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“Robert J. Sternberg and Aleksandra Kosti¢ have come up with the right book
at the right time. Social intelligence is comprised of a wide range of abilities, but
the foundation of them all is nonverbal processing skill. They have gathered the
leading researchers from different fields of study to present what is known about
what has become an increasingly important area. I applaud this effort and rec-
ommend it to anyone with an interest in the origins and applications of nonver-
bal communication ability.”

—Stephen Nowicki Jr.

“Developing social intelligence is crucial to effective functioning in virtually all
arenas of our daily life. As this book notes, nonverbal behavior plays a central
role in that process. This book is a ‘must have’ resource for anyone secking a
greater understanding how we accurately (and inaccurately) send and receive
messages. The content is especially appealing to scholars and students in
Psychology and Communication. The editors have brought together a remark-
able cast of distinguished international scholars, who clearly report the most
recent research on a variety of fascinating topics ranging from the evolutionary
roots of social intelligence to human-machine interaction.”
—Mark L. Knapp, Jesse H. Jones Centennial Professor Emeritus and University of
exas Distinguished Teaching Professor Emeritus

“I am pleased to be able to recommend wholeheartedly a new compendium of
research and theory on the non-verbal communication dimension of social
intelligence. Editors Robert Sternberg and Aleksandra Kosti¢ head a team of
more than a dozen leading researchers offering an interdisciplinary approach
that covers many domains of psychology. They highlight both the real-world
implications for understanding much of human behavior, as well as offering us
a better understanding of social media and political communication.

Social Intelligence: The Adaptive Advantages of Nonverbal Communication is
essential reading for both academics and laypersons wishing to have a clearer

and more profound understanding of modern society as a whole.”
—Philip Zimbardo, Ph.D., Emeritus Professor of Psychology, Stanford University,
author of the bestseller, The Lucifer Effect



“This book on people’s wisdom in using and understanding nonverbal commu-
nication marks a new level of maturity in the nonverbal field. First we figured
out how to measure such ability, then we asked about its correlates, and finally
we are asking what it’s actually good for. Kudos to the field and to these talented

authors!”
—Judith Hall, University Distinguished Professor of Psychology, Northeastern
University, USA
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Preface

The study of intelligence has a long and somewhat checkered past. There
are many reasons for this mixed background but, almost certainly, one is
that people can be intelligent, in a conventional sense, and lack much
(and sometimes, seemingly any) social, practical, or emotional skills
(Sternberg, 2003). The so-called intelligent person may do well on a con-
ventional intelligence test but fare only poorly in his or her ability to
adapt to the environment, which, from a Darwinian point of view, is
essential to intelligence. Indeed, historically, intelligence has been defined
at least in part in terms of the ability to adapt to the environment (e.g.,
Sternberg & Detterman, 1986).

Recognizing the limitations of conventional conceptions of intelli-
gence, some researchers have sought to expand conceptions of intelli-
gence better to reflect the importance of various noncognitive skills that
are critical for adaptation to the environment. One such set of skills—
arguably, one of the most important sets—is to be found in what has
come to be called social intelligence. Social intelligence is the ability to
understand, flexibly manage, and, sometimes, control interactions with
other people (see various definitions in Albrecht, 2009; Goleman, 2007;
Kihlstrom & Cantor, 2011, in press; see also Barnes & Sternberg, 1989;
Sternberg & Smith, 1985).

The concept of social intelligence appears to date back to Dewey

(1909), but it was popularized by Thorndike (1920). Different taxonomies
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of social intelligence have been proposed. But one simple one is between
verbal and nonverbal social intelligence, whereby verbal social intelli-
gence pertains to interactions of a verbal nature—orally or in writing—
and nonverbal social intelligence pertains to interactions that are or a
nonverbal nature, such as eye contact, gesture, facial expressions, bodily
form and contact, and so forth. Nonverbal social intelligence is impor-
tant in many domains—in job interviews, in giving presentations, in
intimate relationships or attempts to establish intimate relationships, in
inferring friendly or hostile intent, and in conveying messages of approval
or disapproval, among other things. Sometimes, nonverbal communica-
tion supports verbal communication, but other times, it directly contra-
dicts it. People who are high in social intelligence need to learn to use
nonverbal cues to discern whether, for example, what they are hearing
corresponds to what a speaker actually thinks or feels. As all of us know,
sometimes people say one thing and nonverbally leak another so that
nonverbal communication becomes our primary means for detecting
deception.

The goal of this book is to review in a comprehensive and readable way
the best work of recent years (focusing especially on the last decade or so)
on nonverbal social intelligence. Anyone reading the book will be up-to-
date regarding the significant work of the past decade in this important
field in psychology. Although the field is sometimes viewed as a branch of
social psychology, it is actually interdisciplinary, cross-cutting social, cog-
nitive, developmental, differential, personality, and biological psychology.

Why a Book on Nonverbal Social Intelligence, and Why Now?

First, many scholars, the editors and authors included, have felt that
psychology needs to reach out to the real world in terms of its implica-
tions for understanding human behavior. The older approach of doing
lab experiments with little ecological validity just does not meet current
needs. There are few fields with more real-world implications than that of
nonverbal social intelligence.

Second, in society today, words seem to be of less and less value in
knowing what a person thinks or feels. Anyone who relies on the words
of a politician or even political leader to know what he or she is thinking
is bound to be disappointed. People are using social media as much to
disguise what they really think and why, as to express their true beliefs.
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Television and other electronic means of mass communication increas-
ingly are controlled by conglomerates with political and economic agen-
das. Nonverbal communication is becoming increasingly important as
the value of verbal communication for conveying truth seems to diminish.

Third, research on nonverbal social intelligence has moved at a fast clip
in the last decade, some of it in conjunction with research on nonverbal
emotional intelligence. Those familiar with older research will find that
research has quickly become dated.

Finally, research on nonverbal social intelligence provides a window
into society as it exists today. Some means of nonverbal communication,
such as emojis, hardly were used a decade or two ago. Understanding
nonverbal social intelligence helps one understand society as a whole.

This book will be of interest to anyone with an interest in either intel-
ligence or communications. Thus, the audience may include social psy-
chologists, cognitive psychologists, personality psychologists, differential
psychologists, developmental psychologists, and others.

In putting together the book, we have had several issues in mind: that
we (1) recruit the top authors in the field; (2) further seek authors who
are diverse in terms of geographic location and psychological perspective;
(3) cover hot important topics for psychology and communication; (4)
provide up-to-date theory, data, and applications; (5) provide compre-
hensive coverage of the field; and (6) provide chapters that are emi-
nently readable.

We hope you find the content of this book stimulating and provoca-
tive for your own further thought about the topic of social intelligence as
revealed by nonverbal communication.

Ithaca, NY Robert J. Sternberg
Nis, Serbia Aleksandra Kosti¢
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Social Intelligence: What It Is and Why
We Need It More than Ever Before

Robert J. Sternberg and Avery Siying Li

Traditionally, being “book smart” has been viewed as a valuable predictor
of success (Sternberg, 2000). However, being competent at conventional
intelligence tests or good at schoolwork is not a guarantee that one can
adjust to different environments and succeed in the real world. For that,
a person also needs social intelligence. In this chapter, we discuss what
social intelligence is and how it relates to other kinds of intelligence, dis-
cuss then the role of nonverbal communication in social intelligence, and
then discuss how it fits into a broader concept of adaptive intelligence, or
intelligence as adaptation to the environment.
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Definition of Social Intelligence

The definition of social intelligence has evolved over time (see Kihlstrom
& Cantor, 2011, in press, for a much more detailed history of this evolu-
tion). Social intelligence was first mentioned and described by Dewey
(1909) as the ability to observe and understand social circumstances as
part of the ultimate goal of moral education. Later on, the concept of
social intelligence was included in one of Thorndike’s (1920) three kinds
of intelligences and defined as “the ability to understand and manage
men and women, boys and girls—to act wisely in human relations”
(p. 228). (The other two aspects of intelligence were abstract and mechan-
ical intelligence.) Wedeck (1947) went further, describing it as a “psycho-
logical ability to judge correctly the feelings, moods, and motivations of
i