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This book is dedicated to my parents, Josef and Hildegard Merk, who have supported me since birth and provided me with an education that has enabled me to pass on what I have learned through my conferences, training courses and books.
It is also dedicated to:
my sister, Susanne Merk, who is always there for me with her critical thinking, intelligence, and boundless generosity,

my daughter, Elisa Merk Birée, for her love and good humor. Thanks to her, even on rainy days, the sun always shines,

my partner, Benjamin Birée, for his support and understanding: I love my job and therefore often work long into the night,

you, the reader, holding this book in your hands. Because, in order for relational intelligence to be powerful, it must be practiced by as many people as possible, regardless of background, gender, age, beliefs, culture or profession.




Foreword
The strength of relationships is remarkable. It is what gives diversity its true meaning—the ability to appreciate and value the differences in others. In my view, fruitful diversity is the cornerstone of a company’s success and the progress of any society. It promises a tenfold increase in collective intelligence, which has become the only option in an increasingly complex world. Working and imagining together guarantees greater creativity, disruptive innovation and, ultimately, progress.
That is why I deeply believe in this idea of a human odyssey, a social body made up of diverse thoughts and backgrounds, with the belief that the mixture of individualities, experiences and rough edges makes all the difference. That is why I have always valued curiosity and encouraged encounters, because it is from others that we learn. That’s why I’ve always sought to bring together personalities who seem to be complete opposites, because the more diverse—even divergent—the approaches, the better the solution that emerges, and because through the confrontation of ideas we move beyond the comfortable status quo and childish self-satisfaction.
Diversity is fruitful when we deeply believe in the creative power of human relationships. Because it is a mirror of society, a company needs connection, trust, generosity, authenticity, and empathy to flourish. This seems obvious. And yet although we define humans as social animals, the fragmented, polarized, and divided world in which we live shows us how fragile human relationships are.
Putting all your energy into relationships means putting people at the heart of everything. This is L’Oréal’s secret weapon, a veritable school of human relations where the individual is the driving force and everything is determined by individuals: structures, operations, culture. It is an almost unique culture that generations of employees experience, share, and hand down. Here, direct relationships take precedence over processes, networks take precedence over organizational charts, and people take precedence over job descriptions. As such, the company is a breeding ground for the expression of individual talent and a melting pot for a close-knit team. And in a world of rapid change, this approach, stripped of excessive standards and processes, and this culture where relationships come first, is a guarantee of agility and adaptability.
This culture permeates the entire company, right down to the role of Human Resources Director. For 115 years, L’Oréal has never had an HR Director, but rather “Human Relations Directors”. This is not a matter of vanity, but a reflection of this deeply rooted humanistic culture, a way of practicing this profession where relationships and proximity are absolute values.
Yes, the power of relationships is incredible. However, some question its future in an era where change carries the risk of dehumanization. What will become of a social structure based on relationships, oral communication, spontaneity and “living together” in a world where hybrid working distances us, screens pixelate interactions, and our teammates are called ChatGPT?
Despite all that, I am not worried. The Covid-19 pandemic has shown that, even when working remotely, all employees are capable of summoning incredible energy and demonstrating their commitment, solidarity, and dedication to the greater good. Why? Because the creative energy observed in this unprecedented situation was supported by a pre-existing network: people knew how to work together, they had shared experiences, a bond, and a sense of camaraderie. In short, they had interpersonal skills that transcended physical distance. I learned a simple but fundamental lesson from this. If you value interpersonal skills and give people the means to find solutions together, magic happens.
As for artificial intelligence, here too, sensible use will free up time for relationships and increase human capabilities by harnessing collective intelligence. It will shift the focus of exchanges, encouraging human minds to cultivate divergent thinking in the face of “idea bleaching”, to find new solutions, to invent the future, which is something machines cannot do.
This is the meaning of Michaela’s book, for which I was delighted to write the foreword: to enrich the ways we interact on a daily basis in order to create a happy otherness and a close-knit community—the key to performance—and to shed light on the future of these interactions in a disrupted world. This is a credo to which I fully subscribe: nothing can replace relationships.
It is probably no coincidence that Michaela approached me: we met at L’Oréal, where she worked for several years. That was in 1999. It seems like yesterday. We have always stayed in touch. That is also what interpersonal skills are all about: not losing touch, maintaining connections.
Jean-Claude Le Grand
Chief Human Relations Officer at L’Oréal


Introduction
Why interpersonal skills are vital today
We may or may not know each other, but as you pick up this book, we both want you to find it useful. I imagine you hope it will help you better interact and relate to others, whatever your position in the hierarchy, or enlighten you personally. You don’t need to be a CEO, a government leader or a university dean to exercise leadership; it applies to everyone and can be used by anyone. All you need to do is apply the 30 Golden Rules of leadership that I’ll share with you in this book.
One concept lies at the heart of these rules: relational intelligence. Relational intelligence is a particularly important skill in today’s world, at a time when we are divided by constant political and economic conflicts of interest; crises and transformations are occurring one after another; artificial intelligence (AI) is being introduced into all areas of our lives, and hyperconnectivity is leading to isolation, sedentary lifestyles, sleep disruption and anxiety, all to the detriment of human relationships.
I define relational intelligence as a talent because it is partly innate. It is passed on to us by our parents and our environment from childhood onwards. Throughout our lives, our encounters will shape it, help us develop it or, unfortunately, stifle it. It is a powerful but fragile talent. Interpersonal intelligence allows us to establish relationships with others when we want to, whether that person is a family member, a spouse, a child, a relative... or even a colleague, a superior, a client or a partner.
Since 2010, I have dedicated my research to this concept of relational intelligence, which I believe is at the heart of leadership. In 2010, I decided to leave the world of large international corporations, where I had worked my way up to become General Manager of Estée Lauder Companies in Germany. Although these experiences were all very different, they had one thing in common: management. I had to overcome the challenge of managing teams in times of crisis, whether economic or resulting from mergers, restructuring, acquisitions or even the departure of key people. Faced with complex conflicts, it was essential to forge strong links with my teams and the company’s ecosystem in order to unite them in a single entity.
This lesson has been at the heart of my thinking about leadership. I have interviewed executives and employees from around the world and met thousands of people during my training sessions and conferences. Thanks to these encounters, academic and scientific research, I have analyzed the qualities that are truly at the heart of sustainable and lasting leadership. That is how the 30 Golden Rules came about.
This book is divided into two complementary parts. First, you will discover the 30 Golden Rules in detail (Part 1). I will describe their role in leadership and give you advice on how to develop your own power of relational intelligence. Finally, I will focus on artificial intelligence (Part 2) and its potential influence on relational intelligence. Can AI help us in our human relationships? It seems like a paradox, especially in this age of hyperconnectivity. But you will see!
I hope that as you read, a connection will form between us. That’s one of the reasons I love writing.
You will discover my thoughts, adventures, experiences, lessons learned, and failures related to leadership. You will also read insight from the people I have interviewed, all of whom are great business leaders and inspiring personalities. Despite their diversity, they have three things in common: great leadership talent, immense generosity, and a desire to share their secrets.
With most of them, I have established a long-standing relationship, which has allowed me to observe and admire them in their leadership practices. If you find some of their stories inspiring, I invite you to listen to and watch the filmed podcast Luxury Leadership Talks, in which I spoke with several of the interviewees featured in this book.
The person who opens this book with his foreword is a great leader whom I have known for twenty-five years. When I started my professional career, he was already Director of Human Relations at L’Oréal, my first employer. He implemented extraordinary initiatives for this world-leading cosmetics company, enabling employees to fully express their talents in a remarkably diverse environment. Today, he is Global Human Resources Director at L’Oréal, and his vision for managing thousands of talented men and women of all ages and nationalities is reflected in the values that have shaped this company. I have always known him for his talent in connecting people who need to talk to each other in order to enhance their performance. I have seen him implement initiatives such as the famous Brandstorm competition, which enables thousands of students to develop links with L’Oréal while they are still at university. For me, he embodies relational intelligence in leadership. That is why I invited him to write the foreword to this book.
I wrote this book to offer you a real toolbox, which you have just opened. Now it’s up to you to take out the various tools it contains. Because they are so valuable, I have given them the color of gold, a noble, elegant, brilliant, and luxurious material. A color associated with performance, victories, and the medals we win when we demonstrate excellence. I hope that you will all earn “gold medals in leadership” by the end of this book. The more you apply the 30 Golden Rules in your daily life, the more you will be rewarded for your ability to implement them.
But don’t expect to receive medals immediately. These rules only become powerful if you apply them consistently, every day, in every encounter. It is over time that they gain visibility and power. Because intelligence is built up over time. You will feel this power growing within you. It will give you the ability to impact the lives of those around you, to transform, engage and inspire. With every connection you make, you will grow, as will your pride in your long-term success.
And one day, those around you will award you the gold medal for your ability to nurture relationships, create positive, motivating, and engaging emotions. That’s when your expertise will truly merge with your greatest talent: the power of relational intelligence.


Part 1
The 30 Golden Rules of Relational Intelligence
Chapter 1
The power of empathy
Empathy is the foundation of all interpersonal intelligence. During my conferences and trainings on this human quality, I like to illustrate my point with a gymnastics move: I do a bridge. Why? Because empathy is never a dead end. It always involves a relationship with someone or something with whom we want or need to connect.
In the professional world, we are often called upon to develop and maintain relationships that, at first glance, seem impossible or too complex, with people who are very different from us. Symbolically, a bridge connects two distinct points. Without this effort to create and maintain this connection, nothing gets done. A true leader stands out for their ability to build lasting bridges between very different individuals, companies, or partners with sometimes opposing visions. They know how to turn differences into strengths and smooth out obstacles to enable more people to cross this common path. They ensure that the bridge remains solid and passable over time, without collapsing.
This ability requires a great deal of tact, vision, and humility. There is no room for ego in this equation. So how can you increase your empathic power to develop lasting and solid human relationships, even in the most difficult moments? The first five Golden Rules reveal the essential qualities you need to connect with a wide variety of people within your company, organization, or brand. Let me guide you through the superpower of empathy.
Golden Rule No.1: Observe before acting
It is the theory that decides what we can observe.
Albert Einstein


In a world where speed of action is often valued over reflection, the ability to observe has become a rare but essential asset. Observing before acting is the foundation of empathy, a skill that distinguishes ordinary leaders from true visionaries. Observing carefully allows you to detect what is not said, understand underlying motivations and anticipate needs. But why is this so important? Shouldn’t the ability to observe be considered an art? Do you take the time to observe before acting, or are you often so eager to be the first to respond that this step falls by the wayside?
The importance of observation
Leaders who excel in this art know how to build lasting relationships with their teams by drawing on a deep understanding of human and organizational dynamics. In the age of artificial intelligence, where algorithms process massive amounts of data in the blink of an eye, this human ability to decode emotions and social interactions remains irreplaceable.
A leader who observes also becomes a role model for their teams: they inspire confidence because their decisions appear thoughtful and aligned with everyone’s needs. This creates a climate conducive to collaboration and engagement. In my experience, the best leaders have “3D vision”: a multidimensional observation that allows them to act with depth, height, and temporal perspective.
They explore emotions and values, set ambitious goals while engaging their teams, and analyze the past to anticipate the future.
Observing goes beyond what is visible: it means detecting weak signals, hidden motivations, and relational dynamics. Too often neglected due to impatience to act, this step is nevertheless essential to fully understand a situation and make informed decisions. The 3D vision can be summarized as follows (Figure 1):
╸ Depth: understanding the emotions and values of others in order to gauge their support or opposition.

╸ Height: identifying opportunities and setting ambitious goals, but knowing how to assess risks.

╸ Time: connect the past, present and future to integrate experience through innovation.


[image: ]Figure 1 – The 3D vision of a leader
For a leader, this ability to observe must be applied to various dimensions. It is especially important to understand that, as a leader, you are observed by others and seen as a reference point and role model. Every morning, when choosing your outfit or looking in the mirror, ask yourself: “What image do I want to project today?” This moment of introspection is not insignificant: it reflects your intention and your attitude, which will influence all your interactions.
A leader’s external field of vision is vast and requires a great deal of natural and professional curiosity. The greater your responsibility, the broader your vision needs to be. For example, a good leader will observe:
╸ human relationships to identify talent and tensions.

╸ the culture of a company, with its values and expertise.

╸ the ecosystem of a company, with all the players that make it work.

╸ growth opportunities to pursue.


Some may consider observation a waste of time. However, getting out in the field and opening your eyes saves time. If your company has sales outlets, regularly observe what is happening on the ground with your teams, explore the competition, compare, and gauge the mood, as Toyota did with its Genchi genbutsu method.
Example: Toyota—the Genchi genbutsu method
At Toyota, an international car manufacturer, the observation policy plays such an important role that it even has a name: the Genchi genbutsu method (“go and see for yourself” in Japanese). Rather than relying solely on reports, managers go to the place where things are happening to observe problems first-hand and better understand the needs of the teams. This principle is at the heart of Toyota’s production system and enables problems to be solved at their source. For example, when factory failures occur, managers go and see the processes for themselves in order to identify the most appropriate solutions. Through this approach, Toyota ensures that decisions are based on facts and not assumptions.1



Why does science consider observation useful?
According to neuroscience, the act of observation activates key regions of the brain, such as the prefrontal cortex (responsible for complex reasoning and decision-making) and the anterior cingulate cortex (associated with sustained attention and emotional regulation). This stimulation enables leaders to deepen their analysis and make more informed decisions. It also promotes the release of neurotransmitters such as dopamine and noradrenaline, which improve alertness and concentration. This makes leaders more receptive to subtle signals from their environment, enabling them to adapt their choices to a variety of contexts.2
At the same time, active observation engages mirror neurons,3 located in the premotor cortex, which are essential for decoding the emotions and intentions of others through their gestures and expressions. For example, seeing someone smile triggers the same responses in the brain, thereby strengthening empathy and interpersonal connections. For leaders, this translates into better adaptation of their actions and communication to the emotional needs of their teams, reducing misunderstandings and promoting greater cohesion.
THE VOICE OF THE LEADER
François Van Aal, President of Champagne Lanson
THE IMPORTANCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL OBSERVATION
“When I arrived at Champagne Lanson, I spent the first few months simply observing. Observing the teams, their interactions, the processes, and even the subtle gestures of the employees. What struck me was how deeply ingrained the habits were. Rather than jumping in right away, I took the time to understand these dynamics. This allowed me to see where the real strengths and sticking points lay. By observing, I also gained their trust, because they saw that I respected their way of working before proposing changes.”4
Before taking on an important position, an observation phase is essential to understand the organization, its talents, its challenges, and the relationships between the various players. For a manager, this phase must last long enough to meet all the individuals in their ecosystem. They must understand how employees work together, their interactions and the different personalities involved. To do this, they can draw up a report on their initial impressions and findings.
They can note anything that seems illogical, anything that seems effective, and anything that could be improved. When a new member joins a team, it may be a good idea to ask them to write this surprise report. It is a source of considerable improvement and helps to empower people from day one. You can scan the QR code to listen to the entire episode.
[image: ]http://dunod.link/cu0uqqv




Applying the art of observation
Here is an exercise to help you improve your observation skills so you can better understand your teams, but also observe yourself.
PRACTICAL EXERCISE
How can you improve your observation skills?
When you enter a space (your office, an open-plan workspace, a shop, a meeting room, etc.), identify all the elements that contribute to a warm and positive atmosphere. Also note any elements that are disturbing or create a cold atmosphere. During lunch, for example, observe key interactions.
– Who talks the most and who stays silent?
– Who attracts attention and who remains alone?
– Who makes people laugh and who looks serious?
– Who brings people together and who pushes them away?
– Who is joyful and who is sad?
– What non-verbal cues do you observe?
Write down what you have observed to better understand the personalities and interactions between the people in your teams. If your regular observations are confirmed, draw up an action plan on how you can make spaces more welcoming, integrate people who seem excluded by their colleagues, and assign tasks to your teams based on the strengths you have observed. For example, give popular people with a strong ability to influence others a leadership, negotiator, or ambassador role. Avoid putting too many influential people on the same team, as this could create friction.



Three winning tips before you get started...
Observe before you act: careful observation before taking any action helps to avoid mistakes made in haste and encourage better decision making.

Refine your perception of human interactions: being attentive to relational signals strengthens your interpersonal skills and improves the quality of your interactions.

Make observation a tool for continuous improvement: observation should not stop at a given moment; it should become a reflex.







  
Notes
1. Liker J. K., The Toyota Way: 14 Management Principles from the World’s Greatest Manufacturer, McGraw-Hill, 2004, pp. 223–235.
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