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Creative Intelligence

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Cognitive Science, Education

1. Core Definition

Creative Intelligence refers to the specific cluster of mental abilities utilized in generating novel

ideas, finding innovative solutions, analyzing unique situations, and effectively formulating initial

assumptions about entirely new problems or phenomena. Within the context of differential

psychology, it is often understood as the capacity for insightful thinking and the effective

application of experience to new tasks. This form of intelligence focuses less on traditional

academic or analytical skills--such as rote memorization or logical deduction based on established

rules--and more on the ability to move beyond conventional thought patterns to produce original

and valuable outcomes. It encompasses the crucial cognitive skills necessary to imagine

possibilities that do not yet exist and to synthesize disparate pieces of information into coherent,

original structures.

The functions of Creative Intelligence are paramount in situations demanding adaptation to

novelty. When an individual encounters a problem for which they have no predefined solution or

template, this type of intelligence guides the process of formulation, generation, and evaluation of

potential, yet untested, strategies. It involves both the ability to perceive gaps or challenges that

others miss (problem finding) and the generation of multiple, flexible approaches to address those

challenges (idea generation). The psychological literature asserts that this skill set is partly unique

when compared to purely analytical or practical skill sets, though it is fundamentally integrated with

them in successful human endeavor.

2. Context: The Triarchic Framework

The concept of Creative Intelligence is most famously situated as a core component of the

Triarchic Theory of Intelligence, developed by psychologist Robert Sternberg in the 1980s.

Sternberg's theory fundamentally challenged traditional psychometric views, which historically

treated intelligence as a singular, monolithic entity measurable primarily by IQ tests. He proposed

instead that intelligence should be understood as comprising three interdependent subtheories,

collectively defining successful intelligence: Analytical, Practical, and Creative.

In this framework, the term Sternberg utilized for Creative Intelligence was the Experiential

Subtheory. This subtheory addresses how an individual's accumulated experience mediates their

ability to handle new information and automate routine processes. It is the bridge between raw

analytical power and the real-world application of knowledge, emphasizing the dynamic nature of

intellectual growth through experience. The Triarchic Theory posits that true intellectual success
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requires a balance and effective management of all three components, adapting their use

depending on environmental demands and personal goals.

3. The Experiential Subtheory

The Experiential Subtheory, or Creative Intelligence, dictates that intelligence is best displayed

when an individual is operating at the two extremes of the experience continuum: novelty and

automation. Dealing effectively with completely new tasks requires creativity to synthesize

information and project potential outcomes. Conversely, the intelligent management of experience

involves transforming previously novel tasks into automated processes, freeing up cognitive

resources for subsequent creative challenges.

At the novelty end, individuals utilize Creative Intelligence to construct entirely new schemas or

modify existing ones to accommodate unprecedented data. This process is crucial for innovation

and discovery, as it requires moving beyond established rules and heuristics. At the automation

end, the efficient transformation of complex, deliberate tasks into swift, unconscious operations

(e.g., learning to drive, or mastering a complex scientific technique) demonstrates intellectual

efficiency, allowing the individual to deploy creative capacity toward higher-level problems rather

than wasting resources on routine elements.

4. Components of Creative Intelligence

The operationalization of Creative Intelligence involves several interconnected cognitive

components that allow an individual to generate and evaluate novel outputs. These components

work synergistically to facilitate imaginative problem-solving and idea generation. One primary

component is the ability to select, combine, and compare information in ways that were previously

unconsidered. This involves making remote associations and perceiving connections between

conceptually distant domains.

Another critical component is selective encoding, which is the ability to sift relevant information

from irrelevant noise when encountering novelty. Furthermore, selective combination refers to

the skill of synthesizing seemingly unrelated pieces of information into a novel, coherent whole.

Finally, selective comparison involves relating new information to previously stored knowledge in

an unusual way, recognizing creative analogies or metaphors that illuminate the new situation.

These selective processes collectively underpin the ability to produce, generate, find, analyze,

imagine, and assume, as highlighted in the definition of the concept.

5. Distinction from Analytical and Practical Skills

Sternberg deliberately structured Creative Intelligence to be conceptually distinct from the other

two components of his model. The Analytical (Componential) Subtheory focuses on internal

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=48870
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


CREATIVE INTELLIGENCE 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

mental mechanisms--metacomponents (planning/monitoring), performance components (executing

tasks), and knowledge acquisition components (learning). Analytical intelligence is what is typically

measured by standard IQ tests, emphasizing abstract reasoning, evaluation, and critical thinking

based on given information. Analytical skills are necessary for judging the quality of a creative idea,

but they are not sufficient for generating the idea itself.

The Practical (Contextual) Subtheory, often referred to as "street smarts," addresses the ability

to fit into, shape, or select environments to maximize success. This involves adapting to real-world

contexts, solving ill-defined problems, and managing one's environment effectively. While practical

intelligence requires creative insight for shaping an environment, its primary focus is on execution

and pragmatic application, whereas creative intelligence is focused on the generation of the initial

novel approach or insight. Creative intelligence serves as the engine of innovation, while analytical

intelligence serves as the quality control mechanism, and practical intelligence serves as the

implementation strategy.

6. Cultivation and Training

A significant implication derived from the study of Creative Intelligence, explicitly noted in related

psychological discourse, is that this ability is not fixed or purely innate; rather, it can be cultivated

and enhanced through targeted training and exposure. Unlike older models that assumed a stable,

inherited intelligence quotient, the Triarchic perspective encourages the view that creative skills are

malleable. Educational interventions designed to foster creativity focus on teaching students to

challenge assumptions, take sensible risks, tolerate ambiguity, and re-frame problems.

Training in Creative Intelligence often emphasizes divergence in thought processes. This

includes exercises in brainstorming, lateral thinking, and developing fluency, flexibility, originality,

and elaboration in idea generation. By practicing these cognitive techniques, individuals who may

not innately possess a large degree of creative ability can systematically improve their capacity to

deal with novelty and produce innovative output. This focus on teachability makes the concept

highly relevant to modern educational reform efforts aimed at developing 21st-century skills.

7. Educational and Vocational Significance

The integration of Creative Intelligence into educational and vocational assessments has

profoundly shifted the understanding of potential and success. In academic settings, recognizing

and rewarding creative thinking alongside analytical mastery ensures that students are prepared

for careers that require adaptation and innovation rather than mere conformity to established

procedures. Traditional exams often assess only analytical skills; consequently, students strong in

creative or practical areas may be overlooked.

In the vocational sphere, Creative Intelligence is increasingly recognized as critical for leadership,
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entrepreneurship, and roles in rapidly changing industries. An effective leader or innovator must

not only solve existing problems efficiently (analytical/practical) but must also anticipate future

challenges and invent novel organizational or technological solutions (creative). The ability to

generate unique strategic advantages often hinges directly on the level of creative intelligence

deployed within an organization.

8. Debates and Criticisms

While the Triarchic Theory, and specifically the component of Creative Intelligence, has been

influential in broadening the definition of human intellect, it has faced several significant theoretical

and empirical criticisms. One major critique centers on the difficulty in psychometrically separating

the three components. When tested, measures designed to assess analytical, creative, and

practical intelligence often show high statistical correlation, suggesting that they may not represent

truly independent or orthogonal abilities, but rather different facets of a more generalized

intelligence factor.

Another point of contention involves the scope and specificity of the creative construct. Critics

sometimes argue that Sternberg's definition may conflate aspects of creativity with broader

personality traits, motivation, or specific domain knowledge, making it challenging to isolate

Creative Intelligence as a distinct cognitive ability free from these confounding factors. Despite

these measurement challenges, the conceptual value of emphasizing creativity as a key

intellectual component remains widely accepted across psychology and education.

Further Reading

Triarchic Theory of Intelligence (Wikipedia)

Robert Sternberg (Wikipedia)

Sternberg, R. J. (1997). The triarchic theory of intelligence. In Contemporary intellectual
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