook the deeper role emotional awareness plays in 

shaping how leaders understand people, decisions, and responsibility. 

Leadership environments influence not only outcomes but also emotional climate. The 

ways in which leaders respond to uncertainty, disagreement, pressure, and change 

gradually shape how individuals experience safety, trust, and participation within teams. 

When emotional intelligence is recognised as part of the underlying structure of human 

interaction rather than as an optional leadership skill, it becomes easier to see that 

leadership itself is closely connected with the ability to remain aware of relational impact 

while making decisions. 

From this perspective, leadership involves more than directing action or managing 

performance. It includes the capacity to recognise emotional signals within teams, respond 

with clarity rather than in reaction, and support conditions in which people can contribute 

with confidence and responsibility. Emotional intelligence, understood in this way, 

strengthens the relational foundations on which effective collaboration depends. 

In many organisations, leadership development programmes increasingly include 

emotional intelligence as an important capability. This growing recognition reflects an 
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important shift. At the same time, when emotional intelligence is approached primarily as 

a technique to improve influence or engagement, its deeper role in supporting ethical 

clarity, trust, and long-term decision-making may remain underexplored. Recognising 

emotional intelligence as a foundational orientation encourages a broader understanding 

of leadership as a relational responsibility rather than only a performance function. 

This perspective emerges through my practice observations across learning environments 

and organisational settings rather than from a single theoretical model of leadership. It 

reflects a pattern that becomes visible when emotional intelligence is viewed not only as a 

competency to be developed, but as a foundation that shapes how leaders relate to 

responsibility, decision-making, and people over time. 

This understanding has also informed the development of the SHEL framework (Sensitive, 

Heart-centred, Ethical Leadership), which approaches leadership as an expression of 

emotional awareness, relational presence, and ethical clarity working together rather than 

as separate competencies applied in isolation. From this perspective, emotional 

intelligence does not sit alongside leadership as an additional capability. It forms part of the 

ground from which leadership behaviour itself becomes meaningful and sustainable. 

Seen in this light, strengthening leadership within organisations may involve not only 

teaching emotional intelligence as a skill, but also creating environments in which 

emotional awareness, reflective judgment, and relational responsibility remain visible in 

everyday decision-making. 

 

Implications for Mental Well-being in Modern Life 

Understanding emotional intelligence as a foundational layer of human functioning also 

offers an important perspective on mental well-being in contemporary life. Many 

individuals today are navigating environments that require continuous adaptation, rapid 

decision-making, and sustained performance across multiple roles. While these 

expectations support progress and productivity, they can also reduce opportunities for 

reflection and inner alignment if they are not balanced with self-awareness. 
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When emotional intelligence is approached primarily as a professional competency, it is 

often introduced through communication strategies, behavioural adjustments, or stress-

management techniques. These approaches can be helpful in specific situations. At the 

same time, they sometimes leave unanswered a deeper question: how individuals remain 

connected to their internal signals while responding to external demands. 

Seen from the perspective developed in this paper, emotional intelligence supports more 

than interpersonal effectiveness. It also supports recognising emotional patterns, 

responding to change with awareness rather than solely in reaction, and maintaining a 

sense of personal meaning while navigating complex environments. These capacities 

contribute not only to professional functioning but also to stability and clarity in everyday 

life. 

Modern environments frequently encourage individuals to rely on speed, comparison, and 

external evaluation as measures of progress. While these indicators are useful in structured 

systems, they do not always provide guidance about how individuals understand 

themselves. Over time, this shift can create distance between external success and internal 

clarity. Emotional intelligence helps maintain this connection by supporting the ability to 

recognise inner responses and adjust behaviour in ways that remain aligned with both 

context and values. 

Approaches that begin with self-awareness create especially important opportunities in 

this area. When individuals are supported in recognising their own patterns of response 

with clarity and acceptance, emotional intelligence becomes less like a strategy applied 

under pressure and more like a natural orientation guiding everyday decisions. In this 

sense, strengthening emotional intelligence contributes not only to effectiveness but also 

to continuity between how individuals perform in their roles and how they understand 

themselves as people. 

Understanding emotional intelligence as part of the underlying structure of human 

functioning, therefore, shifts the conversation about well-being from managing pressure 

alone to maintaining connection with the capacities that help individuals interpret 

experience with awareness and balance. 
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A Restorative View of Emotional Intelligence 

Across education, leadership development, and organisational practice, emotional 

intelligence is often introduced as a capability that individuals strengthen over time. This 

perspective has supported important advances in recognising the role of emotional 

awareness in decision-making, collaboration, and well-being. At the same time, the 

observations presented throughout this paper suggest that another complementary 

perspective may also be useful. 

If emotional intelligence is part of the natural structure of human development, then 

strengthening it may not always begin with introducing something new. In many situations, 

it may begin with recognising what is already present but less visible. 

Seen in this way, emotional intelligence becomes less a late-stage professional competency 

and more a continuing human orientation that remains available across different stages of 

life. Rather than being added to individuals through training alone, it can be understood as 

something that becomes clearer when environments support reflection, relational safety, 

and self-awareness. 

This restorative perspective emerged gradually through my work across learning 

environments, leadership contexts, and individual development settings rather than from 

a single theoretical position. In many situations, I observed that emotional intelligence 

became clearer not when new techniques were introduced, but when individuals were 

supported in recognising their own responses with greater awareness and acceptance. 

These observations gradually suggested that emotional intelligence may persist even when 

it is not explicitly named or structured as a formal competency. 

Self-awareness plays an especially important role within this perspective. When individuals 

begin to recognise their own emotional patterns with clarity and acceptance, emotional 

intelligence becomes less dependent on technique and more connected with 

understanding. From this starting point, communication, collaboration, and leadership 

behaviour develop as expressions of awareness rather than as separate competencies 

applied in isolation. 

Understanding emotional intelligence as something that can be restored as well as 

developed helps shift attention from performance alone toward continuity between inner 
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experience and outward action. This continuity strengthens not only effectiveness but also 

trust, responsibility, and long-term clarity in how individuals participate within educational, 

organisational, and social environments. 

 

Closing Reflection: Protecting What Was Always There 

Emotional intelligence is increasingly recognised as an important capacity for navigating 

education, leadership, and contemporary professional life. As awareness continues to grow, 

many institutions are investing in programmes designed to strengthen emotional 

understanding and relational effectiveness. These developments represent an important 

step forward. 

At the same time, the observations presented in this paper suggest that emotional 

intelligence may not begin only at the point of formal introduction. Through my work across 

learning environments, organisational settings, and individual development contexts, I 

gradually began noticing that emotional intelligence often became visible not when it was 

newly taught, but when individuals were supported in reconnecting with their own patterns 

of awareness and response. 

Seen from this perspective, the future of emotional intelligence development may depend 

not only on designing better training programmes, but also on recognising the capacities 

individuals already bring to learning and leadership environments. When these capacities 

are acknowledged and supported, emotional intelligence becomes easier to recognise as 

part of everyday decision-making rather than as a specialised skill applied only in particular 

situations. 

Understanding emotional intelligence as part of the natural structure of human functioning 

invites a shift in emphasis from adding new competencies alone to protecting the 

conditions that allow emotional awareness to remain visible across different stages of life. 

Educational systems, organisations, and leadership environments each play an important 

role in shaping these conditions. 

Approaching emotional intelligence in this way does not replace existing models of 

development. Instead, it extends them by suggesting that strengthening emotional 
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intelligence may sometimes begin with recognising what has always been present. 

Protecting this foundation may become one of the most important responsibilities of future 

learning and leadership environments. 
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