
Team Emotional Intelligence: Why Safety Depends on More 

Than Individual Skill 

 

In aerospace, we invest heavily in individual competence. We train, certify, and evaluate 
people with rigor — technical knowledge, procedural compliance, and decision-making 
under pressure. Yet incidents and accidents rarely result from a single individual acting 
alone. They emerge from how people interact, communicate, and respond to one 
another over time. 

That is where Team Emotional Intelligence becomes a safety issue. 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) is often discussed at the individual level: the ability to perceive 
emotions, understand their meaning, and regulate responses. But in operational 
environments like aerospace, performance does not hinge on individual capability alone. It 
hinges on teams — crews, departments, and leadership groups — functioning together 
under dynamic conditions. 

Team Emotional Intelligence is not simply the sum of emotionally intelligent individuals. It 
is a shared capability that shapes how teams recognize emotional cues, manage tension, 
communicate concerns, and recover when pressure rises. 

 

What Is Team Emotional Intelligence? 



Team Emotional Intelligence refers to a group’s collective ability to: 

• Recognize emotional signals within the team 

• Understand how emotions influence behavior and decision-making 

• Regulate emotional responses in ways that support task performance 

Unlike individual EI, Team EI emerges through interaction patterns — how people speak 
up, how leaders respond, how conflict is handled, and how trust is built or eroded over 
time. 

Research shows that teams with higher emotional intelligence perform better on complex, 
interdependent tasks — particularly when coordination, communication, and adaptability 
are required. In other words, Team EI becomes most critical exactly where aerospace 
operations live. 

A 2020 study (Schutte, et al., 2020) examining team emotional intelligence and task 
performance found a positive relationship between Team EI and effectiveness, especially 
in environments requiring collaboration and shared responsibility. 

 

Why Team Emotional Intelligence Matters for Aerospace Safety 

Aerospace is a high-reliability environment. The margin for error is small, and the cost of 
miscommunication is high. While procedures and technology matter, human interaction 
remains the final control layer. 

Research in business aviation has demonstrated a meaningful relationship between 
emotional intelligence and safety culture. Emotional intelligence is not just a “nice-to-
have” leadership trait — it is a predictor of safety culture, particularly in areas that 
depend on teamwork, learning, and communication. 

In his doctoral research on Emotional Intelligence and safety culture in business aviation, 
Sonnie Bates found that Emotional Intelligence was a strong predictor of overall safety 
culture and particularly influential in teamwork and learning subcultures. Teams with 
higher Emotional Intelligence were more likely to share information, learn from experience, 
and work collaboratively toward shared safety goals (Bates, 2023). 

This matters because safety culture does not exist on paper. It exists in daily interactions: 

• Whether concerns are voiced or suppressed 

• Whether feedback is received defensively or constructively 



• Whether mistakes lead to learning or silence 

Team Emotional Intelligence directly shapes those outcomes. 

 

The Hidden Risk: Emotionally Blind Teams 

Most safety breakdowns do not begin with recklessness. They begin with unnoticed 
emotional drift: 

• Fatigue that goes unspoken 

• Frustration that hardens into withdrawal 

• Authority gradients that silence input 

• Tension that feels “minor” — until it isn’t 

Teams lacking emotional awareness often miss early warning signs, not because they don’t 
care about safety, but because they lack a shared language and norms for addressing 
human dynamics. 

Emotionally intelligent teams, by contrast, are more likely to: 

• Detect interpersonal friction before it degrades performance 

• Normalize respectful challenge and inquiry 

• Regulate stress collectively rather than allowing it to cascade 

This is not about eliminating emotion from operations. It is about managing it deliberately. 

 

Team EI as a Safety Capability — Not a Soft Skill 

When viewed through a safety lens, Team Emotional Intelligence is not a personality trait or 
a wellness initiative. It is an operational capability. 

It supports: 

• Stronger teamwork culture 

• More effective learning from experience 

• Earlier identification of risk 

• Healthier responses to pressure 



In short, Team EI helps teams function as intended — especially when conditions are less 
than ideal. 

 

Looking Ahead 

Understanding what Team Emotional Intelligence is is only the first step. The more 
important question is how it shows up — in behaviors, leadership practices, and team 
norms — especially under pressure. 

In the next article, we’ll explore what emotionally intelligent teams actually do 
differently, and how those behaviors reinforce safety culture long before conflict or error 
appear. 

Subscribe to our newsletters now at the bottom of this page. For further resources and 
guidance on implementing Safety Management Systems, contact WYVERN, THE industry 
expert. Attend our SMS Training Workshops or ask about our SMS software. Contact us 
for a FREE SMS demo! Together, we can elevate aerospace safety and create a safer 
future. 

References 

• Schutte, N. S., et al. (2020). Emotional intelligence and task performance in teams. 

• Bates, S. G. (2023). Emotional Intelligence and Safety Culture in Business Aviation. 
Walden University Doctoral Dissertation. 

 

https://www.wyvernltd.com/events/list/
https://www.wyvernltd.com/contact-us/
https://www.wyvernltd.com/contact-us/

