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8 TRAITS TO BREAKTHROUGH INSIGHT 
 

The 8 Secrets 
Intelligence comes in many forms. While some people display high 
IQ scores, others show their brilliance through creativity, emotional 
intelligence, strategic thinking, or innovation. What sets the world’s 
smartest people apart is not just their raw intellectual capacity, but 
the habits and practices they follow to consistently grow, learn, and 
succeed. Research from psychology, neuroscience, and education 
reveals several behaviors that highly intelligent individuals tend to 
exhibit. Whether it’s Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Elon Musk, or 
contemporary thought leaders and Nobel Prize winners, the 
smartest people in the world often share a set of core habits that 
help them stay ahead of the curve. 

Below are eight practices that the most intelligent individuals 
engage in regularly. These habits not only nurture their intellect but 
also foster lifelong learning, adaptability, and success. 

1. They Read Constantly and Curiously 

One of the most common traits among highly intelligent people is 
their habit of reading. Warren Buffett once said that he spends 80 
percent of his day reading. Elon Musk taught himself rocket science 
by reading textbooks and technical manuals. Historical figures like 
Leonardo da Vinci and Benjamin Franklin also kept vast libraries 
and journals. 

Reading does more than increase knowledge. It improves memory, 
enhances vocabulary, reduces stress, and even increases empathy 
when readers engage with fiction. Research from the University of 
Sussex found that reading can reduce stress levels by up to 68 

https://www.95percentgroup.com/insights/reading-importance/?srsltid=AfmBOop0x6fTtVmecMxvUEk09ZuLA0rshyC5ZnEcOItyzHQhz3toDkm-
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percent. Reading widely across genres and disciplines helps the 
smartest people connect ideas and think more critically. 

Moreover, they read with curiosity. They do not limit themselves to 
one subject or area of interest. Their curiosity drives them to explore 
science, philosophy, history, economics, and more. This cross-
disciplinary learning fosters creativity and innovation. 

2. They Ask Deep Questions 

Intelligent people do not settle for surface-level answers. They ask 
why, how, and what-if questions to deepen their understanding. 
Socrates, often regarded as one of the wisest men in history, 
developed the Socratic method based on asking probing questions. 
This method is still used today in education, law, and critical 
thinking exercises. 

Asking questions helps clarify thought processes, identify gaps in 
understanding, and promote problem-solving. According to Harvard 
research, asking good questions not only enhances learning but 
also improves interpersonal connections. Smart people use 
questions to engage in meaningful conversations and explore 
alternative viewpoints. 

This habit of inquiry is a hallmark of scientific thinking and 
innovation. When Isaac Newton asked why apples fall downward, 
he formulated the theory of gravity. When Marie Curie questioned 
the nature of radiation, she discovered new elements and won two 
Nobel Prizes. 
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3. They Surround Themselves with Other Smart People 

The company we keep influences how we think, grow, and succeed. 
Highly intelligent individuals often seek out peers who challenge 
them intellectually. They value stimulating conversations, differing 
perspectives, and collaborative learning. 

Steve Jobs famously said that innovation happens at the 
intersection of ideas and people. In Silicon Valley and other 
innovation hubs, smart people often form think tanks, mastermind 
groups, and learning communities to share knowledge. According to 
a study published in the journal Nature, collaboration among 
experts leads to higher quality scientific research. 

In addition, surrounding oneself with intelligent and driven 
individuals promotes a culture of learning and accountability. It 
pushes everyone involved to perform at their highest level. 

4. They Embrace Failure as a Learning Tool 

Smart individuals understand that failure is not the end, but a 
valuable source of feedback. Thomas Edison reportedly failed over 
1,000 times before inventing the light bulb. He famously said, “I 
have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” 

Psychologists Carol Dweck and Angela Duckworth have studied 
what they call a growth mindset and grit. Their research shows that 
people who view challenges and setbacks as opportunities to grow 
are more likely to succeed long term. 

Failure, when approached constructively, helps refine ideas, 
improve performance, and build resilience. Highly intelligent 

https://fs.blog/carol-dweck-growth/
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individuals reflect on their mistakes, analyze what went wrong, and 
apply that knowledge in the future. 

5. They Practice Metacognition 

Metacognition is the ability to think about one’s own thinking. It 
involves self-awareness, reflection, and the regulation of cognitive 
processes. In simple terms, it means being able to monitor how you 
learn, how you solve problems, and how you manage your mental 
resources. 

Research in educational psychology shows that metacognitive skills 
correlate strongly with academic and professional success. Smart 
people often ask themselves questions like, “What do I know about 
this topic?”, “How well do I understand this problem?”, and “What 
strategies are working or not working?” 

By being aware of their cognitive strengths and limitations, they can 
adapt their learning techniques and improve their decision-making. 
Metacognition also supports emotional intelligence, as it involves 
recognizing and managing emotions that can cloud judgment. 

6. They Prioritize Deep Work Over Shallow Tasks 

The smartest people understand the value of uninterrupted focus. 
Cal Newport, a computer science professor and author of Deep 
Work, describes this practice as the ability to focus without 
distraction on cognitively demanding tasks. He argues that deep 
work is essential for mastering complicated information and  
 
producing high-quality outcomes. 
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In a world full of notifications, multitasking, and social media 
distractions, intelligent individuals deliberately set aside time for 
deep, focused work. They often block out hours in their day for 
reading, writing, programming, or strategic thinking. 

Research by Microsoft and other organizations has shown that 
frequent interruptions reduce productivity and impair cognitive 
performance. By contrast, deep work enhances creativity, 
concentration, and mastery. 

7. They Stay Physically and Mentally Active 

There is growing evidence that physical health supports cognitive 
performance. Regular exercise has been linked to improved 
memory, attention span, and mental clarity. Harvard Medical 
School notes that aerobic exercise increases blood flow to the brain 
and stimulates the growth of new neural connections. 

Many highly intelligent people integrate physical activity into their 
routines. Charles Darwin took long walks every day to think through 
scientific ideas. Richard Feynman, a Nobel Prize-winning physicist, 
practiced bongo drums and safe-cracking as hobbies that kept his 
mind engaged. 

In addition to physical activity, smart individuals prioritize mental 
well-being. They practice mindfulness, journaling, or meditation to 
manage stress and stay focused. Studies from institutions like MIT 
and Stanford show that mindfulness can increase working memory 
and reduce emotional reactivity. 
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8. They Remain Humble and Open to Change 

Despite their intelligence, the smartest people tend to be humble 
about what they do not know. Socrates is often quoted as saying, “I 
know that I know nothing.” This attitude reflects intellectual 
humility, a trait linked with better judgment and decision-making. 

Being open to new ideas, feedback, and change is crucial in a fast-
evolving world. Intelligent individuals do not cling to their beliefs 
simply to be right. They are willing to revise their opinions when 
presented with new evidence. 

This openness also fosters innovation. Breakthroughs in science, 
technology, and business often occur when people challenge 
conventional wisdom. By staying curious and avoiding rigid thinking, 
smart individuals remain adaptable and relevant. 

Conclusion 

While raw intelligence may be innate to some extent, the habits that 
support it are largely cultivated. The world’s smartest individuals 
engage in behaviors that promote continuous learning, critical 
thinking, and personal growth. They read widely, ask insightful 
questions, collaborate with other smart people, learn from failure, 
and monitor their own thinking. They also value focus, health, and 
humility. 

These eight habits are not limited to a select few. Anyone can adopt 
them with practice and intention. By integrating these practices into 
daily life, individuals can improve their mental performance, solve 
problems more effectively, and achieve greater success in both 
personal and professional endeavors. Intelligence, after all, is not 
just about knowing more, but about thinking better. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0019850118304218

