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Fair, levelheaded, honest, hardworking. These are traits that most 
people use to describe a strong leader. But they are also the 
characteristics of people with high emotional intelligence.  
Stu Schlackman, M.B.A., explains what emotional intelligence is,  
and why it is so important for leaders to cultivate and nourish theirs.
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the BAsIc PreMIse of insurance and financial 
services is people buying from people they have come to 
trust and want to maintain a relationship with. transac-
tions in our line of work aren’t the same as in most 
others. the products and services we sell are directly 
related to a person’s most valuable asset: life itself.

trust — the foundation of all strong interpersonal 
relationships — is developed by having open communi-
cation and following through. In short, that means you 
are honest in what you say and you deliver on the 
promise of the value the customer expects. 

But for financial services professionals, it involves a bit 
more than that. An advisor’s greatest challenge is not in 
getting an initial meeting with a prospect; it’s in having the 
opportunity to prove his or her worthiness to that 
prospect, the potential client. And in the challenging world 
of sales, the fact is, we don’t always get that chance.

As dr. Michael cox (formerly with the federal 
reserve Bank of dallas) states, the no. 1 skill needed 
today in business is people skills and emotional intelli-
gence. You’ve heard it many times before, of course: the 
best sales advisors have great people skills. having great 
people skills is about having the ability to read the other 
person’s emotions and behavior and to take this into 
account during the flow of your conversation with the 
prospect. It’s also about having the ability to identify 
how the other person prefers to communicate and 
understanding what’s important to him or her. emotional 
intelligence is the assessing, expressing, and managing of 
feelings while interacting with others. 

Lessons in Emotional Intelligence
In their book Emotional Intelligence 2.0, travis Brad-
berry and Jean Greaves talk about the four components 
of emotional intelligence: self-awareness, social aware-
ness, self-management, and relationship management. 
following is a rundown.

S e l f - A w a r e n e s s

self-awareness, the most important capability for 
executives in today’s business environment to have, is 
understanding who you are as well as what your 
strengths and shortcomings are. Most of us are already 
aware of our attributes; the challenge is to know how 
and when to leverage them and when to hold them in 
reserve.

for example, if you are someone who likes to begin a 
sales meeting with small talk and you have a prospect 
who also enjoys socializing before getting down to 
business, you will most likely be off to a good start. But 
if the prospect wants to get right down to business and 
you continue with small talk, the outcome will probably 
not be as favorable. so it is important to be cognizant of 
the other person’s preference in communicating. If you’re 
self-aware, you will know when to adjust to another’s 
behavior and preferences.

In selling, you must be conscious of your own 
preferred style of communicating to a potential client. 
communication is about speaking and listening, and also 
involves asking questions. Which one is your strength 
and where can you improve? some advisors like to go 
into presentation mode; others prefer to start by asking 
questions, and then listening carefully and thoughtfully 
to the answers. You need to know not only your strength 
and style, but also what the client prefers.

You also need to assess the communication style of 
the prospect. It always helps to walk in with an agenda 
to set the expectations for the meeting. Ask the prospect 
if the agenda is acceptable and get permission as to how 
you would like to proceed. this will give you an indica-
tion of whether you’re on the right track and give you a 
hint about his or her preferred style of communication. 
Assess if the prospect is flexible or rigid, casual or 
formal. does the prospect like to control the conversa-
tion or follow it? Learn to adjust your approach. 

EEmotional intelligence is the assessing, 
expressing, and managing of feelings.

The Power of Emotional IntelligenceKey Strategies
»remember that emotions trump 
everything else. People act out of 
emotion.

»when starting a meeting, begin with 
the client’s perspective, not yours.

»adjust your communication style to 
that of the client.

»ask pertinent questions to gain 
insight into a client’s perspective.

»help the client relate to your view by 
telling a relevant story that can lead to 
action.
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Generally, people prefer either to tell or to ask. You can 
find out the prospect’s preference within the first minute 
of your conversation. 

S o c i a l  A w a r e n e s s

Bradberry and Greave’s second component of emotional 
intelligence is social awareness: understanding the 
emotional state of your prospect. their book includes 
some key statistics to help underscore the importance of 
this topic:

 ■ emotional intelligence accounts for 58 percent of 
performance in all job types.

 ■ ninety percent of high performers have high 
emotional intelligence.

 ■ Only 36 percent of people can identify emotions as 
they happen.

 ■ the brain is hardwired to give emotions the upper 
hand over logic. 

If all this is true, then being aware of what’s going on 
in a sales meeting emotionally is critical to moving the 
sales process forward. People buy based on their emo-
tions and then justify their decision with logic, so you 
need to connect emotionally with your prospects and 
customers. People buy from people who take the time to 
build a relationship. Advisors who are good at building 
relationships understand what prospects need, what they 
value, and what’s important to them in the long term. It 
involves putting their interests first and truly caring 
about them — not prioritizing the sale of your products 
and services. Instead, the sale is the by-product of 
successfully building a trusting relationship. 

therefore, when it comes to the initial meeting with a 
prospect, what should you focus on to improve your 
social awareness? two things: intentions and 
attentiveness.

first, be clear on your intentions for the meeting. It’s 
not about trying to make a sale; it’s about looking for the 
opportunity to show the prospect you are interested in 
developing a relationship and how you can help achieve 
his or her financial goals. At the start of the meeting, set 
expectations that will help prospects see that you want to 
help overcome their challenges or achieve their goals. for 
example, start by saying something like, “What I’d like to 
do during our time together is understand your long-
term financial objectives to see if we have the right 
solutions to help you achieve them.”

second, put a premium on attentiveness, both your 
own and the prospect’s. Be aware of both your energy 
level and the prospect’s. enthusiasm is contagious, and 
the customer will be more apt to listen if you are excited 
about the opportunity to forge a relationship. selling is 
basically the transfer of emotions from you to the 
prospect. And we must be aware of is not just our 
outward energy but our inward attentiveness to how the 
other person is interacting with us and responding to the 
situation. A prospect can easily tell whether you are 
tuned into what he or she is saying. 

Key to attentiveness is eye contact. Maintaining 
consistent eye contact with the prospect will help keep 
both of you engaged in your conversation. Ask questions 
that are pertinent to the conversation. Maintain a 
dialogue where the prospect is doing more than 50 
percent of the talking. the result will help you to 
determine if the prospect is positive, negative, or indiffer-
ent toward the conversation; then you can adjust 
accordingly.

When prospects clearly see that our intention is to add 
value and to support their goals and objectives, they will 
be open and willing to converse. When they see that you 
are truly attentive to hearing what they have to say and 
you’re asking effective questions, your chances of getting 
the next meeting dramatically improve. Again, selling is 
all about people wanting to do business with people they 
enjoy and trust.

social awareness is the ability to interpret how pros-
pects are feeling about the conversation. can you tell if 
they are agreeing with your points, disagreeing with them, 
or are they indifferent? how would you adjust your 
conversation based on how they feel? What can you do to 
change their viewpoint? In other words, do you have the 
ability to recognize their emotional state, and can you 
navigate the change needed to gain their agreement to 
your points? Which brings us to self-management.

S e l f - m a n a g e m e n t

so balancing the flow of the conversation between 
questions and explanations is critical to understanding 
how to move the prospect down the path to commit-
ment. One of the biggest challenges you have with 
emotional intelligence is taking your own thoughts and 
views out of the conversation and being open to the 
prospect’s point of view. Most of us tend to view life 
from our perspective for obvious reasons; we interpret 
and judge everything from our point of view. focusing 
on the other person’s point of view keeps us open to 
other ideas. 

everything you experience when meeting with 
prospects and clients starts with your emotional perspec-
tive toward them, which affects your behavior and 
attitude toward them. And, of course, your attitude 
toward the client will influence his or her attitude toward 
you. Your attitude has an impact on every relationship 
you have. In fact, it’s key to your relationships. People’s 
first reaction to most everything is emotional. A positive 
attitude will always be viewed positively.

One of the best approaches successful advisors use 
when conveying their message to a prospect is to tell 
stories. stories of how your products and services have 
helped families through challenging times and crises have 
more impact on the person than anything else. these 
stories reach the emotional side of the brain. the right 
side of the brain is where our emotions reside; the left 
side is where logic resides. Logic makes you think; 
emotions make you act. Logic leads to conclusion; 
emotions lead to action. stories of the impact you have 
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had on others’ lives help your new prospects see the 
benefits of your offerings because they can relate to the 
story. People will recall similar experiences that they have 
had and insert themselves into your story. In other 
words, they will be better able to relate to you.

R e l a t i o n s h i p  M a n a g e m e n t

relationship management is your ability to influence 
those around you as well as the reactions and emotions 
they express. strong relationship-management skills help 
you gain agreement from others and are critical in 
building a high-trust relationship.

As leaders, we should be constantly working to 
elevate our emotional intelligence to achieve outstanding 
results. despite the analytical tools, processes, and 
training at our disposal, our interactions with others 
aren’t based on logic but on emotions. this is why the 
ability to assess and influence the emotions of others is a 
vital characteristic of a great leader. 

the Latin root word for emotions is “motere’ which 
means to move or to act and to motivate. Logic makes us 
think; emotions make us act. Logic leads to conclusion 
while emotion leads to action. Leaders with strong 
relationship management will motivate others to maxi-
mize their performance and will at the same time build 
the relationships with the members of the team. Great 
coaches in sports are excellent at relationship manage-
ment and at helping the team to work better together to 
maximize performance by leveraging their strengths.

emotional intelligence encompasses how we commu-
nicate, how we comport ourselves, how much we exhibit 
our emotions, and how we build relationships with other 
people. It is the chief determinant of how we interact 
with others. And the best part of all: We have tremen-
dous control over how we choose to speak, act, and 
emote. With time, you can turn each of these skills into 
strengths. 

LOG ON to Visit These Learning TracksLeaRn 
MoRe

» Stu Schlackman, M.B.A., is founder and 
president of Competitive Excellence, which helps 
businesses achieve superior sales results through 
training and coaching. The Sales Intelligence System 
helps companies build high-performance teams 
and increase sales through an understanding of 
the four different personality styles. Before starting 
Competitive Excellence, Stu spent 25 years in 
corporate sales, where he was instrumental in increasing revenue and 
growing client bases at large corporations. In addition to closing large 
contracts and leading sales teams, Stu spearheaded sales training initiatives. 
These initiatives powered his sales teams to exceed sales projections by 
an average of more than 30 percent annually. Stu is also the author of 
Don’t Just Stand There, Sell Something and Four People You Should Know. 
Stu teaches and mentors at Dallas Christian College and is active in the 
Richardson Chamber of Commerce, the National Speakers Association/
North Texas, and other civic and community organizations. Stu can be 
reached at stu@competitive-excellence.com. 


