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Personal Intelligence Expressed: A Theoretical Analysis
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An individual’s cumulative life decisions help determine that person’s well-being. To make good
decisions requires knowing something about who one is and who one wants to be. It seems plausible that
personality may draw on a specifically tailored intelligence that supports its own self-understanding and
contributes to such life decisions. This personal intelligence (PI) helps the individual meet his or her own
personal needs and to fit in with (or stand out from) the environment. What are people high in PI actually
like relative to those lower in the skills? Drawing on a 2008 theory of Pl-related abilities, the author
reviews several literatures to examine what features distinguish the behavior of people high in PI from
those lower in such skills. The feature list sets the stage for future research in distinguishing high-PI
individuals from low-PI individuals according to their life expressions.
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A person’s life decisions are a key determinant of that individ-
ual’s well-being. Some people make excellent decisions regarding
their relationships with others, their occupational success, their
health, and their long-term happiness (Galotti, 2001). Others seem
to make chance, chaotic, or even self-destructive choices (e.g., Pel-
ham, Mirenberg, & Jones, 2002; Sloan, 1983). Much of decision
theory focuses on specific areas of choice, such as how a physician
makes a diagnosis or how an investor places an economic bet (Eric-
sson, 2007). More global personal life choices—whom one marries,
where one works—are crucial as well.

Good personal choices involve knowing something about who
one is and who one wants to be (Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius,
1986). In deciding whether to fit in or to stand out, for example,
one must know something about one’s own psychological prefer-
ences and make-up (Niedenthal, Cantor, & Kihlstrom, 1985).
There are, however, myriad sides to a person’s psychology. Such
personal complexities make fitting in with one’s surroundings,
standing out from them, or combining the two strategies a chal-
lenging endeavor. The various sides of a person’s psychology
often are referred to, collectively, as an individual’s personality.

Personality both characterizes an individual’s psychological
shape and also helps to maintain it. That psychological shape is a
function both of a person’s mental attributes and how those at-
tributes are expressed. For example, an individual’s personality
reflects whether she is more emotional than most, or more intel-
lectual, and includes the struggle between the individual’s basic
urges and self control. In addition, personality governs and orga-
nizes those same motives and emotions, thoughts and intelli-
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gences, and mental plans and actions. The choice of where to fit in
or to stand out—and understanding how to do so—are all part of
that governing personality system.

Personal life decisions depend in part on the intelligences the
individual brings to bear on life choices. Intelligences refers to
personality’s capacity to carry out abstract reasoning in a valid,
accurate manner (Carroll, 1993; Sternberg & Detterman, 1986).
Generally speaking, when an intelligence is higher, people make
better choices. For example, those higher in verbal-propositional
intelligence are likely to do better in contexts that require such
thinking: They complete more years of schooling, obtain higher
grades, and enter into higher prestige occupations than others
(Matarazzo, 1972; Wechsler, 1997). Those high in emotional in-
telligence have better social relations than others (Mayer, Roberts,
& Barsade, 2008). Those high in spatial intelligence may find their
way into such occupations as architecture, which can use such
skills well (Lubinski, Webb, & Morelock, 2001).

It seems plausible that personality draws on an intelligence that
supports its own self-understanding and contributes to making life
decisions. Such an intelligence, referred to here as personal intel-
ligence (PI), can be viewed as a capacity to reason about one’s own
and others’ personalities and personal information and to use such
personal information to assist thought. In a recent article, Mayer
(2008) developed a theory of PI, dividing it into areas of (a)
recognizing personality-relevant information, (b) synthesizing
such information into one’s mental models of the self and others,
(c) guiding choices with such information, and (d) systematizing
one’s own goals, plans, and life stories. Next, that earlier article
outlined a plan for assessing PI through ability testing (Mayer,
2008). The article left open, however, how PI might be expressed
by an individual and how such expressions might be recognized.

A person’s expression of an intelligence is different from his or
her inner ability to problem solve. Expressing a specific intelli-
gence such as PI ought to yield a set of distinct behavioral
signatures (Cervone, 2005; Mischel, 2004). To track down PI's
expressions, I review scientific literature relevant to the manifes-
tations of PI in an individual’s life and consider the identification
of such expressions in a person’s context, biography, and creative
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products. In other words, this article is focused on the question
“What does the expression of PI look like?”

After this introduction, I provide in the second portion of the
article, “PI and Its Significance,” a précis of PI's significance, the
reasons for its neglect to date, how it compares with other intel-
ligences, and the rationale for studying its expression. In the third
section, “PI Expressed: A Review of Key Characteristics,” I draw,
first, on such precursor concepts to PI as psychological mindedness
and intrapersonal intelligence. I examine how the expression of
such qualities has been characterized in the past. I then turn to the
specific abilities that may make up PI and the expressions each
ability gives rise to. These abilities include areas such as self-
knowledge of one’s abilities, being a good judge (of other people),
and personal goal management (e.g., Dunning, 2005; Funder,
1999). Describing the expressions of PI is key to future research
because understanding such expressions forms the basis for pro-
cedures such as coding systems to identify those who are high or
low in PI from interviews or biographies. The fourth and final
“Discussion” section includes a summary of the present theoretical
work, a further examination of its significance, and a view of
future empirical work.

PI and Its Significance
PI: A Précis

People who understand their own and others’ personalities
may live more successfully with others than those who lack
such understanding (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Buss, 1991, 2001).
The social brain hypothesis contends that roughly 2 million
years ago, the size of the human brain increased in part to
support such interpersonal understanding. More specifically,
evolutionary selection favored people with larger brain capac-
ities because such individuals could, for example, better judge
one another and live cooperatively in early societies (Dunbar,
2003). For example, choosing a skilled hunting partner was a
potentially life-or-death decision, and choosing a mate success-
fully ensured one’s genetic continuity (Buss, 1991).

The ability to understand one’s own and others’ personalities
remains relevant today. Better self-understanding may assist a
person in meeting organizational demands for specialization, for
example, by promoting a closer person—occupational fit (e.g.,
Holland & Holland, 1978); it may assist one’s judgment in select-
ing a life partner; it also may assist, more generally, in meeting
what seems to be society’s increasing demands for personal self-
control and fulfilling the psychosocial contract that exists between
each person and society.

Study of PI: Neglect and Delay

It is initially surprising that 20th-century researchers largely
neglected the concept of PI—despite the fact that the term has
been in occasional use since at least the 1850s (e.g., Anonymous,
1851; Guernsey, 1857). Several commonly held beliefs of the 20th
century may account for this neglect. First, researchers frequently
viewed the personality system as exerting an often weak or irrel-
evant influence on people’s lives (Cunningham, 2005; Kenrick &
Funder, 1988; Mischel, 1968).

Second, in the early-to mid-20th century individual difference
researchers preferred to focus on “cool” as opposed to “hot”
intelligences. Cool intelligences concern reasoning with relatively
impersonal material such as word meanings and visual patterns
and include the verbal and perceptual-organizational intelli-
gences. The hot intelligences, by contrast, concern reasoning with
more personally relevant information such as one’s social status
and self-esteem and include the social and emotional intelligences.
Although cool intelligences predicted many educational outcomes
of importance, social intelligence (the first studied among the hot
intelligences) yielded less interesting results; research into the hot
intelligences declined as a consequence (Walker & Foley, 1973).

Third, PI might have connoted a sort of “Generation Me” ethos
because of its focus on the self (Twenge, 2006). Although many social
and educational practices encourage self-focus and the development
of self-esteem, a number of theorists expressed grave reservations as
to the wisdom of such practices, seeing in them the potential for
increased narcissism and social divisiveness (Baumeister, Campbell,
& Krueger, 2003). Researchers who harbored such reservations might
have avoided studying PI, which could have seemed associated, at
least superficially, with the self-esteem ethos (cf. Kincaid, 2002). A
related reaction might be that PI was of interest primarily to elites who
possessed sufficient economic and social freedom for self-exploration.
Considering questions such as whether personality matters and Gen-
eration Me issues can address whether PI deserves attention.

In fact, most recent scientific perspectives are more receptive to
the study of PI. For example, late 20th-century views increasingly
recognized the personality system as a key contributor to important
life outcomes (e.g., Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg,
2007). During that same time period, research into hot intelli-
gences was reestablished and more promising results arose than
before, particularly for emotional intelligence (e.g., Mayer, Rob-
erts, & Barsade, 2008). As noted already, some segments of
society may equate a Generation Me outlook with problematic
egotism and a consequent loss of social cohesion. It seems likely,
however, that PI would moderate such egotism because the intel-
ligence promotes accurate self-knowledge.

Finally, the related concern over elitism could be leveled at any
intelligence. Broadening the list of intelligences (where justified),
however, tends to democratize them by acknowledging the broader
number of mental abilities that exist, relative to past conceptions,
and the variety of individuals who possess them. Moreover, be-
cause PI may help people satisfy their own needs and contribute
more generally to society, everyone may benefit as a consequence.

Scope and Definition of PI

Converging concepts of personality. An individual’s person-
ality can be thought of as a master psychological system respon-
sible, in part, for the operation of its parts—its motives, emotions,
thoughts, self-control, and social acts. A number of recent
articles have outlined some of the generally accepted thinking
about personality (Buss, 2001; Funder, 2006; Mayer, 2005;
McAdams & Pals, 2006; McCrae & Costa, 1999; Roberts et al.,
2007). The consistencies across these frameworks and perspec-
tives are considerable.

These consistencies include, briefly, first that personality
exists “inside the skin”—internally—with many private internal
conscious and automatic feelings and thoughts, and that person-
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ality interacts with the outside world. Second, contemporary views
agree that personality exhibits a group of consistent features that
are expressed in a relatively stable fashion, including traits such as
extraversion, intelligence, and conscientiousness. Third, personal-
ity can observe itself and observe and model others’ personalities
as well. From this, an individual develops models of what different
people are like and how to predict their behaviors. Finally, per-
sonality develops in important ways over time. Such ideas generate
a relatively clear basis for understanding what a PI might involve.
Specifically, PI involves the capacities

(a) to recognize personally relevant information from introspection
and from observing oneself and others, (b) to form that information
into accurate models of one’s own and others’ personalities, (c) to
guide one’s choices by using personality information where relevant,
and (d) to systematize one’s goals, plans, and life stories for good
outcomes. (Mayer, 2008, p. 215)

Distinguishing a PI. Pl can be plainly distinguished from
other hot intelligences such as emotional and social. Some of the
characteristics of these hot intelligences are compared in Table 1.
For example, emotional intelligence is defined as the capacity to
reason about emotions and emotional knowledge and to use emotions
to enhance thought (column 2, row 1). EI often is divided further into
such areas as the accurate perceiving of emotion, using emotions to
enhance thought, understanding emotions, and managing them (col-
umn 2, row 3). Emotional intelligence extends to emotional reasoning
about both the individual and the society; as such, it is part of both
personal and social intelligence. Emotional intelligence’s specific
focus on emotions, however, renders it more focused than the more
general personal and social intelligences (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso,
2008).

Table 1
A Comparison of Three Hot Intelligences

Shifting the focus to PI itself, PI addresses not only an individ-
ual’s understanding of emotions, but also of his or her motives,
self-concepts, dreams, imaginings, and other internal experiences
and mental models of the self and others (column 3, row 2).

PI is different also from (but complementary to) social intelli-
gence. PI focuses on inner personal experience and personal in-
formation in oneself and others: one’s own and others’ inner states
and motives, traits, personal goals, and life stories. By contrast,
social intelligence is relatively outer directed and involves reason-
ing about situations, interactions, social skills, and the interactions
among groups (Table 1, column 4).

PI also differs from self-knowledge. PI explicitly includes the
abilities to reason about information sources relevant to personality
and to reason about one’s personal goals and plans. Self-knowledge,
by contrast, describes the state of having acquired a relatively accurate
picture of one’s own characteristics. PI implies such accurate self-
knowledge, but additionally includes the abilities to, for example,
form accurate models of others’ personalities and to use personal
information in making decisions and achieving goals.

PI, in other words, occupies a distinct and unique position
among hot intelligences (and in relation to concepts such as
self-knowledge). The significance of PI to the individual, coupled
with the unique set of mental abilities it includes, provides a
reasonable basis for its continued theoretical development.

Assessing the Expression of PI
Whys and Wherefores

Internal abilities versus external expression. Most psycholo-
gists draw a distinction between the internal mental capacities that

Sample hot intelligences

Feature Emotional intelligence

Personal intelligence Social intelligence

To reason about emotions and emotional
knowledge and to use emotions to
enhance thought (e.g., Mayer et al.,
2008)

Key description of capacities

Key target information Emotional expressions, emotional
changes in the body, emotional

feelings, and emotional meanings

Key abilities ® Perceive emotions in the self and
others.
® Use emotions to enhance thought.
® Understand emotions and emotional
meanings.
® Manage emotions in the self and
others.

Key references Salovey & Mayer (1990);

Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso (2008)

To reason about the individual
in relation with others and
other groups and to use
such information to enhance
thought

Meanings of situations, of
social interactions, rules of
social interaction,
motivational and emotional
states, and pressures
emerging from social

To reason about personal information
and personality and to use such
information to enhance thought

Internal states, motives, goals,
emotions, and traits, such as
extraversion, intelligence, and
outside information about oneself

groups
® Recognize personally relevant ® Perceive and remember
information from introspection and social situations.
from observing oneself and others. ® Act with social skill.
® Form information into accurate ® Influence other people
models of personality. effectively within situations.
® Guide one’s choices by using ® Understand and interpret
personally relevant information. situations.
® Systematize one’s goals, plans, ® Understand how situations

follow one another.
® Understand interrelations
among groups.
Thorndike (1920);
Weis & Siil (2007)

and life stories.

Mayer (2008)
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make up an intelligence, on the one hand, and the person’s ex-
pressions of that intelligence in the environment, on the other.
Internal mental abilities are the problem-solving capacities that
define the intelligence itself. The gold standard for the measure-
ment of such skills is mental ability testing—the use of a test to ask
individuals to solve problems and to then compare those answers
against a standard of correctness (Carroll, 1993; Mayer, Roberts, &
Barsade, 2008).

The expression of an intelligence, however, reflects the manner
in which a person uses his or her intelligence in the world. In many
cases, the expression of an intelligence can reflect the person’s
level of intelligence fairly directly. For example, one would expect
people high in an ability to use it effectively and those low in the
ability to exhibit its absence. In other cases, however, a person who
possesses an intelligence might choose not to use it for motiva-
tional or social reasons. For example, women with high levels of
mental abilities may nonetheless avoid careers in the physical
sciences because of their greater interest in people or, alternatively,
because of a lack of institutional support on the part of universities
that train them (Ceci & Williams, 2007). In other cases, individuals
may possess qualities that could be mistaken for an intelligence—
for example, exhibiting attributes such as decisiveness, curiosity,
and verbal skills that sometimes are mistaken for verbal intelli-
gence (Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, & Andrade, 2000).
Perceptions of what make up an intelligence may also vary by
culture (Sternberg, 2007). An intelligence (as a set of mental
abilities) versus the expression of the intelligence, then, are two
related but distinct qualities. I further develop the rationale for
studying the expression of an intelligence next.

Why Should the Expression of an Intelligence Be Studied?

Studying the expression of intelligence is important for several
reasons. First, carefully analyzing the expression of an intelligence
may reveal previously overlooked mental abilities that make it up.
For example, an analysis of people’s intellectual self-management
has indicated that certain abilities such as inhibiting one’s incorrect
ideas may be a key part of intelligence that could be added to
present-day intelligence tests (Friedman et al., 2006).

Second, understanding how a person expresses an intelligence
has to do with how a person is perceived socially by others. Does
the person freely express his or her intelligence in a given area, or
do such expressions make others uncomfortable (and does the
person therefore suppress them)? Such findings are important to
understanding individual and group relationships.

A bit more broadly, measuring an intelligence’s expression
indicates something about its contributions to an individual’s suc-
cess at various endeavors. Outlining the advantages the intelli-
gence might provide for a person has practical implications re-
garding how someone with the mental ability might best use it and
how others with less of it might strengthen their problem solving
in the area.

Describing the expression of intelligence is important, therefore,
to gauging whether the key aspects of the mental ability are being
measured, to understanding how a person is perceived, and to
discovering the significance of the intelligence to a person’s life
endeavors.

Ease of Measuring Expression Varies by Intelligence

Some intelligences are expressed in ways that are easier to
measure than others. Generally speaking, an intelligence that is
broad and clearly defined and that operates relatively discretely—
such as verbal intelligence—should be expressed relatively clearly.
An intelligence that is, by contrast, more narrowly defined and
often embedded in broader decision making may be harder to
assess on its own. An example of a more difficult-to-gauge “em-
bedded” intelligence is emotional intelligence. Emotional reason-
ing is so embedded amid other considerations (such as rationality)
in most to-be-solved problems that understanding its unique ex-
pression is difficult to disentangle in terms of the individual’s
expressions. To be sure, EI contributes to important life outcomes,
but its individual manifestations are often difficult to perceive
without using ability testing as a marker (Mayer, Roberts, &
Barsade, 2008).

PI, however, operates in a relatively holistic fashion on a per-
son’s total life expression. For that reason, its expression should be
reflected in the sophistication of an individual’s overall goals,
behaviors, and life development (Funder, 2006; Mayer, 2005;
McAdams & Pals, 2006). Tracking the expression of PI ought to
be both possible and key to its understanding. The expression of PI
may be manifest in such everyday expressions as a person’s
interactions with others or career functioning. Coding PI in a
person’s creative products might be possible as well, for example,
by examining the campaign activities of U.S. presidential candi-
dates or the works of TV writers. Coding PI for one or more
portions of a person’s life may allow for crucial predictions of the
individual’s strengths and weaknesses.

Many precedents for successfully coding the expression of
personality characteristics already exist (Song & Simonton, 2007).
For example, Winter (2005) coded U.S. presidents’ inaugural
addresses so as to chart their motivational profiles and coded
similar materials of English royalty and other leaders. From such
motivational coding, Winter has successfully predicted a number
of key aspects of the leaders’ behaviors including, for example,
their likelihood to start wars. Porter and Suedfeld (1981) have
coded literary figures’ integrative complexity to examine how
wartime stress reduces, and peace promotes, certain kinds of
thinking. To provide the best possible basis for coding PL, it is first
necessary to carefully demarcate how PI might be expressed.

PI Expressed: A Review of Key Characteristics
Plan of Approach

To develop the best possible understanding of the expression of
PL I undertook a review of key theoretical and empirical research
relevant to PI's expression. In the first part of the review, I
examine individuals defined as high and low in two precursor
concepts to PI: psychological mindedness (as an ability) and
intrapersonal intelligence—one of Gardner’s (1983) multiple in-
telligences. In the second part of the review, I draw on descriptions
of individuals high and low on the skills that more specifically
make up the four areas of PI as defined here, briefly: recognizing
personally relevant information, forming it into models, guiding
one’s choices, and systematizing life goals and stories (Mayer,
2008). For each specific area, I selected between two and three
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representative and (relatively) well-developed research literatures
for inclusion.

I assemble a feature list of characteristics of people high and low
in PI. Because each existing research area informs PI in a different
way, I draw together the best ideas from many relevant areas for
the first time. Moreover, the process of combining descriptions
across relevant areas is likely to emphasize the more reliable
findings regarding the construct to the extent that the skills overlap.
The final feature list, therefore, is likely to contain ideas in which
some confidence can be placed.

Descriptions of People High and Low in Precursor
Concepts Related to PI

Psychological Mindedness

At least two research areas can be regarded as precursors to PI,
generally considered. The term psychological mindedness was
introduced by researchers at the Menninger Clinic in the 1940s and
1950s to describe individuals who were better able than others to
learn about themselves in psychotherapy and to change. (The
researchers were studying patient variables that might lead to a
positive response to psychotherapy.) The Menninger Clinic defi-
nition of psychological mindedness has been summarized as

a person’s ability to see relationships among thoughts, feelings, and
actions, with the goal of learning the meanings and causes of his
experiences and behavior. (Appelbaum, 1973, p. 36)

A person high in such abilities exhibits an interest in others and
what motivates them and an orientation that includes a focus on
future life planning (Appelbaum, 1973, p. 36).

Patients high in psychological mindedness could learn about
themselves and change more readily than others. Moreover, psy-
chological mindedness was viewed as a characteristic of psycho-
therapists as an occupational group (Farber & Golden, 1997), with
prominent therapists, such as Sigmund Freud, singled out as high
in psychological mindedness (Appelbaum, 1973, p. 36). Some of
the characteristics of ability-based psychological mindedness are
summarized in the first row of Table 2. Later, the research em-
phasis in psychological mindedness shifted from a focus on ability
to self-report-style measures of interest in psychological processes
(see McCallum & Piper, 1997, for a discussion) that no longer led
to definitions or measures relevant to the treatment here (see
Carroll, 1993; Mayer, Roberts, & Barsade, 2008, for a discussion
of self-report measures in relation to intelligence).

Intrapersonal Intelligence

Gardner’s (1983) formulation of multiple intelligences included
a pair of intra- and interpersonal intelligences, which he referred to
together as PIs. Intrapersonal intelligence corresponded in part to
emotional intelligence; it had at its core “access to one’s feeling
life—one’s range of affect and emotion” (Gardner, 1993, p. 239);
that same intelligence also emphasized the capacity to develop a
highly differentiated self (Gardner, 1983, p. 239), which corre-
sponds to one part of PI as developed here. Gardner’s second
member of the pair, interpersonal intelligence, also contained
aspects of PI (e.g., evaluating others” motives and intentions) but
emphasized other skills more classically associated with social

intelligence such as manipulating situations and motivating groups
(Gardner, 1993, pp. 239, 253).

In describing what intrapersonal intelligence—arguably the
more relevant of the two—might look like, Gardner wondered
whether it might best be described by “a self that is highly
developed and fully differentiated from others” or, alternatively,
by a “a collection of relatively diverse masks . . . each of which is
simply called into service as needed” (Gardner, 1993, p. 252).
Gardner’s mention of relatively diverse masks may imply that
high-PI individuals can take on diverse social roles as needed. That
and other key expressions of intrapersonal intelligence, as Gardner
viewed them, are summarized in row 2 of Table 2.

Description of People High and Low in Specific PI Skills
Recognizing Personality-Relevant Information

Turning now to descriptions of people high and low in specific
PI skills, recall that PI’s first broad skill area concerns recognizing
personality-relevant information. Such information arises through
introspection, through examining one’s own and others’ personal-
ities, and through discovering others’ opinion of oneself.

Recognizing information about internal states: The instance of
accurate emotional perception. The capacity to introspect gen-
erally about one’s internal states is a key aspect of PI. Accurate
introspection includes the abilities to identify a range of internal
experiences—motivational urges; emotional states; and alterations
in consciousness related to sleep, illness, and psychoactive sub-
stances—and to recognize the operation of such partially con-
scious defenses as suppression.

Studies of emotional intelligence and its specific areas have
provided some information about those able to accurately recog-
nize and identify at least one class of such internal experience—the
emotions (Salovey & Grewal, 2005). For example, one group of
tests measures accurate perception of emotions in faces, postures,
and movements (e.g., Matsumoto, LeRoux, & Wilson-Cohn, 2000;
Nowicki & Carton, 1993). A meta-analysis of such scales con-
cluded that accurate emotional perception predicts a modest but
significant rise in workplace effectiveness in professionals as di-
verse as physicians, human service workers, school teachers and
principals, and business managers (Elfenbein, Der Foo, White, &
Tan, 2007). In part, such individuals may be better at fact finding
and prioritizing problems, as well as being better negotiators and
inspirers of others (Matsumoto, LeRoux, Bernhard, & Gray, 2004;
Rubin, Munz, & Bommer, 2005). Such emotional accuracy also
correlates inversely with depression (r = —.42) and predicts
well-being at approximately a .55 level (Carton, Kessler, & Pape,
1999). These qualities are summarized in the Accurate emotional
perception row of Table 2.

Recognizing self-information from others’ perceptions. An-
other aspect of accurate self-perception is recognizing others’
views of oneself—a very challenging task, judging by the gener-
ally modest agreement between the self’s and others’ perceptions.
One recent series of studies examined the self-awareness of
those with symptoms of psychiatric disturbances in otherwise
normal samples of military service personnel and college stu-
dents. Individuals with disorders related to negative affect such
as obessessive—compulsive personality disorder, cyclothymia,
and dysthymia generally knew that others perceived them as
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obsessive, depressed, or anxious. However, those with paranoid,
narcissistic, and antisocial disorders often did not realize how
others saw them. For example, paranoid individuals often realized
they were angry but did not realize others viewed them as distrust-
ful and suspicious as well. Narcissistic individuals believed that
others must have thought they were cool and special, whereas
others actually perceived them as grandiose and exploitative (Olt-
manns & Turkheimer, 2006).

Applying this finding to PI, it seems likely that people exhib-
iting considerable anger and paranoia will be lower in PI than
others; similarly, those with a “cool to be me” attitude may be low
in PI—not recognizing that others see them as exploitative and
grandiose. By contrast, people with relatively accurate self-
knowledge may suffer, at times, from higher rates of anxiety and
depressive disorders—recalling Freud’s wry question of why peo-
ple had to be depressed to see themselves clearly (as cited in
Appelbaum, 1973, p. 36). Because other PI skills predict well-
being, it remains a challenge to understand how high-PI individ-
uals may be both higher in well-being and yet more prone to
depression.

Recognizing personality-relevant information in others: The
good judge. A further research area relevant to perceiving per-
sonality examines good judges—those who are better than most at
evaluating others’ personality (Funder, 1995). Good judges pos-
sess certain (unspecified) cognitive abilities, coupled with exten-
sive experience with other people. Initially, such individuals were
viewed simply as extraverted (Akert & Panter, 1988; Funder,
1995, 1999). More recently, such judges have been viewed as more
interested in others regardless of extraversion—introversion. For
example, such good judges may be more agreeable, better ad-
justed, and possess better social skills than others, and conse-
quently elicit more trusting, open communication from those they
judge (Letzring, 2008). Good judges also may possess higher
general intelligence and greater openness to experience than others
(Christiansen, Wolcott-Burnam, & Janovics, 2005).

Forming Accurate Models of Personality

Models of the self: Self-knowledge of abilities. The second
broad skill area of PI involves forming accurate models of the self
and others. People typically have accurate impressions of their
abilities in areas in which performance criteria are clear, simple,
and readily observable, such as athletic fitness (e.g., how many
sit-ups they can do) or the ability to be on time.

Many other kinds of abilities, however, such as writing clear
prose, making a logical argument, or playing a violin with skill
involve multiple, complex criteria for success. In these instances,
only people competent in a given area of performance understand
their true ability. That is, a minimum level of competence is
necessary to know how to accurately appraise one’s own and others’
behaviors in a given area (Dunning, 2005, p. 161). Those who lack
competence will be unable to understand whether they meet criteria of
good performance or not; lacking competence, they will lack the
necessary clues as to whether their actual performance deviates from
what is desirable (Kruger & Dunning, 1999).

Additional indicators of accurate self-knowledge emerge from
how people seek information about themselves. Consider requests
for feedback: Some people ask leading questions so as to confirm
their identity, for example, “I’'m a pretty good singer, aren’t I?” or

if depressed, “You think I'm a bad friend, don’t you?” Other
people obtain more accurate feedback by asking more problem-
centered questions, such as “I am interested in developing my
singing; how do you think I could improve?” At work, managers
who seek out unbiased information with questions such as “How
can I improve at this job? (Please feel free to criticize my present
practice)” have a higher openness to self-improvement and end up
being held in higher esteem by their subordinates, coworkers, and
superiors (Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Tuckey, Brewer, & Williamson,
2002).

People with better self-understanding may also use various
cognitive tricks (heuristics) to improve their self-estimations. For
instance, people who simply make a schedule to complete a task
often fail to accurately forecast how long a task might take. By
contrast, the high-PI individual may base her forecast on how long
a similar task took her in the past. A second such trick is to, first,
predict how long others would take and then compare oneself to
the average, understanding that each of us behaves like the average
person much of the time (Dunning, 2005, p. 167). Many more such
examples abound (Dunning, 2005, p. 165; Heath, Larrick, &
Klayman, 1998).

Dunning (2005, pp. 163—-164) has provided a helpful list of cues
that are nondiagnostic and even misleading in evaluating some-
one’s overall accurate knowledge of their ability. He reminded
readers that because developing accurate self-estimates in every
sphere “is a horribly thorny task,” failure to know oneself in one
area or another does not, by itself, reflect a person’s overall lack of
self-knowledge. Similarly, overconfident or even conceited self-
views in a specific realm do not necessarily indicate a lack of
self-knowledge overall; rather, these are fairly normal.

Translating these ideas to PI’s expression, people high in PI
must be competent in a complex, sophisticated skill area before
claiming high self-knowledge about their own performance. Sec-
ond, people higher in self-knowledge typically ask for feedback
with neutral, problem-centered questions that convey an openness
to hearing a range of potential responses. Third, people’s use of
cognitive tricks to adjust their self-impressions or future predic-
tions may be a sign of PI. Finally, modestly overinflated self-
regard and occasional lapses in self-knowledge are not diagnostic
of PI or its absence.

Models of others: The example of the good actor. Good
professional actors may reflect high PI in being able to master a
character and then portray the role well. Wilson (2002, p. 197)
suggested that although those entering the acting field may begin
as extraverts, with some tendencies toward impulsiveness and
exhibitionism, as actors mature in their profession their dominant
traits become private self-consciousness and greater sensitivity to
the expressive behavior of others. Actors may also possess some-
what more diffuse identities than others, in part, perhaps, as a
consequence of their trying on (and being rewarded) for portraying
different characters (Wilson, 2002, p. 191). Actors were inconsis-
tent in this regard, however, with some actors feeling possessed by
their characters and others relatively unchanged by playing them.

In terms of skill development, actors, playwrights, and drama-
tists all rely on an imaginative involvement in the mind of the
character(s) they portray (Wilson, 2002, pp. 65-71); playwrights
and dramatists in particular empathize serially with the different
characters they write about, shifting from one to another (Wilson,
2002, p. 49). All three groups also keep in mind how an audience
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Table 2

MAYER

Summary of Key Expressions of High and Low Personal Intelligence (PI)

Concept name

Core abilities

Key expressions, signs, and indicators of PI

High PI

Low PI

Precursor concepts

Psychological ® Understands relationships among internal ~ ® Succeeds in/benefits from insight- ~ ® Denies importance of insight.
mindedness (e.g., experiences. oriented psychoterapy. ® Avoids or fails at psychotherapy.
Appelbaum, 1973) ® Learns about meanings and causes of ® Chooses psychotherapy as an ® Uninterested in mental processes.

behavior. occupation.
® Interested in psychology.
Intrapersonal intelligence ~ ® Accesses and symbolizes one’s feeling ® Discusses feeling life with insight. @ Fails to distinguish among
(e.g., Gardner, 1993) life. ® Communicates clear sense of internal states.
® Develops a highly refined sense of self. personal identity, be it as an ® Confused about or fails to
independent actor or as leading develop clear sense of self.
member of a group.
Specific ability areas
1. Recognizing personality-relevant information

Accurate emotional ® Accurately perceives emotions in the self ~® Negotiates well with others. ® Engages in arguments, conflict,
perception (Mayer, and others (e.g., in others’ faces and ® Inspires others. and fighting.

Roberts, & Barsade, postures). ® Good well-being. ® Evidence of depression.
2008)

Self-knowledge of ® Coordinates one’s own self-concept with ~ ® At times may exhibit low energy ® Expresses a grandiose sense of
others’ beliefs about the perceptions of others. or fatigue. self-importance.
you (Oltmanns & ® At times may exhibit low self- ® Believes he or she is special,
Turkheimer, 2006) esteem. unique, and high status.

® At times may feel hopeless. ® Takes advantage of others to
® At times may experience an achieve own ends.
unstable sense of self. ® Suspects, without basis, that
others are harming him or her.
® Reads hidden, demeaning, or
threatening meanings in remarks
or events.
® Perceives attacks on character
not apparent to others.

“Good judge” of ® Accurately identifies/assesses others’ ® Motivation to know others. ® Uninterested in knowing or

personality (e.g., traits. ® Experienced with others; understanding others.
Funder, 1995) extraverted.
2. Forming accurate models of personality

Self-knowledge of ® Accurately evaluates one’s own abilities, ~ ® Exhibits expertise in areas in ® Overestimates expertise in an
ability (e.g., Dunning, even given ambiguous feedback. which claims expert knowledge. area or misjudges interpersonal
2005) ® Seeks feedback via nonbiasing qualities.

questions (e.g., “How can I ® Seeks feedback via biasing
improve?”). questions of others (e.g., “I'm

® Self-corrects estimates (e.g., of good at this, aren’t I?” or “I'm a
how much time something will bad friend, aren’t 1?”).
take).

The “Good actor” (e.g., ® “Inhabits” others’ minds and manners so ~ ® Understands others and their ® Lacks empathic understanding of

Wilson, 2002) as to portray them accurately in acting, motives. others.

writing, and other arts. ® Carefully observes the ® Takes little notice of others’
mannerisms and expressions of manners or expressions.
others. ® Extracts little or no meaning

® Uses writing as a method of from one’s life.
meaning-making about one’s life.
3. Guiding choices with accurate personal information
Matching personality to ® Tailors choices so as to match, where ® Exhibits a good fit between own ® Exhibits a poor fit between own

the environment (e.g.,
Niedenthal et al.,
1985)

useful, one’s personality to the demands
and opportunities of environments such

as careers and housing.

personality and occupation.
Exhibits a good fit of own
personality with personality of
spouse or significant other.

Fits well into other aspects of the
environment (e.g., geographic
location).

personality and occupation.
Exhibits a poor fit of own
personality with personality of
spouse or significant other.

Fits poorly into other aspects of
the environment (e.g. geographic
location).

(table continues)
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Table 2 (continued)

Key expressions, signs, and indicators of PI

Concept name Core abilities High PI Low PI
Standing out from the ® Stands out from the group so to protect ® Distinguishes viewpoints in ® Fails to recognize when identity
context when one’s own identity and closely held conflict with the situation when and personal values are

desirable (e.g., values. the situation compromises contradicted or threatened in a

Hackley & Kover, personal identity and values. given context.

2007) ® Fails to recognize when it is
important to express one’s
identity and values.

Understanding ® Takes into account issues of personality ® Appreciates the length required of ~ ® Expresses erroneous beliefs
developmental development, such as the time necessary crucial life-span tasks such as about the time it might take to
trajectories (e.g., to develop expertise in a field, when developing expertise in an area or accomplish key life goals and

Simonton, 1994) making choices. the time needed to get to know tasks.

someone or to find a life partner.
4. Systematizing goals, plans, and life stories
Systematizes motivation ~ ® Creates a system of goals that are mostly ~ ® Exhibits goals that are well ® Exhibits goals that are often

(Emmons & King,
1988)

coherent and compatible with one
another.

Self-defining memories ® Motivates and guides personality by
(e.g., Pillemer, 2003) drawing on meaningful and relevant
autobiographical memories.

Making-meaning from ® Understands life events as part of a
autobiographies (e.g., broader pattern of self-acceptance,
Erikson, 1963; uniqueness, meaning, and service to
McAdams, 2006) others.

chosen and mostly consistent with
each other (or, at least, not in conflict with one another or that
considerable conflict). are poorly chosen.

® Draws on memories of the past to ~ ® Neglects autobiographical
motivate self. memories.

® Uses autobiographical information =~ ® Neglects drawing on personal
to hone self-definition. memories for any purpose.

® Perceives tasks and goals as part ® Interprets autobiography in
of a meaningful, generative destructive, hopeless, or
activity. blaming fashions.

® Fails to express positive senses
of life experiences.

inconsistent or potentially in

will respond to them (in the case of actors) or respond to their
works (in the case of playwrights).

In a review of motivational research on writers (both profes-
sional and otherwise) Kellogg (1994, p. 103) emphasized the
contributions both of general intelligence and also of the meaning-
making that writing brings with it. According to Kellogg, making
meaning defines human beings and writing provides a means for
such meaning-making.

These observations suggest that a key contribution of the study
of actors and writers (for this purpose) is to highlight their capacity
to empathize with various different characters, their tendency to
carefully observe the mannerisms and expressions of others, and
their willingness to use writing, for example, as a method of
meaning-making in their lives.

Guiding Choices With Accurate Personal Information

Matching one’s personality to the environment. The third
broad area of PI reviewed here involves using personal informa-
tion to guide one’s choices. For example, those who can match
their own personality to the congruent demands of situations may
do better in those environments than others—be those environ-
ments momentary, such as choosing a ride in an amusement park,
or longer term, such as a choice of occupation or marriage. People
may choose housing, as one example, by considering which resi-
dents of an apartment complex or neighborhood are most similar to
them (Niedenthal et al., 1985). Considerable research on marital
success has indicated that people match their personality to those
they marry (Buss, 1985; Caspi, Herbener, & Ozer, 1992). The
similarity between members of a couple predicts happier and

longer marriages—although here the findings are not quite consis-
tent (e.g., Acitelli, Douvan, & Veroff, 1993; Buss, 1985; Caspi et
al., 1992; Gonzaga, Campos, & Bradbury, 2007). More consistent
evidence exists that people are happier on the job if they can find
a career that employs others much like themselves (Gottfredson &
Holland, 1990).

Although most research today has focused on a person’s close
fit with a given context, there likely are times when it makes sense
to be different, for example, to celebrate differences between
oneself and others (O’Connell, 2008; Plester & Sayers, 2007) or to
stand out, as in one’s commitment to an unpopular view or creative
idea (e.g., Hackley & Kover, 2007). PI may help in choosing the
moments when such differences and unpopular commitments are
more important than fitting in.

People also apply their general knowledge about personality so
as to predict more generally who will be successful at marriage or
at an occupation. For example, choosing someone with more
positive emotional traits, more traditional values, and the desire to
avoid harm promotes marital stability (McGue & Lykken, 1992).
If a stable marriage is one’s goal, then selecting a partner with such
qualities may also indicate higher PI.

Translating such ideas to expressive markers of PI, one sign of
higher PI is a good fit between an individual’s characteristics and
his or her chosen environment in several key areas of his or her
life. This would include a good fit with one’s career, with signif-
icant people such as one’s friends and spouse, and a good fit in
other, sometimes less crucial areas such as choices of where to live
and type of housing.

Understanding developmental trajectories. Another area in
which a person guides his or her own choices is in planning for the
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future. This includes ordering life tasks so as to be congruent with
personal biosocial and occupational clocks. Among women, for
example, skill at planning when to have and rear children and at
juggling such traditional roles with career demands (if desired)
may be an important determinant of well-being later in life (e.g.,
Helson & McCabe, 1994).

Altering the specifics of one’s personality over time can also
enhance personal performance. For example, staying in school,
cultivating openness and conscientiousness, and managing anxiety
all may contribute to intellectual growth (Chamorro-Premuzic &
Furnham, 2006; Gustafsson, 2008). Returning to issues of timing,
both women and men take approximately 10 years to develop
expertise in such specific work areas as music composition, math-
ematics, and law (Ericsson & Lehmann, 1996; Kaufman & Kauf-
man, 2007; Simon & Chase, 1973; Simonton, 1994).

Higher PI individuals are more likely to apply such information to
their own and others’ life planning. Regarding skill development, for
example, a person who seeks expertise and allocates the time neces-
sary to attain it would exhibit a higher degree of PI relative to
someone who does not take such requirements into account.

Systematizing Goals, Plans, and Life Stories

The good motivation systematizer. The final area of PI ex-
amined here involves systematizing one’s motivations, plans,
and autobiography. In the area of motivation, this involves
selecting goals that are consistent (as opposed to conflicting)
with one another and choosing aims and objectives that are
realistic given one’s talents and resources. Doing so increases
one’s well-being (Cox & Klinger, 2004; Emmons & King,
1988). For example, a person who holds two goals such as
“being honest with myself and others” and “appearing smarter
than I am” will face considerable (and self-inflicted) goal con-
flicts. The aim of “being honest” may violate many social norms
of politeness and create considerable conflict on its own; it also
conflicts with the second goal (to appear “smarter than I am”)
that involves disguising one’s honest belief (Emmons & King,
1988). Translating this to observable expressions, the individual
higher in PI should exhibit goals that are more consistent with
one another relative to other people.

Systematizing and using autobiographical experiences. A
high-PI individual can also draw on his or her personal mem-
ories and autobiography for self-direction. Some people report
recalling autobiographical events so as to motivate themselves
and to learn from past mistakes, as well as to develop their
identities (Bluck, Alea, Habermas, & Rubin, 2005, p. 104; Pillemer,
1998). For example, the basketball player Michael Jordan intention-
ally recalls failing to make a sports team in high school when he wants
to motivate himself to work harder in his current life (Pillemer, 1998).

The good autobiographical story teller. Reasoning about their
autobiography also helps individuals define themselves more gen-
erally (Bluck et al., 2005; Pillemer, 2003). As people recall their life
experiences, they may take the opportunity to systematize their goals,
plans, and autobiographical stories so as to create a personal sense of
coherency and meaning from their lives (Erikson, 1963; Frankl, 1963;
McAdams, 2006). People recall events to see whether their “beliefs or
values have changed” and to understand who they are now (Bluck et
al., 2005, p. 104) as well as to find meaning in their pursuits and life
stories. This meaning typically involves a sense of generating some-

thing to help the next generation, be it rearing a family or producing
work to assist other people (Erikson, 1963). For example, in the
United States narrative life stories often take the form of finding
redemption through helping others (McAdams, 2006). The discovery
of such meaning is central to psychological well-being (Frankl, 1963).
These skills have been characterized as possessing intelligence-like
properties (Pillemer, 1998, p. 211).

Applying such observations suggests two further indicators of
PI expressions. First, higher PI people would be more likely to
describe memories they use to motivate themselves relative to
others, and second, higher PI individuals would be more likely
to tell life stories with a plot or theme that reveals a meaning to
themselves and others.

Summary of Descriptions of PI

In this review, I collected a number of features that might
indicate high PI (or its absence). Some features reflective of PI are
likely to be expressed across people in relatively invariant ways;
examples are being motivated to understand others, observing
others carefully, using an open style in requesting feedback, and
appreciating the time involved in meeting life span tasks. Other
expressions of PI are tailored to an individual’s specific psycho-
logical characteristics, such as using personal memories to moti-
vate oneself and creating an accurate self-concept. Still other
features will be sensitive to social contexts. An example is doing
well in psychotherapy because psychotherapy is more available
(and acceptable) in some cultures than in others.

It is true that any PI feature of Table 2, taken individually, could
have arisen from a psychological source aside from PI. For exam-
ple, the use of a motivating memory might reflect a person’s high
level of motivation, independent of any PI. For that reason, any
single feature is likely to be insufficient to indicate the presence or
absence of high PI. When the features are used as a group,
however, they may become predictors in the aggregate for identi-
fying people high and low in PIL

That is, although each individual feature in Table 2 might be
low in reliability and validity, when combined into a group,
their reliability and validity will be far higher because the error
variance component will tend to cancel out across items and
their true score variance will accumulate (Nunnally, 1978).
Collectively, therefore, the features are likely to indicate who is
high and who is low in PI and represent a reasonable depiction
of what a person high or low in PI might be like. Modified just
slightly, the contents of Table 2 could form the basis for a
classification system to identify those high and low in PI on the
basis of people’s expressions of the ability. I consider both the
“look™ of high and low PI and the use of such a coding system
in future research in the Discussion.

Discussion
Emergence of PI and Its Scope

Twentieth-century research on the intelligences centered on the
“cool intelligences”—intelligences that pertain to relatively imper-
sonal cognitive information. Examples of these included verbal—
comprehension, perceptual—organizational, and similar intelligences.
Late in the 20th century, however, research activity began to focus on
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a contrasting, “hot” group including the emotional and social intelli-
gences. These hot intelligences pertained to matters of personal sig-
nificance such one’s own emotions and the behavior of those in one’s
surrounding situations, relationships, and social networks.

The hot intelligences form an interrelated set that collectively
covers a wide range of personal concerns. Social intelligence,
for example, pertains to interpersonal interactions, intimacy,
power relations, and the effects of groups on the individual.
Emotional intelligence pertains to emotions and emotional fa-
cilitation of thought. What has been less elucidated is an intel-
ligence pertaining to personality and its processes. PI as de-
scribed here pertains to recognizing one’s motives, goals, and
feelings; forming accurate self- and other concepts; using such
knowledge in decision making; and constructing a life story
more generally.

Expression of PI

Understanding PI’s expression is necessary to establishing systems
for recognizing PI ability in individuals and groups, as well as for
appreciating its impact on a person’s life. In this article, I developed a
picture of PI’s expression by reviewing contemporary research on the
mental abilities that make up PI and examining its precursor concepts as
well. Expressions of these abilities and precursors were elaborated and
then summarized in Table 2. Together, the contents of the review provide
a tentative first look at such expressions.

High-PI individuals express their abilities in many ways. They
appear motivated to know themselves and others, exhibit expertise
in one or more occupational areas, and understand their own skills
in those areas. Moreover, they fit themselves well into situations
and choose better longer term environments for themselves than do
others. High-PI individuals pursue goals that are mostly consistent
with one another, use their personal memories to motivate them-
selves, and go on more generally to create a well-understood
personal identity. That identity often includes the pursuit of per-
sonally important, societally meaningful activities.

Such individuals may also suffer from certain vulnerabilities.
For example, their openness to criticism and self-understanding
may render them vulnerable to dysthymia or depression at times,
although given their psychological mindedness, they may be more
responsive than others to insight-oriented psychotherapy such as
psychodynamic and cognitive—behavioral therapies.

Low-PI individuals, by contrast, appear relatively out of touch
both with their inner states and with how others view them. They
may develop self-concepts that are relatively undifferentiated and
even inaccurate, and they may fail to take into account others’
personalities and personal preferences when interacting with them.
These low-PI individuals’ goals may appear scattered or in conflict,
and their life course may appear to lack coherence in some or most of
its aspects. It is also the case that each person’s abilities are varied, and
a person can compensate for less-than-optimal qualities in PI by
developing compensatory abilities in another area.

Where societies allow for it, people higher in PI may be able to
form a better social contract than otherwise—choosing better
occupations, life relationships, activities, and other outcomes for
themselves. By doing so, they may, in comparison with those
lower in PI, better meet the demands of society, contribute to
society, and also meet their own needs.

Envisioning Future Research in PI

The study of the mental reasoning that makes up PI, on the one
hand, and the expression of PI, on the other, concerns two distinct,
related research projects. Mostly, the two aspects of PI will be
related; that is, a person with high PI will choose to use it—and its
use will be expressed; an individual with low PI will display it less.
Yet a person with high PI might choose not to apply it if, for
example, his or her interests or environment promoted other goals
such as climbing out of poverty to the relative exclusion of
personal development. Moreover, some people who are relatively
low in PI might appear to possess it through, for example, having
friends who guide them in major life decisions.

PI as a mental ability and its expression, therefore, must be
assessed by separate methods. The inner capacity—PI as mental
ability—is most validly measured via ability-based psychological
tests, the gold standard of the intelligences (Mayer, Roberts, &
Barsade, 2008). Assessing the expression of PI, however, requires
other methods.

At present, there are few or no readily accessible criteria for
identifying the expression of PI. This is in marked contrast to the
resources available for assessing the expression of cool intelli-
gences. Entire institutions, such as educational systems, are cen-
tered around promoting and assessing such cool intelligences as
verbal-comprehension intelligence. Schools use testing, grades,
SATs, status of the educational institution, and the like as potential
correlates of the ability (Mayer, Salovey, Caruso, & Sitarenios,
2001).

In contrast, society provides few or no ready criteria for the hot
intelligences. PI, however, ought to be possible to discern in the
context of an individual’s life choices because personality itself is
manifest in the contours of an individual’s life (e.g., Alexander,
1990; Runyan, 1988; Schultz, 2005). Understanding the expression
of PI can, in turn, provide insight into the significance of the ability
and can add to an understanding of those who might or might not
possess it. For example, if it turns out that high-PI individuals often
become writers, actors, and therapists, such observations can serve to
test the validity of mental ability measures of PL

From the list of high-PI features developed here, a first set of
criteria can be created according to which PI's expression can be
indexed. For example, such features could be converted into a
biographical coding system so as to evaluate a person’s Pl-related
characteristics from the events and construals of their life: PI may
lend itself to such evaluations because one’s lifestyle and biography
are, in some sense, a record of the operation of personality (and PI) in
interaction over time with the environment. The next step, from
Table 2, in other words, is to develop such coding systems as distinct
entities and to evaluate their validity as assessment techniques. The
precise methods for doing this deserve due consideration in future
treatments. For now, this initial examination of what PI expressions
are like can serve as a basis for such future work.

The full spectrum and significance of the hot intelligences is
now more fully apparent than before. This description of the likely
characteristics of individuals high in PI—preliminary though it
may be—can contribute to an understanding of this group of
abilities. If PI skills exist as a coherent and interrelated group, then
it may further be the case that teaching general knowledge about
personality may enhance people’s abilities to use whatever level of
skills they possess to the broader benefit of society. That, however,
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must await advances in a nearer term phase of research on PI, which
should focus on assessment of the intelligence and its correlates. This
investigation of PI and its expression provides one potential basis for
the development of new methods for identifying those high and low
in PI, hastening the next phases of research on the topic.
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