
This brief paper was researched and written by a student enrolled in the SUNY 

Buffalo Law School Environmental Law Pollution Control course in Spring 

2013. Earlier versions of this work received minor edits and feedback from 

professors, but the work is that of a law student and does not represent any 

positions of the law school, or anyone other than the author. For more 

information on the course, contact Professor Kim Diana Connolly, 

kimconno@buffalo.edu . 

 

Dannielle O’Toole 

Professor Connolly 

Pollution Control  

Final Paper 

 

Emotional Intelligence: A Valuable Skill for Environmental Lawyers 

 

 Introduction 

Emotional intelligence involves one's ability to manage themselves and their 

relationships effectively. Individuals with high levels of emotional intelligence can 

persuade, influence, and communicate proficiently. 
1
 Environmental law encompasses an 

extensive range of substantive, ideological, and procedural issues and crosses a wide 

range of practice areas. Environmental law is always changing and many environmental 

matters are subject to hot debate and highly emotionally charged.
2
 Thus, emotional 

intelligence is a valuable tool in supporting the creative deal making environmental 

lawyers must often engage in.
3
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First, this paper explains the conceptual framework and central concepts of 

emotional intelligence. Next, the role of the modern environmental lawyers in varying 

contexts is examined. Finally, the benefits of strengthened emotional intelligence in 

advancing the goals of environmental lawyers are considered. This paper concludes that 

emotional intelligence can resolve legal problems by carefully bearing in mind human 

desires, emotions, relationships, convictions, values, and morals. 

I. Core Concepts of Emotional Intelligence 

Emotional intelligence refers to one’s ability to recognize and regulate emotions 

in themselves and in others.
4
 Several competencies are associated with emotional 

intelligence, which can be broken down into four main categories: self-management, 

social awareness, social skill, and self-awareness. 
5
 

Self-management entails self-control, trustworthiness, conscientiousness, 

adaptability, achievement orientation, and initiative. 
6
 Persons with strong self-

management skills have the ability to control impulsive feelings and behaviors and 

manage their emotions in healthy ways. Self-management involves a consistent display of 

honesty and integrity, eagerness to seize opportunities, drive to meet internal standards of 

excellence.
7
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Social awareness involves empathy, organizational awareness, and service 

orientation.
8
 Social awareness implies an understanding of the emotions, needs, and 

concerns of other people, as well as the ability to read the currents of organizational life 

and navigate politics. Individuals with keen social awareness have the ability to recognize 

and meet customers' needs. They can pick up on emotional cues, feel comfortable in 

social settings, and identify the power dynamics in a group or organization. 

Social skill encompasses visionary leadership and influence, development of 

others, competent communication, conflict management, creation of bonds, and 

collaboration.
9
 Social skill implicates aptitude in initiating new ideas and leading people 

in a new course. Those with heightened social skills can send clear and convincing 

messages, they bolster the abilities of others through feedback and direction, they 

effectively decelerate disagreements and coordinate resolutions, and they promote 

cooperation and team building. Additionally, social skills bolster cultivation and 

maintenance of a web of relationships.   

Self-awareness consists of emotional self-awareness, accurate self-assessment, 

and self-confidence. Individuals who are self-aware recognize and understand their own 

emotions, including how they affect thoughts and behavior, and how they impact work 

performance and relationships.
10

 Self-awareness involves realistic evaluation of your 

strengths and limitations with an overall positive sense of self-worth. 

II. The Modern Environmental Lawyer 
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Environmental law comprises regulation of pollutants and natural resource 

conservation and distribution. Environmental law touches upon a wide variety of fields 

including agriculture, real estate, energy and land use. Contemporary environmental law 

has expanded to include international environmental governance, international trade, and 

environmental justice. 
11

 Environmental law encompasses an array of substantive legal 

and cultural issues and environmental lawyers engage in a variety of functions, including 

litigation, negotiation, administrative practice, lobbying, organizing, and advising.
12

 

Many modern environmental lawyers devote their practice to counseling clients in 

obtaining approvals for industrial, commercial or public infrastructure projects. Such 

permits often require authorizations from multiple regulatory agencies at all levels of 

government.
13

 They focus on the assessment, management and allocation of 

environmental risks and liabilities associated with certain projects. Environmental 

lawyers also advise clients on adhering to relevant environmental law regulations on a 

continual basis. 

Some environmental lawyers work for federal administrative agencies. They 

participate in program development and ensure enforcement of environmental regulations 

through mechanisms such as litigation. 
14

 Consequently, many lawyers primarily defend 
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individuals and industrial, commercial, and public entities in environmental litigation.
15

 

A number of practitioners work for specific industries or environmental advocacy 

organizations, dedicating their practice to shaping policy, administrative rulemaking, and 

associated regulatory matters.
16

 

III. The Role of Emotional Intelligence in Environmental Lawyering 

Contemporary environmental issues have become increasingly complex, 

compelling environmental lawyers to collaborate with a broad range of professionals 

working on multidisciplinary problems such as climate change and energy policy.
17

 

Environmental values and standards are often in conflict with traditional industrial 

interests. However, collaborative endeavors between interested parties have the potential 

to stimulate creative and valuable solutions to specific environmental problems in spite of 

incompatible fundamental values.
18

 The ability to manage oneself and one’s relationships 

effectively, the core skills associated with emotional intelligence, is crucial in fostering 

cooperation in the environmental arena.  

First, in order to induce collaborative problem solving and progressive outcomes, 

environmental lawyers must often draw public attention to specific issues and projects 

through the media.
19

 The ability to send clear and convincing messages intrinsic to 
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emotional intelligence is key in shaping public perceptions, and subsequently influencing 

outcomes in the governance process. Environmental lawyers with high levels of 

emotional intelligence are capable of discerning prevailing community ethics and framing 

environmental issues as fundamental to such values. 
20

 

Next, once involved parties have gathered, the environmental lawyer will have to 

understand the entire relationship between the contracting parties, and the environmental 

objectives of each in order to facilitate compromise solutions with legally enforceable 

consequences.
21

 Lawyers with high levels of emotional intelligence can distinguish the 

primary needs of involved parties and will have better success at coordinating resolutions 

and promoting cooperation and teamwork. 
22

 

Conclusion 

Collaborative efforts to solve environmental conundrums are one of the results of 

the constant innovation, reform, and reinvention present in the sphere of environmental 

law. As environmental law and the underlying ethics and concerns surrounding it evolve, 

environmental lawyers must possess the ability to appreciate and help provide answers to 

multi-scalar, highly uncertain, non-linear problems. Key components of emotional 

intelligence, specifically adaptability, initiative, social awareness, and social skill, are 

valuable tools to environmental lawyers contemplating such issues.  
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