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THE VALUE OF INTELLECTUAL STYLES

Intellectual styles are individuals’ preferred ways of using their abilities. This
book provides the first panoramic and systematic review of existing research
on the value of different intellectual styles. By critically considering findings
from hundreds of international studies undertaken over eight decades, Li-fang
Zhang reveals that the creativity-generating Type I styles are generally superior
to the norm-conforming Type II styles in relation to a wide range of learning
processes, developmental outcomes, work performance, physical and mental
health, and many other domains of people’s lives. She further reveals that peo-
ple explicitly and implicitly express their preference for Type I styles over Type
IT styles. Professor Zhang elucidates the practical value of cultivating diverse
intellectual styles, especially Type I styles (i.e., successful intellectual styles), in
both academic and nonacademic settings, and lays the groundwork for future
research to advance the field of intellectual styles and to inform scholarly work
in other academic disciplines.

Li-fang Zhang is Professor of Psychology and Education at the University of
Hong Kong. She has published dozens of academic book chapters and books,
and is the (co)author of more than 100 peer-reviewed journal articles and
encyclopedic entries. Two of her award-winning monographs are entitled The
Malleability of Intellectual Styles (2013) and The Nature of Intellectual Styles
(with Sternberg, 2006). Professor Zhang serves as the Editor-in-Chief of The
[Oxford] Encyclopedia of Educational Psychology and Associate Editor of both
the Journal of Educational Psychology and Educational Psychology. She is also
an editorial board member of several other psychology and education journals.
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To my beloved daughter, Ashley, whose achievements
exemplify the importance of having successful intellectual
styles — among other valuable attributes.
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PREFACE

In June 2015, a group of German ornithologists (Bartsch, Weiss, & Kipper)
discovered that male nightingales' whose songs were more complex dis-
played better parenting skills than those whose songs were less complex.
Such an intriguing finding immediately drew my attention, for it appeared
halfway through the writing of this book — a book that abounds with research
evidence demonstrating a highly similar phenomenon: Complexity in
thinking and behaving is intimately associated with superior outcomes.

This book shows that intellectual styles that denote higher levels of com-
plexity and are creativity generating (known as “Type I intellectual styles”)
are generally more conducive to better outcomes among human beings,
whereas styles that suggest lower levels of complexity and communicate
a norm-conforming tendency (known as “Type II intellectual styles”) are
usually detrimental to positive outcomes. Intellectual styles — an encom-
passing term for such constructs as cognitive styles, learning styles, person-
ality styles, teaching styles, and thinking styles — refer to people’s preferred
ways of processing information and handling tasks. In the past eight dec-
ades, a tremendous amount of research evidence has been accumulated,
indicating that intellectual styles play a critical role in human learning
and performance, as do abilities and personality. Indeed, intellectual styles
have been shown to make significant contributions to human learning and
performance over and above what has been accounted for by tradition-
ally recognized individual-difference variables such as abilities, person-
ality, and motivation. Intellectual style is undeniably a real psychological
phenomenon.

For several reasons, however, the field of styles has been confronted with
several major challenges. One of these challenges concerns the nature of
intellectual styles, particularly their malleability and value. In 2013, in The

ix
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X Preface

Malleability of Intellectual Styles, I presented a comprehensive review of the
literature addressing the issue of style malleability, which showed that styles
are changeable - through both socialization and training.

In the current volume, I continue my quest to gain a better understand-
ing of the nature of intellectual styles through addressing the issue of style
value. Readers might immediately ask: What do you mean by “style value”?
Whose value? The value of intellectual styles refers to the adaptivity of intel-
lectual styles, and the issue of style value concerns the question of whether
some styles are better than others (i.e., value laden) or whether styles are
simply different (i.e., value free). The value of styles is not determined by
any individual or any group; rather, it is manifested in the ways in which
intellectual styles are associated with human attributes and outcomes. Styles
that are consistently positively related to human attributes and outcomes
commonly regarded as, and empirically shown to be, desirable (e.g., open-
ness personality trait, high levels of cognitive development, better mental
and physical health, and a whole host of other desirable attributes and out-
comes), across domains and across contexts, are said to have adaptive (i.e.,
desirable, effective, and positive) value. By contrast, styles that are routinely
positively linked to human attributes and outcomes widely known and
empirically shown to be undesirable (e.g., neuroticism, lower levels of cog-
nitive development, poor mental and physical health, etc.), across domains
and across contexts, are deemed to have maladaptive (i.e., undesirable, inef-
fective, and negative) value.

The present literature review has firmly substantiated my long-held view
that intellectual styles are essentially value laden. Moreover, some styles
(specifically, Type III styles) are value differentiated in that they appear to
be adaptive in some situations but maladaptive in others.

Like The Malleability of Intellectual Styles, this book is intended for
higher-degree research students, taught postgraduate students, upper-
division undergraduate students, as well as academics who wish to do
research in the field of intellectual styles and allied academic fields.
These allied fields of inquiry include, among others, applied psychology,
clinical psychology, cognitive psychology, consulting psychology, cross-
cultural psychology, developmental psychology, differential psychology,
educational psychology, industrial/organizational psychology, educational
administration and policy making, educational neuroscience, neurocogni-
tive science, higher education, the academic profession, general education,
special education, teacher education, institutional administration and man-
agement, curriculum design and instruction, business management, health
sciences, sports sciences, student development, career guidance and coun-
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Preface xi

seling, school guidance and counseling, marriage counseling, anthropology,
cultural and ethnic studies, sociology, computing and information technol-
ogy, and liberal studies.

Although aimed at the aforementioned audiences, this book should also
be of interest and relevance to practitioners (both educational and nonedu-
cational) not only because the research findings concerning the issue of
style value are compelling but also because the practical implications of the
research findings for education and beyond will be of great value to them.
Without a doubt, individuals who are keen to understand the functions
of intellectual styles in various domains of their lives should consider this
book beneficial.
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