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Abstract

Contemporary education and leadership development increasingly emphasise holistic outcomes
such as purpose, ethics, well-being, and responsible citizenship alongside academic attainment.
Within Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences framework, existential intelligence denotes the
human capacity to engage with fundamental questions of meaning, value, mortality,
responsibility, and the place of the self in a wider social and ecological order. This paper
synthesises the concept and educational relevance of existential intelligence and translates it into
practical strategies for curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and leadership development. The
discussion integrates philosophical and psychological foundations (including meaning-making
and moral development) with classroom and organisational practices such as reflective dialogue,
service learning, inquiry into ethical dilemmas, contemplative practices, and interdisciplinary
engagement with literature, history, and environmental studies. It also proposes a practical
implementation model with safeguards to ensure inclusivity, developmental appropriateness, and
respect for diverse worldviews. The paper concludes that nurturing existential intelligence
strengthens learners’ capacity for critical reflection, ethical judgement, empathy, and sustained

commitment to communal and environmental well-being, and that it supports leaders in
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articulating purpose, building integrity-centred cultures, and navigating complexity with moral

clarity.

Keywords

existential intelligence; multiple intelligences; meaning-making; values education; ethical

leadership; reflective practice

Introduction Howard Gardner’s theory of Multiple

Intelligences broadened educational
In the rapidly changing educational and

discourse by positioning intelligence as a set
social landscape of the twenty-first century,

of distinct human capacities rather than a
the remit of education and leadership

single, unitary aptitude measured only
extends beyond cognitive development and

through conventional scholastic
technical skill acquisition. Schools and

performance (Gardner, 1983, 1999). Among
organisations are increasingly expected to

the proposed intelligences, existential
cultivate ethical reasoning, civic

intelligence (ExI) has attracted attention for
responsibility, mental well-being, and a

its alignment with holistic education, values
sense of purpose that helps individuals make

o _ _ formation, and purpose-driven leadership.
coherent decisions in uncertain contexts.

Gardner described existential intelligence as
These expectations have intensified due to

N _ o _ _ sensitivity to deep questions about human
rising social polarisation, ecological crises,

existence, including the meaning of life and
technological disruption, and the visibility of

death, the nature of consciousness, and
ethical failures in institutions.
individuals’ place within a larger order

(Gardner, 1999, 2006).
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This paper develops a comprehensive

conceptual account of existential
intelligence and translates it into actionable
implications for education and leadership.
The central argument is that existential
intelligence can be cultivated through
developmentally ~ appropriate  learning
experiences that support meaning-making,
ethical deliberation, and reflective agency,
while maintaining inclusivity and respect for
plural worldviews. The paper is organised
into sections that define the construct, locate
it within broader theoretical foundations,
propose pedagogical and assessment
strategies, and outline leadership
implications and implementation

considerations.

Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations

Existential intelligence refers to the
capacity to recognise, formulate, and engage
with fundamental questions of existence
such as purpose, freedom, suffering,

morality, death, and the relationship

between the individual and wider social,
cosmic, or ecological realities (Gardner,
1999). Individuals with higher existential
intelligence tend to seek coherence between
beliefs and actions, demonstrate sensitivity
to ethical and philosophical issues, and
exhibit an orientation toward meaning
beyond immediate material or instrumental

goals.

Existential intelligence intersects with,
but is not reducible to, spirituality or
religiosity. In educational contexts, the
construct is best approached as a meaning-
making and values-related capacity that can
be expressed through secular, religious, or
philosophical

commitments,  provided

classroom and institutional  practices
maintain inclusivity and avoid doctrinal

instruction (Noddings, 2003; Palmer, 1998).

From a psychological perspective,
existential intelligence aligns with theories
of  meaning-making and  existential

motivation. Frankl’s logotherapy
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emphasised the human drive for meaning
and the capacity to choose an attitude in the
face of constraint (Frankl, 1959/2006). In
educational and organisational life, this
emphasis  supports  resilience, ethical
responsibility, and sustained engagement
with long-term goals. Existential psychology
further underscores how awareness of
mortality and freedom can shape identity,
responsibility, and authenticity (Yalom,

1980).

Moral and civic dimensions of
existential intelligence can be examined
through  moral development theories.
Kohlberg’s stage theory highlights the
progression of moral reasoning toward
principled judgement (Kohlberg, 1981),
while later work foregrounds the role of
moral sensitivity and character in ethical
action (Rest, 1986; Lickona, 1991). These
perspectives support educational approaches

that combine reflective reasoning with

opportunities for practice and habituation in

real social contexts.

Within educational theory, reflective
inquiry is central to the cultivation of
existential intelligence. Dewey argued that
reflective thought enables learners to move
from impulsive responses to deliberative
judgement grounded in evidence and values
(Dewey, 1933). Schon’s concept of
reflective practice extends this orientation
into  professional contexts, supporting
leaders and educators in continuous learning
through reflection-in-action and reflection-

on-action (Schon, 1983).

Existential Intelligence in Education

Education that intentionally nurtures
existential intelligence supports learners’
capacity to connect knowledge to lived
experience, interpret social realities through
ethical lenses, and articulate personally
meaningful  purposes. In  classrooms,
existentially oriented learning is commonly

29

expressed  through  learners’  “why
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questions, their interest in moral dilemmas,
and their inclination to situate disciplinary
content within  broader human and

ecological contexts (Gardner, 1999).

Curricular integration is feasible across
disciplines. In language and literature,
learners can analyse narratives of identity,
suffering, hope, and moral choice; in history
and social science, they can examine ethical
trade-offs in governance and social
movements; in science and environmental
studies, they can explore responsibility,
stewardship, and the ethical dimensions of
technological change. Interdisciplinary
inquiry encourages learners to recognise that
complex problems often involve competing
values and uncertain evidence, requiring

principled judgement rather than rote

ansSwers.

Value-oriented learning does not require
agreement on metaphysical beliefs. Instead,
it can emphasise universal processes of
reasoning,

dialogue, empathy, and

responsibility. Deliberative classroom norms
that encourage respectful discussion and
perspective-taking promote ethical
sensitivity and reduce the risk of
indoctrination (Noddings, 2003). When
supported by safe classroom climates,
learners can explore meaning and values

while developing critical thinking and civic

competence.

Pedagogical Strategies for Developing

Existential Intelligence

Reflective journaling and narrative
inquiry allow learners to articulate evolving
beliefs and connect academic concepts to
personal and social experiences. Structured
prompts can guide learners to examine
assumptions, identify values in decisions,
and evaluate consequences for self, others,
and the environment. Such practices align
with Deweyan reflection and support

metacognitive awareness (Dewey, 1933).

Ethical dilemma pedagogy uses case

discussions and Socratic dialogue to

30

ISSN: 2321-676X



Bindu /Star International Journal, Volume 13, Issue 12(3), December (2025)

cultivate moral reasoning and perspective-
taking. Developmentally appropriate
dilemmas drawn from school life,
community issues, or subject-specific
contexts can be discussed using explicit
protocols that separate evidence, values, and
stakeholder  impacts.  This  supports
principled judgement and prepares learners

for complex civic and professional decisions

(Kohlberg, 1981; Rest, 1986).

Service learning and community-
engaged projects connect learning to real-
world needs and social responsibility. When
paired with structured reflection, service
learning strengthens civic identity, empathy,
and a sense of agency, translating existential
questions about purpose into concrete
commitments and ethical action (Freire,

1970/2018).

Contemplative and mindfulness-
informed practices can support attention,
reflective

emotional  regulation, and

awareness when implemented in secular,

evidence-informed ways. Brief practices
such as silent reflection, breathing exercises,
or guided attention can create space for
deeper inquiry and reduce reactivity,
particularly when learners engage with

sensitive themes.

Dialogic pedagogy and classroom
cultures of meaning foster existential
intelligence by establishing norms of
listening, respectful disagreement, and
shared inquiry. Teachers can model
intellectual humility, encourage multiple
perspectives, and explicitly teach discussion
skills.  Such practices are particularly
important for inclusive classrooms with

diverse cultural and religious backgrounds.

Interdisciplinary “big questions” projects
provide a structured way to integrate
existential inquiry  without displacing
disciplinary rigour. Projects can be framed
around questions such as “What is a good
life?”, “What do we owe future

generations?”, or “How should societies
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balance freedom and responsibility?”, with
research tasks grounded in subject content,

evidence evaluation, and argumentation.

Assessing  Existential Intelligence in

Educational Settings

Assessment of existential intelligence
should prioritise formative approaches and
avoid  reducing  meaning-making to
simplistic  scoring. Because existential
inquiry is closely related to worldview and
identity, assessment must be ethically
sensitive, non-invasive, and aligned with

educational aims rather than personal belief

evaluation.

Authentic assessment tasks can capture
learners’ capacity for reflective reasoning
and ethical judgement. Examples include
reflective essays, philosophical dialogues,
case analyses, portfolio reflections, and
project presentations that require learners to
articulate values, justify decisions, and
consider

consequences  for  multiple

stakeholders.

Rubrics can operationalise key indicators
such as depth of reflection, clarity of value
articulation, use of evidence, perspective-
taking, and coherence between stated
principles and proposed actions. Teachers
can also use self-assessment and peer
feedback to reinforce agency and dialogic

competence.

Safeguards are essential. Learners
should have choice in topics, the right to
maintain  privacy, and alternatives for
sensitive prompts. Educators should avoid
grading personal beliefs and instead assess
reasoning processes and communication
quality. These safeguards improve fairness
and reduce potential cultural or religious

bias.

Existential Intelligence in Leadership

In leadership, existential intelligence
contributes to purpose-driven decision-
making, ethical courage, and the capacity to
navigate complexity with integrity. Leaders

with stronger existential intelligence are
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more likely to articulate and sustain a
coherent organisational mission, align
strategies with values, and maintain a long-
term orientation that considers social and

ecological impacts.

Transformational  leadership  theory
emphasises vision, moral modelling, and the
elevation of collective purpose (Bass, 1985).
Existential intelligence strengthens these
capacities by enabling leaders to connect
organisational goals to meaning and moral
responsibility, thereby fostering trust and
commitment. Relatedly, authentic leadership
frameworks  underscore  self-awareness,
internalised  moral  perspective, and
relational transparency (Avolio & Gardner,

2005), all of which draw upon existential

reflection.

Spiritual leadership theories
conceptualise leadership as a process that
creates a sense of calling and membership,
contributing to organisational commitment

and well-being (Fry, 2003). In practice,

existentially intelligent leaders can foster
meaning without privileging any single
worldview by promoting ethical dialogue,
shared service, and inclusive cultures that

respect diversity.

Existential intelligence also supports
ethical leadership in periods of crisis, when
trade-offs and uncertainty are unavoidable.
Leaders who can confront uncomfortable
questions, acknowledge uncertainty, and act
consistently with articulated principles are
better positioned to sustain legitimacy and
prevent corrosive organisational climates

(Ciulla, 2004).

An Implementation Model for Schools

and Educational Organisations

Implementation can be conceptualised
through a four-phase model: (1) orientation
to meaning and values, (2) guided inquiry
and dialogue, (3) applied action and service,
and (4) reflection and integration. The
model is adaptable across grade levels and

leadership training programmes.
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In the orientation phase, educators
establish inclusive norms and introduce the
idea that learning involves questions of
meaning and responsibility. In the inquiry
phase, learners engage with dilemmas, texts,
and disciplinary content that surface value
questions. In the action phase, learners apply
insights  through  projects, community
engagement, or organisational initiatives. In
the integration phase, learners consolidate
learning through reflection, feedback, and

commitments to future action.

Successful  implementation  requires

enabling conditions, including
psychologically safe learning environments,
teacher preparation in facilitation and ethics,
and institutional support for reflective and
community-engaged learning. Professional
development should include training in
dialogic pedagogy, -culturally responsive

practice, and assessment literacy for

reflective tasks (Schon, 1983).

Discussion and Implications

Integrating existential intelligence into
education strengthens holistic development
by linking cognition with values, identity,
and responsibility. It can enrich learners’
motivation by connecting academic content
to real-life significance and can support
mental well-being by helping learners
develop coherent narratives of purpose and

agency.

At the same time, implementation must
address practical and ethical challenges.
These include the risk of cultural bias, the
possibility of unintentionally privileging
particular ~ religious or  philosophical
perspectives, and the need to protect
learners’ privacy. Clear pedagogical
boundaries are therefore required: existential
education should cultivate inquiry and

ethical reasoning, not doctrinal belief

formation.

For leadership development, existential
intelligence provides a foundation for
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integrity-centred organisational cultures and
responsible decision-making. Institutions
that encourage reflective dialogue, articulate
shared values, and treat stakeholders with
dignity are better positioned to sustain
legitimacy and resilience under volatility.
These implications are consistent with
broader shifts toward education for
sustainable development and citizenship
competencies in contemporary policy

discourse (UNESCO, 2015).

Conclusion

Existential intelligence is a meaningful
dimension of human capability that supports
reflective agency, ethical judgement, and
purpose-driven  engagement in  both
education and leadership. When cultivated
through inclusive, developmentally
appropriate pedagogies such as reflective
inquiry, ethical dilemma dialogue, service
learning, and interdisciplinary  “big

questions” projects, existential intelligence

strengthens learners’ capacity to navigate

complexity with moral clarity and social
responsibility. In leadership development,
existential  intelligence  contributes to
authentic and ethical practice by grounding
vision and decision-making in articulated
values and long-term  responsibility.
Nurturing existential intelligence therefore
supports the formation of compassionate
citizens and integrity-centred leaders, while
reinforcing the broader educational aim of

preparing individuals not only to succeed,

but also to live meaningfully and act wisely.
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