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Up to this point, I have committed the sin of lumping a myriad of enterprises together under the single label of "business."  Of course, there are hundreds, if not thousands, of kinds of businesses, each with its peculiar mission and problems.  Just like no two people are exactly alike, no two businesses are identical.  MI theory was devised as a description of individuals, based on their evolutionary past and their survival in ecological and cultural niches.  It is not self-evident that organizations exhibit the same intelligences as individuals, nor that they create and lead in the same ways.  But the corporation itself was set up in direct analogy to the person, and it is at least worth considering whether one might profitably think of business—individually and collectively—as having multiple intelligences that can be nurtured and deployed more or less productively.

Sectors and Roles

As a start in disaggregating the terrain of business, I suggest two primary distinctions.  The first has to do with the sphere or sector, the second with the roles performed within each sector. Obviously, businesses are involved with diverse products and services.  Some make products that go directly to the consumer, some make products that are used in making other products, and some deal in direct services (like those handled by a bank teller, an airplane steward, or a nurse) or in indirect services (like doing accounting or scheduling airlines).  An increasing number of businesses deal with information per se (for example, compiling statistics about the weather or the preferences of customers in different zip-code areas); are involved chiefly in finance (buying and selling money); or manage aspects of other businesses (consulting, acquisitions and mergers, creation of computer networks and Web pages, and feedback on consumer preferences).

Focusing on sectors suggests one business application for MI ways of thinking.  Sectors that deal primarily with communication use language and other symbol systems.  Those that deal primarily with finance, accounting, or science draw on logical-mathematical intelligence.  Sectors that interact with the public highlight the personal intelligences.  There are businesses that explore the other intelligences: The entertainment business highlights musical and other artistic intelligences; athletics, arts, and crafts focus on bodily-kinesthetic intelligence; business involved in navigation, transportation, advertising, or graphics feature spatial intelligence; businesses that have contact with the environment, plants, animals, textiles, and ecology exploit the naturalistic intelligence; businesses that deal with career guidance, self-knowledge, self-transformation address intrapersonal intelligence; and businesses that focus on spiritual matters, matters of personal or communal identity address existential intelligence.

Of course, just as intelligences differ from scholarly domains, there is no one-to-one correspondence between sectors and intelligences.  Any sector can make use of the range of intelligences.  Moreover, people with varying strengths in the intelligences are free to gravitate to whatever sector they like, depending upon interest, passion, or training.  Still, one should not lump all businesses together but instead consider the specific content of the major traditional sectors as well as emerging ones. 

The second major distinction pertains to the different roles present in businesses.  Most businesses have leadership and management positions, plus a variety of departments: human resources, production, accounting, finance, marketing, sales, customer relations, philanthropy, and community outreach.  As noted in chapter 8, leaders generally rely especially on linguistic, personal, and existential intelligences, whereas managers avoid the existential issues--unless they want to become leaders—but need to be strong in other intelligences, the specific intelligence reflecting the work of their department. 

Going beyond these structural roles, it is easy to match niches to intelligences. For those involved in human resources, sales, customer relations, and marketing, knowledge of other people is key.  Human resource workers may have to exploit existential intelligence when dealing with health and other crises or with hiring and firing, issues that involve fundamental tensions and dilemmas of existence.  Logical-mathematical intelligence is essential for workers in accounting and finance.  Marketing, advertising, and product design people rely on aspects of their aesthetic intelligences, particularly poetic language, musical forms, and the growing panoply of graphic, video, and pictorial devices.  Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is necessary for those involved directly with production or the handling of products, and graceful bodily movements prove valuable for those who wish to put others at ease in meetings and other personal contacts. 

At first, it may seem that including naturalist intelligence is a stretch, except in industries that deal with plants and animals.  But I believe that naturalist intelligence is extremely important in the business world.  Commercial businesses exploit the smallest perceptible difference in products to convince consumers that they should go to MacDonald's rather than Burger King, drive a Ford rather than a Plymouth, or jog in Nikes instead of Adidas shoes.  We are capable of making the necessary perceptible distinctions among products because of our naturalist intelligence. Although we did  not evolve to be able to discriminate between two similar man-made objects, the ability to discriminate depends on precisely those evolved mechanisms that allow us to know which plants to eat and which to spurn, which animals to pursue and which to run away from.  These capacities have, as it were, been "hijacked" by the world of commerce.  Without naturalist intelligence we can neither participate in the creation of these products nor, perhaps happily, fall prey to advertisers and marketer blandishments.

Across business sectors and functions, the full range of intelligences should be employed.  This assertion challenges the prevailing idea that there is a single "business intelligence"—an assumption rarely made explicitly, but entrenched in a "business school way of thinking."  (Indeed, if there were a business IQ, it would no doubt sample a wide set of skills and abilities.) Business schools highlight linguistic and logical intelligences, and students who excel in these areas are recruited by major corporations.  This classical view of intelligence has always its place in business.  And if the "symbol analyst" remains important in the businesses of tomorrow, then the role of linguistic and logical intelligence cannot be minimized.  But as I have argued with respect to schooling, we need to be more flexible in considering the roles and functions valued in the business world.  Each of the intelligences can be marshaled  in an entrepreneurial environment, and the roles most crucial in business should be assumed by people who have varying blends of intelligences.

For those involved in hiring, promoting, and firing, clear implications follow.  It does not make sense to judge people in terms of a single set of dimensions. Rather, one should attempt to learn as much as possible about candidate's and employees' favored ways of thinking and problem solving, and use this knowledge to hire and train people, to set up teams, and to make critical decisions about reployment, advancement, and termination.  In some cases, information about intelligences can be secured thorough self-report or recommendations. In other cases, simple tasks or assignments can reveal candidate's favored intelligences. 

When it comes to actual methods of selecting employees in the future, all bets are off.  For some time, it has been true that people with the most formal credentials or the longest resume have the easiest time gaining and maintaining employment.  But credentials are expensive, and they may not be necessary for accomplishing a job. 

Traditionally, credentials have signaled that a person has carried out the requisite studies or has performed the required tasks in other comparable business settings.  In the future, however, it should be possible to devise computer-based simulations that will show, with a high degree of accuracy, whether an individual will be able to carry out the job for which he or she is applying.  This process could be carried out not only with respect to professions—arguing a legal case, performing surgery—but also with respect to various business roles—designing a product, creating a marketing strategy, or even conducting a delicate meeting.  Should it turn out that only those who have credentials or documented experience can handle these situations, then hiring will proceed as it has in the past.  But if it turns out that people without such expensive backgrounds can perform well, or nearly as well, on simulations, costly credentials may not be so important.  A cost-conscious business community may turn instead to self-trained experts. 

From the perspective of MI theory, what is important is whether people can do their jobs, not what particular intelligences they happen to be applying.  To the extent that professional schools require admissions or exit tests that measure intelligences only marginally important for core functions, schools will either have to change or close, yielding to institutions that can develop the desired skills more directly.

While acknowledging the differences between business and educational settings, it should be possible to draw inspiration from some of the educational interventions discussed in earlier chapters.  For example, recruiters can make use of informal assessments of intelligence, or can even create Spectrum-style settings where relevant intellectual strengths can be assessed in a naturalistic setting. On-the-job training and retraining can certainly make use of our knowledge of various entry points, analogies, and ways of representing the key concepts in a role or task.  Finally, those involved in promoting or transferring personnel will benefit from records, self-reports, or on-line experiments that reveal the particular intellectual configurations of employees. 

Business and the Personal Intelligences

An awareness of the intelligences involved in different business sectors and roles is significant.  But other aspects of multiple intelligences may be even more important—those involving the personal intelligences.

While I am primarily a teacher and a scholar, during the nearly thirty years that I have codirected Harvard's Project Zero, I have supervised dozens of research projects and hundreds of gifted young researchers, and can reasonably say that I have been raising funds for and managing a small, nonprofit organization.  Two decades ago, when I chose personnel, I looked for people like me. But studying the personal intelligences has taken me in new directions. I now rarely look for individuals with skills like mine. Instead, I ask these questions:

What skills or intelligences are needed for particular roles, and particularly for new ones?

Who on my staff already has these skills or intelligences? Who could readily acquire them?

Who can work well with a person who has a particular profile of intelligences and fulfills a certain role?

Which persons, or kinds of persons, can train others in new skills?

How will a project benefit from different mixes of individuals?

Not only do these questions bring to the fore people who work well with others, who are strong in the personal intelligences—the entire way of thinking also becomes more person-centered. They ask about individual strengths and probe how these strengths can be mobilized to create effective work groups and bring out the best in each person. And they also ask individuals, including me, to think about our own profile of intelligences, how we interact with others, and—to  use Peter Drucker's apt phrase—how we manage ourselves.

Businesses used to be set up so that employees would remain with them indefinitely; indeed, it was assumed that people who did their jobs well had lifetime employment.  But for at least fifteen years, these assumptions have not held true in the United States; and with every new economic twist in Europe, Asia, or Latin America, they are undermined further. In this rapidly changing environment, the role of intrapersonal intelligence becomes increasingly important—indeed, essential. When people did the same work as their predecessors, self-knowledge was a luxury, if not a burden. Given today's extreme fluidity of jobs, roles, and preferences, it is essential that people have an accurate, up-to-date, and flexible understanding of their own desires, needs, anxieties, and optimal ways of learning. People with particularly strong Intrapersonal intelligence are prized in the business world because they can make optimal use of heir talents, especially under rapidly changing conditions, and they know best how to mesh their talents with those of their coworkers. In contrast, those with inaccurate self-perceptions behave in nonproductive ways, personally or professionally, and are a burden to a company. It is easier to fire such people than to  try to instruct them in knowledge of self.

Unfortunately, we don't know a lot about the personal intelligences. We do not understand their operations well, we do not know how to measure these intelligences, and we are not skilled at training them. This fact helps to explain why businesses have little patience for people deficient in personal intelligences. One might argue that personal intelligences are important in companies that require face-to-face interaction and less so when people work at home or communicate via the internet. It  may well be true that the particular mix of personal intelligences may change, but I am convinced that these intelligences will remain equally important, if not more so. To work effectively at a distance, one must be able to transmit and interpret subtle linguistic cues and, if face-to-face contacts occur, behave appropriately in light of the earlier, more "distant" contacts. 

Furthermore, in the future, more work may be temporary. When a job needs to be done, the producers will assemble a staff, with varying skills and intelligences, and ask them to accomplish the  work as expeditiously and expertly as possible. (About 90 percent of the employees of the influential management company McKinsey and Co. are considered consultants rather than employees or partners.) If these staff are to be well assembled and work effectively with one another, individuals will need better personal  intelligences than ever before. 

