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At a recent training session, an IT executive asked me, 
“What are some specific things that I might say, feel, or 
think that will clue me in to the fact that I should work 
on my emotional intelligence (EQ)?” As it turns out, there 
are clues that we all can watch out for. If you’re ready to 
practice catching yourself in a low EQ moment, here’s the 
do-it-yourself approach. Look for the following four clues 
that your EQ needs work, and learn what you can do when 
they surface. 

CLUE #1: You can’t explain yourself.
Your first clue is a moment when you’re stuck for words 
because you really don’t understand what you’re feeling 
or why. Typically someone else asks you about it. For 
example, someone might come over to you after a meeting 
and say, “Were you bored in there?” If you feel surprised, 
or didn’t even realize what you were doing, it’s time to 
become more self-aware, find out what’s really going on 
inside, or learn how you come across to others. 

What to do when it happens: Take time to think about 
what you were feeling. You may want to mull it over for 
a while, or you may decide that it was nothing. Perhaps 
you didn’t mean to appear rude or bored. With additional 
understanding, you acquire a little more self-awareness, 
and can decide how to operate in your next meeting.

CLUE #2: You can’t help yourself.
If you tell someone, “I couldn’t help myself,” you’re 
admitting that you didn’t want to do something but did 
it anyway. This is a perfect moment to acknowledge that 
you missed an important chance to self-manage. Don’t 
let the phrase “I can’t help myself” become what you are 
known for. Those who exemplify restraint learned from 
their mistakes before the rest of us did, and they continue 
to do so. All you have to do is join in.

What to do when it happens: “I can’t help myself” is your 
cue to stop making excuses. Grab the moment and tell 
yourself that you couldn’t help yourself this time, but you 
will try to catch yourself early and do things differently 
next time. If you need help figuring out what to do 
differently, ask the people around you for suggestions. 
They might even help you by reminding you that this is 
the moment that you were waiting for!
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CLUE #3: You don’t get it.
When you feel like a fish out of water in a room with other 
people, it’s a good clue that your social radar needs fine-
tuning. The evidence is typically a sudden feeling of being 
left out of something that everyone else gets. Maybe they 
laugh and you don’t. Or maybe you expect them to laugh 
and they don’t. There can be a sudden change in the room, 
or a new mood that you don’t understand. You wonder 
if you missed something, or you feel confused about 
what’s going on. This is your opportunity to hone your 
social awareness skills. People who are adept in social 
situations seek out the answers and use them to navigate 
the situation they are in.

What to do when it happens: When you wonder what’s 
going on, quickly decide who you can ask. It should be 
someone who is better at this than you. When you get 
the answer, then you can decide what to say or do next. 
If the situation is too uncomfortable because it’s too 
public or too awkward, don’t let yourself off the hook. Let 
the moment pass, and then approach someone who can 
explain it to you in a place that works for them and for 
you.

CLUE #4: You don’t care.
Do any of these run through your mind regularly? I don’t 
care. I’m not interested. Stop talking. Go away. Whether 
you know it or not, those around you get the message. It 
stings for them every time, and eventually works against 
you. All comments and actions that show your lack of 
caring represent a low-EQ approach to relationships, and 
weaken your connection to other people. Don’t let them 
become your mantras. Your health and livelihood depend 
on it.

What to do when it happens: Suspend your private 
conclusions that you aren’t a people person or aren’t in 
the mood. Tell yourself that it’s time to pay attention and 
add to the conversation. Make your mantra “I’m curious.” 
You just might find yourself deepening connections that 
you didn’t even know you had.
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What’s In It for Me?
This week, listen and watch for I don’t know, I can’t 
help myself, I don’t get it, and I don’t care. They offer 
great opportunities to make small improvements in 
your emotional intelligence. The bonus is that your self-
awareness will quadruple.
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