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What Is Successful
Intelligence?

A GRIZZLY BEAR’S LUNCH
Two boys are walking in a forest. The two boys are quite different. The first
boy’s teachers think he is smart, his parents think he is smart, and, as
a result, he thinks he is smart. He has excellent scores on both ability and
achievement tests, excellent grades, and other notable paper credentials
that should take him far in his scholastic life.
Few people consider the second boy smart. His test scores are nothing
special, his grades are not so great, and his other credentials, though
satisfactory, are not notable. At best, people would call him shrewd or
street-smart.
As the two boys walk through the forest, they encounter a problem: A
huge, ferocious, hungry-looking grizzly bear is charging straight at them.
The first boy calculates that the grizzly bear will overtake them in 17.3
seconds. This is an impressive feat, given the strain they are under. Not
only does this boy know the Distance = Rate × Time formula, but he is able
to apply it under great duress. The second boy would never be able to
calculate the number of seconds until impact, and would never try.
The first boy, panicking, looks over at the second boy, who is taking off
his hiking boots and putting on jogging shoes. The first boy says to the
second boy, “You must be crazy. There is no way we are going to outrun
that grizzly bear!” The second boy replies, “That’s true. But all I have to do
is outrun you.”
The outcome is that the first boy becomes the grizzly bear’s lunch, and
the second boy jogs off to safety. There is more to the story; you can find
out what ultimately happens to the second boy at the end of this chapter.
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DEFINING SUCCESSFUL INTELLIGENCE
This obviously fictitious vignette illustrates the concept of successful intelligence and how it differs from conventional intelligence.
Successful intelligence is the integrated set of abilities needed to attain
success in life, however an individual defines it, within that individual’s
sociocultural context. People are successfully intelligent by recognizing
their strengths and making the most of them at the same time that they
recognize their weaknesses and find ways to correct or compensate for
them. Successfully intelligent people adapt to, shape, and select environments by using a balance of analytical, creative, and practical abilities.
The major elements of successful intelligence are described below.

Description of Successful Intelligence
1. The set of abilities a person needs to attain success in life, however
the person defines it.
2. Success is defined only in terms of sociocultural context. It does not
occur in the abstract, but rather with respect to standards or expectations held either personally or by others.
3. A person’s ability to recognize and make the most of his or her
strengths. Almost everyone is good at something.
4. A person’s ability to recognize and compensate for or correct his or
her weaknesses. No one is good at everything.
5. A person’s ability to adapt to, shape, and select environments by adjusting thinking or behavior to fit better into the environment in which he
or she is functioning or by choosing a new environment.

This lengthy description of successful intelligence can be further
examined by referring back to the story of the two boys and the grizzly
bear. The first boy, obviously, is conventionally intelligent; the second boy,
successfully intelligent.
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Set of Abilities
The set of abilities needed to attain success in an individual’s life,
however the individual defines success, is the first component of successful intelligence. Intelligence has traditionally been defined in terms of
some kind of success. Historically, this success has been primarily scholastic. The grizzly bear vignette points out how it is possible to have the abilities needed to achieve success in school and yet be caught short when it
comes to the abilities needed to attain success in life. Indeed, the first boy
in the story literally dies. Thus, if a basic criterion of success is being able
to stay alive, the first boy did not succeed; the second boy did.
However, note that there is no one definition of success. The first boy
may have valued academic success highly, in which case he was successful
during the course of his short life. If the second boy valued academic success, he was less successful, because he had not obtained any great achievement in school. But perhaps success in school never mattered much to him,
as it does not matter much to many students. His street smarts may have
carried him through the challenges in life that mattered most to him, just
as street smarts help many people attain what they want in life.
The story of the grizzly bear is obviously apocryphal. But the
difference between IQ-like abilities and practical abilities can be seen in
countless real-world cases. This was epitomized in the words of a manager
who once stated, “It is the fate of A students to be managed by B and C
students.” I was one of these C students and received a C when I took an
introductory psychology course. Today, though, I have a successful career
in a field in which I got a C in the introductory course.
Another example: Some years ago a department in a university acquired
a new chairperson, about whom everyone was extremely excited. His career
had been brilliant, and on top of that he was a world-renowned expert in
management—exactly his mission for his new department. Unfortunately,
he was a miserable manager. He was academically brilliant and a management expert, but he was not an expert manager. He could not practice his
academic preaching. When he accepted a position elsewhere, his announcement was met with a universal sigh of relief and even rejoicing.
However, academic intelligence is not necessarily negatively correlated with success. A good example is Marilyn vos Savant, who is listed in
the Guinness Book of World Records as having a record-breaking IQ, measured when she was a child. Over the past years, she has written a variety
of books, which are perhaps distinguished for being so undistinguished.
Neither they nor the columns she has written for a very popular magazine
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seem to demonstrate any great signs of the exceptionality some people
might expect from her IQ. However, she has been extremely successful
in marketing herself for her very high IQ. Thus, her success has been in
turning her IQ itself to her advantage.
The Sociocultural Context
Success can be defined only in terms of a sociocultural milieu. It does
not occur in the abstract; it occurs with respect to some set of standards
or expectations, whether of oneself or of others.
The grizzly bear story is intended to illustrate that milieus that matter a
great deal in a person’s life may differ drastically from scholastic milieus. The
first boy most likely would be more successful than the second in school, but
he did not survive the real-world encounter with the grizzly bear.
The grizzly bear story also illustrates the extent to which successful
intelligence always occurs within a range of contexts. Had the two boys
not walked in a zone where there were grizzly bears, their life outcomes
might have been completely different. In one environment, knowing
when to run may be critical for survival, as many organisms—not just
humans—have discovered through time. Some animals need to be able to
run to escape predators, such as grizzly bears, or risk death. However, for
animals in a mountainous region, successfully scaling mountain peaks
and preventing oneself from falling might be more important skills for
survival. In a war zone, knowing how to negotiate with enemy soldiers
may mean the difference between life and death. Different skills matter in
different environments.
The importance of sociocultural contexts shows up in teaching. As
any experienced teacher knows, the strategies that work well in one context often do not work well in another. Even within a given country, widespread differences can exist. For example, the jokes that are thought to be
funny in the East may not seem so funny in the Midwest, and vice versa.
Gaining behavioral compliance also may vary from one culture to
another. Several years ago I was giving a lecture at the University of
Puerto Rico and found myself confronting a serious classroom management problem: the professors of education in the audience just were not
listening. For whatever reason, they had tuned me out and were walking
around and out of the room, speaking among themselves, and generally
being very inattentive.
I tried the standard, uncreative techniques everyone learns in the
course of training to be a teacher, lowering my voice in the hope that these
professors would then lower their voices so that they would be able to hear
me. Of course, I was assuming that they wanted to hear, an assumption
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