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Abstract
Across 3 decades of emotional intelligence (EI) research, the number of EI-focused sys-
tematic reviews and meta-analyses has grown. Regarded as rigorous evidence syntheses, 
these reviews can be used by academics and non-academics to inform interventions, yet 
their quality has not been critically examined. We attempt such evaluation using a mixed-
method meta-synthesis methodology. We first apply the SIGN quality appraisal tool to as-
sess the methodological rigour of 73 reviews published up to April 2024. This is followed 
by a deductively oriented thematic analysis of each Discussion section, where we examine 
use of linguistic hype—a form of misrepresentation in scientific reporting in which lan-
guage is incongruent with the underlying evidence. Findings show most reviews (n = 59; 
81%) are of ‘low’ or ‘unacceptable’ quality yet highly cited. Thematic analysis developed 
three themes that describe linguistic hype across the full sample: 97% of Discussion sec-
tions contained claims positioning EI as prestigious, asserting causal reach and applied 
necessity beyond what the evidence supports; 95% used language that exaggerates the 
evidentiary basis, typically by stating caveats then overridden by confident claims; and 
88% framed methodological weaknesses as redeemable artefacts of researcher decisions 
rather than as signals about the construct itself. Linguistic hype was present across all 
SIGN quality levels, though its frequency and form were attenuated in higher quality 
reviews. We conclude that linguistic hype in EI review writing may obscure unresolved 
conceptual and empirical concerns, posing a barrier to the field’s critical self-evaluation.

Keywords  Emotional intelligence · Meta-synthesis · Systematic review · Meta-analysis · 
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1  Introduction

Over 30 years ago, Salovey and Mayer (1990) launched their academic model of emotional 
intelligence (EI), describing this as a distinct form of intelligence for reasoning about emo-
tions, arising from an interacting set of cognitive emotion information processing abilities. 
Later that same decade, the concept was popularised through Daniel Goleman’s (1995) 
bestselling book: ‘Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ’. Here, Gole-
man claimed his version of EI which included, “self-control, zeal and persistence, and the 
ability to motivate oneself”, was more important than general intelligence (IQ) in predicting 
success in life, adding, “these skills…can be taught to children, giving them a better chance 
to use whatever intellectual potential the genetic lottery may have given them”. (p. 8). 
Goleman’s message fit well with egalitarian values, a growing rejection of IQ research and 
testing and the ‘psychological fundamentalism’ characterising Western socio-political cul-
ture. Emotional determinism was increasingly used to position the subjective self, coupled 
with the idea that emotional deficiencies were drivers of societal problems and solutions 
that could be ‘fixed’ (Ecclestone and Hayes 2009; Furedi 2004). As a quantifiable con-
struct that scholars claim could be trained and taught, EI was an attractive idea. Claims that 
its absence explained, and its presence could solve a diversity of human problems across 
the lifespan, from mental ill-health and problematic interpersonal relationships to stalled 
careers and educational success (Matthews et al. 2004; Mayer et al. 2016; Petrides et al. 
2016), catalysed the commercialisation of EI to those who saw the value of an ‘emotionally 
smart’ workforce. Numerous tests purporting to measure EI were developed and marketed 
to industry (Conte and Dean 2006). Simultaneously, EI was incorporated into universal 
school interventions to ‘teach’ EI to young people. For example, in the UK, the government 
invested £14 million in 2006–2008 to support a national roll-out of ‘Social and Emotional 
Aspects of Learning’ in primary schools (Hansard Written Answers 2007)—a now defunct 
programme based on Goleman’s approach (Humphrey et al. 2013).

Not all scholars welcomed EI. Notable early critiques queried both the fundamentals 
of the concept, and its measurement (e.g., Landy 2005; Locke 2005). Others identified EI 
as a ‘fad’ owing to its rapid emergence and grand, ‘cure-all’ claims, against a backdrop of 
research marked by controversy and some resistance to disconfirmatory evidence (Antona-
kis 2015; Murphy and Sideman 2006). Recent critical reviews suggest somewhat limited 
progress has been made towards addressing these issues, citing unresolved difficulties with 
measurement stemming from inadequate theory (e.g., poor face validity and tautological 
findings, with EI tools measuring outcomes not components or drivers of EI) (see Dasbor-
ough et al. 2022 for an adversarial exchange rehearsing these issues). Despite these con-
ceptual and empirical challenges, and critics urging EI researchers to “…abandon their 
construct or go back to the drawing board” (Antonakis et al. 2009, p. 255), the concept of 
EI continues to receive research attention. This includes the publication of academic articles 
seeking to advise non-experts on the use of theoretically contested EI tools (e.g., O’Connor 
et al. 2019).

As researchers with a history of examining EI, we attempt to respond to critics’ calls for 
greater introspection and a “self-critical approach” in EI research (Dasborough et al. 2022, 
p. 14) by exploring why academic interest in EI has endured in this seemingly uncertain 
empirical landscape. We attempt this by considering whether the field of EI and its applica-
tions could be at risk of ‘linguistic hype’ (LH). This form of scientific reporting is a type of 
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misrepresentation characterised by incongruity between writers’ language and the research 
described (Millar et al. 2019). This incongruity, comprised of hyperbolic language use that 
glamorises, promotes and exaggerates aspects of the research (Millar et al. 2019), could 
facilitate ‘spin’, an umbrella term for “reporting that fails to faithfully reflect the nature and 
range of findings and that could affect the impression that the results produce in readers” 
(Boutron and Ravaud 2018, p. 2613). We focus our critical examination on identifying LH 
in EI-focused systematic reviews (and by extension meta-analyses) since these are seen as 
‘gold standard’ evidence syntheses that command a wide readership among researchers, 
practitioners, and the media. We scrutinise LH through two analytical methods. First, given 
the sustained growth in EI research and applications, we assess the methodological rigour 
of EI-focused systematic reviews and meta-analyses to determine whether this growth is 
underpinned by high-quality research evidence, or, whether lower quality reviews are indic-
ative of a potential research climate characterised by misrepresentation. Second, we con-
duct a qualitative analysis of the Discussion sections of these reviews for evidence of LH, 
incorporating the assessed methodological rigour of these reviews. We do not to re-review 
or revisit issues associated with primary literature on the topic of EI (e.g., construct coher-
ence), since others (as previously cited) have done so comprehensively, including those 
writing about the application of EI within applied areas; see, e.g., organisation and manage-
ment: Harms and Credé (2010b, a); Education: Zeidner et al. (2002); Healthcare: Cherry et 
al. (2014). Instead, we attempt to critically assess the presence of LH, as a potential facilita-
tor of ‘spin’ in secondary analyses of EI research. We do not claim that LH is unique to EI 
research. However, we argue that there are good reasons to suspect EI could be particularly 
vulnerable to this type of misrepresentation in scientific reporting, and we set out our case 
for this in the paragraphs that follow.

1.1  Emotional intelligence: Criticisms, responses, progress?

After more than a decade of EI research activity, Matthews et al. (2004) critically reviewed 
whether academic progress had been made to address growing concerns about EI’s con-
struct validity. They queried whether conceptual and theoretical consensus on EI existed, 
and whether measures of EI were valid, could predict important outcomes, and how use-
ful EI was in practice. Their review concluded uncertainty in researchers’ conceptual and 
theoretical notions of EI, as either ‘trait’ (a set of non-cognitive competencies and charac-
teristics, akin to Goleman’s approach) or ‘ability’ (a set of cognitive abilities specialised for 
emotion processing, aligned with Mayer and Salovey’s model). They identified the adverse 
impact of this uncertainty on the operationalisation of EI, including the growing number 
of EI measures with questionable psychometric rigour. Debate at that time also centred 
on whether EI was representative of a ‘jingle’ or ‘jangle’ fallacy (Gignac 2009)—whether 
EI was a novel predictor of important outcomes and not merely an existing construct re-
labelled (e.g., personality or cognitive intelligence). At that time, Matthews et al. (2004) 
concluded that continued methodologism would resolve some of these issues: “In the case 
of El, there are some grounds for optimism that ability-based tests will in time prove to be 
reliable and valid, supporting real-world applications” (p. 192) and “following historical 
precedent in ability testing, development of good operational measures and a psychometri-
cally sound multistratum model may lead to theoretical progress” (p. 193).
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Fast-forward to the present era, and critics continue to argue that EI is a somewhat fuzzy 
and variously defined umbrella concept, which, as a consequence, remains inadequately 
measured (see e.g., Dasborough et al. 2022; Maul 2012). Furthermore, EI draws on a 
now-contested version of emotion correctness theorem whose implicit epistemology and 
ontology assumes universal truths about how we create our feelings, what ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
feelings are, and that these emotional ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ can be measured reliably in a social 
vacuum, assessed against pre-determined, external criteria (Deonna and Teroni 2024). How-
ever, advocates continue to suggest that concerns will be addressed and the field clarified by 
re-labelling different ‘types’ of EI measures to mark their differentiation from the original 
Mayer–Salovey ability EI model. Instead of ‘trait’ and ‘ability’ EI, organisation and leader-
ship researchers prefer to identify ‘streams’ of EI; stream 1 for measures of maximal perfor-
mance based on the ability EI model, stream 2, for any self-report measures based on this 
model, and stream 3, for ‘mixed’ self-report measures that tap competencies beyond those 
described in the ability EI model (Ashkanasy and Daus 2005). Mayer and Caruso (2025) go 
further to suggest that the self-report EI label (whether ‘trait EI’, ‘mixed EI’, etc.) should 
be dropped in favour of ‘socioemotional attributes’, and only ability-based research should 
be identified as ‘EI’. However, such academic debate is at odds with public and practitioner 
conceptions about EI. For example, unlike the narrow definition of the EI ability model, lay 
definitions are typically more inclusive or superordinate in scope and culturally influenced, 
referencing practical and social elements useful for good communication (Kittisiam et al. 
2025; Lindebaum 2015). Indeed, we tend to agree with O’Connor et al. (2019) who in their 
review of measurement tools concede, “we are not proposing that these terms are ideal 
or even useful when classifying EI…”(p. 3), qualifying that, “many readers will simply 
be looking for an overall measure of emotional functioning that can predict personal and 
professional effectiveness.”(p. 5). Given non-academic consumers of EI research appear 
unlikely to nuance their conceptualisation of EI, we do not focus here on identifying trends 
in quality according to measurement model type. Rather, we are concerned with critically 
reviewing the quality of EI research reviews at concept level, given the high-status afforded 
to the conclusions of systematic reviews and meta-analyses, including by advocates of the 
construct (see Dasborough et al. 2022).

The growth of published EI outputs suggests researchers followed Matthews et al.’s 
(2004) call for continued methodologism, with outputs increasing noticeably from 2019 
(see Fig. 1). This followed the release of the United Nation’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development in 2015 and claims by UNESCO that EI, under the banner of Social and 
Emotional Learning, is “necessary” to attaining Sustainable Development Goals (Bryan 
2024; Singh and Duraiappah 2020, p. 2) assertions that are repeated in industry, e.g., by test 
publishers acting as ‘UN action partners of the SDGs’: “With emotional intelligence, people, 
all of us, have the capacity to focus on what’s most important. Emotions can contribute to 
challenges… but with EQ, they become resources to empower change, fuel collaboration, 
and spark the innovation needed to make the SDGs real.” (Six Seconds, n.d.). In academia, 
2016 marked the release of an updated ability EI model (Mayer et al. 2016) including new 
emotion skills (e.g., recognising cultural differences in emotion), and some 40 tools are also 
now available to measure EI (Bru-Luna et al. 2021). The number of published EI- focused 
systematic reviews (SRs) and meta-analyses (MAs) also increased during this period (see 
Fig. 1). Using standardised, comprehensive and transparent methods, SRs and MAs move 
beyond the limits of single primary research studies to summarise the overall strength and 
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quality of a body of findings, identifying where further investigation and methodological 
improvements are needed (Page et al. 2021). Thus, these are regarded as high-quality evi-
dence syntheses and are typically highly cited. Consequently, SRs and MAs are of interest to 
a wide audience and trusted to provide an unbiased orientation to a subject area and possess 
high quality standards of methodological rigour necessary to inform high-stakes evidence-
based decision making about real-world applications including interventions (South and 
Lorenc 2020). In the case of EI, most of these reviews focus on assessing the predictive 
validity of EI applied in areas where a critical mass of research has been assumed to have 
reached sufficiency and/or stability, such as health. Consequently, EI-focused SRs and MAs 
are perceived as the ‘best’ source of evidence for academic and non-academic readers to 
understand whether claims of the constructs value and application are valid.

1.2  The case for assessing methodological quality and linguistic hype in EI SRs and 
MAs

As modern academia has become more competitive and marketised, restoring transparency, 
integrity, and truth in scientific reporting is regarded as a priority to combat questionable 
incentives that undermine research quality (Edwards and Roy 2017). SRs and MAs are 
important metascientific tools for accomplishing this restoration given they embody Open 
Science principles that aim to enhance “openness, transparency, rigor, reproducibility, rep-
licability, and accumulation of knowledge” in research practices (Crüwell et al. 2019, p. 
237). Open Science efforts have focussed mostly on encouraging good reporting practices in 

Fig. 1  9623 peer reviewed publications on the topic of EI in the period 1990–2023 (1990 marks the incep-
tion of the construct according to Mayer and Salovey’s original EI model). There is a significant increase 
in research output from 2019 to 2023, with increasing numbers of peer-reviewed, systematic reviews 
across this period
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primary research to mitigate various forms of misrepresentation in scientific writing includ-
ing misreporting of methods (e.g., changing objectives/post-hoc analyses), misreporting 
of results (e.g., selective reporting of favourable outcomes), and misinterpretation (e.g., 
opinion vs. evidence; inappropriate use of causal statements; justifying after the results 
are known; misleading extrapolation of findings to wider settings/groups) (Boutron and 
Ravaud 2018). SRs and MAs are viewed as a ‘safety net’ that should mitigate such mis-
representation of primary research when conducted and reported in line with best-practice 
guidelines, e.g., PRISMA (Page et al. 2021), which include systematic quality appraisal 
of included studies. However, recent analyses suggest that Psychology reviews often con-
tain methodological inconsistencies and reporting gaps, prompting scholars to argue for 
quality benchmarking of SRs/MAs themselves (see e.g., Hohn et al. 2020; Shercliffe et 
al. 2009). One recent analysis of 150 MAs published in Psychological Bulletin found that 
authors commonly omitted reporting search results, screening, and extraction procedures 
from individual studies, essential elements for transparency and reproducibility (Polanin et 
al. 2020). This parallels issues found in biomedical sciences where, “instead of clarifying 
the evidence, too many of these reviews often suffer from extensive redundancy, little value, 
misleading claims, and/or vested interests” (Ioannidis 2016, p. 487). Yavchitz et al (2016) 
identified 13 types of misrepresentation within SRs of therapeutic interventions, classifying 
these as (1) misleading reporting (e.g., selective reporting favouring a beneficial effect), (2) 
misleading interpretation (ignoring or failing to conduct risk of bias assessments of primary 
studies, the heterogeneity of results, and/or publication bias), and (3) inappropriate extrapo-
lation (i.e., to different population, context, or intervention). Notably, unfounded or hyped 
recommendations for clinical practice in Discussion sections of these SRs (i.e., LH) was 
considered the most severe type of misrepresentation given they are most likely to distort 
reader interpretation.

Scholars debate the scale of language units at which LH operates (Ädel 2023; Hyland 
2017; Millar et al. 2019), from individual words and phrases, to broader textual patterns 
(see Ädel 2023). In our assessment of EI SRs/MAs, we adopt a definition that encom-
passes words, phrases and broader textual patterns, such that LH is represented by instances 
of incongruence between the nature of the underpinning research (e.g., methodological 
rigour/quality, statistical findings such as effect size, author acknowledged limitations of 
their research) and the language (words and phrases) used to make claims about what the 
research shows. Importantly, specific words and phrases on their own cannot be considered 
linguistic hype, nor do they signal less or more hype. Rather, language becomes LH in 
meaning within the context of this incongruence, where its presence has the potential to 
impress “judgments on readers that might undermine objective and disinterested evaluation 
of new knowledge” (Millar et al. 2019, p. 149). Since linguistically, LH claims are exagger-
ated assertions, they threaten scientific credibility, even when the underpinning methods and 
analysis of the research are sound (Hoekstra and Vazire 2021). Thus, LH is distinguished 
from fraud (e.g., fabricating data), which violates scientific integrity directly—it can occur 
without intent to deceive and even with technically accurate statements, but it misleads 
through selective emphasis, or omission, to frame evidence misleadingly and is thus a com-
munication error (Intemann 2022), exaggerating “the state of scientific progress, the degree 
of certainty in models or bench results, or the potential applications of research” (Caulfield 
et al. 2016, p. 776).
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Evidence suggests that the prevalence of LH is growing across scientific fields (Hyland 
and Jiang 2021; Millar et al. 2023; Vinkers et al. 2015) and most often found in Discussion 
sections of primary empirical research papers. Hyland and Jiang (2021) found the incidence 
of two forms of linguistic hype—expressions of heightened conviction (e.g., ‘demonstrate’, 
‘clearly’) and positive evaluative language (e.g., ‘promisingly’, ‘interestingly’)—increased 
by 93.8 across 360 multidisciplinary papers published between 1965 and 2015. Their anal-
ysis suggests authors use this language to project values of certainty, contribution, nov-
elty, and potential about their research (Hyland and Jiang 2021), and, consequently, their 
expertise and preferred research methodology (Millar et al. 2019). This matters since LH 
claims cascade into mass media via university press releases (Sumner et al. 2014) and can 
facilitate spin, shaping public understanding and behaviour in ways not supported by the 
underpinning evidence (Matthews et al. 2016). Misplaced expectations and false beliefs 
arising from LH claims, if exposed, can lead to the erosion of public trust in science, as 
well as wasteful resource allocation, inaccurate decision-making, and “a failure to pursue 
other solutions that might better address the problems they intend to solve” (Intemann 2022, 
p. 2). With claims of continued significant investment from industry in EI training (e.g., 
TalentSmartEQ), supported by academic advocates (e.g., Chamorro-Premuzic and Sanger 
2017; Crummenerl et al. 2019) it is pertinent to investigate whether the findings of SRs and 
MAs on the topic contain evidence of LH.

1.3  Purpose of the current work: Are EI-focused SRs and MAs characterised by poor 
methodological quality and linguistic hype?

With an increasing interest in meta scientific reporting across Psychology (Guilera et al. 
2013), and the number of EI-focussed SRs and MAs growing, evaluating their method-
ological rigour, and extent of LH in their Discussion sections, seems timely. Again, we are 
not suggesting that LH is uniquely associated with EI research, however, we argue there 
may be certain qualities of the concept that make it more vulnerable to hype. Identifying 
the presence of LH (or lack thereof) within the Discussion sections of EI-focused SRs and 
MAs is an approach that can be used to scrutinise critically, whether the quality of academic 
evidence justifies the claim-making about EI’s psychological and social cure-all status in 
the public sphere.

We propose that assessing the methodological rigour of EI-focused SRs and MAs and 
identifying the presence of LH within their Discussion sections is important because the 
nature of the construct appears to fit Oyserman’s (2023) notion of a ‘culturally fluent’ theory. 
These feel intuitively sensible, palatable, and easy to grasp but are likely to be accepted 
without the level of critical appraisal applied to counter-intuitive ideas or findings given 
“when reviewers share the cultural assumption, gaps [in evidence] may be less apparent 
and/or seem more tolerable” (p. 227). For instance, labelling EI as a (different form of) 
intelligence suggests it is something prized, useful, and potentially achievable by all through 
learning/training, making it attractive to researchers who wish to address societal issues. 
Indeed, a rapid review of evidence concerning the potential drawbacks of EI, found that it 
was common for counter-intuitive findings to be buried within results sections with inad-
equate interpretation (Davis and Nichols 2016). We contend that, within a hypercompetitive 
and marketized ‘publish or perish’ academic environment invested in finding ‘quick fixes’ 
for psychological harm (Frawley et al. 2024), EI’s cultural fluency as an ‘everyday’ psycho-

https://www.talentsmarteq.com/
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logical phenomenon (Uher 2020) may act as ‘push’ factors undermining the methodological 
rigour of EI-focused SRs/MAs, and increase the likelihood of authors employing LH to 
‘sell’ findings within Discussion sections of these reviews.

In line with Oyserman’s (2023) suggestion, we take a culturally disfluent lens in this cur-
rent work, to assess the quality of EI SRs/MAs and the presence of LH in their Discussion 
sections, and address the following research questions:

1.	 Methodological rigour: following the work of Yavchitz et al. (2016) is there evidence 
of poor methodological quality in EI SRs and MAs? The growth of EI research and 
applications should be underpinned by rigorous evidence, and we focus on assessing 
whether SRs and MAs as ‘gold-standard’, secondary evidence syntheses (which include 
assessment of the methodological quality of primary EI studies), meet these high-quality 
standards, yielding trustworthy conclusions for readers. High quality EI reviews would 
be free from misleading reporting, misleading interpretation, or inappropriate extrapola-
tion to recommend applications of EI beyond those supported by the findings.

2.	 LH claim-making: following the work of Hyland and Jiang (2021), is there evidence of 
linguistic hype—defined as language materially incongruent with the methodological 
quality and stated limitations of the review—in the Discussion sections of EI-focused 
SRs and MAs?

Our goal here is not to quantitatively sum effect sizes from across reviews in the manner 
of a meta-meta-analysis or umbrella review, but rather to present a new perspective on EI 
research by identifying themes in the claims made by review authors and interpreting their 
validity in relation to the quality of these reviews.

2  Methodology

The methodology was informed by Strobel and van Barneveld’s (2009) approach used to 
evaluate meta-syntheses, and is comprised of five steps: (1) search for articles, (2) selection 
and exclusion of articles (outlined in the Method), (3) appraisal of articles, 4) analysis of 
studies against one research question and aims (described in the Findings), (5) synthesis of 
analysis (outlined in the Discussion). This approach allows for the integration of qualitative 
and quantitative studies (as data, or units of analysis), and analysis of these units to under-
stand themes within a research literature (Blair 1999), particularly when a field of research 
has grown but continues to experience conceptual and empirical uncertainty (Strobel and 
van Barneveld 2009) Here, we focus on EI SRs/MAs as units of data, appraising their meth-
odological quality and understanding how claims about EI are represented and constructed, 
qualitatively, by review authors to examine the presence of LH.

2.1  Method

To understand the nature of the claims made about EI in research reviews, and whether 
these are underpinned by good quality research, we sought to retrieve published, systematic 
reviews that were specifically focussed on evaluating associations between EI and life out-
comes (i.e., reviews focussed on summarising descriptive, correlational research). As the 
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purpose of our work centred on critically analysing published reviews rather than primary 
studies/unpublished grey literature, this suited a streamlined systematic search akin to a 
rapid review (King et al. 2022). Hence, we followed PRISMA guidelines (Page et al. 2021) 
to conduct a tailored search of two, topic appropriate databases, with a keyword search 
designed to retrieve reviews that placed a primary focus on ‘emotional intelligence’ rather 
than adjacent concepts or peripheral terms. We searched PsycINFO and Web of Science 
databases in April 2024 to retrieve published, peer reviewed, meta-analyses and systematic 
reviews using the terms “emotional intelligence” AND “systematic review” OR “emotional 
intelligence” AND “meta-analysis”. To be eligible for inclusion papers had to meet the fol-
lowing criteria:

1.	 Papers had to report a peer-reviewed, systematic review of primary research data, rather 
than narrative review, and be published in English, since 1990 (publication of the origi-
nal Mayer and Salovey model of EI).

2.	 EI had to be the focal variable under investigation and not merely included in subsidiary 
analyses as part of broader investigations (e.g., emergent outcome from wider evaluation 
of training interventions, or EI as a moderator of a main effect).

3.	 Papers had to refer to ‘Emotional Intelligence’ explicitly as a construct, and include 
a measure of EI, rather than components of this, or adjacent concepts (e.g., emotion 
knowledge, emotion identification, empathy, social cognition, etc.)

Our initial keyword search for peer reviewed studies published in English since 1990, 
yielded 166 papers through PsycINFO, and 135 from Web of Science. 98 duplicates were 
removed prior to screening (see Fig. 2: PRISMA flow diagram). The remaining 203 papers 
were screened based on abstracts against the inclusion criteria. 97 papers were discarded 

Records identified from 
Databases (n = 301) 
(PsycINFO n = 166) 
(Web of Science n =135) 
Registers n = 0 

Records removed before 
screening: 

Duplicate records removed  
(n= 98) 
Records marked as ineligible 
by automation tools (n=0) 
Records removed for other 
reasons 

Records screened 
(n = 203) 

Records excluded 
(n = 97) 

Reports sought for retrieval 
(n = 106) 

Reports not retrieved 
(n = 2) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 
(n = 104) 

Reports excluded: n = 33 
EI incidental variable (e.g., 
intervention focussed; mod./med. 
of main effect) (n = 18) 
No measure of complete EI 
construct (n = 2) 
No systematic review of primary 
studies (n = 13) 

Records identified from: 
Citation searching (n = 2) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 
(n = 2) Reports excluded: n = 0 

Studies (systematic reviews) 
included in review 
(n = 73) 

Identification of reviews via databases and registers Identification of reviews via other methods 
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Fig. 2  PRISMA 2020 flow diagram mapping search for published systematic reviews using databases and 
manual search. From: Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. 
The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71. ​
h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​1​3​6​/​b​m​j​.​n​7​1​​​​​. For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/
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at this stage, leaving 106 papers eligible for full-text screening. 2 reviews could not be 
retrieved. The remaining 104 reviews were screened, with 33 subsequently excluded at this 
final stage for not meeting inclusion criteria. Examples of exclusions included, reviews that 
were intervention focussed, or included EI as an incidental variable only (i.e., as a mediator 
or moderator of effects), did not include any analysis or interpretation of EI study findings 
despite their inclusion in the review, or reported a narrative review, a scoping review, second 
order meta-analysis or cross-temporal meta-analysis. Please see S1 supplementary materials 
for full list of studies excluded at this stage along with reasoning for exclusion. A further 2 
reviews were identified from a manual search of reference lists, producing a final set of 73 
systematic reviews.

Studies were retrieved, screened for eligibility, and coded by the first author for meth-
odological details and key findings. This included publication year, country of origin (first 
author affiliation), type of review (SR or MA), and citation count. Where meta-analyses 
were conducted, effect sizes relating to main effects were recorded. Any recommendations 
for research and/or application of EI in practice that were stated by authors in discussion and 
conclusion, were identified and coded categorically using an iterative process. This allowed 
us to examine whether there was evidence of misrepresentation as inappropriate extrapola-
tion (Yavchitz et al. 2016) on the basis of the quality of the review. Categories included: 
train EI through interventions; use EI in screening and/or selection processes; conduct fur-
ther EI research (e.g., explore incremental validity, longitudinal designs; explore EI sub-
facet analysis); use advanced statistical techniques; use new technology for data collection; 
extend study to include different population groups; refine EI measurement; search for fur-
ther moderators of effects). The second author independently checked screening and data 
extraction. To evaluate misleading reporting and interpretation, both authors appraised the 
quality of each review using the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network checklist for 
systematic reviews and meta-analyses (SIGN 2012), as outlined in Sect. 3.1. Findings are 
in Sect. 3.

2.2  Coding reliability thematic analysis of SR/MA Discussions

The study used coding reliability thematic analysis (CRTA; Braun et al. 2021), a type of 
codebook thematic analysis that employs two or more ‘coders’ to analyse data using a given 
set of codes and themes (codebook), but with the addition of inter-rater reliability to indicate 
coding quality (Braun and Clarke 2021). CRTA is appropriate for our study aims given it 
mixes quantitative with qualitative data, and because it enhances the transparency of our 
definition and assessment of LH, and the empirical analysis path from SR/MA Discussion 
text to codes and themes (Roberts et al. 2019). The codebook was developed by first cate-
gorising the review articles by area of focus, and these fell into three domains: links between 
EI and other individual difference variables (personality, cognition, emotion), health out-
comes, or performance outcomes (Table 1). Following Strobel and van Barneveld (2009), 
we randomly sampled three papers from each of the three domains, given that data richness 
could be assumed equivalent across all peer-reviewed sources, to produce a sample of nine 
papers (Abdulla Alabbasi et al. 2021; Andrei et al. 2014; Arora et al. 2010; Gómez-Leal et 
al. 2022; Kopp and Jekauc 2018; Kun and Demetrovics 2010; Mancini et al. 2024; Miao et 
al. 2019a, b; Van Rooy et al. 2005). The nine Discussion sections were analysed to develop 
the codes, with both authors independently applying deductively oriented open coding to 

https://osf.io/p3v9y/?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
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generate initial codes and themes (Byrne 2022). Codes were developed openly, without 
closed a priori definitions, but guided by a broad deductive orientation toward the nature of 
knowledge claims about EI conceptualisation and methodological status, its application, 
and our working definition of LH.

As noted earlier, LH only arises when claims are misleading; specific words and phrases 
on their own cannot be considered linguistic hype, nor do they signal less or more hype. 
To be consistent with our working definition of LH as a form of ‘overclaiming’ denoted by 
incongruence between the nature of the underpinning research and the language used to 
make claims about what the research shows, passages were coded only where language was 
materially incongruent with what the evidence actually supports (i.e., context in the form 
of claims evaluated in relation to the reported effect size in meta-analyses, SIGN method-
ological quality rating for each review, and stated limitations in the Discussion). Thus, the 
unit of analysis was the relationship between the language and the evidentiary context. This 
analytic process—where small units of meaning (words or phrases) and context, were iden-
tified and grouped into themes based on shared patterns—allowed capture of LH in flexible, 
unspecified forms while remaining grounded in the data and avoiding premature restriction 
of how LH might be expressed (Braun et al. 2022; Byrne 2022). Initial codes and themes 
were discussed collaboratively, followed by two further rounds of analysis on additionally 
sampled reviews to refine the coding framework and confirm no major new thematic cat-
egories were emerging. The resulting codebook was applied deductively to the remaining 
64 reviews, yielding a full-sample analysis (N = 73). The rationale for extending to the full 
sample was to provide evidence proportionate to the scope of the claims, and to allow fre-
quency and quality-distribution analyses across all SIGN ratings.

To evaluate the consistency and transparency with which the final codebook could be 
applied, inter-coder reliability was assessed on a 10% subsample of the deductive dataset 
(110 clearly delineated paragraphs drawn from the discussion sections of seven academic 
articles). The two authors independently coded each paragraph for the binary presence or 
absence of the three non-mutually exclusive themes:

1.	 Prestigious: Claims of EI's causal reach, importance, or application, are asserted beyond 
reported effects or study quality

2.	 Exaggerated: Hedging language precedes or follows a strong claim. Coded only when a 
hedge does not meaningfully qualify the claim (i.e. the caveat is overridden)

3.	 Redeemable: Weaknesses framed as methodological artefacts protecting the conceptual 
status of EI

Table 1  Scope of EI reviews
Domain N reviews 

(n = meta-analyses)
Example outcomes studied

Personality, cogni-
tion and emotion

21 (15) Dark triad; mindfulness; divergent thinking or creativ-
ity; personality; general cognitive ability; giftedness; 
emotion regulation; emotion complexity; manipulation; 
stress reactivity; attachment; relationship satisfaction

Health 21 (10) Physical health conditions; mental health conditions 
(within general population and specific contexts e.g., 
work related burnout)

Performance 31 (17) Training; academic success; leadership; patient interac-
tions/caring; sports performance
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As the themes could co-occur within the same paragraph, coding was performed separately 
for each theme. For each theme, a 2 × 2 contingency table was constructed pooling decisions 
across all 110 paragraphs, and Cohen’s Kappa (κ) was calculated to quantify agreement 
beyond chance (McHugh 2012). Discrepancies were discussed collaboratively, and the 
codebook definitions, inclusion/exclusion criteria, and illustrative examples were refined 
iteratively as needed. The resulting reliability coefficients support the trustworthiness of the 
deductive coding process while acknowledging the interpretive nature of qualitative analy-
sis; according to guidelines proposed by Landis and Koch (1977), inter-coder reliability was 
‘substantial’ for all three themes (Theme 1 Prestigious: κ = 0.62, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [0.45, 
0.78]; Theme 2 Exaggerated: κ = 0.62, SE = 0.09, 95% CI [0.44, 0.80]; Theme 3 Redeem-
able: κ = 0.64, SE = 0.15, 95% CI [0.35, 0.93]), together indicating good consistency in the 
application of the coding scheme.

3  Findings

The earliest systematic review in our sample (N = 73) was published in 2004, and most 
reviews sought to include primary research using both ‘trait’ (self-reported EI) and ‘ability’ 
EI (maximal performance measures)–11 focussed exclusively on trait EI, and 2 on ability EI 
only (see S2 supplementary materials for a complete listing of included studies/characteris-
tics). The largest proportion of reviews originated from first-author affiliations with institu-
tions in Spain (27%), the USA (25%), and Australia (11%), see Fig. 3, which also shows the 
in-country distribution of SRs according to subject domain.

Of the 73 systematic reviews, 42 reported meta-analytical findings, providing a statistical 
summary of the strength of effects linking EI to outcomes. To characterise the sample, we 
recorded effects for ‘overall EI’ and by ‘type’ of EI where reported. Methodological vari-
ability in the classification of ‘types’ of EI across meta-analyses can be seen in the notes 
column of Table S3 (see Supplementary file).

In some cases, ‘self-report EI’ aligns with the ‘trait EI’ approach—a methodological dis-
tinction where all self-report measures are classified as distinct from tests of performance, 
referred to as ‘ability EI’ (e.g., Martins et al. 2010). Elsewhere, this ‘trait EI’ approach is 
split into different ‘streams’—either classified as ‘self-report EI/stream 2’ or ‘mixed EI/
stream 3’. The former includes trait measures that are purportedly based on the Mayer–
Salovey ability EI model, whilst ‘mixed EI’ are self-report/trait measures that index a range 
of self-perceptions beyond the Mayer–Salovey model, including emotional self-efficacy, 
personality traits and motivation (see e.g., work of Miao and colleagues). We note that it 
was often unclear how authors classified individual measures/studies, and/or variation in 
approach when this was made patent to the reader, for instance, the Trait Meta Mood Scale 
has been classified as a stream 2 measure, e.g., Sánchez-Álvarez et al. (2020), or stream 3, 
e.g., Kopp and Jekauc (2018). Moreover, these labels are inconsistently applied (e.g., Ngoc 
et al. 2020 used ‘trait EI self-report’ vs. ‘self-report ability based’; Van Rooy et al. 2005 used 
‘mixed EI’ for all self-report/trait EI measures). Across our sample of meta-analyses, we 
note that 17 authors adopted the EI ‘stream’ labelling approach, 14 classified EI outcomes 
according to instrument methodology, whilst 2 used an ad-hoc approach not fitting with 
either of the former (e.g., Schlaerth et al. 2013). One meta-analysis used both approaches, 
covering all bases (Kopp and Jekauc 2018). Some MAs focussed on only one approach (i.e., 

https://osf.io/p3v9y/?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
https://osf.io/p3v9y/?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
https://osf.io/p3v9y/overview?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
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either ‘trait’ or ‘ability’), yet used the aggregate term ‘EI’ rather than demarcating further 
(see e.g., Malouff et al. 2014), whilst others chose not to apply any classification and simply 
combined all measures of EI together (e.g., Pirsoul et al. 2023; Quílez-Robres et al. 2023). 
Clearly, these approaches could lead to confusion for readers who may not be aware of 
methodological and theoretical distinctions which carry implications for any recommended 
interventions or applications.

We note that beyond classification labels, there is also wide variation within the sampling 
domains of different ‘trait’ self-report measures (e.g., EQi, TEIQue, SSEI, TMMS), and 
increasing variation in measures classified as ‘ability EI’ (e.g., in addition to the MSCEIT and 
its predecessor MEIS, the STEM, STEU, TIEFBA, etc.), with Van der Linden et al. (2017) 
identifying several ‘custom made’ ability EI measures. On this point, Kopp and Jekauc 
(2018) note the wide variation of measures included across studies within their review (14 
different measures per 21 studies), adding that 7 could not be classified as belonging to a 
‘stream’, with Jardine et al. (2022) being unable to apply any classification due to the range 
of measures. This issue will be compounded as the field becomes increasingly saturated 
with new measures (see, Bru-Luna et al. 2021). Overall, classification and labelling issues 
makes comparison of summary effect sizes and key findings across meta-analytic reviews 
potentially misleading and unhelpful. For readers interested in comparing the outcomes of 
reviews, we would therefore only recommend comparing summary statistics for discrete 
measurement tools and interpreting accordingly.

Fig. 3  Subject focus for systematic reviews by country of origin
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3.1  Methodological rigour: quality assessment of systematic reviews and meta-
analyses using SIGN

The methodological quality of each review was systematically appraised by both authors 
using the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network checklist for systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses (SIGN 2012) which was selected based on its suitability for evaluating the 
quality of non-clinical reviews (Baker et al. 2010), in line with the nature of research reviews 
in the EI field. Across 12 domains, SIGN requires appraisers to evaluate sources of bias and 
confounding that can influence the internal validity of a review in terms of the design, 
execution, and rigour of the systematic search and its reporting, and where applicable, the 
methods used to statistically combine findings (for meta-analyses). Explicit guidelines for 
the assessment of each SIGN domain are provided for raters; reproduced for readers in 
column two, Table  2. It should be noted that SIGN domain 1 (specification of research 
question) and domain 2 (comprehensive literature search) are viewed as critical indicators 
of review quality, with a failure to meet either of these criteria automatically yielding a 
‘reject’ quality rating for a review owing to the unacceptable risk of bias in the method-
ology employed. Failure to meet domain 7 (documenting the characteristics of primary 
studies included within the review) or domain 8 (assessment and reporting of the quality of 
primary studies included in the review) would automatically result in an overall rating of 
‘low’ quality where there is a high risk of methodological bias in the review. Relatedly, if 
domain 8 is absent, domain 9 cannot be met (the scientific quality of included studies used 
appropriately in analysis/conclusions). Both authors independently evaluated the reviews 
applying SIGN guidelines. There was no disagreement in domain ratings. Once the review 
has been evaluated according to each of the 12 domains, an overall rating of methodological 
quality is derived. SIGN provides guidance for four ratings: High quality (++): The majority 
of criteria met (i.e., little or no risk of bias); Acceptable quality (+): Most criteria met with 
some flaws in the study with an associated risk of bias; Low quality (−): Either most criteria 
not met, or significant flaws relating to key aspects of study design, and Reject (0): Poor 
quality study with significant flaws. Since SIGN domain guidelines are clear in identifying 
studies that should be graded as reject or low quality, the authors agreed through discus-
sion that high quality studies should meet all criteria but there could be some exception for 
domain 3 and 4 (i.e., some allowable/small amount of potential bias in the reporting of study 
selection and data extraction processes). Table 2 provides aggregated quality appraisal data 
per SIGN domain; see S2 supplementary materials for individual SIGN domain ratings for 
each review.

A high proportion of reviews showed weaknesses in study selection (64%), extraction 
processes (51%), the inclusion of ‘grey’ unpublished literature (56%), reporting of excluded 
studies (93%), and considering potential conflicts of interest (53%). Most critically, 78% of 
works failed to appropriately assess the quality of primary studies comprising the review. 
Only 10% of studies providing a quality analysis of included literature, used this informa-
tion effectively when drawing conclusions (i.e., by excluding poor quality studies, recom-
mending caution in interpreting findings, or explicitly discussing lack of methodological 
rigor in connection with recommendations). This was a significant factor in why 88% of 
meta-analytical reviews did not meet required standards for combining individual study 
results (SIGN domain question 10). Ratings for each of the 12 SIGN domains along with 
the overall quality judgement for each review are displayed in Fig. 4 as a risk-of-bias ‘traffic 

https://www.sign.ac.uk/using-our-guidelines/methodology/checklists/
https://osf.io/p3v9y/overview?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
https://osf.io/p3v9y/overview?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
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light’ plot (McGuinness and Higgins 2021). Only 5 (7%) reviews were high quality, show-
ing little risk of bias. These studies typically followed guidelines for reporting systematic 
reviews (e.g., PRISMA), were published between 2010 and 2020, with a citation range 
of 36–526 (Google Scholar, April 2024). 9 (12%) were of acceptable quality, published 
between 2021 and 2024, and cited 4–131 times. However, 36 (49%) were deemed low qual-
ity with significant weaknesses (publication date 2010–2023, citation range 4–1589), and 
23 (32%) were of an unacceptable standard for publication (publication date 2004–2021, 
citation range 5–1848). Rejectable quality reviews commonly lacked a systematic and com-
prehensive search (no keywords, insufficient databases, no documenting of search process, 
no supplementary search) and 3 did not have clear research questions. None of the rejectable 
reviews performed any quality checks on the primary studies included in the review, nor did 
they comment on methodological quality in their discussion sections. It is notable that the 
poorer quality studies have reached a wider readership.

Frequency analysis of the recommendations made by authors in the discussion and con-
cluding sections of the reviews are displayed in Fig. 5. Review authors were most likely 
to call for further research (n = 68), implying that EI is worthy of further study. However, 
the second most popular recommendations were calls to train or teach EI in participants to 
enhance performance (n = 50) and to extend the study of EI to other populations (n = 50). 
Whilst poor quality reviews were more likely to make a greater number of recommenda-
tions per se, the ‘higher stakes’ claims (i.e., calls for training interventions, to use EI as a 
screening tool) were made most often in lower quality reviews, and appeared at the highest 
rate in rejectable quality reviews.

In our sample of meta-analytical reviews, where statistical summaries were attempted 
for EI types (i.e., ‘trait’ vs. ‘ability’), we note that most effect sizes are reported in reviews 
with rejectable or low methodological quality, with relatively few coming from acceptable 
or high-quality studies (see S4 online table for data extraction). This reinforces the finding 
that methodological rigour is a significant concern across the sampled meta-analyses. Most 
high-quality meta-analyses report small effects according to both Cohen (1988) and Gignac 
and Szodorai’s (2016) classification criteria.

3.2  LH claim-making

The CRTA developed three themes, each comprised of two to four sub-themes (see Table 3 
which includes frequency counts and SIGN quality distributions; the full analysis and coded 
transcripts can be found in S5 supplemental materials).

LH was reflected sample-wide, with all three themes evident in 59 of the 73 coded 
reviews (81%). All 23 Reject-rated reviews and 35 of 36 Low-rated reviews contained coded 
instances across at least two themes; Miao et al. (2018b) was the exception in this quality 
band, with coded instances for Theme 3 only. All nine Acceptable-rated reviews contained 
coded instances across at least two themes, and all five High-rated reviews contained coded 
instances in at least one theme, though with lower density and in more constrained forms. 
Nine reviews contained no coded instances for Theme 3 (Kotsou et al. 2019; Peterson et al. 
2011; Pirsoul et al. 2023; Ranjbar and Bakhshi 2018; Vega et al. 2021; Laborde et al. 2016; 
Malouff et al. 2014; Encarnação et al. 2018; Domínguez-García and Fernández-Berrocal 
2018); and four contained no coded instances for Theme 2 (Lea et al. 2019; Miao et al. 
2018b; Toriello et al. 2022; Walker et al. 2022)—all others activated all three themes to 

https://osf.io/p3v9y/?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
https://osf.io/p3v9y/overview?view_only=7603f2a8011b4d49959f8621deeb10cf
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Fig. 4  Risk of bias ‘traffic light’ plot for SIGN domain judgements for each review (N = 73)
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Figure 4  (continued)
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some degree. Coding density (i.e., number of coded passages per Discussion) was highest 
in Reject-rated reviews and lowest in High-rated reviews, indicating that quality appraisal 
affects the frequency and form of LH rather than its presence. This is discussed further in 
Sect. 3.2.4.

The overarching thematic pattern in the reviews sampled is one in which Discussion 
sections collectively construct EI as a prestigious construct (Theme 1, n = 71, 97%) whose 
applied value is asserted with language that exaggerates the evidentiary basis of the research 
reviewed (Theme 2, n = 69, 95%). Where methodological weaknesses are acknowledged, 
they are rarely used to qualify EI's conceptual worth; instead, they are typically rendered 
redeemable as artefacts of researchers' decisions rather than as signals about the construct 
itself (Theme 3, n = 64, 88%). We describe and illustrate each theme and its sub-themes 
below.

3.2.1  Theme 1: prestigious

Nearly all Discussion sections (n = 71, 97%) contain claims asserting EI's importance, causal 
power, or applied necessity in ways incongruent with the quality or nature of the evidence 
reviewed. This theme comprises four sub-themes that reflect qualitatively distinct forms of 
prestige claim-making.

The most pervasive form of Prestige was cross-domain causal reach (1a). This involves 
EI being positioned as a powerful and general determinant of life outcomes, typically with-
out calibration to reported effect sizes, design limitations, or SIGN quality. In most reviews 
sampled, claims of this type span multiple domains in the same passage, projecting EI's 
influence across health, performance, clinical, and interpersonal outcomes simultaneously. 
For example, a Reject-rated meta-analysis states that: “The literature clearly demonstrates 
that people with a higher level of EI have healthier, happier and more productive profes-
sional lives” (Akerjordet and Severinsson 2007, p. 1410). That equivalent cross-domain 
summaries appear in Low-rated reviews (“emotionally savvy individuals are not only high-
performing… but are also more satisfied with their jobs”; Miao et al. 2017b, p. 194) and, in 

Fig. 5  Nature and frequency of author recommendations grouped by quality of review
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attenuated form, in several Acceptable and High-rated reviews, suggests how common the 
Prestige frame is across the corpus.

Imperative application claims (1b) were present in 67 reviews (92%), and translate EI's 
asserted causal reach directly into professional, clinical, or policy prescriptions. These 
recommendations (e.g., for training programmes, screening processes, or curricular inte-
gration) are routinely made based on correlational or cross-sectional evidence, and their 
linguistic form (use of “must,” “should,” “crucial,” and “need”) conveys a sense of profes-
sional obligation rather than conditional inference. Crucially, this pattern was not confined 
to the lowest-quality reviews: a High-rated meta-analysis recommended that “practitioners 
should promote the implementation of EI screening and EI-development programs as an 
integral part of the training process” (Kopp and Jekauc 2018, p. 18) from a corpus where 
the effect size was labelled a “weak determinant” of sports performance in the same Discus-
sion. An Acceptable-rated review concluded that “based on the evidence, we recommend 
fostering children's social and emotional skills within educational settings from early child-
hood” (Llamas-Díaz et al. 2022, p. 935), a recommendation extending beyond both the 
reviewed age range (adolescents, 10–19) and the correlational scope of the evidence. Given 
that unfounded recommendations for clinical practice represent the most severe form of 
misrepresentation (Yavchitz et al. 2016), it is notable that our analysis found these claims 
present in nine in ten of our coded Discussions (67/73, 92%), across all SIGN quality lev-
els—albeit less frequently in High-rated reviews (3/5, 60%) than in reviews of lower meth-
odological quality.

Ontological elevation (1c) identifies the framing of EI as a fundamental attribute. This 
was less prevalent than the preceding sub-themes (n = 26, 36%) and was concentrated in 
Reject- and Low-rated reviews. The most pronounced instances appeared in reviews draw-
ing explicitly on humanistic or professional identity frameworks: “Emotional intelligence 
is an essential phenomenon and one that enhances the quality of care from a humanistic 
existentialist perspective, which involves the ontology of human nature and agency” (Aker-
jordet and Severinsson 2007, p. 1410, SIGN Reject); “for an effective and successful nurs-
ing, the nurse must be able to perceive, understand, regulate and enjoy their emotions” 
(Encarnação et al. 2018, p. 7, SIGN Low). Notably, no High-rated review in our sample 
contained an instance of ontological elevation.

Consensus assertion (1d), present in 39 reviews (53%), involves characterising the state 
of EI research as settled, cumulative, or beyond dispute, in ways that pre-empt critical scru-
tiny. In our corpus, its most striking instances appear in reviews by authors who cite their 
own prior meta-analyses (included in the N = 73 corpus) as the evidential basis for EI’s 
established importance: “given the clear research findings, developing, promoting, and 
enhancing EI is a goal across multiple streams of research” (Miao et al. 2019a, b, p. 194, 
SIGN Reject). Choosing to use “clear” in a sentence that opens the Discussion of a new 
meta-analysis, implies a settled consensus where heterogeneous and contested evidence 
exists. Similarly, Martins et al. (2010, p. 561, SIGN Low) concluded that “no additional 
studies are needed to establish the existence of the phenomenon”—a directive-framing 
using meta-analytic stability indicators as substantive closure of an empirical question. A 
self-referential scaffolding pattern, in which prior low-quality reviews are used to anchor a 
current review's claims, was particularly pronounced in clustered research programmes in 
our sample (e.g., the Miao et al. series, the Fernández-Berrocal group papers), and repre-
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sents a form of citation-based prestige amplification that operates independently of primary 
evidence quality.

3.2.2  Theme 2: exaggerated

All but four coded Discussions (n = 69, 95%) contained passages in which acknowledged 
limitations, caveats, or weak findings, were incongruous with confident claims made in the 
same passage, or across the Discussion as a whole. This theme is characterised by the struc-
tural incongruence between stated epistemic constraint and claimed epistemic authority and 
can be further elaborated through three sub-themes.

The hedging fallacy (2a) is the single most pervasive form of LH in the corpus, pres-
ent in 69 reviews (95%) and the sub-theme with the most frequent presence in High-rated 
reviews (4 of 5, 80%). Its defining structure involves a stated caveat (e.g., acknowledging 
small effect sizes, causal uncertainty, cross-sectional design) that is immediately overrid-
den by a strong inferential or applied claim. In other words, the hedge is structurally pres-
ent but rhetorically inert. For instance, a Low-rated meta-analysis reads: “although small, 
the overall effect size confirms the distinctiveness and theoretical importance of trait EI” 
(Andrei et al. 2016, p. 272), where the concessive “although small” functions as a pro-forma 
acknowledgement before the evaluative claim proceeds unqualified. The concessive hedge 
is structurally present as a subordinate clause, whose function is to inoculate the main claim 
against the very caveat being named. A Reject-rated review provided one of the clearest 
examples: “in general EI research exhibits promising results, regardless of critical com-
ments” (Akerjordet and Severinsson 2007, p. 1408). This single sentence simultaneously 
registers the critical literature and dismisses its force. In High-rated reviews, the hedging 
fallacy took more constrained forms, typically emerging in Conclusion sections after appro-
priately hedged main discussions, illustrating that quality appraisal reduces but does not 
eliminate the pattern. For instance, having documented mixed and null findings with appro-
priate circumspection throughout their Discussion, Lea et al. (2019, SIGN High) concluded 
that participants with higher EI “do seem to recover more quickly from the ordeal, regard-
less of how EI or stress is measured” (p.16), which indicates a mild ‘universalisation’ that 
sets aside both the measurement heterogeneity and the small study base (k = 6) that had been 
previously acknowledged. Across quality tiers, these hedges are therefore ‘freeing’ rather 
than constraining of central claims: by appearing to register doubt, they make the confident 
conclusion that follows seem more, not less, trustworthy.

The null findings as anomalous sub-theme (2b) was present in 41 reviews (56%). This 
involves the treatment of absent or inconsistent effects as puzzling exceptions, rather than 
as informative findings about EI's predictive limits. Cherry et al. (2013, p. 185, SIGN Low) 
characterised a null finding for EI and patient-centred care as “a surprising finding given 
the growth in review pieces and editorials advocating the importance of EI for developing 
the patient–doctor relationship” (p. 185). This structure suggests the advocacy literature 
as the epistemic baseline against which empirical data are measured, inverting the normal 
direction of evidence-to-claim inference. In a Reject-rated review, null results for self-report 
EI and cognitive tasks were absorbed by claiming that performance-based EI results had 
emerged “as expected,” selectively foregrounding the confirming stream while treating the 
disconfirming stream as anomalous (Gutiérrez-Cobo et al. 2016, p. 9). This sub-theme was 
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less prevalent in High-rated reviews, where null or partial findings were more commonly 
reported without evaluative framing.

Causal escalation (2c), present in 54 reviews (74%), involves the re-statement of cor-
relational or associational findings in explicitly directional or causal language, without any 
acknowledged transition and without the caveat-then-override structure of the hedging fal-
lacy. Here, causation is simply assumed. Reject-rated reviews produced the most direct 
instances: “emotionally intelligent leaders will produce satisfied followers” (Miao et al. 
2016, p. 21) converts a cross-sectional correlation with no quality-appraised primary stud-
ies directly into a deterministic personnel outcome. Low-rated reviews provided clinical 
equivalents: “if we help these individuals to develop their EI, we will stimulate the quality 
of their interpersonal relationships, facilitating their adaptation to society” (Megías et al. 
2018, p. 202). Notably, causal escalation also appeared in Acceptable-rated reviews using 
the pre-test/post-test intervention literature as a bridging mechanism: “EI in general was 
shown to increase significantly after practicing mindfulness” (Jiménez-Picón et al. 2021, 
p. 10), thus treating a heterogeneous set of predominantly uncontrolled pre-post designs as 
establishing causal efficacy. This form of escalation, in which correlational evidence and 
adjacent intervention evidence are implicitly merged to generate causal claims, was a recur-
ring structural feature of the corpus across all SIGN quality levels.

3.2.3  Theme 3: redeemable

Theme 3 was present in 64 reviews in our sample (88%). Where methodological weaknesses 
were acknowledged, the dominant pattern was one of rhetorical redirection, rather than to 
qualify EI's conceptual status or to constrain applied claims: limitations were acknowledged 
then immediately recast as fixable problems awaiting methodological solutions, preserving 
EI's standing as a construct whose importance is established in principle and whose fuller 
validation is contingent only on researcher effort. This theme comprises four sub-themes.

Measurement methodologism (3a) was present in 61 reviews in our sample (84%). This 
involves attributing null results, inconsistent findings, or construct validity concerns to 
the inadequacy of measurement instruments, rather than to questions about the underly-
ing construct. In many cases, fundamental conceptual problems (e.g., whether different EI 
operationalisations measure the same or related things, or whether self-report and ability 
measures tap genuine ‘emotional competence’), are treated as instrumentation gaps requir-
ing technical solutions. A Low-rated meta-analysis exemplifies this: having acknowledged 
publication bias (Egger’s z = 4.78, p < .001), common-method variance, and 94% criterion 
overlap, the same paper concluded that “the confident conclusion is that trait EI reliably 
accounts for substantial variation in a wide range of criteria’” (Andrei et al. 2016, p. 274). 
This structural sequence in claim-making—to acknowledge a limitation, then set aside to 
restore confidence—was replicated across the corpus at all quality levels, including in High-
rated reviews where standardisation of measurement was recommended as the pathway to 
resolving inconsistencies (Arora et al. 2010), without engaging with whether inconsistency 
might reflect construct-level rather than measurement-level problems.

Design methodologism (3b) was the most prevalent sub-theme within Theme 3 (n = 64, 
88%), reflecting the frequent presence of cross-sectional and shared-method-variance lim-
itations in the reviewed literature. Its defining pattern involves the acknowledgement of 
a design limitation (typically that cross-sectional data cannot establish causation, or that 
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common method variance inflates correlations), followed by its redirection into a future 
research agenda, such that the limitation constrains future methodological choices but not 
present-tense claims. For example, Baudry et al. (2018, p. 219, SIGN Low) recommended 
that “a meta-analysis will be necessary in order to provide a definitive consensus across 
the literature about these effects”. This formulation frames meta-analysis as a device to 
confirm effects already treated as established, rather than to test whether they exist. Mac-
Cann et al. (2020a, b, p. 173, SIGN Low) concluded that “EI training programs are likely to 
increase academic performance” immediately following an explicit acknowledgement that 
only three longitudinal studies existed in the meta-analytic database and that causal infer-
ence was not possible. This is a particularly clear example of the design-methodologism 
pattern in the reviews analysed because the causal limitation and the causal conclusion 
appear within a few sentences of each other. This sub-theme was present in all SIGN quality 
bands, including all 5 High-rated reviews, demonstrating that even well-conducted reviews 
routinely redirect design limitations rather than treating them as constraints on interpretive 
confidence.

Speculative future adequacy (3c) was present in 57 reviews (78%) and involves the attri-
bution of null or weak results to untested moderators, unexplored populations, or unex-
amined sub-facets, with the implication that EI's relevance will emerge once the relevant 
conditions are examined. In our sample, this protective manoeuvre converts disconfirmatory 
evidence into an invitation for further research, rather than treating it as informative about 
the construct's limits. Andrei et al. (2016, p. 274, SIGN Low) addressed two non-predicting 
meta-analytic factors by claiming that “it is reasonable to expect that they will assume 
salience when examined in relation to criteria that are more social in nature”, asserting, 
post-hoc, that the factors will matter in a different, as-yet-untested domain. Gutiérrez-Cobo 
et al. (2016, p. 10, SIGN Reject) interpreted null results for cool cognitive tasks by propos-
ing that EI “favors cognitive performance only when it has emotional information to go on,” 
converting a null finding into a theoretical specificity claim that simultaneously narrowed 
EI's scope and protected it from disconfirmation.

Construct redefinition (3d) was present in 31 reviews (42%) and more so in lower qual-
ity reviews sampled. This involves the post-hoc relabelling or re-theorising of EI when 
evidence is weak or construct validity is challenged. Unlike measurement methodologism, 
where the problem is located in tools, construct redefinition adjusts the conceptual boundar-
ies of EI itself. Cherry et al. (2013, p. 186, SIGN Low) responded to evidence of EI–per-
sonality overlap by proposing that ”if EI can be reframed as the 'sensitive and intelligent 
problem-solving activities emerging from deliberate, structured group learning', (Lewis et 
al. [75], p. 351), then it is not difficult to see the relevance of EI to both undergraduate 
and postgraduate medical education”. This is a redefinition that moves EI so far from its 
original operationalisation as to render the review's own data tangential to the new concept. 
After reporting a mixed-ability EI correlation of only ρ = 0.14 (which indicates near-orthog-
onality of the two main EI models), Van Rooy et al. (2005, p. 458, SIGN Reject) reframed 
the finding by asserting that mixed and ability EI “are not mutually exclusive” as if partial 
overlap constituted theoretical coherence. Van der Linden et al. (2017, p. 44, SIGN Reject) 
took construct redefinition to its furthest point in the corpus, characterising the very high 
GFP-trait EI correlation as evidence that EI “is perhaps substantively synonymous with the 
general factor of personality”, thus converting a discriminant validity failure into a theoreti-
cal unification claim.
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3.2.4  Thematic patterns in relation to SIGN quality

Across the corpus, we observed a consistent gradient in the number of coded passages per 
Discussion (coding density) according to SIGN quality levels (see Table 4 for heat map). 
Reject-rated reviews exhibited the highest density and High-rated reviews the lowest. How-
ever, we also noted three cross-cutting patterns.

First, all three themes, and most sub-themes, were present across all SIGN quality levels. 
Four of the five high-rated reviews contained coded instances for Theme 1, and all five for 
Theme 2, demonstrating that LH is not simply a function of methodological weakness. 
Rather, it appears to be a feature of the genre of EI review writing more broadly in the cor-
pus, with quality determining its form and frequency rather than its presence. In High-rated 
reviews, LH tended to emerge at specific structural junctures; predominantly in Conclusion 
sections and applied Recommendations paragraphs instead of being distributed throughout 
the Discussion. This pattern suggests that even reviews that handle evidence responsibly in 

Table 4  Prevalence of linguistic hype sub-themes by sign methodological quality band across N = 73 emo-
tional intelligence systematic reviews and meta-analyses

Sub-theme Total n 
(%)

Reject  
(n = 23)

Low  
(n = 36)

Acceptable 
(n = 9)

High  
(n = 5)

Theme 1: Prestigious

1a Cross-domain causal reach 70 
(96%) 100% 94% 100% 80%

1b Imperative application
67 

(92%) 100% 89% 100% 60%

1c Ontological elevation 26 
(36%)

61% 28% 22% 0%

1d Consensus assertion 39 
(53%) 74% 47% 56% 0%

Theme 2: Exaggerated

2a Hedging fallacy 69 
(95%) 100% 92% 100% 80%

2b Null findings as anomalous
41 

(56%) 70% 56% 44% 20%

2c Causal escalation 54 
(74%)

91% 75% 56% 20%

Theme 3: Redeemable

3a Measurement methodologism 61 
(84%)

87% 81% 89% 80%

3b Design methodologism
64 

(88%) 91% 81% 100% 100%

3c Speculative future adequacy
57 

(78%) 83% 78% 89% 40%

3d Construct redefinition 31 
(42%)

57% 39% 44% 0%

Note: Cells show the percentage of reviews within each SIGN quality band in which the sub-theme was 
identified (one or more coded passages). Shading encodes prevalence within band: white = 0%; very light 
grey = 1–25%; light grey = 26–50%; medium grey = 51–75%; dark grey = 76–100%. SIGN quality band 
sizes: Reject (0) n = 23; Low (−) n = 36; Acceptable (+) n = 9; High (++) n = 5. Total column reports number 
of reviews (N = 73) and corpus-level percentage. Sub-theme codes are italicised in the first column
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their main analytical sections may revert to prestige-claiming language when summarising 
implications.

Second, the dominant coding pattern across the corpus was the co-occurrence of Themes 
1 and 2 (T1 + T2), in which prestige claims and hedging fallacies appear in the same pas-
sage. This was most concentrated in applied and clinical Recommendations sections. This 
suggests that linguistic hype in this corpus most commonly operates through a rhetorical 
sequence rather than through isolated prestige claims or isolated hedging failures. The typi-
cal structure is: (a) acknowledge a limitation or small effect; (b) assert that EI's importance 
is confirmed despite this; (c) recommend training, clinical application, or policy implemen-
tation. This sequence was reproduced with near-formulaic consistency across reviews span-
ning four decades, multiple domains, and the full range of SIGN quality ratings.

Third, theme 3 (Redeemable) was widespread in review Discussions, appearing in all 
bar nine of the sampled reviews (Kotsou et al. 2019; Peterson et al. 2011; Pirsoul et al. 
2023; Ranjbar and Bakhshi 2018; Vega et al. 2021; Laborde et al. 2016; Malouff et al. 2014; 
Encarnação et al. 2018; Domínguez-García and Fernández-Berrocal 2018). This indicates 
that the redirection of limitations as future research opportunities is a near-universal fea-
ture of EI review writing in our sample, functioning less as a response to specific eviden-
tiary challenges and more as a structural convention. The nine reviews that did not employ 
redeemable framing were notably characterised by more extensive methodological self-
critique and for naming construct-level rather than only measurement-level problems, sug-
gesting that more analytically rigorous interpretation of findings is detectable within the 
field, even if rarely deployed.

4  Discussion

Using a culturally disfluent, critical lens (Oyserman 2023), we examined the nature of 
claim-making about EI, by exploring whether poor methodological quality and LH could 
be detected in a sample of 73 systematic reviews (SRs) and meta-analyses (MAs) on the 
topic. We used a meta-synthesis methodology to first assess the methodological rigour of the 
corpus of reviews published between 2004 and April 2024, and second to assess the use of 
LH in claim-making in these reviews. In line with Yavchitz et al. (2016), our assessment of 
methodological quality suggests the presence of misleading interpretation (e.g., formulat-
ing recommendations for practice not supported by the findings; inadequate consideration 
of the risk of bias of primary studies included in results interpretation) and inappropriate 
extrapolation (i.e., inadequate extrapolation of the results to a larger population, a larger 
setting or a wider set of interventions; conclusion extrapolating the review’s findings to a 
different population or setting). Further, we show how LH in the Discussion sections of the 
reviews produces a consistent pattern of claim-making about EI's value that is materially 
incongruent with the quality of the reviews and evidence they summarise. Together, these 
analyses show methodological issues and misrepresentation in the interpretation and report-
ing of findings in the reviews sampled.
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4.1  Methodological rigour in EI reviews

Of the 73 SRs included in our sample, 42 provided statistical summaries of EI effects drawn 
from primary research. Meta analytical techniques are seen by some as a solution for cor-
recting EI measurement issues, who cite these reviews as evidence of field-wide advance-
ment in volume, rigour and ‘practically meaningful’ EI effect sizes (e.g., Dasborough et al. 
2022). However, our analysis illustrates how variation in EI measures and their treatment 
within meta-analyses, renders theoretically meaningful interpretations challenging. This 
suggests that, potentially, EI meta-analyses may distract audiences from unresolved funda-
mental issues relating to the lack of coherency in EI theory, and that a singular, unified “EI” 
construct does not exist. Thus, discussing “EI” in general terms as a superordinate entity 
is misleading, and produces an evidentiary landscape that potentially facilitates ‘spin’. It 
is notable that in our quality analysis, only 5 of 73 reviews analysed were deemed ‘good’, 
with a low risk of bias (Arora et al. 2010; Cook et al. 2016; Kopp and Jekauc 2018; Lea 
et al. 2019; Sarrionandia and Mikolajczak 2020), and these higher quality reviews discuss 
heterogeneity in defining and measuring EI as a barrier to qualifying trends. 81% (59/73) 
of the systematic reviews in our sample were classified as ‘poor’ or ‘rejectable’ quality, 
with evidence of misrepresentation—that is, misleading interpretation and inappropriate 
extrapolation—common in these reviews. These forms of misrepresentation appear to be 
pervasive and sustained, rather than ‘historical’ artefacts located within older reviews and 
research practices, given poor and rejectable quality reviews were published very recently 
in our sample (up to 2023). Consistent with other analyses from psychology and health 
(e.g., Hohn et al. 2020; Shercliffe et al. 2009), we find EI review authors within our sample 
often fail to report key aspects of the systematic search process (e.g., selection, extraction, 
exclusions), and neglect to include unpublished literature, or to report and interpret the 
quality appraisals of primary studies. Hohn et al. (2020) suggests that some of these omis-
sions may reflect a failure in reporting, rather than doing, e.g., authors may conduct quality 
checks of primary literature but may be unaware of the need to explicitly report this, given 
they report other aspects relating to methodology (e.g., study design elements, exclusion 
criteria)—albeit one would expect the journal peer review process to mitigate such report-
ing oversights. In our sample of SRs, this appears an unlikely explanation as 90% of the 
reviews did not consider methodological quality when formulating conclusions and recom-
mendations (i.e., recommending caution, excluding poor quality studies). Moreover, there 
appeared an incongruence between evidence and claims; poor quality reviews (i.e., with 
multiple sources of bias) were more likely to make a greater number of recommendations 
for advancing understanding and application of EI per se, and particularly ‘higher stakes’ 
claims (i.e., calls for training interventions; to use EI as a screening tool). Nevertheless, 
these reviews reached a wide audience (based on citation count). Overall, our quality analy-
sis shows that the reproducibility, transparency and validity, of the majority of EI SRs in our 
review sample are questionable.

4.2  LH in EI reviews

Irrespective of the methodological quality, our CRTA of the reviews sampled found that 
authors use of LH in their Discussions is pervasive and structurally consistent, through 
prestige claiming (Theme 1: Prestigious), hedging fallacies (Theme 2: Exaggerated), and 
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the reframing of construct-level limitations as methodological artefacts (Theme 3: Redeem-
able). All three themes—Prestigious, Exaggerated, and Redeemable—were identified in 59 
of 73 coded reviews (81%), and the co-occurrence of prestige claims with hedging fallacies 
(T1 + T2) was the dominant coding pattern across the corpus, concentrated most heavily in 
applied and clinical recommendations sections. This claim-making collectively positions 
EI as a prestigious and powerful predictive trait. Across academia, authors are increasingly 
using rhetorical resources such as ‘boosters’, and positive attitude markers, to highlight 
contribution, novelty, and project disciplinary authority, ostensibly in response to competi-
tive pressures and self-serving needs to ‘sell’ research for visibility, citations, funding, and 
institutional success (Hyland and Jiang 2021). However, our themes suggest that prestige 
claims in EI reviews are markedly construct protective and promotional. EI is positioned 
as an entity of established scientific standing, independent of the quality of the research 
presented to the reader.

Three patterns in the distribution of LH across quality levels are notable. First, Reject-
rated reviews exhibited the highest coding density and High-rated reviews the lowest, a 
coding gradient that confirms methodological rigour can attenuate LH in frequency and 
form. However, the presence of T1 (80%) and T2 (100%) instances in the five High-rated 
reviews demonstrates that LH is not simply a consequence of poor methodology: it seems 
to be a genre-level feature of EI review writing across the corpus. Even in reviews where 
heterogeneity and effect size limitations are carefully discussed, prestige-claiming and 
imperative application language tended to re-emerge in Conclusions and Recommendations 
paragraphs. This is consistent with Hyland and Jiang (2024) who observe this same pattern 
and attribute this to the growing pressure on researchers to generate ‘impactful’ findings, 
by demonstrating ‘value for money’ and translational benefits to society, to meet the goals 
of research funders and research assessment exercises. Indeed, authors from our cohort 
outlined how government policy and commitments to develop EI in educational settings (as 
socio-emotional learning) had driven research in the field (Llamas-Díaz et al. 2022, p. 934), 
creating additional external incentive for prestige-claiming regardless of review quality.

Second, the dominant coding pattern across the corpus was the co-occurrence of Themes 
1 and 2 (T1 + T2): a sequence with rhetorical potential, in which a limitation or small effect 
is acknowledged, then functionally overridden by a confident claim that EI's importance 
is confirmed nonetheless, before a recommendation for training, screening, or application 
is made. In our sample, this sequence appeared with near-formulaic consistency across 
4 decades of reviews, multiple outcome domains, and all SIGN quality levels, suggesting 
it is a discursive convention embedded in this literature rather than an idiosyncratic choice. 
Hyland (1998) describes hedges (signalling uncertainty and caution) and boosters (asserting 
certainty) as typically operating as opposing forces that calibrate an author’s epistemic com-
mitment to reflect the evidence at hand. The T1 + T2 pattern in our data, however, shows an 
apparent ‘hedge-override’ structure, in which the hedge appears not as a genuine epistemic 
constraint, but as a pro-forma acknowledgement whose function is to inoculate the confident 
claim that follows, making the claim that succeeds it seem more, not less, warranted. The 
rhetorical effect is that expressed doubt lends credibility to the confident claim that follows, 
rather than constraining it, contrary to the conventional function of hedging (Hyland 1998).

Third, the reframing of limitations as methodologically redeemable (theme 3), was com-
mon across the corpus (64/73, 88%) absent only in those reviews that engaged in extensive 
construct-level self-critique. This pattern means that the field's conceptual vulnerabilities 
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(including construct heterogeneity, measurement tautology, absence of causal designs), are 
routinely preserved, rather than interrogated, as authors redirect attention towards meth-
odological refinement. This is consistent with Millar et al. (2019) who identify the refram-
ing of study limitations as opportunities for future research as a characteristic promotional 
move in scientific Discussion sections, that serves to protect the credibility of the research 
programme rather than to interrogate its foundations. In the EI reviews, this operates at 
the construct level: by redirecting limitations into a methodological research agenda (bet-
ter measures, larger samples, more diverse populations), authors preserve the conceptual 
prestige of EI while deferring the harder epistemological question of whether the field’s 
foundational assumptions are warranted. In highlighting these caveats and then minimising 
their seriousness through boosted claims, authors maintain the prestige of EI.

From our analysis of the sampled reviews, we suggest these three themes may be col-
lectively underpinned by a positivity bias that serves to maintain the prestige of EI and 
communicate its value to readers, even where the reviewed evidence does not warrant this. 
Their seemingly emphatic claim-making constructs EI as powerful, dominant, and a causal 
determinant of human behaviour, which thereby always warrants application in some form 
(i.e., to new settings, new groups of people, new measurement approaches). By explaining 
incongruous or unclear findings as a symptom of method (e.g., heterogeneity in measures, 
inadequate designs, or sampling), readers of these reviews may be distracted from under-
standing the issues that question the fundamental nature of the construct, and remain unre-
solved since early critical commentaries (Matthews et al. 2004). This is another example of 
how discussing “EI” in general terms as a superordinate entity is misleading and provides an 
evidentiary landscape that potentially facilitates ‘spin’ among consumers of these reviews. 
We note that this issue is not unique to the field of EI research—a preference for establishing 
“synthetic certainties” over real (paradigmatic) theory development was noted as an issue 
applicable to many ‘soft’ psychological fields by Meehl (1978) and Proulx and Morey (2021, 
p. 672). This can project the illusion of progress and that earlier conceptual issues have been 
settled. For instance, the rush to claim impactful implications in the absence of critical 
evaluation of the reviewed research, overlooks the theory–practice gap, and presupposes 
that scores on self-report measures (responses to abstract, hypothetical scenarios) represent 
emotionally intelligent behaviour in the real-world. This is compounded by heterogeneity in 
EI measures (and their content domains)—many authors within the sampled reviews point 
to this as an issue, yet still call for further research, inviting more new measures and greater 
application, even though definitions and descriptions of the construct remain unclear. In 
highlighting these caveats and then minimising their seriousness through boosted claims, 
authors maintain the prestige of EI.

Whilst our sample of EI SRs and MAs is substantial (N = 73), it does not represent an 
exhaustive corpus of EI SRs and MAs. It will be important to update this line of analysis as 
newer reviews are published, and to diversify the search engines, search terms and inclusion 
criteria used to sample reviews. Nevertheless, tentative implications about the reporting of 
EI focused research, and scientific reporting of Psychology research more broadly, can be 
hypothesised from the sample corpus.

The thematic pattern identified across all 73 reviews, whereby methodological limita-
tions are acknowledged but consistently overridden, and where construct-level concerns are 
redirected into methodological research agendas, is consistent with what Oyserman (2023) 
describes as a culturally fluent research climate, in which shared assumptions reduce the 
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threshold for scrutiny. We propose the term epistemic sub-culture to describe this pattern 
arising from our analysis. As a tentative interpretive implication beyond the document-level 
findings, we hypothesise that the socio-political climate, coupled with a shared understand-
ing between authors and peer reviewers of the need to promote EI for the public good, may 
serve to maintain this epistemic sub-culture and the demonstrated incongruence between 
what the evidence supports and the language used to characterise it. Our thematic analysis 
shows that many of the original issues levelled at EI are still prevalent (e.g., coherency, 
measurement), yet appear to be minimised by authors, possibly in pursuit of ‘positive’ and 
‘impactful’ outcomes. As has been found with related concepts such as mindfulness (Altgas-
sen et al. 2024) and mindset theory, (Macnamara and Burgoyne 2023) positive, culturally 
fluent ideas, appear to require a higher threshold of disconfirmatory evidence in order to 
critique or reject (Oyserman 2023). It is therefore plausible that peer reviewers may be more 
likely to overlook reporting flaws or evidence gaps in EI-focused systematic reviews given 
EI's cultural fluency—its status as an intuitively appealing, socially valued concept (Oyser-
man 2023)—which may reduce the perceived need for critical scrutiny.

4.3  Recommendations and directions for future research

Our findings and broader tentative implications suggest that a shift to prioritising critical 
thinking and theorising in EI research and psychology more broadly, is warranted, and this 
starts with training graduate students (Bosch 2018; Proulx and Morey 2021). This is con-
sistent with calls to guard against poor research practices that erode scientific quality and 
public trust (Teixeira Da Silva 2023), and with our finding that 81% of EI reviews in this 
sample are of low or unacceptable methodological quality. The recourse, identified in our 
analysis, to ‘redeem’ the construct through continued refinement of methods, measures and 
analytical techniques (i.e., methodologism), is unlikely to address the pervasive conceptual 
concerns associated with the construct. For instance, we note that many review authors 
argue that EI is context dependent and further research should examine this (i.e., EI to be 
measured via multiple reports, tailored to context) but fail to acknowledge that their recom-
mended approach (self-report) removes ‘real’ context entirely, and only serves to maintain 
the status quo of a fragmented psychology with conceptually redundant constructs (Anvari 
et al. 2025). Again, this issue is not unique to EI-modern psychology is characterised by a 
“silent move away” from ‘constructs’ and criticisms of their value, towards ‘observables’ 
(De Boeck et al. 2023, p. 240), and this, coupled with “the modern reality of a duty to 
use big, ubiquitous, ‘organic’ data, integrated from multiple, diverse sources” (Prosperi et 
al. 2019, p. 2), is further divorcing our understanding of complex human behaviour from 
the social context. Noting recent developments in affective computing which combines AI, 
computer science, and cognitive science to create and apply artificial emotional intelligence 
(see e.g., Shoumy et al. 2020), we hypothesise that foundational theoretical issues in EI 
research may well become further masked and forgotten.

Addressing poor research practices per se requires collective action from researchers, 
publishers, institutions, and funders who incentivise ‘impactful’ research. While some fac-
tors are beyond the control of individual researchers, we make an appeal for researchers to 
pursue theory-led effects-based research, and echo Hoekstra and Vazire’s (2021) call for 
humility regarding researchers' perspectives and findings; biases should be examined rather 
than used to promote weak research. Without proper safeguards, research becomes advo-
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cacy that may serve to maintain ‘EI’ for impact rather than truthfully evaluating findings to 
build a credible knowledge base. We argue for improved researcher and peer reviewer train-
ing to address bias in systematic reviews, along with publishers' endorsement of reporting 
standards. Recent developments such as methodological quality checklist tools (Yavchitz 
et al. 2016), Corneille et al.'s (2023) checklist of 'persuasive communication devices,' and 
guidelines for open reproducible systematic reviews in psychology (Carlsson et al. 2024) 
represent promising advances in enhancing transparency and reducing poor practices to 
benefit producers (apprentice and post-apprenticeship researchers), disseminators (journals 
and publishers) and research consumers and users (readers and interventionists).

It is our hope that the growing adoption of open science practices will, over time, 
strengthen both the conduct and reporting of EI reviews, though given the scale and diversity 
of EI's applied claims, spanning clinical, educational, organisational, and policy domains, 
the scope for construct-promotional LH to distort the evidence base seems considerable. 
Repeating and updating our metasynthesis will be useful for tracking changes in report-
ing. Finally, it remains an open empirical question whether the construct-focused, prestige-
protective forms of LH documented here are unique to EI, or whether this is a feature of 
academic writing regarding other culturally fluent psychological concepts. For example, 
mindfulness (Altgassen et al. 2024) and mindset theory (Macnamara and Burgoyne 2023) 
share both EI's intuitive appeal and its contested evidence base; whether their review litera-
tures exhibit comparable patterns of prestige-claiming and ‘hedge-override’ warrants sys-
tematic investigation.

4.4  Conclusion

This study presents evidence of poor methodological quality and pervasive LH in system-
atic reviews and meta-analyses on the topic of EI. Using the SIGN appraisal tool, we rated 
81% of the 73 included reviews as low quality or rejectable, with only five reviews (7%) 
achieving a high-quality rating. Critically, poor quality was not confined to older reviews: 
low and rejectable ratings were present throughout the sample up to 2023, indicating that 
methodological weaknesses in the corpus are persistent rather than historical. Mislead-
ing interpretation and inappropriate extrapolation were common across the lower-quality 
majority of reviews.

Across all 73 coded reviews representing the full range of SIGN quality levels, LH mani-
fested as prestige claiming (theme 1: Prestigious), hedging fallacies (theme 2: Exagger-
ated), and the reframing of construct-level limitations as methodological artefacts (theme 3: 
Redeemable). The dominant and most distinctive pattern was the co-occurrence of themes 
1 and 2, presenting as a ‘hedge-override’ structure, where stated caveats functioned not to 
constrain confident claims, but to inoculate them, lending credibility to conclusions that 
exceed the evidence reviewed. The sequence of acknowledging a limitation, asserting EI's 
importance regardless, then recommending application, appeared consistently across the 
reviews we sampled, spanning multiple outcome domains and all quality tiers, suggesting it 
is a discursive convention of this literature. Redeemable framing was near-universal, with 
conceptual vulnerabilities routinely redirected into methodological research agendas, pre-
serving EI's standing as a construct whose importance is established in principle. Together, 
these patterns construct EI as a powerful, causally valuable psychological entity whose 
application is always warranted, independent of the quality of review findings. Whilst the 
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pervasiveness of these patterns outside of the EI reviews sampled is yet to be established, 
they are notable here given the scale of EI's applied reach and the self-reinforcing nature of 
the claim-making documented in our analysis. Addressing them requires not only method-
ological reform, but a return to critical theorising about what EI is, what it measures, and 
whether the construct's foundational assumptions are warranted.
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