
From Common Sense to Wisdom: A Vibrance Spotlight 
on the Many Forms of Intelligence 

Executive summary 
We often speak as though intelligence were one thing: someone is “smart” or is not. The research tells a 
more interesting story. Human competence is layered. A person can be exceptional at abstraction and 
poor at reading a room; socially perceptive and unable to regulate anger; experienced and practical but 
resistant to novelty; emotionally skillful yet ethically manipulative. And a person can possess all of those 
capacities without necessarily being wise. Research on cognitive ability, emotional intelligence, 
practical judgment, and wisdom therefore supports a distinction that is central to this Vibrance Spotlight: 
knowing, navigating, applying, adapting, and living wisely are related but not identical 
achievements. [1] 

Traditional intelligence—what we might call book smarts—has the strongest psychometric foundation. 
General cognitive ability and broad abilities such as fluid reasoning, acquired knowledge, memory, and 
processing speed can be measured reasonably reliably, and cognitive ability predicts important 
educational and occupational outcomes. But intelligence is neither entirely fixed nor sufficient for life 
competence: a large meta-analysis found that additional education itself produces measurable gains on 
cognitive tests, while psychological testing standards emphasize that score interpretation must attend 
to validity, reliability, fairness, population, and purpose. [2] 

Street smarts are harder to isolate scientifically. They appear to combine social intelligence, tacit or 
practical knowledge, contextual awareness, threat/opportunity detection, and the ability to infer what 
people will actually do rather than what formal rules say they should do. Social-intelligence instruments 
such as the Tromsø Social Intelligence Scale assess social information processing, social awareness, 
and social skills, but no single test captures everything ordinary language means by being street-smart. 
[3] 

Emotional intelligence is best understood not as resilience itself but as part of the emotional 
equipment from which resilience can be built. The Mayer–Salovey–Caruso ability model distinguishes 
perceiving, using, understanding, and managing emotion; a large meta-analysis involving more than 
42,000 students found that emotional intelligence predicted academic performance even after 
accounting for cognitive intelligence and personality, although the incremental contribution was modest 
and depended on how emotional intelligence was measured. Developmental resilience research 
likewise cautions against looking for one heroic trait: Ann Masten's influential work describes resilience 
as arising largely from ordinary adaptive systems, relationships, self-regulation, and resources. [4] 

A useful Vibrance term is novel sense. It is not an established psychological construct, and it should not 
be presented as one. Here it means the capacity to enter a situation for which one's existing scripts are 
inadequate, notice what is different, revise assumptions, improvise, and transfer what one knows into a 
new form. It therefore sits at the intersection of fluid reasoning, creativity, cognitive flexibility, practical 
intelligence, and what research on ecological rationality calls matching decision strategies to the 
structure of an environment. [5] 

Common sense, meanwhile, is not merely “what everybody knows.” At its best it is knowledge that has 
survived contact with reality: experience transformed into useful judgment. Research on heuristics 
complicates the stereotype that simple rules are always inferior to analytic reasoning. In uncertain 
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environments, a well-matched heuristic can be efficient and accurate; in the wrong environment, the 
same shortcut can produce serious error. Common sense is therefore context-sensitive intelligence, 
not infallible intuition. [6] 

The strongest scientific theories of wisdom go still further. The Berlin Wisdom Paradigm describes 
wisdom as deep factual and procedural knowledge about the fundamental pragmatics of life combined 
with lifespan contextualism, value awareness, and management of uncertainty. Ardelt emphasizes 
cognitive, reflective, and compassionate dimensions. Grossmann's research emphasizes intellectual 
humility, perspective-taking, recognition of uncertainty and change, and the search for compromise or 
integration. The San Diego Wisdom Scale includes self-reflection, prosocial behavior, emotional 
regulation, acceptance of divergent perspectives, decisiveness, social advising, and, in its expanded 
formulation, spirituality. These are different models, but together they move decisively beyond “being 
clever.” [7] 

Wisdom traditions make an additional move that modern intelligence testing usually does not: they ask 
not only “Can you understand?” but “What kind of person are you becoming, and toward what good 
is your understanding directed?” Aristotle's phronesis, Confucian cultivation, Buddhist discernment 
joined to ethical conduct and mental discipline, the Bhagavad Gita's joining of understanding and action, 
biblical wisdom's association of insight with conduct and justice, Islamic hikmah, Akan traditions of 
mature personhood and responsibility, and Indigenous knowledge systems all—in quite different ways—
connect knowing with practice, character, relationship, community, or transcendence. They should not 
be collapsed into a claim that “all traditions say the same thing”; their metaphysics and ethical 
commitments differ substantially. What can responsibly be said is that many challenge the equation 
information = wisdom. [8] 

The central conclusion of this report is therefore: 

• Intelligence gives us capacities.  

• Experience gives those capacities a world to work on.  

• Reflection turns experience into learning.  

• Character gives learning an ethical direction.  

• Perspective and humility keep knowledge corrigible.  

• Spiritual or existential practice asks what the whole enterprise is for.  

• Wisdom is what begins to emerge when these elements are integrated in action. 

That last formulation is a Vibrance synthesis, not a claim that psychology has discovered a single 
measurable faculty called “true wisdom.” Current wisdom science supports many of its components but 
remains pluralistic about definitions and measurement. [9] 
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A map of intelligence 
One reason discussions of intelligence become confusing is that the same word is used for capacity, 
knowledge, skill, judgment, adaptation, and virtue. Separating them creates a clearer ladder. 

Form 
Vibrance 
shorthand 

Fundamental 
question 

Closest research 
constructs 

Characteristic 
strength 

Characteristic 
failure 

Traditional 
intelligence 

Book 
smarts 

Can I 
understand, 
learn, 
remember, 
reason, and 
solve? 

General cognitive ability, 
fluid and crystallized 
abilities, memory, 
processing speed 

Abstraction, 
learning, 
analysis 

Brilliant 
answer to the 
wrong 
question 

Social 
intelligence 

Street 
smarts 

Can I 
understand 
the human 
situation I am 
actually in? 

Social information 
processing, social 
perception, perspective-
taking, practical/tacit 
knowledge 

Reading 
people, 
norms, 
incentives, 
danger, 
alliances 

Social fluency 
without truth 
or ethics 

Emotional 
intelligence 

The inner 
shock 
absorbers 

Can I read 
and work with 
emotion 
rather than 
merely react 
to it? 

Emotion perception, 
understanding and 
regulation 

Self-
awareness, 
regulation, 
empathy, 
recovery 

Emotional 
knowledge 
used for 
manipulation 
or avoidance 

Common 
sense 

Reality-
tested 
knowing 

Does what I 
know survive 
contact with 
life? 

Practical judgment, 
heuristics, contextual 
knowledge, tacit learning 

Appropriate 
action under 
ordinary 
uncertainty 

Mistaking 
habit, 
prejudice, or 
familiarity for 
truth 

Novel 
sense 

Intelligence 
without a 
script 

What do I do 
when this 
situation is 
genuinely 
different? 

Fluid reasoning, adaptive 
judgment, creativity, 
cognitive flexibility 

Transfer, 
improvisation, 
reframing 

Novelty for 
novelty's sake; 
ignoring 
accumulated 
wisdom 

True 
wisdom 

Integrated 
intelligence 

What is worth 
doing, for 
whom, at 
what cost, 
and who am I 
becoming by 
doing it? 

Wise reasoning, 
reflective/compassionate 
wisdom, wisdom-related 
knowledge, 
spirituality/meaning 

Integration of 
knowledge, 
context, 
humanity, 
uncertainty 
and values 

Self-certainty 
disguised as 
enlightenment 

 

 

 



The first, third, and final rows have substantial dedicated research literatures; “street smarts” and 
“common sense” are ordinary-language umbrellas spanning several scientific constructs. “Novel sense” 
is deliberately introduced here as a Vibrance organizing concept, not as a psychometrically validated 
intelligence category. [10] 

This produces a useful hierarchy: 

• Book smarts tell you what is known. 

• Street smarts tell you what is happening between people. 

• Emotional intelligence tells you what is happening inside and between people emotionally. 

• Common sense asks what usually works here. 

• Novel sense asks whether “usually” still applies. 

• Wisdom asks what should be done, given the facts, the people, the consequences, the 
uncertainty, and the kind of life worth living. 

The hierarchy is not a ranking of human worth. Rather, it describes increasing breadth of integration. A 
mathematician is not deficient because mathematics does not itself answer a moral question; 
mathematical reasoning is simply a different form of competence from moral discernment. The error 
begins when success in one domain is taken as proof of excellence in all others—a form of intellectual 
overreach that sound assessment practice explicitly warns against when interpreting test scores outside 
their validated purpose. [11] 

Book smarts and the architecture of cognitive ability 
Traditional intelligence research begins with a robust empirical observation: performances across many 
different cognitive tasks tend to correlate. Psychometric models therefore commonly include a broad 
general factor alongside more specific abilities. Carroll's influential three-stratum model organized 
hundreds of data sets into narrow abilities, broad abilities, and a general factor; later hierarchical 
frameworks integrate ideas associated with fluid reasoning and crystallized knowledge into the broader 
Cattell–Horn–Carroll family of models. [12] 

The distinction between fluid and crystallized ability is particularly useful for a Vibrance discussion. 
Fluid reasoning concerns solving relatively unfamiliar problems, detecting relationships, and reasoning 
without relying entirely on previously accumulated knowledge. Crystallized ability concerns the 
vocabulary, concepts, cultural knowledge, and intellectual resources accumulated through learning and 
experience. That distinction immediately shows why “smart” is not a single everyday phenomenon: the 
person who rapidly solves an unfamiliar logic problem and the person whose enormous reservoir of 
historical or professional knowledge makes subtle judgment possible are drawing on overlapping but 
distinguishable resources. [13] 

Cognitive ability matters. Longitudinal and meta-analytic research associates it with later educational 
attainment, occupational outcomes, and other indicators of socioeconomic success. Yet those 
associations do not mean intelligence determines a person's destiny, moral value, happiness, or wisdom; 
outcomes are also shaped by education, family resources, health, personality, opportunity, 
discrimination, institutions, motivation, and chance. [14] 

The relationship between education and intelligence is particularly instructive because causation runs 
partly in both directions. More cognitively able students often obtain more education, but Ritchie and 
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Tucker-Drob's meta-analysis of quasi-experimental research involving roughly 600,000 participants 
found that an additional year of education produced approximately one to five IQ points of 
improvement, depending on research design and outcome. Intelligence tests therefore measure 
meaningful capacities, but those capacities remain developmentally responsive to experience. [15] 

That has practical implications. “Book smarts” should not mean passive accumulation of facts. 
Research reviews on learning techniques find particularly strong evidence for practice testing/retrieval 
practice and distributed practice, rather than relying primarily on passive rereading or highlighting. 
Retrieval forces knowledge to become accessible rather than merely familiar—a small but important 
step from possessing information to being able to use it. [16] 

Modern standardized assessment can give useful estimates of cognitive functioning. Pearson's current 
adult Wechsler family, for example, includes the WAIS-5, while other instruments sample nonverbal 
reasoning, memory, processing, or achievement. But the professional testing standards jointly 
associated with AERA, APA, and NCME emphasize validity, reliability, fairness, and defensible 
interpretation. A score is evidence about performance on a defined construct under defined conditions; 
it is not a meter reading of a person's total human intelligence. [17] 

That distinction may be the first step toward wisdom: 

A test can tell us something important about what a person can do. It cannot tell us what 
that person ought to do with the ability. 

History offers more than enough evidence that sophisticated reasoning can serve foolish, unjust, or 
destructive ends. Psychology itself therefore becomes more realistic when cognitive competence is 
treated as power without guaranteed direction. 

Street smarts and the inner shock absorbers of resilience 
“Street smart” is not a single accepted scientific category, which is precisely why the phrase is useful in 
ordinary life. It names an unmistakable phenomenon: some people can enter a social situation and 
rapidly detect what matters—who has influence, who is afraid, what is not being said, whether an offer is 
genuine, when formal rules are irrelevant, and where danger or opportunity lies. 

Research on social intelligence attempts to capture parts of this competence. The Tromsø Social 
Intelligence Scale, for example, was designed around three components: social information processing, 
social skills, and social awareness. Yet self-report instruments face an obvious limitation: the person 
who lacks social insight may also lack insight into that lack. A socially confident person is not necessarily 
a socially accurate one. [18] 

This is one reason “street smarts” should be understood more broadly than charisma. It includes at least 
three skills: 

• Reading the situation. What incentives, norms, histories, identities, risks, and power relations 
are operating? 

• Reading the people. What do their words, behavior, timing, tone, alliances, and omissions 
suggest? 

• Choosing workable action. Given the first two, what response is likely to succeed without 
creating unacceptable consequences? 
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This overlaps with Robert Sternberg's long research program on practical intelligence, creativity, and 
wisdom, which deliberately asks how people adapt knowledge to consequential real-world problems 
rather than treating abstract problem solving as the whole of intelligence. [19] 

Street intelligence also exposes an important cultural limitation of decontextualized testing. Expertise is 
often embedded in an environment. The accomplished nurse, farmer, negotiator, mechanic, teacher, 
parent, entrepreneur, fisher, or community elder may notice cues invisible to an intelligent novice 
because years of experience have changed what is perceived, not merely what is remembered. 
UNESCO's work on local and Indigenous knowledge similarly emphasizes the importance of knowledge 
systems built through observation, practice, transmission, place, and response to changing 
environments. [20] 

Emotional intelligence: the inner shock absorbers. Emotional intelligence is related but different. In 
the Mayer–Salovey–Caruso model, it concerns abilities involved in perceiving emotion accurately, using 
emotional information in thought, understanding emotional changes and relationships, and regulating or 
managing emotion. This ability model should be distinguished from popular versions of “EQ” that 
sometimes bundle confidence, empathy, motivation, personality, leadership, and virtually every 
desirable interpersonal quality into one label. [21] 

The research case for emotional intelligence is real but more modest than some popular claims. 
MacCann and colleagues' meta-analysis of 158 citations, 1,246 effect sizes, and 42,529 students found 
an overall association between emotional intelligence and academic performance of about ρ = .20. 
Ability-based EI showed a somewhat stronger association than self-rated EI, and emotional intelligence 
added some predictive information after cognitive intelligence and personality were considered. Those 
findings support EI as relevant; they do not support replacing IQ, personality, motivation, or 
environmental factors with an all-purpose “EQ explains success” theory. [22] 

Nor should emotional intelligence be declared the foundation of resilience. Masten's landmark review of 
developmental resilience reached almost the opposite of the superhero narrative: resilient adaptation 
commonly emerges from ordinary human systems—competent caregiving, cognition and self-regulation, 
motivation, relationships, community resources, and opportunities. Resilience is systemic. Emotional 
awareness and regulation can help, but a child in an unsafe environment does not become safe merely 
by improving emotional skills. [23] 

That makes “the inner shock absorbers of resilience” a better metaphor than “the foundation.” Shock 
absorbers do not remove potholes, rebuild the road, or determine the destination. They help the system 
absorb disruption without losing control. 

Emotion regulation research likewise emphasizes flexibility rather than permanent calm. Regulation can 
occur by selecting or modifying situations, redirecting attention, changing interpretation, or modifying 
responses. Reappraisal may be useful in many contexts, but no healthy model requires suppressing 
every difficult emotion. Anger can signal violation; fear can signal danger; grief can honor attachment. 
Emotional intelligence involves learning what an emotion is telling us without assuming it must 
automatically dictate action. [24] 

A practical emotional-intelligence sequence is therefore: 

Notice → Name → Normalize → Investigate → Regulate → Choose. 

“I am furious” becomes “I notice anger.” 

“Anger is wrong” becomes “Anger contains information.” 
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“Therefore I must act” becomes “What value, threat, hurt, or expectation is underneath it?” 

Only then comes: “What response serves the situation?” 

The distance between emotion and action is one of the places where intelligence begins to mature into 
judgment. 

Common sense and novel sense: when knowledge meets reality 
Common sense has a strange reputation. We invoke it as though it were universally obvious—usually 
when someone else has failed to display ours. 

Scientifically, that is troublesome. What counts as obvious depends on culture, occupation, generation, 
environment, experience, and the particular risks a person has learned to notice. “Everyone knows” 
often means “people like me learned.” That is why common sense can embody both remarkable 
practical wisdom and remarkably durable prejudice. 

A more defensible definition is: 

Common sense is contextually accumulated practical knowledge, combined with a 
repertoire of simple judgments about what normally works, what normally matters, and 
what normally goes wrong. 

Research on heuristics helps rescue common sense from two opposite errors. One error romanticizes 
intuition: “Trust your gut.” The other assumes that intuition is simply irrational and sophisticated 
calculation must always be superior. Gigerenzer's work on heuristic decision making shows that simple 
strategies can perform surprisingly well when they exploit genuine regularities in an environment; their 
rationality is ecological—a matter of fit between strategy and world. [6] 

The crucial phrase is when they fit. 

A rule learned from twenty years in one environment can become dangerous when the environment 
changes. Expertise produces fast recognition partly because experienced people have encountered 
patterns repeatedly. But when the present case only looks familiar, old expertise can create premature 
closure. This gives us the boundary between common sense and what I propose calling novel sense. 

Novel sense begins with one sentence: 

“Something about this situation is not the same.” 

It is the capacity to interrupt automatic pattern matching long enough to ask whether the old model still 
applies. 

That makes novel sense a composite rather than a new psychological “intelligence.” Its ingredients 
include fluid reasoning—the ability to work on unfamiliar problems—plus cognitive flexibility, creativity, 
curiosity, tolerance for uncertainty, and the practical ability to experiment without recklessness. 
Hierarchical theories of cognitive ability already distinguish novel reasoning from accumulated 
knowledge, while ecological decision research shows that strategies must be selected with sensitivity to 
environmental structure. [5] 
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Common and novel sense consequently operate as a pair: 

Common sense says… Novel sense asks… 
“This is usually what happens.” “What is different this time?” 
“I recognize the pattern.” “Could this be a false match?” 
“Here is the rule that works.” “Under what conditions does that rule fail?” 
“Experience taught me this.” “What exactly did experience teach me—and what might I 

have mislearned?” 
“Don't reinvent the wheel.” “Are we still traveling on a road?” 

The mature mind needs both. Common sense without novel sense becomes rigidity. Novel sense 
without common sense becomes clever foolishness. 

Experience itself does not guarantee either. Experience can generate expertise, but it can also produce 
twenty repetitions of the same mistake. Wisdom researcher Judith Glück's MORE Life Experience Model 
is important here because it focuses on the psychological resources that help people actually learn 
from difficult experience: mastery, openness, reflectivity, emotion regulation, and empathy. The 
model's underlying insight is profound: life events provide the curriculum, but they do not force the 
lesson. [25] 

That distinction deserves emphasis for the Vibrance project: 

• Suffering does not automatically make us wise.  

• Aging does not automatically make us wise.  

• Failure does not automatically make us wise.  

• Experience becomes developmental when it is metabolized through reflection, 
emotional processing, perspective, humility, and changed behavior. 

Research on age and wisdom illustrates the nuance. Grossmann and colleagues found that older adults 
displayed stronger forms of reasoning about certain interpersonal and intergroup conflicts—such as 
recognizing multiple perspectives, change, and possible compromise. This does not establish that every 
older person is wiser than every younger person; it demonstrates that some forms of life experience can 
be associated with stronger wisdom-related reasoning. [26] 

A person may therefore have thirty years of experience or one year of experience repeated thirty 
times. The difference is reflective learning. 

True wisdom: where psychology meets the wisdom traditions 
Psychology's great contribution to the study of wisdom has been to make an ancient idea empirically 
discussable without pretending to have settled its meaning. 

The Berlin Wisdom Paradigm defines wisdom-related expertise through several criteria: rich factual 
knowledge about human life, rich procedural knowledge for dealing with life problems, understanding of 
lifespan contexts, sensitivity to differing values and priorities, and recognition and management of 
uncertainty. Its striking move is to make uncertainty itself part of wisdom. The wise person is not the 
person who has an answer to everything; it is partly the person who understands why some questions 
resist certainty. [27] 
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Monika Ardelt's Three-Dimensional Wisdom Model shifts emphasis from expert knowledge toward the 
person. Its cognitive dimension concerns understanding reality and the limits of one's knowledge; its 
reflective dimension involves examining oneself and situations from multiple perspectives; its 
compassionate dimension concerns sympathetic and benevolent orientation toward others. Her 39-item 
Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale attempts to assess these dimensions through self-report. [28] 

Grossmann and colleagues approach wisdom through reasoning in context: intellectual humility, 
consideration of perspectives beyond one's own, recognition of uncertainty and change, and integration 
or compromise between competing interests. One especially practical finding concerns psychological 
distance. Grossmann and Kross found a “Solomon's paradox”: people reasoned more wisely about 
another person's relationship dilemma than about their own, while adopting a more self-distanced 
perspective reduced that self–other gap. [29] 

The San Diego Wisdom Scale represents another model. Its abbreviated formulation describes seven 
components: self-reflection, prosocial behavior, emotional regulation, acceptance of divergent 
perspectives, decisiveness, social advising, and spirituality. The explicit inclusion of spirituality followed 
research examining whether spirituality functions as a component of wisdom rather than merely as a 
correlate. [30] 

That creates an unusually productive meeting point between psychological science and the world's 
wisdom traditions. 

Aristotle: wisdom as knowing how to live well. Aristotle's phronesis, or practical wisdom, is not merely 
possession of moral rules. Practical wisdom involves deliberating well about concrete circumstances in 
pursuit of human flourishing; virtue develops through habituation and practice, and good judgment must 
be sensitive to particulars that abstract rules alone cannot settle. [31] 

Confucian traditions: wisdom in cultivated relationship. Classical Confucian thought places wisdom 
(zhi) among virtues that include humaneness or benevolence (ren), righteousness (yi), ritual propriety (li), 
and trustworthiness. Moral understanding develops within relationships and repeated cultivation rather 
than as detached intellectual brilliance. The Confucian emphasis is deeply social: becoming a better 
knower and becoming a better participant in human relationships cannot be cleanly separated. [32] 

Buddhist traditions: discernment joined to ethics and training of mind. Buddhist traditions are 
enormously diverse, but a classical structure unites ethical conduct, cultivation of mind, and 
discernment or wisdom. Buddhist ethics therefore does not treat insight as sufficient if greed, hatred, 
delusion, or harmful conduct remain untouched. Wisdom involves seeing more clearly while 
simultaneously transforming the habits through which experience is interpreted and enacted. [33] 

The Bhagavad Gita: knowing expressed through action. The Bhagavad Gita develops several 
intertwined approaches—knowledge, disciplined action, devotion, and equanimity—and repeatedly 
places spiritual development in relationship to action rather than mere intellectual withdrawal. Modern 
scholarship comparing the text with psychological ideas has likewise emphasized its integration of 
disciplined action, interpretation, and inner orientation. [34] 

Jewish and Christian wisdom: knowledge answerable to conduct. The opening of Proverbs presents 
wisdom in connection with instruction, understanding, prudent conduct, justice, learning, and guidance. 
Biblical wisdom literature thus treats wisdom as more than factual possession; it is an orientation 
toward living and judging well. [35] 

Islamic wisdom: knowledge transformed into a mode of being. The Qur'an treats hikmah—wisdom—
as a great good. Within later Islamic philosophy, thinkers such as Mullā Ṣadrā developed accounts in 
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which philosophy is not simply argument but can involve transformation of the knower, moral formation, 
and purification. These traditions again resist the idea that intellectual sophistication by itself 
constitutes wisdom. [36] 

Akan and wider African relational perspectives: maturity demonstrated in responsibility. There is no 
single “African philosophy,” and contemporary African philosophers debate the proper relationship 
between individual and community. In scholarship on Akan concepts of personhood, however, moral 
maturity is strongly connected with responsibility, contribution, relationship, and the development of 
character. The debate between Kwasi Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye itself is instructive: one can emphasize 
communal formation while still asking how individual dignity and critical independence are protected. 
[37] 

Indigenous knowledge traditions: wisdom embedded in place and relationship. It is particularly 
important not to compress thousands of Indigenous peoples into a single philosophy. UNESCO's Local 
and Indigenous Knowledge Systems program instead emphasizes a plurality of knowledge systems 
developed through long observation, practice, transmission, and relationships with particular 
environments. Such knowledge contributes today to biodiversity, climate observation, adaptation, water 
and ocean knowledge, and disaster-risk reduction. Ethical engagement also requires respecting 
Indigenous authority over knowledge rather than extracting it as intellectual raw material. [38] 

Across these traditions, the convergence should be stated modestly. They do not share one 
metaphysics, one God, one conception of self, or one account of ultimate reality. The family 
resemblance lies elsewhere: many regard wisdom as a transformation of the person and of action—not 
merely an expansion of information. 

Modern spirituality can also be framed inclusively. The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs' Whole 
Health resources distinguish spirituality from compulsory religious affiliation and describe it broadly 
through meaning, purpose, connection, and relationship to something larger than oneself. That makes 
room in a Vibrance framework for both explicitly religious and nonreligious forms of transcendence, 
while leaving theological truth claims to the traditions and practitioners themselves rather than 
pretending psychology can adjudicate them. [39] 

Development, measurement, and practice 
None of these intelligences grows through a single method. Different capacities require different 
developmental environments, and some are easier to measure than others. 

A useful developmental model looks like this:

 

https://quran.com/al-baqarah/269
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2025/entries/akan-person/
https://www.unesco.org/en/links
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/circle-of-health/spirit-soul.asp


The return arrow matters. Wisdom is not a graduation ceremony after which learning ends. Models of 
wisdom that emphasize uncertainty, reflection, openness, and context imply a recursive 
developmental process: act, observe, reconsider, integrate, act again. [40] 

The measurement landscape makes clear why no one score should be called an “intelligence-and-
wisdom quotient.” 

Domain 
Representative tools or 
approaches What they can tell us Major limitation 

Traditional 
cognitive 
ability 

WAIS family; hierarchical 
ability batteries; 
nonverbal reasoning 
tasks 

Relative performance 
across defined cognitive 
abilities 

Scores depend on construct, 
norms, context and valid 
interpretation; they do not 
measure virtue or total human 
worth. [41] 

Social 
intelligence 

Tromsø Social 
Intelligence Scale; 
behavioral and 
situational tasks 

Self-perceived social 
processing, awareness 
and skills 

Self-report can confuse 
confidence with competence; 
social norms vary culturally. 
[3] 

Emotional 
intelligence 

Ability-based 
approaches such as the 
MSCEIT; trait/self-report 
EI scales 

Emotion perception, 
understanding or 
management, depending 
on model 

“EI” measures do not all 
measure the same construct; 
ability and self-report models 
produce different 
associations. [42] 

Common 
sense / 
practical 
judgment 

Situational judgment, 
tacit-knowledge 
problems, observation of 
performance 

How people apply 
knowledge under realistic 
constraints 

Highly domain- and culture-
dependent; no accepted 
universal “common sense 
score.” 

Novel sense Fluid-reasoning tasks, 
cognitive-flexibility and 
creativity tasks, 
adaptation performance 

Portions of novel problem 
solving 

Novel sense as defined here is 
a synthesis, so there is no 
validated “Novel Sense 
Scale.” [43] 

Wisdom Berlin Wisdom 
Paradigm; 3D-WS; SD-
WISE-28/7; wise-
reasoning scenarios 

Different combinations of 
knowledge, reflection, 
compassion, regulation, 
perspective and 
spirituality 

Competing definitions; self-
report and performance 
approaches capture different 
things; cultural validity 
remains important. [44] 

A particularly important methodological principle follows from the testing standards: measurement is 
always measurement of something for some purpose. Reliability does not prove that the construct is 
complete; validity evidence does not authorize interpretation beyond the use that has been validated. 
[45] 

Cultivation is therefore better conceived as a portfolio of practices than as “raising your intelligence.” 
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Capacity Practice How to do it What it trains 
Book smarts Retrieval and 

spacing 
Close the book and 
reconstruct the idea from 
memory; revisit it after 
increasing intervals rather 
than massed rereading. 

Durable, accessible knowledge rather 
than recognition familiarity. Research 
reviews identify practice testing and 
distributed practice among the more 
effective general study techniques. 
[16] 

Book → 
practical 
bridge 

The application 
question 

After learning something, 
ask: “Where would this 
change a real decision this 
week?” 

Transfer from declarative knowledge to 
action 

Street 
smarts 

Read the room 
twice 

First record your 
interpretation of motives 
and dynamics; then 
deliberately generate two 
alternative interpretations 
before acting. 

Social perception without premature 
certainty 

Social 
intelligence 

Perspective 
triangle 

Describe a conflict from 
your view, the other 
person's view, and a neutral 
observer's view. 

Decentering and perspective-taking 

Emotional 
intelligence 

Name before 
acting 

Identify emotion, bodily 
signal, trigger, 
interpretation, impulse, and 
desired response. 

Emotion differentiation and regulation 
[46] 

Resilience Resource 
mapping 

Under stress, identify not 
only internal strengths but 
people, routines, 
institutions, material 
resources, and 
environments that support 
adaptation. 

Resilience as a system rather than 
heroic self-sufficiency. [23] 

Common 
sense 

Prediction 
journal 

Before an important 
decision, write what you 
expect to happen and why; 
review later. 

Calibration; distinguishes genuine 
judgment from hindsight 

Novel sense Assumption 
reversal 

Ask, “Which assumption 
would make this problem 
look completely different if 
it were false?” 

Cognitive flexibility and reframing 

Wisdom Solomon 
exercise 

Write about your problem 
as though it belonged to a 
respected friend—or 
describe yourself in the 
third person—then 
reconsider the options. 

Self-distancing; experiments show it 
can improve wisdom-related reasoning 
about personal dilemmas. [47] 
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Capacity Practice How to do it What it trains 
Wisdom Failure autopsy 

without self-
condemnation 

Separate outcome, decision 
process, information 
available at the time, 
emotion, assumptions, 
luck, and lesson. End with 
one behavioral change. 

Reflectivity and learning from 
experience; aligned with resources 
emphasized in the MORE model. [25] 

Spiritual 
wisdom 

Meaning-and-
ends reflection 

Ask: “What is this choice 
serving? What would 
enough look like? Who 
benefits? Who bears the 
cost? What kind of person 
am I practicing becoming?” 

Purpose, ethical direction, 
transcendence/meaning [39] 

Integrated 
wisdom 

Council practice Before a high-stakes 
decision consult, where 
possible, someone with 
technical expertise, 
someone affected by the 
decision, and someone 
willing to disagree with you. 

Epistemic humility, perspective 
diversity and consequence awareness 

The exercises differ in evidentiary status. Retrieval practice and psychological self-distancing have direct 
experimental support; other exercises are research-informed synthesis practices built from the 
constructs reviewed here rather than standardized clinical interventions. [48] 

Several empirical and lived-experience cases illustrate why integration matters. 

The educated person who keeps learning. The education–intelligence evidence undermines the 
fatalistic claim that intellectual capacity is simply issued at birth and then revealed by testing. Schooling 
itself produces measurable cognitive change. Book learning is therefore not merely an assessment of 
intelligence; it can be one of its developmental environments. [49] 

The resilient child who was not simply “tough.” Masten's resilience research shifted attention away 
from invulnerable children toward the ordinary systems supporting adaptation. The lived lesson is 
ethically significant: when someone survives adversity, we should ask not only “What quality did that 
person possess?” but “What relationship, opportunity, skill, institution, meaning structure, or lucky 
break helped?” [23] 

The older adult facing a social conflict. In Grossmann and colleagues' work, older adults showed 
stronger wisdom-related reasoning in certain social conflict tasks. This offers a plausible model of 
experience helping—without turning age into automatic sainthood. [50] 

The wise adviser who cannot advise himself. Grossmann and Kross experimentally demonstrated the 
phenomenon they called Solomon's paradox: participants could reason more wisely about another 
person's intimate problem than their own, and self-distancing reduced the discrepancy. Knowing how to 
think wisely is therefore not enough; one must sometimes create conditions under which one's own ego 
becomes less dominant. [29] 

The knowledge that lives in a place. UNESCO's work with Indigenous and local knowledge systems 
demonstrates another form of lived intelligence: generations of environmental observation can encode 
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information about climate, biodiversity, water, ecosystems, and adaptation that is not reducible to 
classroom learning. The lesson is not to romanticize traditional knowledge as infallible, but to recognize 
that serious knowledge can be carried in practice, relationship and intergenerational observation as well 
as formal institutions. [20] 

And consider a composite everyday case, offered here as illustration rather than research evidence: 

A newly appointed hospital administrator has extraordinary academic credentials. A staffing model 
shows that one unit can safely lose two positions. On paper the recommendation is impeccable. 

 Book smarts produce the model. 

 Street smarts notice that the senior nurse who quietly holds the unit together is already near 
burnout. 

 Emotional intelligence notices the administrator's defensiveness when clinicians challenge the 
analysis. 

 Common sense notices that “minimum safe staffing” and “a unit capable of absorbing an 
emergency” are not the same thing. 

 Novel sense asks whether the hospital's unusual current patient mix makes historical staffing 
assumptions invalid. 

 Wisdom finally asks: What uncertainty remains? Whose knowledge has not entered the model? 
Who bears the risk if we are wrong? Is an efficiency that transfers hidden cost to exhausted nurses 
genuinely efficient? 

The spreadsheet has not become irrelevant. It has been placed inside a larger intelligence. 

From intelligence to wisdom 
The transition from intelligence to wisdom can be represented as a widening series of questions. 

https://www.unesco.org/en/links


 



 

This synthesis draws especially on research emphasizing contextual knowledge and uncertainty, self-
distancing, reflection, emotion regulation, openness, perspective-taking, and prosocial orientation. [51] 

There are several important transitions hidden inside the diagram. 

• From information to understanding. Knowing that a fact is true is different from grasping its 
mechanism, limits and relationships. Traditional intelligence is particularly powerful here. 

• From understanding to application. A concept remains incomplete as lived knowledge until a 
person can recognize when it applies. This is where practical intelligence and common sense 
enter. 

• From application to context. Rules encounter people, history, institutions, power, culture, 
timing and uncertainty. Street smarts enlarge the frame. 

• From context to self-awareness. The observer is also part of the situation. Fear, pride, 
resentment, loyalty, attraction, status, grief and ambition alter what we notice. Emotional 
intelligence turns the lens back toward the knower. [52] 

• From self-awareness to decentering. “I feel strongly” must not become “therefore I see clearly.” 
Perspective-taking and self-distancing help us see around our own position. [47] 

• From experience to revision. Common sense supplies accumulated patterns; novel sense asks 
whether current evidence requires a new pattern. 

• From effectiveness to goodness. This is the step no purely instrumental definition of intelligence 
can make for us. An intelligent strategy can efficiently achieve a terrible goal. Wisdom requires 
some account of worthy ends, human consequences, responsibility and the common good. 
Psychological wisdom models introduce prosociality and value balance; philosophical and 
religious traditions make the normative question even more explicit. [53] 

• From action to formation. Every repeated decision does more than produce an external result. It 
establishes habits of attention, emotion and character. Aristotle emphasizes habituation; 
Confucian traditions emphasize cultivation; Buddhist traditions join insight with training and 
conduct. These traditions differ, but each makes becoming inseparable from doing. [54] 

This suggests a compact Vibrance Wisdom Practice for consequential decisions: 

• What do I know? 
Separate evidence from assumption. 

• What don't I know? 
Name uncertainty rather than disguising it. 

• What is happening beneath the obvious? 
Read people, incentives, history and context. 

• What is happening in me? 
Notice fear, attachment, ego, urgency and desire. 

• Whose perspective is missing? 
Especially ask about the people who will bear consequences. 
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• What does experience suggest? 
Use common sense. 

• What might be genuinely different? 
Use novel sense. 

• What outcome am I trying to produce? 
Clarify the instrumental goal. 

• What good am I trying to serve? 
Clarify the ethical or spiritual end. 

• What could I regret even if this “works”? 
Expose hidden costs. 

• What action is proportionate and reversible? 
Preserve learning when uncertainty is high. 

• What will I learn afterward? 
Turn consequence into experience, and experience into development. 

That final question prevents wisdom from becoming a static identity. The most dangerous sentence may 
be “I am wise.” A safer one is “I am practicing wiser ways of seeing and acting.” Wisdom science's 
emphasis on intellectual humility, uncertainty, perspective, and reflection strongly favors the latter 
posture. [55] 

Guardrails and the Vibrance synthesis 
The subject becomes especially important at its edges, because every form of intelligence has a shadow. 

Book smarts can become intellectual arrogance. High cognitive ability can increase the sophistication 
with which a person argues for a favored conclusion; it does not create ethical immunity or universal 
expertise. Psychometric scores should consequently be interpreted within their validated domains, not 
treated as rankings of total human worth. [11] 

Street smarts can become manipulation. Reading motives and social vulnerabilities is morally neutral 
until we ask what the information is used for. The skilled negotiator and the skilled con artist may share 
perceptual abilities. Social intelligence therefore needs an ethical compass. 

Emotional intelligence can become emotional engineering. Understanding another person's feelings 
can support compassion, but the same information can support coercion, flattery or strategic 
exploitation. An ability to understand emotion is not identical with benevolence; this is one reason 
wisdom theories add prosocial, compassionate, or virtue-oriented dimensions rather than assuming 
emotional skill is morally self-correcting. [56] 

Resilience language can become victim-blaming. If resilience is reduced to mindset, people facing 
poverty, violence, discrimination, illness, war or unstable institutions can be told to regulate themselves 
more effectively while structural causes remain untouched. Masten's systemic account is a useful 
correction: adaptive capacity is supported by ordinary human and social systems, not merely individual 
grit. [23] 

Common sense can become conformity. “That's just common sense” can mean “this assumption has 
been repeated so often that nobody examines it.” It can preserve practical wisdom, but it can also 
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preserve prejudice, outdated rules and local misconceptions. Ecological rationality offers the better 
question: In what environment, and under what conditions, does this rule work? [6] 

Novel sense can become chronic contrarianism. Innovation is not wisdom simply because it is new. 
Some traditional solutions have survived because they work. Novel sense should challenge a script 
because reality has changed—not because the thinker needs to feel original. 

Experience can become dogmatism. Experience teaches only when feedback is noticed accurately. 
Openness, reflection, emotional regulation and empathy help determine whether difficult experience 
broadens a person or merely hardens an existing story. [25] 

Wisdom measurement can become self-congratulation. A person can score himself as reflective, 
compassionate and spiritually developed and still behave badly. Self-report measures are useful 
research instruments, not certificates of enlightenment. The existence of multiple competing wisdom 
measures is itself reason for epistemic modesty. [57] 

Spirituality can become escape. A spiritual interpretation of suffering can deepen meaning and 
compassion; it can also be used to avoid grief, accountability, psychological treatment, conflict or 
material reality. A spiritually open conception of wisdom therefore needs both transcendence and 
embodiment: meaning must eventually show itself in how one treats people, handles responsibility, 
faces evidence and responds to suffering. Broad professional definitions of spiritual well-being likewise 
allow spirituality to concern meaning and connection without requiring it to substitute for other 
dimensions of health. [39] 

Cultural appreciation can become extraction. Indigenous and other traditional knowledge should not 
be mined for attractive quotations while ignoring community authority, context, intellectual property and 
sovereignty. UNESCO emphasizes collaboration with knowledge holders, while Indigenous data-
governance initiatives such as Local Contexts explicitly foreground cultural authority over how 
knowledge is collected and used. [58] 

And there is one final danger: confusing certainty with wisdom. 

The research points almost in the opposite direction. The Berlin model includes the recognition and 
management of uncertainty. Wise-reasoning research emphasizes intellectual humility. Self-distancing 
works partly because it loosens the privileged status of one's immediate viewpoint. Wisdom traditions 
repeatedly discipline ego in different ways. [59] 

So the deepest movement in From Common Sense to Wisdom may not be upward toward greater 
certainty. 

It may be outward toward a larger field of awareness. 

At first, intelligence asks: 

“Can I solve this?” 

Experience adds: 

“Have I seen anything like this before?” 

Street smarts ask: 

“What is really happening here?” 
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Emotional intelligence asks: 

“What is happening in me and between us?” 

Common sense asks: 

“What usually works?” 

Novel sense interrupts: 

“But what if this time is different?” 

Reflection asks: 

“What did my last decision teach me?” 

Ethics asks: 

“Who will be helped, harmed, included or ignored?” 

Spiritual inquiry asks: 

“What is this in service of? What matters ultimately?” 

And wisdom finally says: 

“Let me hold all of those questions together before I act.” 

That is the central Vibrance proposition. 

• Intelligence is the capacity to know and solve. 

• Practical intelligence is the capacity to make knowledge work in a real world. 

• Emotional and social intelligence enlarge that world to include ourselves and other people. 

• Common sense gives us the accumulated wisdom of patterns. 

• Novel sense prevents those patterns from becoming prisons. 

• Reflection allows experience—good and bad—to become learning. 

• Ethical and spiritual development ask what our learning is for. 

• Wisdom is the ongoing integration of all of them in the service of a life that is not merely 
clever, but discerning, humane, adaptive, humble and meaningful. [60] 

Perhaps that is also the difference between having a great mind and becoming a wise human being. 

The first is substantially about what we are capable of understanding. 

The second is about what we allow understanding, relationship, suffering, error, love, reflection, 
conscience and transcendence to make of us. 
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