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EXERCISE

Triarchic intelligence
The last theory of intelligence that we will look at is from Professor Robert 
Sternberg (1949-) of Yale University. Sternberg has contributed to research and 
theory on intelligence, with the view that intelligence consists of three parts. 
The three parts, or sub-theories, of Sternberg’s triarchic intelligence theory, are 
shown in the diagram below (Sternberg, 1985):

SUBTHEORY POPULAR 
NAME

STERNBERG’S 
”NICKNAME” EXPLANATION EXAMPLE

Componential Logical,  
analytical 
intelligence

Book smart
School smart

Related to problem-solving 
that requires a single solution. 
Traditional intelligence tests 
are useful for testing this.

Solving mathematical 
and logical issues.

Experiential Artistic,  
creative  
intelligence

  Street smart

Has to do with how you re-
spond to new situations and 
whether you can get new ideas.

Write a short story, 
paint a picture, make an 
advertisement.

Contextual Social,  
practical  
intelligence

Has to do with how to solve 
tasks in everyday life and how 
to involve other people herein.

You are in a foreign 
country, and your  
wallet has been stolen.  
What do you do?

Sternberg emphasizes that it is not only about being “school smart” or “book 
smart”, but also that people who do not score highly in traditional intelligence 
tests may prove to have abilities and be “street smart”, as Sternberg has named 
it; that is, good at solving the challenges of daily life and life itself, which is 
what the last two theories are about. Sternberg’s theory can also be applied 
within organizations, in recruitment and reorganization. It is not only about 
measurable intelligence, IQ, but also about the ability to be a problem solver, 
which is what Sternberg refers to as being “street smart”.

FIGURE 4.24 The  
three sub-theories  
of Sternberg’s tri-
archic intelligence 
concept.

FIGURE 4.25 Table  
for assessing  
Signe’s intelligence.
 

SUBTHEORY POPULAR NAME HIGH MIDDLE LOW

Componential Logical, analytical intelligence

Experiential Artistic, creative intelligence

Contextual Social, practical intelligence

MANAGER BY COINCIDENCE
• Read the example, Manager by coincidence on page 299.
• How would you rate Signe’s intelligence based on Sternberg’s three  

sub-theories?
• Use the table below (one check mark in each row):
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