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Abstract

The purpose of this work is to explore whether high levels of emotional intelligence as a competence enhance students’ and
graduates’ perceived fit with innovative organizations, thereby increasing the likelihood of employment. Our empirical
analysis is conducted using original data from an online survey of 478 respondents, including both current students and
employed alumni in business studies at an Italian university. Findings highlight El as a significant predictor of employment in
innovative organisations, regardless of their size (SMEs vs larger firms) and industry (manufacturing vs services). These
results suggest that universities should design their courses and curricula to focus on both technical and soft skills that foster

students’ employability in innovative organizations.
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Introduction

Technological change and digital transformation are rapidly
reshaping job requirements: skills that were once peripheral
are now essential, and new competencies continue to emerge
(Edmondson et al., 2020; Leopold et al., 2025). Recent
mismatch research argues that under digitalisation, com-
petency requirements evolve rapidly and labour markets
increasingly value demonstrable competencies over formal
credentials, making traditional curriculum-alignment strat-
egies less effective (Alam et al., 2025; Rahman et al., 2024).
This trend, on the one hand, challenges employers to align
the right individuals with appropriate organizational roles, a
topic extensively explored since the seminal studies on
person-organization fit (Kristof, 1996; B. Schneider, 1987).
On the other hand, it places increasing pressure on current
and prospective employees to broaden their skills and
competencies endowment and on higher education insti-
tutions to offer learning opportunities that prepare students
for these evolving demands (Edmondson et al., 2020;
Matsouka and Mihail, 2016). In this context, we focus on
emotional intelligence (EI) as a human-centric competence
that may matter for employability in innovation-intensive,
interaction-rich organizational settings (Edmondson et al.,
2020; Kotze and Miller, 2023).

In a technology-driven labour market, it is perhaps
unsurprising that EI is among the most sought-after and
impactful competencies. EI is increasingly recognised as

critical for career development (Edmondson et al., 2020;
Kotze and Miller, 2023). This emphasis on EI reflects a
broader shift towards recognizing the complementarities
between human-centric competencies, such as empathy,
collaboration, and adaptability, and technical expertise.
Defined by Salovey and Mayer (1990) as the ability to
identify, comprehend, and manage one’s emotions and
those of others, EI has been robustly linked to job per-
formance in several studies. In this regard, EI is conse-
quential not only as an internal capability but because it is
typically enacted in team-based workplace behaviours,
such as regulating emotions during interdependent work,
communicating constructively, and managing disagree-
ments in ways that sustain collaboration and team effec-
tiveness (Druskat and Wolff, 2001; Jordan and Troth,
2021). For example, scholars have studied the relation-
ship between EI and different organizational outcomes,
such as job satisfaction (Chiva and Alegre, 2008), work
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performance (Chen et al., 2015; Cuéllar Molina et al., 2020;
Cuéllar-Molina et al., 2019; Van Rooy and Viswesvaran, 2004),
and future career development and success (Parmentier et al.,
2022; Pirsoul et al., 2023; Ran et al., 2022; Sultana et al., 2016).
Although previous studies have shown that EI is generally
important for job performance (Chiva and Alegre, 2008;
Coetzee and Harry, 2014; Cuéllar Molina et al., 2020; Kerr
et al,, 2006; Wong and Law, 2003), evidence on how EI
contributes to person-organization fit, particularly in
innovation-oriented organizational cultures, remains under-
researched. This link is likely to operate through the behav-
ioural enactment of EI in interaction-rich work environments,
such as those involving emotion regulation, constructive
communication, and teamwork, which are particularly salient in
innovative settings.

Developing an innovation-oriented organizational culture
can be a source of competitive advantage for firms that operate
in industries driven by rapid technological advancements and
shifting market demands. Innovative organizations often op-
erate in environments that require technical competencies
alongside a high degree of adaptability, problem-solving ca-
pabilities, and emotional resilience (Jena and Goyal, 2022;
Salminen et al., 2021; Schneider et al., 2013; Zwick et al.,
2017), qualities closely linked to EI. Our study examines the
relationship between EI at an individual level and employment
in innovative organisations. Specifically, we investigate
whether individuals investing in human capital (i.e. students
and graduates in tertiary education) benefit from higher EI
competence in terms of a higher likelihood of being employed
in such organisations. We also examine whether the contri-
bution of EI is contingent on the organizational size and
industry.

Understanding the connection between EI and employment
in innovative organizations provides useful insights for higher
education institutions that develop initiatives aimed at building
employability-relevant competencies. Identifying the environ-
ments in which students and graduates with higher EI are more
likely to thrive can inform programs that cultivate EI compe-
tence and its behavioural enactment, thereby improving em-
ployability outcomes. Our analysis is based on an original
sample of 478 students and graduates from an Italian university.

With supportive results, our paper makes two meaningful
contributions. First, by exploring the role of EI in fostering
employment within innovative organizations, we highlight
how EI is not only beneficial for individual development but
may also function as a relevant competence in workforce
planning and recruitment in innovative contexts. For uni-
versities, this means that redesigning courses and curricula
to strengthen employability-relevant competencies, in-
cluding EI competence alongside technical competencies,
can support graduates’ employability.

Second, our findings extend EI theories in career de-
velopment and planning by suggesting that EI competence is
associated with employees’ effectiveness and adaptability in
innovative environments.

Conceptual background

Person-organization fit

There is a direct link between employability and fit between
worker and their work (Flanagan, 2025). The Person-
Organization (P-O) fit is a critical extension of the
Person-Environment fit theory, positing that the alignment
between an individual’s values, goals, and personality with
those of their organization leads to increased job satisfac-
tion, commitment, and overall work performance (Kristof,
1996; Muchinsky and Monahan, 1987). The importance of
P-O fit is evident in its impact on organizational outcomes
(Wojtczuk-Turek and Turek, 2016). For instance, when
employees perceive a high degree of compatibility between
their values and those of the organization, they are more
likely to experience higher job satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment (Cao et al., 2022; Sarag et al., 2014). So
much that the fit between worker and their work is also
regarded as a feature of employability. In other words, how
people feel about the fit with an organization can, in the first
place, affect their desire for potential employment. Further,
this alignment also contributes to lower turnover rates
(Abdalla et al., 2018), as individuals are less likely to leave
an environment that supports their personal and professional
aspirations (De Cooman et al., 2009). Such environments
foster a sense of belonging and identification with the or-
ganization and enhance motivation, leading to greater
personal investment in the organization’s success.

Moreover, research indicates that a strong P-O fit can
significantly influence recruitment and retention strategies.
Organizations that articulate their values clearly and au-
thentically are better positioned to attract candidates whose
personal values align with these stated values (Yu, 2014).

In light of these discussions, P-O fit both enhances in-
dividual satisfaction and performance and serves as a
strategic lever for organizations aiming to cultivate a re-
silient and motivated workforce. This alignment is partic-
ularly relevant in contexts requiring high levels of
innovation and adaptability, where the congruence between
individual creativity and organizational innovation goals
can significantly drive success. At the same time, fit is also
reflected in everyday interaction patterns through collabo-
ration, constructive conflict, and adaptability under uncer-
tainty. These are enacted behaviourally, suggesting that
individual competencies that support such interaction pat-
terns should be especially relevant for explaining employ-
ment in innovative organizational cultures.

Emotional intelligence

While emotions are an integral part of everyday organiza-
tional life (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1995; Thory, 2013), the
full recognition of their impact became widespread with the
emergence of the notion of EI (Koubova and Buchko, 2013;
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Van Rooy and Viswesvaran, 2004). In this regard, organi-
zations are increasingly seeking employees with a higher
level of EI (Edmondson et al., 2020). Salovey and Mayer
(1990) defined EI as the “ability to monitor one’s own and
others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them,
and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and
actions” (Salovey and Mayer, 1990). In this paper, we treat
EI as an emotional and social competence enacted behav-
iourally in workplace interactions, especially in collabora-
tive work that is central to innovative organisations.

Although Mayer and Salovey introduced the term and
coined the concept, the idea of EI gained widespread
popularity through Goleman’s (1995) best-selling book.
Goleman (1995) adopts a broader perspective on the concept
and categorizes El into two primary dimensions: (i) the
personal dimension, which focuses on self-awareness, self-
management, and motivation, and (ii) the social dimension,
which focuses on the importance of social skills and rela-
tionship management. The personal dimension includes (1)
self-awareness, which entails knowing one’s strengths,
weaknesses, drives, values, potential, and impact on others;
(2) self-regulation, which involves controlling and re-
directing disruptive emotions; (3) motivation, that is, the
ability to pursue goals with energy and persistence, for
reasons that go beyond money and status. While the per-
sonal dimension concerns how individuals understand and
regulate themselves, the social dimension concerns rela-
tionship management, including empathy and social skills
expressed through interaction. The former consists of un-
derstanding and sharing others’ emotions. Social skills, on
the other hand, encompass a range of abilities that facilitate
the building of relationships and networks, enabling indi-
viduals to influence and guide others in desired directions. In
general terms, these skills are essential for effectively
navigating social situations and fostering positive interac-
tions and connections (Goleman, 1995).

Research has demonstrated that EI is not merely an innate
temperament. EI comprises developable competencies that
can be strengthened through training, experiential learning,
and coaching (Goleman, 1995). In this regard, universities
may invest in EI development to leverage it as a strategic
asset to cultivate emotionally competent alumni, equipped
to meet interpersonal and ever-changing demands of dy-
namic organizations. Thus, EI training could be a valuable
tool for strengthening university—industry collaboration and
enhancing graduate employability.

Developing EI competences

As we highlighted in the previous section, what is crucial is a
fit between people’s competencies and the organizations in
which they are employed. Based on the integration of P-O
fit and EI, we argue that innovative organizations better fit
individuals with high levels of EI. Drawing on a tradition in
the literature that frames innovative organizations as firms

operating in dynamic, technology-driven environments that
demand creativity, collaboration, and adaptability from their
workforce, rather than defining them solely through R&D
expenditure or patent activity, we conceptualize innovative
organizations as those that foster a culture of continuous
change and openness to new ideas (Edmondson et al., 2020;
Flanagan, 2025; Matsouka and Mihail, 2016). Specifically,
we define innovative organizations as firms that systemat-
ically introduce new or significantly improved products,
services, processes, or organizational practices as part of
their competitive strategy (Biischgens et al., 2013;
Damanpour, 1991; OECD and Eurostat, 2018). Such or-
ganizations are characterized by a culture that prioritizes
adaptability, creativity, risk-taking, and continuous learning,
and that fosters collaboration and open communication
among employees (Tsakalerou, 2016; Wojtczuk-Turek and
Turek, 2016). These cultural features make the behavioural
side of EI especially relevant. EI competence is expressed
through collaboration-relevant behaviours, such as emotion
regulation under pressure, constructive communication,
trust-building, and constructive conflict, that support co-
ordinated problem-solving in innovative settings (Druskat
and Wolff, 2001; Jordan and Troth, 2021).

Innovative environments that emphasize collaboration,
adaptability, and open communication naturally align with
the emotional and interpersonal competencies typical of
emotionally intelligent individuals (Tsakalerou, 2016). Such
individuals excel in managing relationships, navigating
uncertainty, and fostering trust, qualities essential for in-
novation (Jena and Goyal, 2022; Quandt and Castilho,
2017). In dynamic, innovation-driven settings, emotion-
ally intelligent employees contribute to problem-solving,
handle stress effectively, and adapt quickly to change
(Duckworth et al., 2007; Schneider et al., 2013). They are
also particularly effective in promoting constructive conflict
and embracing diverse perspectives, which further rein-
forces their fit in innovative firms (Sharma and Singh, 2021;
Zhang et al., 2015).

We also argue that the firm’s characteristics affect the
relationship between EI and employment. The first relevant
feature, is the firm size, as small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs), embedded within dense local production
systems tend to operate with informal organizational
structures, flat hierarchies, and high levels of interpersonal
interaction, making them a fertile ground for developing
innovation projects that, albeit often being user-driven rather
than science-driven, are able to strengthen the competitive
position of the firms. In such small firms, success is often
contingent upon relational trust, informal coordination
mechanisms, and collective innovation, all of which are
enhanced by employees’ emotional and social competencies
(Coleman, 1988; Marlow and Patton, 2002).

A second relevant dimension is the industry, as firms
operating in service sectors rely heavily on customer in-
teraction and employee adaptability. In such contexts, EI is
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especially critical for interpreting customer needs, adapting
behaviour accordingly, and delivering innovation through
personalized and relationally intensive services (Edvardsson
et al., 2010; Eriksson and Englander, 2017; Wieseke et al.,
2012).

This setting may shed light on the needs for higher
education and training at the regional level. It is increasingly
recognized that one of the contributions of higher education
institutions to socio-economic development is to equip
students with competencies that may enhance their em-
ployability (Fakunle and Higson, 2021; Matsouka and
Mihail, 2016). The actual effectiveness of such efforts is
debated, especially when it comes to the development of the
skills needed in the medium-to long term: often, it is pos-
sible to identify gaps between the skills employers require
and those that graduates actually possess (Edmondson et al.,
2020). This implies that programs should be designed in a
way to prepare students for the future job market and in-
crease their employability (Matsouka and Mihail, 2016;
Pais-Montes et al., 2019). While there are general global
competencies that are particularly required for engineering
and technical students (Richter, 2026), it is also important to
prepare students for specific local markets (Okolie et al.,
2020). Universities and educational institutions operating in
socio-economic ecosystems characterized by the prevalence
of tightly connected SMEs may benefit from emphasizing
the development of emotional and relational competencies
alongside technical and managerial competencies. Preparing
students for employment in firms embedded in innovation-
intensive and socially complex environments requires a
curriculum that aligns with the needs of the industrial
system. While this is usually discussed within the context of
Western and non-Western economies (Fakunle and Higson,
2021), more attention has recently been paid to improving
local labour-market skills at the regional level through lo-
calized analysis (Corradini et al., 2023). Thus, our study
contributes to theoretical advances in P-O fit and EI, as well
as to context-sensitive strategies for human capital
development.

Methods
Sample

We tested our hypotheses on a sample of 478 undergraduate
and graduate business students at a public university in the
Northeast of Italy, including full-time workers, part-time
workers, and full-time students. North-East Italy is char-
acterized by a dense network of SMEs, which are the
backbone of Italy’s economy and play a pivotal role in
driving innovation and employment. Therefore, offers a
good setting for investigating the relationship between EI
and employment outcomes in innovative organizations.
The data were collected via a survey created in Microsoft
Forms and distributed through the university’s

administrative offices within the student community. We
obtained responses from 537 students. Subsequently, we
cleaned the dataset of observations with missing values. As
a result, 89% of the initial respondents were retained for
further analysis. Given its status as the official language of
Italian higher education institutions, the questionnaire was
administered in Italian.

Table 1 breaks down the sample demographics. Roughly
50% of the sample is between 18 and 25 years old. Edu-
cational levels varied: 64% held a high school degree, and
36% held a bachelor’s or master’s degree. Most of the
sample identifies itself as female (56%).

To investigate the relationship between individual EI and
the likelihood of being employed in innovative firms, a
series of binary logistic regression models was estimated. A
total of five logistic regression models were specified. The
first model was estimated on the full sample, while the
remaining four were run on subsamples derived from the
original dataset, according to the specific topics under
investigation.

Measures

Dependent variable: Innovativeness. We measured inno-
vativeness by explicitly asking the respondents what the
level of innovativeness of the organization in which they
work was, according to them, on a scale from 1 to 10. Then,
for the study’s aims, the variable was dichotomized as a

Table I. Summary of the personal details of the respondents.

No. %

Age

18-25 233 49%

26-40 104 22%

41-50 69 14%

>51 72 15%
Gender

Male 210 44%

Female 268 56%
Industry

Services 406 85%

Non-services 72 15%
Education

High school diploma 304 64%

Bachelor degree 97 20%

MSc or higher 77 16%
Employment

Full-time employed 205 43%

Students 203 42%

Currently working alongside degree study 70 15%
Organization size

SMEs 399 83%

Large firm 79 17%
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dummy, assuming the value 1 (innovative organization) if
the level of innovativeness was above the sample’s median
value (7) and value 0 otherwise.

Independent variable: EI. To assess EI, we used
Goleman’s (1995) attributes classification (e.g., Hess and
Bacigalupo, 2010; Sauer et al., 2013). The choice of
Goleman (1995) is primarily because of its holistic approach
to considering a wide range of emotional and social func-
tioning competencies. The measurement of EI comprises
16 items, which are averaged to yield a single, compre-
hensive variable representing the overall EI concept. Each
item was rated on a 10-point Likert scale, ranging from
totally disagree to totally agree (Dawes, 2008). Then, those
item scores were averaged to create a composite EI score,
serving as an omnibus indicator that captures the multidi-
mensional nature of EI. Table 2 details the operationalization
of EI through self-report items along with corresponding
descriptive statistics.

Organizational size. In addition to examining innova-
tiveness, we introduced organizational size as a secondary
variable in the second test. This was done to explore whether
organizational size, in conjunction with innovativeness,
influences the relationship between EI and P-O fit. The
organizational size was assessed directly by asking partic-
ipants about the number of employees in their workplaces.
Then, for the study’s aims, the variable was dichotomized as
a dummy, assuming the value 1 (SMEs) if the number of
employees was below 250 and the value 0 otherwise.

Industry. Mirroring our approach with the previous
variable, we examined industry alongside innovativeness to
assess its potential impact on the relationship between EI
and person-organization fit. Similarly, the industry was
assessed directly through survey questions, where partici-
pants indicated the industry of their employing organization.

Table 2. Operationalization of the concept of El.

For the study’s aims, the variable was then dichotomized as
a dummy, assuming value 1 (Service sector) if the firm was
indicated as belonging to service industries (see Table 1) and
value 0 otherwise. The service industry includes knowledge-
based services, traditional services, public administration
services, and non-profit services.

Control Variables. Even though we collected numerous
control variables through the survey, we selected three as the
main control variables for our model. The three control
variables chosen are age, gender, and study title (e.g., Cao
et al., 2022; Carette et al., 2013). Controlling for age helps
reduce the potential impact of age-related characteristics
(e.g., life stage, professional experience) on the observed
relationships, thereby improving the internal validity and
robustness of the findings. Gender is an additional control
variable, allowing us to determine whether the effect of EI
may differ across genders. Lastly, education allows us to
isolate the effects of the main independent variables while
controlling for any variance attributable to differences in the
education level (e.g., Scandura, 1992).

Table 3 summarizes the variables used in the study, while
the descriptive statistics and correlations are reported in
Table 4.

The variables described were used to estimate regression
models examining whether EI is associated with the like-
lihood of employment in organizations characterized by
higher levels of innovativeness. In this framework, EI is
treated as the primary explanatory variable, and the inno-
vativeness of the employing organization represents the
outcome of interest. This specification is motivated by the
core argument in our chosen research path, that EI may
influence individuals’ ability to navigate organizational
environments, build relationships, and adapt to dynamic
work contexts, which in turn can affect their access to and

Mean SD
| “l understand my mood, feelings, and emotions at work.” 8.222 1.431
2 “l understand my role within the organization.” 8.130 1.742
3 “My values align with those of my organization.” 7.255 2.242
4 “My organization supports learning and professional growth.” 6.902 2451
5 “I express emotions at the right time, with appropriate intensity and people.” 6.303 2224
6 “I can control my emotions, avoiding extremes (e.g., overenthusiasm or aggression).” 6.791 2247
7 “I set goals for myself and my team aligned with broader organizational objectives.” 7.303 1.812
8 “l actively contribute to achieving organizational goals.” 8.257 1.652
9 “l encourage others to improve their performance.” 7.697 1.946
10 “My superiors motivate me to reach my goals and those of the organization.” 6.439 2.488
I “l understand others’ emotions.” 7.726 1.695
12 “I empathize with my colleagues (“put myself in their shoes”).” 7.839 1.784
13 “l empathize with both internal and external stakeholders.” 7.824 1.756
14 “l use emotional information (mine or others’) in decision-making.” 6.151 2.328
15 “I communicate ideas and opinions positively within the organization.” 7.525 1.605
16 “I work well in a team.” 8.142 1.715




Industry and Higher Education 0(0)

Table 3. Variables and operationalization.

Type Variables Measurement
Independent variable El 10-Points likert scale (Dawes, 2008)
Dependent variables Innovativeness | = innovative company

Explanatory variables
Industry

Control variables Age

Gender

Education

Organizational size

0 = not innovative company
0 = large firm

I = SMEs

non-service sector
service sector

18-25 years old
26-40 years old

3 = 41-50 years old

4 =>5] years old

0 = Male

| = Female

| = High school diploma
2 = Bachelor degree

3 = MSc or higher

0
|
|
2

integration within organizations that exhibit stronger in-
novative orientations. The main analysis therefore relies on
a logistic model using a binary indicator of innovative or-
ganizational employment. Additional analyses reported later
in the paper explore alternative specifications and group-
based comparisons across EI levels to assess the robustness
of the results in comparison to our chosen empirical path.
While the innovativeness of the employing organization
may reflect multiple underlying mechanisms, including
alignment between individual capabilities and organiza-
tional environments, this study’s empirical focus is on the
direct association between EI and employment in innovative
organizational contexts. Accordingly, the analysis is

Table 4. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

designed to test this relationship directly rather than to
estimate a full mediation structure.

Results

In the analysis presented in Table 5, logistic regressions
estimate the effect of individual EI on the likelihood of
employment in innovative firms, considering different
sectors and firm sizes. Across all models, EI emerges as a
significant predictor, meaning that individuals with high EI
are more likely to be employed in innovative firms. The
coefficients for EI vary across models but remain consis-
tently positive and significant, suggesting a robust

Education  Education —
Std.  Innovative Age — Age — Age -Bachelor ~ Master’s or  Organization Emotional

Variables Mean Dev. firm Gender 26-40 41-50 ->51 degree higher size Industry Intelligence
Innovative 573 495 1.00

firm
Gender 561 497 —0.02 1.00
Age —26-40 218 413 —-0.02 —0.02 1.00
Age —41-50 .144 352 0.03 —-0.09 -022 1.00
Age - >51 .I51 358 0.0l —0.12 -0.22 —0.17 1.00
Education 203 403 —0.01 -0.02 0.5 —-0.10 —0.10 1.00

-bachelor

degree
Education — .161 .368 —0.05 —0.02 0.13 026 0.17 —0.22 1.00

Master’s or

higher
Organization  .835 .372 —-0.03 007 -0.15 —0.06 —0.03 0.00 —0.11 1.00

size
Industry .849 .358 0.02 0.17 0.00 —0.18 —0.05 —0.03 —0.13 0.08 1.00
Emotional 7407 1.105 0.28 0.0l —-0.06 006 0.10 —0.07 0.09 —0.01 0.05 1.00

intelligence
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Table 5. Logistic regressions estimating the effect of individual emotional intelligence on the likelihood of being employed in innovative

firms.

Variables Model | - Full Sample Model 2 - Service Sector Model 3 - Other Sectors Model 4 - SMEs Model 5 - Large Firms

Emotional intelligence 0.57#%* 0.62+F* 0.28 0.577+k 0.55*

Gender —0.10 —-0.07 —0.04 —0.04 —0.55

Age — 26-40 0.08 —0.11 1.65+ 0.10 0.28

Age — 41-50 0.22 0.04 1.20 0.20 0.26

Age - >51 0.00 —0.01 0.60 0.04 0.01

Education - Bachelor —0.04 —0.14 0.10 0.30 —2.01**
degree

Education - MSc or higher —0.53+ —0.58+ —0.47 —0.49 —1.03

Industry 0.02 0.03 0.18

Organization size —0.20 —0.26 0.15

_Cons —3.61%F* —3.88%* —2.62 —4.0 % -2.92

Pseudo R2 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.17

N 478 406 72 399 79

+p < 0.1; %p < 0.05; *p < 0.01; *¥p < 0.001.

relationship between EI and the likelihood of employment in
innovative environments.

Further data exploration reveals findings that partially
align with our expectations. Specifically, regarding firm
size, the regressions suggest that the effect of EI is more
pronounced in smaller firms than in larger ones. This is
evident in the coefficients, where EI has a coefficient of
0.57 in small firms and 0.55 in large firms, both significant,
indicating a slightly stronger effect in smaller organizational
settings. On the other hand, another relevant dimension to
further explore is the firm’s industry. Here, the impact of EI
is greater in the service industry than in other sectors. The
regression outputs support this, revealing a coefficient of
0.62 in the service sector, which is significantly higher than
the 0.28 found in other sectors, where the result was also
non-significant. Although both findings point to the critical
role of EI in innovative organizational environments where
adaptability and interpersonal interactions are more directly
tied to organizational success, it is worth noting that a
subsequent post hoc test of the coefficient differences re-
vealed that these differences were not statistically signifi-
cant. Therefore, despite the observed trends where EI
exhibited higher coefficients in small firms and the service
sector, the differences are not substantial enough to fully
support the assumptions we previously made.

Regarding control variables, gender exhibits a negative
effect, particularly strong in the service sector and large
firms. On the other hand, age showed a generally small
positive effect on the likelihood of employment in inno-
vative firms, except for the service sector, where the effect is
negative. Although its impact is not statistically significant
across all the subsamples. These controls suggest that de-
mographic factors may influence employment outcomes in
innovative firms, although their impact is less pronounced
and consistent than that of EI.

Robustness tests

To assess the stability of the finding and address potential
concerns regarding model specification and measurement
choices, we conducted several additional robustness tests. In
particular, we estimated complementary models that cate-
gorize individuals by EI level and compare outcomes across
groups. These additional analyses are intended to verify
whether the relationship observed in the main model re-
mains stable across alternative specifications.

First, we examined whether the results depend on the
binary operationalization of the outcome variable. In the
main analysis, innovative employment is captured through a
dichotomous indicator derived from respondents’ assess-
ment of the innovativeness of their employing organization.
As a robustness check, we re-estimated the model using the
continuous measure of organizational innovativeness re-
ported by respondents (measured on a 1-10 scale) as the
dependent variable. The results confirm that EI remains a
strong and statistically significant predictor (B = 0.66, p <
0.001). Substantively, individuals with higher EI tend to be
employed in organizations that are rated as more innovative
organizations. This finding indicates that the main results are
not driven by the dichotomization of the innovativeness
measure.

Second, following a group-comparison logic, we ex-
amined whether the results hold when individuals are cat-
egorized according to their EI levels. Specifically, the
distribution of EI was divided into quartiles, and logistic
regression models were estimated using the lowest EI group
as the reference category. The results reveal a clear
monotonic pattern: compared with individuals in the lowest
EI group, those in the third quartile have approximately
2.7 times higher odds of being employed in an innovative
organization (p < 0.001), while individuals in the highest EI
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quartile exhibit over five times higher odds (p < 0.001).
Predicted probabilities also display a strong gradient, in-
creasing from roughly 0.40 in the lowest EI group to ap-
proximately 0.77 in the highest group. This pattern
reinforces the interpretation that higher levels of EI are
associated with a substantially greater likelihood of em-
ployment in innovative organizational contexts.

Third, we examined whether the relationship between EI
and innovative employment varies across organizational
environments not simply through sub-sample analysis but
by estimating interaction models including EI and indicators
capturing service-sector organizations and large companies,
as well as their interaction terms on the full sample. The
interaction between EI and employment in service-sector
organizations is positive but does not reach conventional
levels of statistical significance (interaction coefficient =
0.32, p=0.17), suggesting that while the association may be
somewhat stronger in service contexts, the difference is not
statistically decisive. In contrast, the interaction between EI
and employment in large companies is essentially zero and
statistically insignificant (coefficient = —0.01, p = 0.98),
indicating that the relationship between EI and innovative
employment does not vary systematically with firm size.
Importantly, across both specifications, the main EI coef-
ficient remains positive and statistically significant, con-
firming the stability of the core finding.

Taken together, these additional analyses provide con-
sistent evidence that the main findings are robust to alter-
native operationalizations of organizational innovativeness,
different model specifications, and subgroup comparisons
based on EI levels and organizational context. Across all
specifications, EI remains positively associated with the
likelihood of being employed in more innovative
organizations.

Discussion

The findings of our study enrich the understanding of the EI-
employability nexus by highlighting the association be-
tween EI and employment in innovative firms, while con-
ceptually linking EI to collaboration-relevant workplace
behaviours without directly observing those behaviours.
The results align with prior research that identifies EI as
essential for managing interpersonal dynamics and creating
a work environment conducive to innovation (Goleman,
1995; Salminen et al., 2021; Salovey and Mayer, 1990). The
ability to perceive, use, understand, and manage emotions is
likely to support effectiveness and adaptability in roles that
require high levels of creativity and interaction, traits
common in innovative firms (Edmondson et al., 2020;
Tsakalerou, 2016; Zulfadil et al., 2020). While we do not
observe workplace behaviour directly, we argue that EI is
consequential in innovative settings because it is enacted
through collaboration-relevant behaviours. Contrary to the
assumption that certain environments, such as smaller firms

or service-oriented industries, would place a higher pre-
mium on emotional competencies, our analysis shows that
EI remains a significant factor regardless of firm size or
industry type. The distinctive contribution of this study lies
in demonstrating that EI’s relevance is not confined to
specific industries or organizational sizes, suggesting its
widespread applicability in innovative organizational
settings.

Theoretical implications

This research highlights EI as relevant competence asso-
ciated with students’ employability within innovative or-
ganizations. Specifically, while EI is regarded as a personal
development strength, it is also a strategic asset in workforce
planning and recruitment, particularly in innovative con-
texts. This contributes to a deeper comprehension of EI as a
critical component within the broader framework of P-O fit,
suggesting that EI significantly aligns with the dynamic
capabilities required by organizations that prioritize inno-
vation and adaptability (Tsakalerou, 2016; Zulfadil et al.,
2020).

Second, the study extends EI theories in career devel-
opment and planning by demonstrating that EI is positively
associated with employment in innovative environments,
where effectiveness depends heavily on interaction quality
and behavioural adaptation. This finding aligns with pre-
vious research that identifies EI as pivotal in managing
interpersonal dynamics and enhancing workplace envi-
ronments conducive to innovation (Goleman, 1995; Salovey
and Mayer, 1990). The consistent positive influence of EI
across various organizational types supports the notion that
EI’s relevance transcends specific industry and size con-
texts, indicating its universal applicability in fostering
successful employment outcomes in innovative firms (Prati
et al., 2003; Quandt and Castilho, 2017).

Implications for practice

Consistent with mismatch research in the digitalisation era,
curricula may need to emphasise demonstrable competen-
cies alongside formal credentials, reinforcing the value of
developing human-centric competencies such as EI (Alam
et al., 2025). Our findings have important implications for
educational institutions and curriculum designers. Specifi-
cally, high EI individuals are more likely to be employed in
firms and in positions where creativity and collaboration are
essential, namely innovative organizations. This means that
developing EI competences among students, who will be
future employees (Clarke, 2006; Owusu-Manu et al., 2019;
Thory, 2013), could significantly benefit their employability
in innovative organizational settings. Given the general
relevance of EI, curricula should both foster domain-specific
knowledge and proactively integrate EI training as a core
component of future workforce preparation. As trainability
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is one of the distinctive features of EI (Goleman, 1995), two
strategic approaches emerge. Firstly, structured interven-
tions aimed at strengthening EI should be embedded across
disciplines, reaffirming its cross-cutting importance irre-
spective of the field of study. Secondly, EI assessment could
be embedded in educational pathways to help orient students
toward curricula that align better with their emotional and
cognitive profiles. For instance, students with high EI might
be encouraged to deepen their technical competencies to
complement their interpersonal strengths, while those with
lower EI might benefit from focused development in soft
skills to enhance their overall employability.

Despite including contextual variables such as industry and
firm size in our analysis, the lack of variation in these factors
suggests that employers consistently value El-related compe-
tencies regardless of sector or organizational size. This
strengthens the argument for embedding El-oriented strategies
in curriculum design broadly. At the same time, it is important
to recognize that specific characteristics of the local labour
market may still influence employer expectations. In particular,
universities that maintain strong ties with the local entrepre-
neurial ecosystem should consider these dynamics when re-
designing curricula, as the relevance and applicability of EI-
related training may be especially pronounced in such contexts.

Limitations and future research directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged. A first limi-
tation concerns the operationalization of key constructs.
Defining and measuring organizational innovativeness
through respondents’ perceptions rather than objective ex-
ternal indicators was a pragmatic yet imperfect solution.
Similarly, collapsing EI into a single composite score from
16 items, while theoretically justified, inevitably simplifies a
multidimensional construct.

A second limitation relates to the measurement of EI
itself: because EI was assessed through self-report items,
responses may be subject to social desirability bias, as
participants may consciously or unconsciously present
themselves in a more favorable light.

The empirical setting, based on graduates from a single
university, limits the generalizability of the findings, as insti-
tutional contexts differ in their educational approaches, labour
market connections, and student composition. Future research
could replicate the analysis across multiple universities or
different national settings to examine whether the relationship
between EI and employment in innovative organizations varies
across educational systems or cultural environments.

Our dataset also does not include detailed information on
graduates’ field-job match, skill mismatch, or other multi-
dimensional classifications of employment outcomes pro-
posed in prior research (e.g. Lei et al., 2024, 2025). Future
studies could incorporate richer labour market indicators to
examine how EI relates to different forms of employment
alignment or mismatch.

A further limitation concerns the isolated measurement of
EL Our study treats EI as a standalone construct, which may
not fully capture how emotional competencies interact with
deeper dispositional factors such as personality, values, and
motivational orientations (e.g., Mayer et al., 2008; McCrae
and Costa, 1987). Future research could adopt a more in-
tegrative approach to better understand the conditions under
which EI most strongly predicts employment outcomes in
innovative settings.

Finally, the cross-sectional nature of the data limits our
ability to examine career dynamics over time. Longitudinal
designs could provide insights into how EI influences career
trajectories and whether its impact evolves as individuals
move across organizations, roles, or sectors, findings that
would strengthen both the theoretical and practical signif-
icance of this research.
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