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Introduction
For too long, researchers have focused on attrib-
utes such as personality and style when analyzing
how well executives actually do their jobs. For ex-
ample, while it may be nice for a leader to be very
likeable or charismatic, these qualities have noth-
ing to do with executives’ ability to find the “right”
answer. Getting to the truth of what’s really going
on is the primary responsibility of all managers, and
their capacity to do so is largely determined by
their level of intelligence. 

Yet in our hiring and training practices we don’t
pay nearly enough attention to ensuring that we’re
getting smart people, though there’s absolutely no
doubt that intelligence is a key determinant of suc-
cess. We can quibble about what precise percent-
age of performance it accounts for, but no one can
seriously question that smartness — the intellectual
ability to do the job — is one of the primary deter-
minants of whether someone succeeds or fails at
managerial work.

In fact, the crude application of IQ tests, which
weren’t even designed to measure business intelli-
gence, remain among the most accurate means of
predicting managerial success. Research has
shown that administering a 12-minute IQ test can
predict job performance nearly as well as the best
two-hour job interview, so IQ tests obviously meas-
ure something important. 

Combining the results of 515 independent

studies involving over 100,000 employees, Profes-
sors Frank Schmidt of the University of Iowa and
John Hunter of Michigan State University declared
that cognitive ability (IQ) tests predict occupational
performance “better than any other ability, trait or
disposition, and better than job experience.”

Cognitive ability tests have repeatedly been
proven to be a highly effective way of predicting work
performance in virtually any profession. Moreover, re-
search has demonstrated that as the complexity of a
job increases, so does the predictive validity of these
tests. So for managerial positions, considered the
most complex of all occupational groups, cognitive
ability measures have been shown to be among the
most powerful predictors of success.

Of course, managers need other qualifications.
There are 30-year-olds who score in the genius
range on intelligence measures but it would be irre-
sponsible to make one a CEO of a Fortune 500
company just on that basis. Nonetheless, we
should never lose sight of the fact that executives
don’t lead companies with their hands, but with
their minds. So without possessing the requisite
cognitive ability for the workplace, a leader has lit-
tle chance of success.

Developing a Proper Test
And yet we almost never measure how much intel-
ligence people have before we hire or promote
them. It’s easy to understand why, since to date we
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haven’t had a form of cognitive ability assessment
that’s acceptable to executives. Though IQ tests are
powerfully predictive, they have too many shortcom-
ings to be used with a modern managerial population.

For instance, it’s hard to see the immediate rele-
vance to workplace tasks of the typical test question. A
question like, “Man is to ape as butterfly is to what?”
appears totally unrelated to any decision an executive
actually confronts.

Further, many researchers have challenged the ac-
curacy of these traditional intelligence measures by
suggesting that the tests themselves are often so bi-
ased and flawed — in terms of race, gender or econom-
ic background — that they don’t accurately reflect the
amount of intelligence a particular person possesses.

Such reservations about the validity of IQ testing
means that IQ is almost never used as a screening tool
for executives. What’s more, the unfavorable reputation
of intelligence testing has inhibited intelligence experts
from trying to understand the lessons that can be
learned from them. This has caused a dilemma: busi-
nesses are demanding a way to identify and develop
star leadership talent, yet they’re given no tools to en-
sure that individuals have the smarts required to excel.

The key to solving this problem is to bring the con-
cept of intelligence back into the business arena in an
acceptable form. That’s what has given rise to the no-
tion of Executive Intelligence. Instead of crudely adapt-
ing tests that were originally designed to measure the
academic potential of schoolchildren, it offers a new
theory of intelligence that’s appropriate for a business

setting — one that can yield an accurate measure of a
manager’s relevant cognitive strengths or Achilles heels.

Executive Intelligence
In its simplest form, Executive Intelligence is a distinct
set of aptitudes that an individual must be able to
demonstrate in three central contexts of work: the ac-
complishment of tasks, working with and through other
people, and judging oneself and adjusting one’s be-
havior accordingly.

On the job, executives are constantly pursuing a
variety of goals. They must decide which tasks to ac-
complish, in which order to do them, and how best to
carry them out. They must find ways to meet their
goals through the efforts of and in co-operation with
other people. And always, they must actively evaluate
themselves, identify their own errors and make adjust-
ments to correct them.

The more proficient an individual is in all three of
those areas, the higher his or her level of Executive In-
telligence. Executive Intelligence has its roots in what’s
commonly known as critical thinking, but it isn’t the
same as the abstract logic and reasoning skills often
associated with the subject. Instead, it’s an expanded
and applied type of critical thinking — how an individ-
ual skillfully uses the available information as a guide to
thought and action.

Michael Scriven, a professor of psychology at the
University of California, describes critical thinking as,
“The skilled, active interpretation and evaluation of ob-
servations, communications, information and argumen-
tation as a guide to thought and action.” In other
words, critical thinking ability determines how skillfully
someone gathers, processes and applies information in
order to identify the best way to reach a particular goal
or navigate a complex situation.

This type of thinking represents the foundation of
sound business decision-making. As Jack Welch
noted, “Great leaders share a lack of naivete. There’s a
rigor in their thinking. A questioning. You need to build
a self-confidence in people while at the same time
challenging the hell out of their assumptions.”

In its simplest form, critical thinking in business in-
volves skillfully working out the best answer you can
come up with by identifying and using all the informa-
tion that has value for that purpose and resisting irrele-
vant or unreliable considerations, however tempting
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they may be. Because of their superior critical thinking,
star executives arrive at the right answers more often
than their peers. 

No Magic Formula
But what’s the magic behind their success? Is there
some secret formula? Theorists and business profes-
sors have tried for years to answer that question, tout-
ing their work as “the” guide to sound decision-mak-
ing. But the truth is there is no magic formula. That’s
why so many MBAs trained in the busy decision-mak-
ing paradigms fail in the real world. The real secret be-
hind a star’s success lies in his or her ability to create a
solution tailored to suit each situation at hand.

The key to success actually lies in the means by
which that person reaches a conclusion, rather than in
the final conclusion itself. If you dissect an exceptional
executive’s decision-making process, his or her superior
cognitive skills become obvious. For instance, these
leaders consistently ask perceptive questions that identi-
fy core issues. They discriminate among different sources
of data and disregard the less reliable ones. As you trace
their thinking to see how they arrived at successful an-
swers, those mental activities are revealed as crucial.

But no single activity, or even sequence of activi-
ties, can be pointed to as a map for others to follow.  At
different phases in the analysis, different activities take
center stage. The process is shaped by the circum-
stances, and the solutions the executives identify are
uniquely tailored to each situation.

The 17 Skills
Seventeen individual skills comprise Executive Intelli-
gence. Star executives consistently outperform their
peers in using these cognitive skills, and research has
found all of these aptitudes to be interdependent and
necessary for effective leadership decision-making.

Regarding tasks, great leaders:
• Appropriately define a problem and differentiate

essential objectives from less relevant concerns.
• Anticipate likely obstacles to achieving objectives

and identify sensible means to circumvent them.
• Critically examine the accuracy of underlying as-

sumptions being relied on. 
• Articulate the strengths and weaknesses of the

suggestions or arguments posed by others.
• Recognize what’s known about an issue, what

more needs to be known, and how best to obtain the
relevant and accurate information that’s needed.

• Use multiple perspectives to identify likely unin-
tended consequences of various action plans.

Regarding people, great leaders:
• Recognize the conclusions that can and cannot be

drawn from a particular exchange with another person.
• Recognize the likely underlying agendas and moti-

vations of individuals and groups involved in a situation.
• Anticipate the likely emotional reactions of indi-

viduals to actions or communications.
• Accurately identify the core issues and perspec-

tives that are central to conflict.
• Appropriately consider the probable effects and

likely unintended consequences that may result from
taking a particular course of action.

• Recognize and balance the different needs of all
relevant stakeholders.

Regarding themselves, great leaders:
• Pursue and encourage feedback that may reveal an

error in judgment, then make appropriate adjustments.
• Demonstrate an ability to recognize their own

personal biases or limitations in perspective, and use
this understanding to improve their own thinking and
plans for action.

• Recognize when serious flaws in their own ideas
or actions require swift public acknowledgement of a
mistake and a dramatic change in direction. 

• Appropriately articulate the essential flaws in the
arguments of others, and reiterate the strengths of their
own position.
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• Recognize when it’s appropriate to resist the ob-
jections of others and remain committed to a sound
course of action.

Testing for These Skills
Executive Intelligence is tested in a conversational format
using a series of questions that measure the cognitive
aptitudes identified as crucial to executive work. With re-
alistic work scenarios, the interviewer poses questions
that call for certain cognitive skills in order to solve prob-
lems. The questions don’t cue the candidate to the cog-
nitive aptitudes needed. Yet each question requires the
application of specific skills if it’s to be answered well.

For instance, a question designed to evaluate a
person’s ability to identify the flaws in the suggestions
of other people wouldn’t directly prompt the candidate
to do so. Instead, the candidate would be asked to an-
alyze a situation, and an appropriate response would
identify the essential flaw in another person’s sugges-
tion. It’s through this method that the candidate
demonstrates an ability to perform the particular skill as
he or she would on the job — without prompting.

For each question, the candidate must analyze the
situation, draw a conclusion, and justify the reasoning.
During the examination, about five different scenarios
are presented to the candidate, each serving as the
basis for six or seven questions that are designed to
measure a narrow set of cognitive skills. Through the
use of multiple scenarios and more than 30 questions,
a comprehensive measure of all of the cognitive skills
of interest can be obtained. The entire interview re-
quires about one hour to complete.

No question can be answered with a simple, “This
is what I would do ...” Instead, candidates must explain
“why” they would take a certain course of action.
Through this exercise they reveal the quality of their
thinking skills, which is, after all, the heart of the Execu-
tive Intelligence evaluation.

Here’s an example of an Executive Intelligence
question about task accomplishment:

“You are the CEO of a large software company.
Your prices are being severely undercut by both do-
mestic and foreign competitors. Your executive team
recognizes a desperate need to cut costs. Your chief
operating officer concludes that reducing labor costs
through the outsourcing of more of your programming
to foreign subcontractors is the answer. In fact, your

chief operating officer has already received a number
of proposals from service firms in India and Korea.
What are some of the key questions about his proposal
you’d like answered?”

Conclusion
Academic intelligence has been proven for nearly a cen-
tury to have a substantial impact on managerial success,
Now, with the recognition of Executive Intelligence, we fi-
nally have a means of ensuring that people who are given
decision-making responsibilities within organizations will
be skilled enough to make those decisions well. e
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