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 ü, University of Klagenfurt

 , University of Waterloo

 , Mississippi State University

 . , University of Connecticut

 . , University of Toronto

 , University of Leipzig

 . , Boston University

 , University of Queensland

 , University of Toronto

 , Concord University

 , Macquarie University

 , University of California Berkeley

 . , Swarthmore College and Dartmouth College

 . , Cornell University

 . , Saint Paul College

 . , University of Illinois at Chicago

ix

Published online by Cambridge University Press



Published online by Cambridge University Press



Preface

During the twentieth century, IQs around the world increased by  points. Yet this steep rise in
IQ seems to have achieved little in helping humanity to address and successfully cope with the
enormous challenges that face the world today – global climate change, air and water pollution,
pandemics, hunger, political instability, global inequality, and weapons of mass destruction, to
name just a few. Something beyond IQ, and the education that is based on it, is needed to
successfully confront these major problems. We suggest that this “something” is wisdom.

Throughout human history, wisdom has been defined in many different ways, and there is still
no one universally accepted definition. However, most scholars of wisdom would agree that wise
people are concerned not just for their own interests and those of their friends and family, but also
for those of humanity at large. They seek to create a better world by making a positive,
meaningful, and potentially enduring difference, whether at the level of family, community,
country, world, or some other level.

Not long ago, the field of wisdom research was moribund, at least among psychologists. Among
philosophers and theologians, of course, the study of wisdom has long been a major pursuit. Their
methods are not empirical, and it was not clear to empirical researchers just how to study or even
to think about wisdom.

Perhaps the scholars who turned the field around most were Paul Baltes, Director of the Max
Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin, and Vivian Clayton, who started off as a
graduate student at the University of Southern California. In the latter half of the twentieth
century, Baltes proposed a theory and conducted empirical tests of it that still figure prominently
in the field of wisdom research today. Clayton wrote an impressive theoretical and empirical
doctoral dissertation on wisdom that also led to one of the earliest theories. The field was ready to
take off – and it did.

In , Cambridge University Press published a volume titled Wisdom: Its Nature, Origins,
and Development, edited by Robert J. Sternberg. The volume contained essays by many of the
major figures in the field who were studying wisdom at that time. According to Google Scholar,
the book has been cited over  times, but the individual essays in the book have been cited far
more often. Much of the work was still theoretical, but it was clear that psychologists were
converging on what they believed to be an important but neglected construct in psychology. The
work of Baltes and Clayton helped enormously, because it provided measurement tools. However,
the field was still in its infancy and, for some time, Baltes’s research group was by far the best
known one studying wisdom empirically.

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the field had begun to diversify, and research on
wisdom was making real progress. This work was captured in the Handbook of Wisdom:
Psychological Perspectives, edited by Robert J. Sternberg and Jennifer Jordan, and published in

xi
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. The book represented the state of the field at the turn of the twenty-first century, and
according to Google Scholar it has been cited around  times, but again the individual chapters
have been cited far more often.

In , Barry Schwartz and Kenneth Sharpe published Practical Wisdom: The Right Way to Do
the Right Thing, a fine and well-regarded exposition of the importance of wisdom in everyday life.
In , Michel Ferrari and Nic Weststrate published The Scientific Study of Personal Wisdom:
From Contemplative Traditions to Neuroscience, an edited volume that provided a good summary
of the state of the field.

The field was now growing exponentially. The handbook was out of date within less than a
decade, and in , Cambridge University Press published the Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom,
edited by Robert J. Sternberg and Judith Glück.

Whereas the first Cambridge volume, Wisdom (Sternberg, ), ran to  fairly small pages,
and A Handbook of Wisdom (Sternberg & Jordan, ) had  pages, The Cambridge Handbook
of Wisdom (Sternberg & Glück, ) ran to  pages. It is probably fair to say that not only the
book length but also the amount of theory and research roughly doubled between  and .

Motivation for Writing This Book

At the time of writing, the topic of wisdom is producing . million hits in Google Scholar and
 million hits in Google. However, until now there has been no widely available textbook on
the subject of psychological approaches to wisdom, despite the importance of the field not only to
psychology, but also to the world.

Our motivation for editing this book has therefore been to produce the first and, at the time of
publication, the only widely available textbook on the psychology of wisdom. Our goal is to
facilitate the teaching of a course on the topic by faculty in psychology, human development, and
related disciplines.

The Target Readership for the Book

The primary audience for the book is upper-division undergraduates and graduate students who
are studying wisdom in the context of psychology and related social-science disciplines. In
addition, there may be laypeople who are interested in educating themselves on the topic, but
who would find the full Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom too forbidding.

The Concept of a Multi-Contributor Textbook

This is an edited textbook containing contributions from multiple authors. The concept under-
lying an edited textbook is different from that underlying a textbook written by one or just a few
authors. There are two obvious potential drawbacks – that the book will not have a single
coherent point of view, and that there will be differences in the writing styles among the
various chapters.

First, let us consider the fact that, instead of representing a single coherent point of view, the
book will offer multiple viewpoints. This actually reflects the state of the field of wisdom today,
and is likely to be the state of the field for a long time to come. In contrast to, say, the fields of
physics or chemistry, there is no single unified consensus point of view on major issues. An edited
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textbook represents the diversity of the field. The book can and should be reflective of the current
state of the field, showing the various viewpoints that exist, and the strengths and weaknesses of
the different approaches. One of us is currently using a textbook in one of his courses that takes a
single position in a field where there are diverse points of view. The downside to this textbook is
that the professor constantly has to be reminding students that the author has a strong point of
view that does not represent a consensus in the field. The author also often fails to adequately
address other points of view, the reasons why his scholarly competitors hold those views, and the
evidence supporting them.

Second, with regard to writing style, we have found that careful editing can achieve a largely
unified sense of writing style within a multi-contributor book. For example, Human Intelligence:
An Introduction, edited by Robert J. Sternberg and published by Cambridge University Press, has
multiple authors, but the combined work of the book’s editor and the editing team at Cambridge
University Press has provided a strong sense of a unified volume.

An edited textbook also has three additional advantages.
First, the involvement of multiple authors ensures that various well thought out points of view

will be adequately represented and defended. In the field of wisdom there are few, if any, final
answers. It is a field that, historically, has invited many different perspectives, some of which, such
as the philosophical one, lie outside of psychology proper. Having multiple authors ensures that
the different points of view will be properly characterized, and their strengths and
weaknesses elucidated.

Second, the field of wisdom has quickly expanded from what it was in earlier times. Researchers
have specialized in different topics within the field, which now represents an almost astonishing
array of different approaches and kinds of expertise. One of the advantages of an edited textbook
is that it draws on diverse types of expertise that are unlikely to be found together in any
one person.

Third, an edited textbook can present the viewpoints of the authors at first hand, ensuring that
they are correctly represented and that the current research is being described by the people who
are actually conducting much of that research.

On balance, we believe that an edited textbook has advantages over one written by one or just a
few authors. These advantages have been shown in Human Intelligence: An Introduction and in
another textbook, namely Creativity: An Introduction, edited by James Kaufman and Robert
Sternberg. Both are published by Cambridge University Press.

The present textbook is divided into  chapters in order to provide coverage of all the main
topics currently being investigated in the field. At this length, the book fits conveniently into a
one-semester course. The content of the chapters is briefly summarized below.

Part I Introduction to Wisdom Theory and Research

 Introduction: What Is Wisdom and Why Is It Important?
This chapter introduces the concept of wisdom, defines it, and describes why it is so important in
today’s world.

 Philosophical Foundations for the Study of Wisdom
This chapter covers the philosophical literature that has served as the core for the psychological
study of wisdom, from the time of Plato and Aristotle up to the present day.

Preface xiii
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 Folk Conceptions of Wisdom around the World
This chapter discusses how laypeople have conceived of wisdom in cultures around the world,
both in the past and at the present time. It also explores how wisdom is in part a socio-culturally
defined construct, and how folk theories (also known as “implicit theories”) determine the way in
which people judge the wisdom of others and of themselves in daily life.

 Psychological Theories of Wisdom
This chapter describes past and current theories of wisdom, and the expansion from only one or
two theories to what has come to seem like a whole panoply of them. It also discusses the
similarities and differences between these theories, and considers whether there are any core
elements that are shared by all of them.

 Wisdom: Situational, Dispositional, or Both?
This chapter discusses how situational variables, such as emotional states and the environmental
context in which a person is operating, affect wisdom both positively and negatively. In particular,
the chapter considers whether wisdom may be a trait, or whether instead a person’s wisdom is
totally determined by the situation they are in.

 Measurement of Wisdom
This chapter discusses various approaches to the measurement of wisdom, and describes studies
that have been conducted in order to validate these approaches.

Part II Foundations of Wisdom in the Individual and in the World

 Wisdom, Creativity, and Intelligence
This chapter reviews how wisdom relates to two germane constructs – intelligence and creativity.
It explores the ways in which wisdom is similar to and different from these constructs, and raises
the question of whether we really need three separate constructs.

 Wisdom, Morality, and Ethics
This chapter reviews the interrelationships between wisdom, morality, and ethics. It also asks
whether it is possible to be wise without being ethical, or to be ethical without being wise.

 Wisdom, Personality, and Well-Being
This chapter discusses how personality and well-being relate to wisdom. Five-factor theory and
other theories of personality are considered. It explores what traits are associated with higher levels
of wisdom, and what traits are linked with lower levels. Does wisdom contribute to psychological
and subjective well-being, and if so, how?

 The Wisdom in Emotions
This chapter discusses the role of emotion in wisdom, by considering how emotion can facilitate or
impede wisdom, and how wisdom interacts with emotions under a range of different circumstances.

xiv Preface
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Part III The Modifiability of Wisdom

 The Development of Wisdom
This chapter describes how wisdom develops, from childhood through old age. It also considers
the longstanding debate as to whether, in adulthood, wisdom increases or decreases with age, or
whether it remains largely unchanged.

 Interventions for Developing Wisdom
This chapter describes how schools and parents can teach children in a way that enhances the
wisdom of young people.

Part IV Wisdom in the World

 Wisdom in the Professions
This chapter describes wisdom as it is manifested in various professions, and how it can be
developed through those professions.

 Wisdom and Leadership
This chapter describes the characteristics of wise leadership, and why wise leadership is so
important for the world today. It also discusses why people often fear wise leaders and instead
choose “toxic” leaders.

 Wisdom and Social Policy
This chapter describes how wisdom can and should be incorporated into social-policy decisions.
How can wisdom help the world to address the problems that it is currently facing, such as global
climate change, air and water pollution, resource shortages, severe economic inequality, and global
pandemics?

Pedagogy

This textbook includes the following pedagogical features to enhance learning and make it easier
for students to understand the material that is presented in each chapter:

() Comprehension and discussion questions. These questions challenge students to actively
and reflectively think about the material in the chapter.

() Key terms. Bold print identifies those terms that the authors of the chapters believe are most
important for students to learn.

() Glossary. The glossary defines the bolded terms for students, so that they do not have to
spend valuable time looking them up.

() Investigations. This section of the chapter gives a brief description of the authors’ research
programs on wisdom. The investigations acquaint students with cutting-edge research in
the field.

() Practical applications. This section of the chapter describes how contemporary research
can be applied in real-world practice in order to improve people’s lives.
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Introduction
What Is Wisdom and Why Is It Important?

Robert J. Sternberg and Judith Glück

. Introduction

There are many tales in great works of literature, including religious literature, of people who, by
any standard, would be considered exceptionally wise. For example, King Solomon, in the Old
Testament, allegedly discovered which of two women was the true mother of a child by suggesting
that the child be cut in half, and each woman be given half. He believed that the woman who
rejected the offer would be, for sure, the true mother of the child. In the New Testament, Jesus is
alleged to have told the story of the Good Samaritan, who helps a Jew who has been robbed and
beaten, despite the fact that, at the time, the Jews and the Samaritans detested each other. And the
Buddha is quoted as having said that the best ornament is humility, and the greatest wealth,
wisdom. The wisdom shown by King Solomon in his dealings with the alleged mothers, by Jesus
in his story of the Good Samaritan, and by the Buddha in his recognition of the importance of
wisdom, is the topic of this chapter and of this book.

Stories of wisdom are not limited to the murky past. In modern times, Nelson Mandela
transformed himself from a violent revolutionary into one of the greatest and wisest leaders that
the world has seen in a long time, bringing peace to a country, South Africa, that had been torn
by dissension and violence. Martin Luther King, Jr., of the USA, defied enormous societal
pressure and imprisonment to become one of the foremost leaders advocating civil rights and
equality for all. In recent times, Malala Yousafzai fought for rights for women in Pakistan and
got shot in the face for doing so. Even after the shooting, she continued to campaign for human
rights. And Alexei Navalny fought for human rights in Russia, was poisoned, in all likelihood at
the direction of the Russian government, and almost died as a result. Upon miraculously
recovering, he returned to Russia again to fight for human rights, only to be imprisoned.
Wisdom and the courage that goes with it are not stories just from the past. They are stories of
current times as well.

If one thing has become abundantly clear in modern times, it is the importance and, indeed,
the indispensable nature of wisdom to societies around the world (Sternberg, a). We
sometimes refer to the world today as a “knowledge society,” to distinguish it from earlier
industrial society, where the role of industry was king, and from pre-industrial societies, where
industry had not yet taken over the means of production. A knowledge society is one in which
knowledge – what you know and what you know how to do – drives society and its development.
The importance attached to knowledge in today’s world is shown by the importance attached to

 This chapter draws in part on ideas earlier presented in Sternberg, R. J. (a). Race to Samarra: the critical importance
of wisdom in the world today. In R. J. Sternberg and J. Glück, eds., The Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom. Cambridge
University Press, pp. –.
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education – to college and university degrees attesting to one’s level of, and success in,
becoming educated.

This chapter, and many of the chapters to follow, will argue that we may need to shift our
emphasis – that what matters most to the world today is not knowledge, but rather how we use
the knowledge we have. And what matters especially is not just any use of that knowledge, but
rather, especially, the wise use of that knowledge.

. What Is Wisdom?

What, exactly, is wisdom? In this textbook you will find many definitions of wisdom. We shall
not attempt an exact definition, because the field does not yet have a consensus. However, there
are some characteristics that most researchers and experts on wisdom would agree are character-
istics of the wise person (see, e.g., Grossmann et al., ; Jeste et al., ; Sternberg & Glück,
; Sternberg et al., ). Here, we first discuss some general points about what wisdom is
and what it is not, with the intention of illustrating why today’s world urgently needs
more wisdom.

.. Wise People Seek a Common Good

Wise people have in common that they are not focused only on their own benefit, or on the
benefit of those who are in some way like them – their metaphorical “tribe.” In making judgments
and decisions, in general, they think beyond themselves and those who are somehow like them –

family, friends, colleagues, or people of the same nationality, ethnicity, or other group.
It is too easy, in making our decisions, just to consider our own interests and those of others

like us, especially in an age in which self-preoccupation and narcissism seem to be on the rise.
Often, success in individualistic societies is about one’s own outcomes, without considering also
how those outcomes affect others. As a result, people no longer work together as harmoniously as
they sometimes did in the past.

In the USA, in the third decade of the twenty-first century, the two major political parties, the
Republicans and the Democrats, have become practically incapable of working together and
cooperating toward the achievement of a common good. In many other countries, political
polarization is increasing as well. In every country, strict guidelines have been set with regard to
priority levels for people receiving a COVID- vaccine, but this has not stopped many
individuals from relentlessly trying to push ahead of others in higher-priority categories. In some
cases, the violations of protocol have been ridiculous, as in the case of a multi-millionaire couple
who flew to Canada’s remote Yukon Territory and pretended to be local motel workers in order to
become eligible for the vaccine, which they did indeed receive (Farzan, ).

Why is a common good so very important? In a less connected world, it actually probably was
less important. It mattered for communities, then states or provinces, then perhaps nearby
countries that might go to war with each other. But today the entire world is highly intercon-
nected. What people do in one country can affect countries halfway around the world. In case
there are any doubters, perhaps nothing showed this interconnectedness better than the world-
wide spread of COVID-. Although the origin of the particular novel coronavirus is unknown, it
appears likely to have started in or near some kind of animal market, probably in or near Wuhan,
China (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, ). The world would soon discover how

   .     ü
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an isolated event in China – or anywhere – could become a worldwide problem that would cost
millions of people their lives, and sicken many millions more.

It appears clear that local Chinese government officials initially hid the existence and certainly
the severity of the outbreak from national officials (Wong et al., ). But then, other nations
did not realize the severity of the outbreak. Today, that is all history. An event that once would
have remained a problem in a very localized part of the world had caused a catastrophic
global mess.

Society is more fractured recently than it has been in many years. Competition rather than
cooperation with respect to COVID- vaccines is one example, but there are so many others.
One obvious example is the unprecedented incursion into the US Capitol Building that occurred
on January , . Many of the raiders appear to have believed they were acting like patriots in
invading the Capitol Building, trashing part of it, and causing the death of five people. Some
planned to take hostages, or worse (Biesecker et al., ). Many of these people were well
educated. What has gone wrong? How could such events take place in the twenty-first century?

. Why Intelligence Is Not Enough

Intelligence – the ability to learn, reason, and adapt to the environment – is often viewed as
multipartite. Modern models of intelligence divide the construct into many factors and hierar-
chically arranged subfactors (Carroll, ; McGrew, ). Many of the commonly used models
derive from the work of Cattell (), who distinguished between crystallized and
fluid intelligence.

.. Crystallized Intelligence

Crystallized intelligence is basically knowledge base. It is what you know. When we talk about a
“knowledge society,” we are talking about the build-up of crystallized intelligence. Crystallized
intelligence and the knowledge that represents it are clearly needed, in some degree, for wisdom.
One cannot make recommendations about a field or about the world, in general, if one’s
knowledge base about the field or the world is severely limited. One great advantage of the
Internet is that knowledge has been made much more accessible to people around the world.
Unfortunately, this has also meant that falsehoods – so-called “alternative facts” – which are
sometimes hard to distinguish from actual facts, have become much more widespread. In
addition, maybe the concept of a knowledge society itself is not as good an idea as it might first
seem to be.

First, having knowledge provides no guarantee that the knowledge will be used wisely. Many of
the US congresspeople who are at each other’s throats have degrees – in some cases, advanced
degrees – from prestigious colleges and universities. Their well-developed knowledge bases have
not helped them to work together effectively. Similarly, government officials around the world
had been warned for years – decades, in fact – that a pandemic of some kind was just over the
horizon. Yet almost all of them were ill-prepared when the pandemic finally arrived in .

It gets worse. Nazi doctors had medical degrees and others among the Nazis had other kinds of
advanced degrees. Not only did their knowledge not stop them from slaughtering people, but that
knowledge was actually used by many of them in the service of the creation of a spurious ideology
of racial superiority. Going back a bit further, during the US Civil War, many educated, even
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highly educated White people in the South supported slavery, while many in the North opposed
it. A deadly war was fought in part over whether slavery should be allowed to exist.

Knowledge is important, but, in the end, what matters most is how that knowledge is
deployed. People can know a lot and have all kinds of advanced degrees attesting to that
knowledge, but possessing knowledge is, at best, necessary but not sufficient for wise thinking.
And it is even worse than that, because there is quite general agreement that the kind of
knowledge that most matters for wisdom is not academic or formal knowledge, but rather
informal knowledge about people and about life. This kind of knowledge is sometimes also called
tacit knowledge (Polanyi, ; Sternberg et al., ). It is what one needs to know in order to
succeed in everyday life that is not formally taught, and that may not even be verbalized. Wisdom
is built primarily, although not exclusively, on a foundation of informal knowledge (Baltes &
Staudinger, , ; Sternberg, , b; Webster, , ; Weststrate & Glück,
). People can have a lot of academic knowledge but lack informal knowledge about the
world, or simply not know how to use that knowledge.

.. Fluid Intelligence

Fluid intelligence is one’s ability to solve relatively novel problems or more familiar problems that
are nevertheless presented in relatively novel contexts. According to Cattell’s theory, fluid
intelligence gives rise to crystallized intelligence (Cattell, ).

Fluid intelligence is measured by tests such as number series (e.g., , , , ?) and word
classification (e.g., Which word does not belong? BOAT, SHIP, SAIL, VESSEL). Fluid intelli-
gence, like crystallized intelligence, is needed for wisdom. Wise people are always confronting
novel tasks and situations largely unlike any they have encountered before. And yet . . .

Fluid intelligence, like crystallized intelligence, may not be all it is cracked up to be. James
Flynn (, ) discovered that, during the twentieth century, the IQs of adults around the
world increased by roughly  points between  and . That’s about  points every 
years. A difference of  points roughly represents the difference between a person who is
identified as borderline mentally challenged and someone identified as intellectually average, or
between a person who is identified as intellectually average and someone identified as borderline
intellectually gifted. Clearly, that is a huge difference. The average IQ remained  only because
test publishers re-normed the tests. That is, they kept resetting the average to , regardless of
the number of correct answers that test-takers supplied. Most of this gain – really, almost all of it –
was in fluid intelligence.

Flynn () has explained this difference as reflecting the increased cognitive demands of the
modern world. Part of the difference may also be the result of more intelligence-oriented
parenting and early education. In any case, IQs are not fixed generationally. Rather, they respond
to the demands of the environment. However, Flynn and many others have recognized that, even
with all those IQ points, people do not seem to be doing such a great job in responding to all the
challenges the world presents. The initial response to the pandemic of COVID- was a mess.
Governments all over the world bungled the response –first in being unprepared, then in stopping
the spread of the disease, and then in equitably distributing the vaccine. Governments have also
failed to rise to the challenge of global climate change, which has been getting worse and worse as
governments, at best, talk the talk without walking the walk. And then there is the absurd overuse
of antibiotics, which has resulted in many harmful bacteria being enabled to develop mutations
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that would allow them to resist the effects of the antibiotics. Experts have been warning about all
these dangers for a long time, but despite all their collective intelligence, many governments do
not seem to be heeding the warnings.

As Flynn () recognized, the greatest challenges of the twenty-first century are not in our
levels of intelligence, but rather in how our intelligence is deployed. Sternberg (a) has even
defined a construct of adaptive intelligence, or the intelligence that is needed to make the world a
better place. And a key part of this adaptive intelligence is wisdom – seeking a common good
rather than using our own intelligence only for our own exclusive benefit. So, intelligence seems
to be up to today’s challenges only if it includes a wisdom component.

. Why Creativity Is Not Enough

Creativity offers possibilities for innovation that intelligence, at least as traditionally defined, does
not offer. Creativity is usually defined as the making of a contribution – an idea or a product –
that is both novel and useful or effective in some way (Kaufman & Sternberg, ). Intelligence
tests measure primarily your knowledge (crystallized intelligence) and your analytical thinking
with that knowledge (fluid intelligence), but creativity goes beyond this in requiring one,
somehow, to go beyond the given in a meaningful way.

Many of the greatest ideas and inventions have been a result of human creativity. Leonardo da
Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Plato’s Republic, Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Mozart’s Requiem, Marie Curie’s
explorations of radium, and, in a different domain, Jacinda Ardern’s plan to keep New Zealand
almost free of COVID-, all required creativity. Without creativity, we would not have computers,
cell phones, TVs, or flush toilets, for that matter. Creativity has made possible a world that would
scarcely have been imaginable in the past, except in science fiction (itself a product of creativity).

However, creativity has not yet been adequate to solve many of the world’s greatest problems.
Oddly enough, creativity has been, in part, responsible for many of these problems. For example,
global climate change is due in large part to human-caused innovations, such as internal-combustion
engines, industrial farming, and various kinds of pollutants emitted by factories. Antibiotics were a
wonderful creative innovation that was undermined by humans when they decided to overuse them.
Nuclear technology could have been, and still is and can be, a tremendous innovation with regard to
production of energy, but it also has been used to produce weapons of mass destruction. And
human errors in nuclear plants can be catastrophic, as they were at Chernobyl.

Because creativity has been used for negative as well as positive purposes, much as intelligence
has been, some investigators of creativity distinguish between positive and negative creativity.
Positive creativity is the production of ideas, products, and any innovations at all that are novel
and useful, as per the definition of creativity, but that are also beneficial in some way to humanity
at any level (Clark & James, ; James et al., ; James & Taylor, ; Sternberg, b,
in press). Transformational creativity goes beyond positive creativity, in that it seeks transforma-
tional change that makes the world a better place (Sternberg, c). Positive creativity can be
distinguished from negative creativity, which is creativity that is in some way, and at some level,
harmful to humanity. At its extreme, negative creativity is sometimes referred to as malevolent
creativity (Cropley et al., , , ), which is creativity that is intended to be harmful.
Scams and hacking of people’s computer accounts are examples of malevolent creativity.

Positive creativity can be viewed in different ways, but our way of viewing it is as creativity
tempered by wisdom. It is the utilization of creativity to attain some kind of common good, even
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if at a very basic level, such as the well-being of people close to one, whereby that well-being does
not come at other people’s expense.

Clearly, the judgment of something as either positive or negative is, to some extent, in the eye
of the beholder. However, believers in the value of wisdom as a psychological construct generally
agree that there is some sense of common good that rises above people’s mere personal opinions or
ideologies. For example, the so-called golden rule – to act toward others as you would have them
act toward you – is a principle of wisdom that seems to transcend boundaries of personal taste.
Similarly, acting so as to minimize harm to others, so far as is possible, is a precept of wisdom that
would seem to transcend personal idiosyncratic judgments.

Thus, both intelligence and creativity in themselves are not sufficient for negotiating the serious
problems that face the world today, unless they draw upon wisdom.

. Why Wisdom Is So Hard to Find

Why is it so much easier to find intelligence and creativity in the real world than to find wisdom?
One can fairly easily think of intelligent leaders, relatively easily think of creative leaders, but only
with difficulty call to mind wise leaders. We make some suggestions here regarding the paucity of
wisdom, building upon Sternberg (a). Basically, the reasons amount to there being so many
other options besides wisdom, many of which are rewarded more, in the short term at least, than
is wisdom.

.. Kinds of Wisdom

Wisdom can apply, outside oneself, across domains of inquiry and within specific domains of
inquiry, or it can apply to oneself. For example, Staudinger () has suggested that wisdom is
quite different when it is applied outside oneself to others, and Grossmann et al. () have
suggested that wisdom can be quite domain-specific.

Table . lists the kinds of wisdom that might be relevant to dealing with a wide variety of
situations (domain-general wisdom), specific kinds of situations (domain-specific wisdom), and

Table . Kinds of wisdom

Depth of wisdom: Domain
application of wisdom: Deep (D) Shallow (S)

Domain general (G) GD
Deeply insightful advice across
domains

GS
Modestly insightful advice across
domains

Domain specific (S) SD
Deeply insightful advice in a
single domain

SS
Modestly insightful advice in a
single domain

Personal (P) PD
Deeply insightful realization
regarding oneself

PS
Modestly insightful realization
regarding oneself

Rows (first letter in acronym): G = domain general; S = domain specific; P = personal.
Columns (second letter in acronym): D = deep; S = shallow.
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oneself (personal wisdom) (Sternberg, a). An example of domain-general wisdom would be
acting toward others as you would have them act toward you. An example of domain-specific wise
advice would be to ensure that you cite relevant previous scholarship upon which you base your
new arguments in a scholarly paper. An example of personal wisdom would be to recognize that if
you study wisdom but tend to be arrogant or selfish, you must try to control those tendencies
because they will undermine your credibility if your audience finds out about them. People may
be generally wise but not wise when it comes to matters concerning themselves.

The problem with regard to wisdom being displayed in the world is twofold. If, indeed, much
of wisdom is specific to particular kinds of domains and situations, wisdom across all of these
domains and situations might be hard to attain, given the amount of tacit knowledge that one
would need in order to be wise across such a wide range of human endeavors. As with creativity,
which tends to be largely domain-specific (Baer, ) – in part because of the domain-specific
knowledge needed within a given domain in order to be creative – people might exhaust their
domain-specific wisdom pretty quickly outside domains in which they possess high levels of world
knowledge. Furthermore, if personal wisdom is indeed a relatively distinct construct, in the
manner of interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences in Gardner’s () theory of multiple
intelligences, then people might be wise with respect to either certain domains or personal
situations, but not both. In other words, wisdom might be out there, but just be very limited
in how widely it can be applied.

The second issue highlighted in Table . is that wisdom can be either deep or shallow. When
wisdom is shallow, it analyzes a problem but at a superficial level. Superficial wisdom is probably
not sufficient to solve challenging real-world problems. The result may be that the solution just is
not wise enough to provide a basis for dealing adequately with the problem at hand. Some
scholars do not even view shallow wisdom as actual wisdom, but rather as an attempt at wisdom.

.. Non-Wisdom

A second class or problem in the manifestation of wisdom in the real world is that so much of
what appears to be wisdom is not in fact wisdom (Sternberg, a). Table . lists six kinds of
non-wisdom that might appear, at first glance, to be wisdom, but that in fact are not.

The first kind of non-wisdom is quasi-wisdom, in which there is a limited definition of the
common good. Someone may believe that they are being wise, but they apply their quasi-wisdom
only to people like themselves or to people whom they perceive as being members of the same

Table . Kinds of non-wisdom

Kind of non-wisdom Manifestation

Quasi-wisdom: limited definition of common
good

Incomplete specification of affected stakeholders

Quasi-wisdom: limited balancing of interests Imbalance of interests to favor one group over another
Veneer of wisdom False appearance of wisdom as a result of position of

power or authority
Egocentric pseudo-wisdom False appearance of wisdom motivated by self-interest
Dark pseudo-wisdom False appearance of wisdom motivated by evil intentions
Unrealized wisdom Wisdom in words but not deeds

Introduction: What Is Wisdom and Why Is It Important? 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.003


tribe as them, such as people from their family or extended family, or of their race, ethnicity,
nationality, religion, or whatever.

The second kind of non-wisdom is quasi-wisdom, in which there is a failure to adequately
balance – to weigh fairly against each other – different and often competing interests. Rather, the
quasi-wise person favors the interests of one group or some groups over others, whether
deliberately or inadvertently, or simply balances the scale heavily in their own favor.

The third kind of non-wisdom is the veneer of wisdom, in which the individual is labeled by
some in authority or by some followers as wise, merely by dint of their position of power or
authority or their charismatic leadership. They may have no wisdom at all, but their followers act,
either voluntarily (as in a voluntary cult) or involuntarily (as in a dictatorship, often disguised as a
democracy), as though the individual is wise.

The fourth kind of non-wisdom is egocentric pseudo-wisdom, which is the false appearance of
wisdom that is really motivated by self-interest. The individual acts as though they are helping
others, although they are only interested in benefiting themselves.

The fifth kind of non-wisdom is dark pseudo-wisdom, in which the false appearance of wisdom
is motivated by evil intentions, such as to harm others.

The sixth kind of non-wisdom is unrealized wisdom, which is the production of a wise course of
action that is not then followed through with action. It is not easy to generate wise ideas, but it is
far easier to generate a wise idea than to enact it, as there is often serious opposition to the
enactment of wise ideas.

In summary, there are at least six kinds of ideas that can appear at first to be wise but which,
upon closer examination, turn out not to be.

.. Foolishness

People also fail to be wise because they succumb to foolishness. Intelligence is no guarantee
against foolishness. Rather, people who are intelligent may actually be more susceptible to
foolishness because they believe they are immune to it. Table . lists eight kinds of foolishness,
although there are certainly others (Sternberg, , a).

First, people are unrealistically optimistic when they believe that, because an idea is theirs, it
must be good. Second, people are egocentric when they believe that, in the end, everything is
about them. Third, people are falsely omniscient when they mistakenly believe they know
everything, or at least everything that is needed to solve a complex problem. Fourth, people are

Table . Kinds of foolishness

Fallacy Manifestation

Unrealistic optimism “If it’s my idea, it must be good”
Egocentrism “It’s all about me”
False omniscience “I know everything I need to know”
False omnipotence “I am all-powerful”
False invulnerability “No one can get back at me”
Ethical disengagement “Ethics are important for other people”
Myside (confirmation) bias “So many others just don’t see things as clearly as I do”
Sunk cost fallacy “I’ve already invested so much in this way of doing things”
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falsely omnipotent when they believe they are all-powerful. Fifth, people are falsely invulnerable
when they believe that, no matter what they do, they can get away with it. Sixth, people are
ethically disengaged when they believe that ethical principles apply to others but not to them.
Seventh, people engage in myside (confirmation) bias when they believe that they see things
clearly, but others don’t, so they favor their own interests. Finally, people commit the sunk-cost
fallacy when they fail to let go of a losing strategy for solving a problem – they metaphorically
“throw good money after bad.”

.. Toxicity

The last impediment to wisdom is toxicity (Lipman-Blumen, ; Sternberg, ), which
occurs when people, often leaders, have few or no moral boundaries and, as a result, act in ways
that benefit themselves without regard to whether their actions harm others. Some politicians
around the world have always been toxic, claiming to look out for others while only looking out
for themselves. Regrettably, there will always be people with authoritarian or destructive impulses
who will follow such leaders out of belief, fear, collusion, or a desire to stay out of the spotlight.

. Conclusion

Perhaps no attribute is more important to human well-being and even survival than wisdom.
However, wisdom has not received the attention it deserves, whether in the home, in education,
or in society. We have had no lack of intelligent and even creative leaders. What we have lacked
are wise leaders. We hope that those of you who learn about wisdom through this textbook will
become the wise leaders of the emerging generation, and will work to solve the problems that your
predecessors have often not addressed as wisely as they might have done. However, learning about
wisdom from a book is not enough. Try to act wisely in your own life whenever possible.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Based on what you have read so far, and based on your own intuitions, what do you believe
wisdom to be?

() How do you believe intelligence is related to wisdom?
() How do you believe creativity is related to wisdom?
() Why is wisdom emphasized so little in education?
() What do you see as the major impediments to wisdom being implemented in everyday life?

. Investigations

Robert J. Sternberg’s research is focused on attempting to incorporate wisdom into people’s
notions of what it means to be “intelligent.” Historically, wisdom has been seen as related to, but
distinct from, intelligence. And certainly there are aspects of human intelligence that are distinct
from wisdom. However, our “raw” intelligence is destroying the world as we know it. We humans
are creating problems for ourselves that, in the long run, may become insurmountable, such as
climate change, pollution, weapons of mass destruction, and pandemics resulting from ever
greater proximity of humans to wildlife that used to have its own preserve. If we do not think
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of intelligence adaptively, as involving wisdom as well as sheer brainpower to solve complex but
abstract problems removed from everyday life, future generations of humans that would have
been may never come to be, as a result of our own short-sightedness in applying our intelligence
to our individual needs rather than to our collective well-being.

Judith Glück’s research is focused on how wisdom develops. Why are so few people very wise,
and how did the wise ones acquire their wisdom? Wisdom is probably not acquired by life
experience in itself, but by a special way of learning from experiences. Judith is also interested in
how wisdom can best be measured. A quality that typically manifests itself in rare, difficult,
uncertain situations is hard to study in psychologists’ labs. Finally, she studies how people from
different cultures perceive wisdom.

. Practical Applications

Wisdom is sorely lacking in the world. If we are to see more of it at a time when it is so important,
we need to understand what it is. Furthermore, we need to understand why it is important, and
why intelligence and creativity have proven inadequate to solving the problems of the world. This
chapter has discussed these issues and also why wisdom is so rare in the world. Schools need to
teach students not only to be smart and knowledgeable, but also to be wise.

Glossary

balance weigh different aspects of the self, such as cognitive, affective, and reflective processes, or
different interests, such as those of oneself and others

common good a good that benefits all stakeholders, not just a limited selection of them
creativity acting in ways that exhibit novelty and usefulness or effectiveness
foolishness lack of wisdom – acting in ways that prioritize oneself over others, or that prioritize

the short term over the long term
intelligence narrowly defined, knowledge and analytical skills – ability to learn, reason, and adapt

to the environment
toxicity acting in ways that are harmful to others, usually in order to maximize one’s own self-

interest
wisdom the seeking of a common good, by achieving some balance within the person and also

some balance of interests external to the person
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Philosophical Foundations for the Study of Wisdom
Jason D. Swartwood

. Why Wisdom Matters

Tough decisions about how to live are an inescapable feature of our existence. We have to grapple,
for instance, with situations in which it is unclear what is best for ourselves or others. (Should
I take that dream job that pays more but that would have a longer commute time?) We have to
weigh values such as truth telling against considerations of loyalty, concern for others’ well-being,
or social justice. (What should I do if I learn that a friend has been unfaithful to their partner or
has cheated in an exam?) Sometimes we don’t even notice important questions when they are
right in front of us. (Should I view my colleague’s disability as something to pity or as a difference
to be celebrated and accommodated?) Pressing questions about how one ought to live are as
ubiquitous as they are varied and complex.

If identifying and grappling effectively with questions about how we ought to live is the
problem, then what is the solution? In many philosophical traditions, the answer is that we need
wisdom. But what is wisdom, and how can we get it? How should we study wisdom? Is doing so
the province of science, philosophy, or something else? This chapter will give you a taste of some
prominent philosophical puzzles, ideas, and arguments about the nature and study of wisdom,
along with references that you can use to examine them in more depth.

. Three Types of Wisdom

If we were going to study cats, it would be helpful to specify whether we were interested in the
common housecat (Felis catus) or in all members of the family Felidae (which includes wild cats
such as lynx and tigers). Similarly, studying wisdom requires us to determine whether there are
distinct types of wisdom that we might be interested in. Philosophers have distinguished between
at least three types.

The life of the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates illustrates two senses in which a person can
be wise. Socrates spent his time finding people who claimed to be wise and then subjecting their
views about the most important things – “wisdom or truth or the best possible state of your soul”
(Apology e–a) – to intense scrutiny. Socrates insisted that he did not have a deep grasp of how
one ought to live, so he was not wise in that sense. However, he believed that he did have a kind
of “human wisdom,” because he was aware that he knew nothing about these most important
things (Apology d).

 Parts of Sections .–. are adapted from Swartwood and Tiberius ().
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On Socrates’ view, his “human wisdom” is a form of epistemic humility – an awareness of
one’s ignorance of the most important things, such as the nature of a good and virtuous life. (The
word “epistemic” is derived from the Greek word for “knowledge,” so epistemic humility is
humility about one’s own knowledge.) Socrates thought that this kind of wisdom was important
insofar as it helped people to pursue a further kind of wisdom, which, following Aristotle, we can
call practical wisdom (corresponding to the Greek term phronesis) – a deep and comprehensive
grasp of how we ought to live. To illustrate this, suppose that Carmen knows the limits of her
knowledge about how to cope well with tough decisions in her life. She is in a sense wiser than
Donald, who is blissfully unaware of his own ignorance. Carmen has wisdom as epistemic
humility, whereas Donald does not. However, if Carmen is content to wallow in her ignorance
and abandon the search for a deep grasp of how she ought to live, then there is another sense in
which she is not wise – she lacks practical wisdom (and the desire to achieve it).

Following Aristotle (, bk. VI, chapter ), we should distinguish between practical wisdom
and theoretical wisdom. Whereas theoretical wisdom (corresponding to the Greek term sophia) is
a deep and comprehensive grasp of how things are (how the world and the creatures and things in
it tend to be or behave), practical wisdom is a deep and comprehensive grasp of how things ought
to be (how we ought to live, or what is good, bad, virtuous, vicious, right, or wrong). To illustrate
this, suppose that Glenda is a polymath scientist who has a masterful grasp of chemistry,
psychology, physics, biology, and mathematics. Nevertheless, she is clueless about how to cope
with interpersonal conflicts, she is casually cruel and thoughtless, and she always values even the
most minor academic achievements above all else. Glenda has a deep grasp of descriptive truths
(truths about how the world is and how the things in it actually are or tend to be), but she does
not have a deep grasp of prescriptive reasons and truths (truths about how we ought to conduct
ourselves, or about what matters, or reasons why we ought to conduct ourselves in certain ways but
not others). Glenda, we could say, has theoretical wisdom but lacks practical wisdom.

Although people sometimes use the word “wisdom” to refer to (among other things) theoretical
wisdom or epistemic humility, the frequency with which wisdom is offered as a solution to
challenging questions about how to live indicates that practical wisdom is of primary importance.

. Why the Study of Practical Wisdom Is an Interdisciplinary Project

Philosophers and wisdom scientists (such as psychologists and sociologists) are interested in
examining some central questions about practical wisdom (hereafter simply referred to as “wis-
dom”). For example:

• What is wisdom, and who has it? What attitudes, motivations, knowledge, dispositions, and
decision-making processes (for instance) are part of being practically wise? How would wise
people think, feel, or conduct themselves? How is wisdom related (or not) to other important
concepts, states, or traits, such as wellbeing, happiness, goodness, virtues, or right action?

• How can we get wisdom? Is it something that some people are born with? If not, how can it be
acquired? Can it be obtained through, for example, reflection, experience, or teaching?

 Philosophers usually use the term “normative” instead of “prescriptive,” but I have avoided doing that here, because
“normative” means something different in psychology and the sciences.

 For more on Socrates’ view of wisdom, see Plato’s dialogues, starting with the Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo. For
more on the distinction between practical and theoretical wisdom, see Baehr (), Grimm (), and Ryan ().

   . 
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You might wonder why philosophers are even part of this project. Wisdom, after all, is a
psychological concept – it deals with the mind and behavior of human beings. Psychologists
get by just fine without philosophers when studying introversion and other personality traits. So
why should philosophers be part of wisdom research?

To understand why philosophers need to be part of the project, we have to look at how wisdom
differs from other psychological constructs, such as introversion.

Wisdom is what philosophers call a prescriptive ideal – it is supposed to tell us how we ought
to be, not simply to describe how anyone actually is. Imagine someone saying, “My mother is
wise – she has a really great grasp of how she ought to conduct herself, even in tough situations –
but I don’t think being wise like that is good or valuable or something anyone ought to aspire to.”
If mother’s “wisdom” is not necessarily something that we ought to aspire to, then it is unclear if
we are actually talking about wisdom at all. If we describe a way of being and conducting
ourselves, but it is not capturing how we ought to be or how we ought to conduct ourselves, then
our account of wisdom has missed the mark. The ought-to-be-done-ness, we might say, is baked
into the very idea of wisdom, which explains why we value it.

Many other psychological constructs, such as introversion, are different. “Introversion” is an
idea that we use to describe a general difference between some human beings. To put it simply,
some people are energized by solitude (introverts), whereas others are energized by socializing
(extroverts). To decide whether this conception of introversion is plausible, we don’t need to
assume that people ought to be introverted – that it is desirable, valuable, and something we
should aspire to. A good account of introversion just needs to accurately describe features of
people as they actually are. We may or may not later find some reason to believe that introversion
is good or bad, but whether our account of introversion is plausible does not hinge on that.
Unlike wisdom, introversion is not a prescriptive ideal.

This distinction matters because prescriptive ideals such as wisdom are supposed to tell us how
things ought to be, and science alone cannot imply or validate claims about how things ought
to be.

Suppose you want to convince a friend that “you ought to recycle” (a prescriptive claim). You
might think that you can show that this prescriptive claim is true simply by noting some empirical
findings: Recycling helps to preserve natural resources for future generations (a descriptive claim).
You might hope that your descriptive claim about the effects of recycling could serve as a premise
that entails your prescriptive conclusion:

() Recycling helps to preserve natural resources for future generations.

Therefore, you ought to recycle.

The problem is that this argument is incomplete. Even if Premise  (your descriptive claim about
the effects of recycling) is true, that does not by itself mean that the conclusion is true. To
complete the argument, you would need to add a prescriptive premise, like this:

() Recycling helps to preserve natural resources for future generations.
() You ought to help preserve natural resources for future generations.

Therefore, you ought to recycle.

Your argument now has the premises it needs – if the premises are true, that fact means that the
conclusion is also true. But notice that your argument no longer relies on descriptive claims alone.

Philosophical Foundations for the Study of Wisdom 
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It needed a prescriptive premise in order to establish its prescriptive conclusion. Importantly, this
holds for all other similar arguments. To establish a prescriptive conclusion about how things
ought to be, descriptive premises alone will not be enough; we need at least one prescriptive
premise in the mix. Put simply, you will never validly infer an ought from is alone.

Since science is focused on how the world is, the upshot is that science alone cannot help us to
test and evaluate prescriptive ideals such as wisdom. Science provides an excellent method for
testing the descriptive assumptions that underlie our accounts of wisdom, but we need additional
tools to develop and test the prescriptive components of those accounts. Fortunately, philosophy
can help to fill this gap.

. A Core Philosophical Conception of Practical Wisdom

Philosophers develop and test prescriptive ideals such as wisdom by first identifying the implica-
tions and puzzles that arise from our basic starting beliefs about wisdom, and then subjecting
them to rational scrutiny. To illustrate this, the rest of this chapter describes a core philosophical
conception of wisdom that systematizes some important beliefs about wisdom, and then discusses
various philosophical puzzles that arise from this conception.

.. Wisdom as a Grasp of How One Ought to Live

Based on the definition we started with, practical wisdom is a grasp of how one ought to live and
conduct oneself. Because it is a prescriptive ideal, wisdom does not involve merely grasping how
we want to act, how people tend to act, or even how people think we should act. The mere fact
that people want to cheat, or that they tend to cheat, or that they think cheating is justified, does
not show that we actually ought to cheat. Wisdom is valuable and worth aspiring to because
possessing it gives us a handle on how we ought to conduct ourselves.

.. Wisdom as an All-Things-Considered Grasp

Suppose your friend in a college class tells you that they cheated on a paper assignment – they
bought a copy off the Internet and handed it in as their own. Now that you have this information,
what should you do? We could approach this question with a particular goal in mind: What
should you do if you are to avoid making your friend angry? Grasping the answer to this question
does not necessarily make you practically wise, because a wise person grasps how to evaluate and
balance all the various (and sometimes competing) goals they might pursue in the situation. Is it
really important to avoid making your friend angry here? How does that goal weigh against
considerations of fairness, protecting your own wellbeing, or helping your friend to be a good
person? A wise person navigates these complexities because they have a grasp of what they should
do not just given one specific goal, but all things considered.

 For more on the argument that is doesn’t imply ought, see David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Bk III, Pt. I,
Section II. See also Tiberius () for an accessible introduction to this argument and related issues.

 Parts of Section . are adapted from the account of the “minimal philosophical conception” of wisdom discussed in
Swartwood (, pp. –).

   . 
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.. Wisdom as a Grasp of What One Ought to Do in Particular Situations

Our interest in wisdom is not abstract. Our hope is that it can help us with concrete situations
and choices. Consider the following examples:

Gloria: A Mexican mother in her forties, Gloria struggles to make enough money to provide
food and shelter for her family, including her two young children. As a result of local
economic stagnation and government corruption there are very few job opportunities; this
situation, coupled with the threat of violence by organized crime groups, leaves her worried
about her children’s future. Several other women she knows have addressed this challenge by
illegally entering the USA to work and send back money. Gloria wonders if she should
pursue a similar solution, either leaving her kids with their grandparents or attempting to
take them on the potentially perilous border crossing. Which option would be best for the
kids, or for her? Gloria struggles to decide what to do.

Maryam: Although she is not a psychologist, Maryam has grown familiar with ASD (autism
spectrum disorder) through her work as a teacher. This familiarity has led to a difficult
decision. Maryam’s friend Jules has recently shared a number of challenges that she has
encountered with her three-year-old son. He is very rigid and has tantrums when things are
not just so, he will only eat four different foods, he does not seem interested in engaging with
other people socially in the expected ways, and he is obsessively focused on airplanes. Jules is
clearly distressed by her son’s behavior, which is causing stress at home between herself and
her husband. Maryam knows that Jules and her husband have expressed skepticism about
psychologists, who they think are responsible for pathologizing kids. “Why can’t they just let
kids be kids?,” they often say. Jules has made it clear that she is not interested in Maryam’s
views about what is happening with her son, even though she is very aware that Maryam has
experience of helping children with all kinds of challenges. Maryam wonders if she should
tell Jules to have her son assessed for ASD, since getting help early could lead to great gains
for her son. Still, she worries about how Jules will react if she mentions this. What should
she do?

Raheem: Raheem is a student at a small liberal arts college in the Midwestern USA. He and his
friends have been frustrated by the lack of productive discussions about racism in the
community, which is predominantly white, but includes a sizable number of racial and
ethnic minorities. A recent incident has inflamed the tensions but seems to be bringing the
issue to the forefront in a productive way. A racist note was found placed on someone’s car in
a college parking lot, and this has sparked an investigation by the college administration.
Members of the college and the community at large are having more discussions about the
problem of racism. Raheem has felt hopeful that these conversations, although challenging
and painful, could lead to progress. To his surprise, he has found out that one of his
acquaintances at school, who also shares his frustration with the lack of progress, actually
forged the racist note to try to start a conversation about racism. Raheem sees that this deceit
may result in some good for the community, but there are also some potential downsides for

 Gloria’s case is adapted from a real-life situation described at https://immigrationtalk.org////immigrant-
mothers-making-tough-choices-for-their-families/ Maryam’s and Raheem’s cases are adapted from Swartwood ().
Raheem’s case is based upon a real-life incident (Brooks & Walsh, ).
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the individuals who are being investigated. In addition, the cause would potentially be
harmed if the deceit is revealed. What should Raheem do with this information?

Even if you haven’t faced any situations exactly like these, you will surely have faced situations
that require balancing competing values (honesty vs. compassion, loyalty vs. justice, etc.), or
where it is unclear how best to achieve a particular value. If a wise person grasps anything, we
would hope that it would be what to do in situations like these. Imagine someone who could
reliably spout general platitudes that others often found inspiring or compelling to think about,
but who was routinely blundering and befuddled when trying to figure out how to address
situations in their own life. Perhaps this could be described as wisdom of a sort (the wisdom of the
advice guru). This person nevertheless lacks wisdom in an important sense – they lack practical
wisdom, because their grasp of what they ought to do is not conducive to living a good human
life. Just as a chess “expert” would not deserve the title if they in fact never win any games, a
person deserves the appellation “practically wise” only to the extent that they have a good grasp of
how they ought to live, all things considered, in particular situations that they face.

.. Wisdom as a Master Virtue

Often, wisdom is listed as a virtue (an excellent character trait) alongside a variety of other virtues,
such as compassion, generosity, self-respect, loyalty, justice, honesty, bravery, and so on. But how
is wisdom related to these other virtues? Is it just one desirable trait among many?

In many traditions, wisdom is characterized as a master virtue that controls or guides the other
virtues. Viewing wisdom as a master virtue helps to make sense of how the character virtues fit
together in a well-lived life.

Living well requires responding well to the many and varied valuable ends and goals that are
part of human existence. We have to determine, for instance, when and how to tell the truth, be
loyal, use humor in social situations, promote justice, and balance promoting others’ well-being
with protecting our own. In other words, we need to have character virtues such as honesty,
loyalty, wittiness, justice, compassion, and self-respect.

But how should we describe character virtues such as honesty? Some might think that honesty
is a disposition always to tell the truth. Yet this cannot be right (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, ).
For one thing, there are times when you should not share what you believe to be the truth, such as
when an acquaintance is seeking gossip about a friend’s private and painful secrets, or when an
angry mob seeks your assistance in finding a would-be victim. In addition, there are often good
and bad ways to tell the truth as you see it, even when truth-telling is the thing to do. (Anyone
who has read any comment forums on the Internet can probably understand this point!) Being
honest also requires having the right motivations. A teacher who tells a student the painful truth
about the quality of their essay in order to help them improve may be acting in accordance with
the virtue of honesty; however, a teacher who does so in order to delight in their student’s
humiliation and misery is not. Finally, having the virtue of honesty requires one to respond well
across a variety of situations. An inveterate liar who deals honestly only with one close confidant
does not have the virtue of honesty.

Similar points hold for the other character virtues. Following Aristotle, we can say that each
character virtue is a deep disposition to respond to an important value, end, or goal in the right
ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons (Aristotle, , l. a; Hursthouse &

   . 
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Pettigrove, ). Having the virtue of compassion requires the disposition to respond to threats
to others’ well-being in the right ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons. Having the
virtue of wittiness requires the disposition to use humor in social situations in the right ways, at
the right times, and for the right reasons. Having the virtue of loyalty requires the disposition
to be partial to others’ interests in the right ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons.
And so on.

Being a virtuous person – someone with all the virtues – is thus a lofty achievement that
requires a good grasp of how the many valuable commitments of a good human life fit together.
This is why many philosophers – including Aristotle and the ancient Chinese philosopher Mengzi
(also known as Mencius) – think wisdom is an intellectual virtue (a virtue of mind) that is
necessary for being a virtuous person. A wise person grasps what matters and how to achieve it
across the variety of situations that make up a life. A non-virtuous person facing Raheem’s choice
might feel that justice and honesty are pulling them in different directions, whereas a wise person’s
grasp of what matters allows them to identify the course of action that resolves the apparent
conflict. A non-virtuous person facing Gloria’s choice might be unsure what compassion requires
her to do for her children, whereas a wise person grasps how best to promote the children’s well-
being. Wisdom is an essential part of a virtuous life because it is essential for possessing and
integrating the other important traits required for living well.

. Philosophical Puzzles about Practical Wisdom

According to the core philosophical conception that we have been examining, wisdom is a grasp
of how one ought to conduct oneself all things considered in particular situations; it is an
intellectual virtue that guides and controls the character virtues.

This core philosophical conception of wisdom is certainly not the only conception on offer.
Nevertheless, many philosophers think that it provides an ideal worth aspiring to, because it
systematizes many of the elements that people associate with wisdom into a coherent and
rationally defensible whole. The philosophical work of continuing to test, develop, and apply
this conception requires grappling with the resulting puzzles about wisdom. This section will give
brief overviews of some of those puzzles and the ideas and arguments to which they have
given rise.

.. What Character Virtues Does Wisdom Guide or Promote?

In the  movie Conan the Barbarian, a warlord asks the eponymous hero “What is best in
life?” He replies: “To crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentations
of their women.” Conan, it seems, would have a very different idea than many of us about which
character traits are virtues, and so would also have a very different view about what goals,
commitments, and values a wise person has. Indeed, real-world disagreements about virtue are
easy to come by. Is it a virtue to be ruggedly self-reliant and individualistic, or would a person of

 For more on specific virtues and special questions about virtues, see Bell (), Blum (), Cherry (), Gambrel
and Cafaro (), Gyekye (), Hursthouse (), McBride (), and Tessman ().

 For some different takes on the core philosophical conception of wisdom (and some views that deviate from it in
interesting ways), see Annas (), Broadie (), Brouwer (), Grimm (), Marshall (), Mengzi (),
Ryan (), and Tiberius ().
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good character subordinate their needs to those of their community? People disagree. So how can
we decide which character traits are virtues and which are not?

There are a variety of options here. For instance, some philosophers think that we should start
by finding people who are admirable (some have suggested Confucius or Jesus) and then identify
what character traits they have (Olberding, ; Zagzebski, ). According to this view, we
can determine which traits are virtues by seeing which traits are part of what makes those
admirable people admirable.

Other philosophers think that we should work to specify the idea that the virtues are the traits
that contribute to flourishing or living well (the Greek term is eudaimonia). Some define virtues
as traits that promote a specific list of goods. One influential account (Nussbaum, , )
suggests goods such as life, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination, and thought,
emotions, play, practical reason, and control over one’s environment. The Confucian philosopher
Mengzi thought that the three cardinal virtues (compassion, righteousness, and propriety, all
controlled by wisdom) are extensions of different aspects of an innately good human nature
(Mengzi, ). Philosophers in some Southern African traditions define the virtues as the traits
that contribute to ubuntu (meaning “humanness”) – a prescriptive ideal according to which
flourishing is a matter of living engaged in community (Metz, ). Still others elaborate on the
Aristotelian idea that flourishing means developing and exercising well the rational and social
capacities that are characteristic of human beings (Kraut, ).

These are just a few of the options, briefly described. By examining which account is most
rationally compelling, we can specify the values and commitments that are part of wisdom.

.. Is Wisdom the Same for Everyone?

A related puzzle concerns whether wisdom would look the same in everyone who has it. In what
ways (if any) would a wise eleventh-century Persian’s grasp of what they ought to do be similar to
or different from that of (for instance) a seventeenth-century Cherokee, an Ashanti in twentieth-
century Ghana, or a twenty-first-century Korean-American? Could individuals with different
temperaments, abilities, or personal interests manifest the same level of wisdom in different ways?

Some might suggest that what is actually wise for a person depends solely on their culture. This
is implausible, because it would imply that whatever one’s culture views as wise is therefore
actually wise, even if that culture endorses oppressively autocratic, theocratic, racist, misogynistic,
or genocidal attitudes. Some might try instead to make wisdom relative to the individual – what is
wise for a person is living up to their own commitments and values. This, however, is not any
more plausible – the vindictive authoritarian autocrat and the serial killer are not virtuous just
because they live up to their own warped commitments.

This is why Aristotle distinguished between wisdom and mere cleverness (Aristotle, , ll.
a–; a–). The wise person and the merely clever person both grasp how to
achieve their ends and successfully pursue their commitments, but, unlike the wise person, the
merely clever person is committed to the wrong things. When it comes to the values and goals
that are part of wisdom, not just anything goes.

Still, there is reason to avoid going too far in the other direction. There has to be some variation
in the ways in which wise lives can be lived, at least in certain details. Surely a person’s level of
wisdom is not contingent solely on having a specific occupation or set of hobbies, for instance.
There are probably also times when there are multiple equally virtuous ways to respond to a

   . 
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situation – the introvert’s more private consolation of a friend may do the trick just as well as the
extrovert’s more socially ambitious approach.

So how do we thread the needle between these extremes of total variation and no variation?
One option would be to say that all wise people will live by the same general principles but
conduct themselves differently due to their differences in circumstances. According to this
view, a commitment to avoiding causing unnecessary suffering to animals might lead a wise
Lakota person to practice sustainable hunting, while the same principles might lead a person
with abundant plant-based options to swear off meat altogether. A related approach is to
argue that there are general ends or values that are universally part of well-lived human lives,
but that allow for variation due to contingencies of culture and context (Kekes, , p. ;
Nussbaum, ). Examining these options further will tell us more about the variety we can
expect in wise lives.

.. Does Having One Virtue Require One to Possess All the Others?

Suppose that Jasmine has the virtue of honesty. Must she therefore have all the other virtues as
well, or is it possible that she lacks compassion, justice, and the like? Aristotle (, ll.
b–a) argued that having one virtue requires possession of them all, and this
argument for the unity of the virtues has important implications for our understanding
of wisdom.

The argument can be quickly sketched. If Jasmine has the virtue of honesty, then she tells
the truth at the right times, in the right ways, and for the right reasons. To do this, she must
grasp when telling the truth is what matters and when, alternatively, it is less relevant than
other commitments. For instance, she grasps what to do in situations such as those described
in Section .. Should Maryam tell Jules that she should have her son assessed for ASD, or is
it more important to avoid upsetting and distancing her? Should Raheem reveal that the
incident is a fraud, or is it more important to preserve the community’s focus on addressing
the reality of racism? If a virtuous person grasps when and how to tell the truth, they will also
need to have a grasp of when and how to promote others’ well-being (the virtue of
compassion), how to give people what is fair or what they are due (the virtue of justice),
and so on. Grasping the reasons that are relevant to one virtue requires grasping the reasons
that are relevant to the others. Thus, having one character virtue requires possession of all the
others, and wisdom (the cross-situational grasp of what virtue requires) is necessary for
possession of the virtues.

Despite its apparent plausibility, some think that this argument leads to a puzzle (Wolf, ).
In our everyday life, it is tempting to say that we come across people who have one virtue but lack
others. A soldier might strike us as brave but lacking compassion, or a friend might strike us as
loyal but lacking self-respect. Our everyday judgments seem to conflict with the unity of the
virtues thesis. How should we respond to this apparent contradiction?

One response to the puzzle would be to reject the unity of the virtues thesis and say that
having one virtue does not require one to have all the others (Badhwar, , pp. –). This
response rejects the idea that wisdom is a master virtue, because it implies that there is not one

 For more sophisticated ways to argue that wisdom (and morality and virtue) are somewhat relative to culture or group,
see Gowans (), Prinz (), and Wong ().
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unified set of knowledge or understanding that ties all the virtues together. Responding to the
puzzle in this way is feasible if we have more reason to be more confident in our everyday
judgments (that people sometimes have one virtue but lack others) than we have to be confident
in the reasoning that supports the unity of the virtues thesis. But do we have reason to be
confident about that?

If the answer to that last question is ‘No,’ then that provides a different response to the puzzle.
According to this view, which some see as Aristotle’s (Pakaluk, , p. ), our everyday
judgments do not actually show that people sometimes have one virtue but lack others. When we
say, in our everyday judgments, that someone is brave, we are not really ascribing to them the
virtue of bravery – the disposition to respond to fear in the right ways, at the right times, and for
the right reasons. Perhaps we are only saying they have the psychological trait of bravery – a
tendency to do things despite fear. This response seeks to resolve the puzzle by showing that our
everyday judgments are consistent with the prescriptive ideal embodied in the unity of the
virtues thesis.

Many philosophers respond to the puzzle by modifying the unity of the virtues thesis so that it
is compatible with our everyday judgments. Some argue that having one virtue requires having the
rest to some degree, but not necessarily fully (Hursthouse, , p. ). Others suggest that the
unity of the virtues claim applies within each domain in our lives, but not between those
domains – a person cannot be an honest parent without being a compassionate parent, but being
an honest parent does not require one to be a compassionate coworker (Badhwar, ). Yet
another argument is that having one virtue requires having a knowledge of what all the other
virtues require, but not necessarily the motivation to act on it – an honest person knows, for
example, what compassion requires but does not always act accordingly (Wolf, ).
Determining how best to respond to the puzzle about the unity of the virtues has important
implications with regard to the value and nature of wisdom.

.. Can You Be Wise without Being Virtuous?

Suppose Athena is wise and therefore has a good grasp of how she ought to conduct herself, but
she finds herself facing a tough situation. She knows that she should help her friend to get to a
doctor’s appointment, because her friend would prefer not to take a cab, the appointment is
important and stressful, and Athena has promised to help. However, Athena could easily beg off
and complain of a tough week or unanticipated conflict, thereby ensuring a pleasant night of
reading and relaxation. If Athena is indeed wise, is it possible that she could fail to do the
virtuous thing?

If resolving the puzzle of the unity of the virtues requires that having one virtue implies having
the knowledge of what all the virtues require but not necessarily the motivation to act on them,
then perhaps Athena could be wise but fail to do the compassionate thing for her friend. Wisdom,
according to this view, would be necessary but not sufficient for being virtuous. Athena has
succumbed to weakness of the will (the Greek term is akrasia) – she knows what she ought to do
but lacks the motivation to actually do it.

Some philosophers think that this is implausible. Being wise, according to their view, guaran-
tees that a person will conduct themselves virtuously. A distinction from Aristotle could help to
show why this is so (McDowell, ; Peters, ). A virtuous person is different from a
continent person – both end up doing the right thing, but the latter only does so after struggling
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against the temptation to do otherwise. Athena would be admirable if she virtuously saw her
friend’s need as a reason to help and was not even tempted by the warm bed and the novel. But
she would be less admirable and lacking in virtue if she only got around to helping after struggling
desperately with those temptations. After all, if she really saw it as the thing she ought to do, all
things considered, then how could she even be tempted? According to this view, a wise person’s
grasp of what they ought to do includes the motivation to do it.

Determining which view is plausible will tell us important things about how wisdom is related
to virtuous motivation and action.

.. Can We Codify Wise Understanding?

According to the core philosophical conception, a wise person’s reliably good grasp of what they
ought to do is what distinguishes them from others. Those of us who would like more wisdom
might wonder whether there is a way to distill the wise person’s understanding into a set of
principles that a less wise person could use to decide what they ought to do.

Many philosophers think that such a project could not succeed, because the wise person’s grasp
is uncodifiable – the factors that govern good decision making are too many and complex to
capture in a set of principles that a non-virtuous person could understand and use to derive good
guidance in all the concrete circumstances of their lives (Aristotle, , ll. b–a;
a–; Hursthouse, , pp. –; McDowell, ). This does not mean that particular
decisions cannot be justified with arguments, principles, or reasons. Julia Annas (Annas, )
makes the point with a comparison. We can’t expect to model the wise person’s understanding on
a computer manual in which you can just input a description of any situation you’re facing and it
points you to the answer. Even once we find plausible principles (such as “You should sacrifice to
promote others’ well-being if . . .”), it will often take experience and reflection to decide which
ones apply to a particular situation and what they imply we should do.

One reason for believing that the wise person’s grasp is uncodifiable is straightforward.
Although age does not guarantee wisdom, experience and reflection seem to be necessary in
order to fully grasp what matters and how you ought to live. That is why we would not expect
even a really clever teenager to be wise (Annas, ; Hursthouse & Pettigrove, ).

However, a more forceful argument for uncodifiability is simply that attempts to codify
virtuous action in comprehensive principles that could be applied by the non-virtuous have failed.
Suppose someone offered the principle that “An action is virtuous and right if it produces the
most good for society.” This principle would obviously give bad guidance in some situations. For
example, if you could help to pass a new labor law (one that would help to reduce income
inequality) by falsely accusing one of the law’s opponents of a crime, wouldn’t that still be wrong
even if it benefited society overall? How might we revise the principle to avoid these problems?
Moral philosophers have developed a variety of competing moral theories that do a much better
job of capturing what is right and virtuous, but the most plausible are much more complicated
than our pet example. More importantly, the most plausible theories could not be applied
mechanically – it would take experience and reflection to determine what they say we ought to do.

Despite these arguments, some authors have attempted to defend the idea that wisdom and
virtue could be codified (Tsu, ). Determining who is right will tell us important things about
the content of wise understanding, and could have implications for how we should (or should
not) approach the study of wisdom.

Philosophical Foundations for the Study of Wisdom 
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.. What Kind of Reflection Helps Us to Develop Wisdom?

Development of wisdom requires that we refine the attitudes that we have absorbed from our
family, culture, and environment into a reliable grasp of what matters and how to achieve it.
This is why many think reflection is necessary for wisdom. But what kind of reflection
is needed?

Aristotle believed that reflection conducive to virtue would have to focus both on the universal
and on the particulars of situations (Aristotle, , ll. b–; a). It would have to
focus on the particulars because whether a particular act of truth-telling, for instance, is honest
will depend on the details of when, how, and why it takes place. It would have to focus on the
universal because examining what shared features of actions make them virtuous is the way to
ensure that one is living out all of one’s commitments in a coherent manner.

Reasoning by analogy is one way to reflect on the particulars of the situation. Mengzi argued
that we develop the virtues by “extending” the “sprouts” of good character that are part of our
innately good human nature. The virtue of compassion, for instance, is developed by reflecting on
the nearly universal feeling of concern for others’ well-being. Even the most hard-hearted person
will experience situations where they feel concern for others. Mencius thought that we could
develop virtue by reflecting on whether other situations are similar in the ways that matter (Wong,
). To adapt an argument by Peter Singer (), suppose that you come across a child
drowning in a shallow pool, and you could save them at the mere cost of your time and the
sullying of your new shoes. Most of us will feel an obligation to help. However, if standing by and
letting the child drown would be lacking in compassion, then why is it any better to stand by
while people (including children) starve or die of preventable illnesses across the globe? If sullying
your shoes does not justify refusing to save the drowning child, then why would having to give up
buying luxuries and entertainment justify refusing to donate to proven poverty relief efforts? By
examining analogies such as this, we can develop our grasp of how to show concern for others in
the right ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons.

While analogies help us to focus on the particulars, other forms of reasoning could help us to
reflect on the universals. Some philosophers think that by reflecting on particular cases (for
example, particular compassionate acts) we can identify general principles that help us to better
grasp what virtue requires (Annas, , ; Hursthouse, , p. ). Think of situations
where someone is clearly exhibiting the virtue of compassion. Can you think of a general principle
that explains these (“Conduct is compassionate when . . .”)? Perhaps this kind of reflection can
help us to develop a principled grasp of what we ought to do, albeit one that (due to uncodifia-
bility) would often require additional experience and reflection to apply well.

Philosophers disagree about the extent to which either of these types of reflection is necessary,
with those who reject most or all principled reasoning (particularists) at one end of the spectrum,
and those who emphasize the importance of grasping general principles at the other. Examining
which view is most compelling could tell us more about how we can develop wisdom.

.. Can a Wise Person Explain or Justify What They Do?

Suppose Raheem is wise and grasps what to do after finding out that the racist note was a forgery.
Will he be able to explain his reasons and justify his actions to others? Or does being wise just
require “seeing” what to do without necessarily being able to articulate one’s wisdom?
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Alison Hills () notes that a variety of answers are possible, ranging from intellectualism
(the view that a fully wise and virtuous person can always explicitly grasp and explain the reasons
why their action is right) to naivety (the view that a fully wise and virtuous person need not have
this explicit grasp or ability to explain), or something in between. Which view is most plausible?

Following Hills (, pp. –), we can identify a variety of opposing arguments. One
argument for naivety is that grasping what one ought to do all things considered does not
conceptually require an ability to explain oneself (Arpaly, ; McDowell, , p. ). The
fully virtuous person’s judgment that they ought to help the person stranded at the side of the
road even though they are in a hurry just requires seeing the other person’s need as a reason to
stop and assist. Being able to explain why this course of action is virtuous, or why it is superior to
the alternatives, seems superfluous. Julia Driver makes the point with an analogy to language
mastery. Just as a native speaker can be fluent in a language without being able to justify
themselves with rules of grammar, a wise and virtuous person need not be able to explain why
their choice is the right one (Driver, , p. ).

On the other hand, intellectualism seems more plausible when we think about the nature of
moral development. A person’s intuition (their ability to see quickly, immediately, and without
conscious deliberation what they ought to do) is likely to be reliable only if it has been formed and
validated through experience and reflection (Swartwood, a, chapters  and ). (Many people
used to have the intuition that interracial relationships were “unnatural” and wrong, but these
intuitions do not survive scrutiny. It is not hard to find cases like this where untutored intuitions
lead people astray.) We need to do some reflection (of the sort previously described) to see
whether our intuitions are worth listening to. If the wise person’s understanding is honed through
this kind of reflection, then perhaps we can expect that the wise will usually be able to justify and
explain their intuitions.

Hills (, pp. –) argues that more decisive evidence for intellectualism comes from the
fact that justifying oneself is often a requirement for being virtuous. Being compassionate and
just, for instance, often requires being able to justify oneself to others or to give advice. For
Raheem to display the virtue of justice, he would not only need to grasp how he should respond
to his knowledge of the false accusation, but also be able to justify that response to those parties he
might upset. In general, being virtuous requires that all parts of our self – cognitive, affective,
motivational, etc. – respond in the right ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons. Thus
an ability to explain oneself is a component of a wise person’s grasp of what they ought to do, not
an unnecessary add-on.

Examining which of these alternatives – intellectualism, naivety, or something in between – is
most defensible will give us a better sense of what the wisdom we strive for will look like.

.. Can We Measure Practical Wisdom?

Psychologists have developed ways to measure cognitive capacities such as intelligence, and
personality traits such as introversion. Can we find a way to measure wisdom, too? If so, that
would help us not only to identify who has it but also to find out what wisdom is like and how we
can get it.

 For empirically informed philosophical discussions of the role of intuition in wisdom and virtue, see Annas (),
Hills (), Stichter (), and Swartwood (b, a, chapters –).
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Wisdom scientists have proposed a variety of measures of wisdom, described in Chapter  of
this book, that rely upon a variety of different definitions of wisdom and means for operationaliz-
ing them. Jason Swartwood () argues that none of these succeed in measuring wisdom, at
least as it is defined according to the core philosophical conception, because they do not
distinguish those who reliably succeed in making good all-things-considered decisions about
how to conduct oneself in particular situations from those who do not.

Suppose that you wanted to measure expert performance (or the capacity for it) of some
complex task, such as chess playing, crossword solving, or medical diagnosis. To measure whether
someone is an expert – that is, if they reliably and successfully grasp how to do the task well – we
need to be able to define what would count as success in performing the task. We can do this with
things like chess playing, crossword solving, and medical diagnosis, because we have clear enough
ways to tell if someone has won a chess game, correctly filled in the crossword, or accurately
identified the cause of an illness. And to measure expertise, it is not enough just to be able to tell if
someone sometimes succeeds. We need to be able to tell if they reliably succeed across a variety of
situations, including challenging ones.

The problem with measuring wisdom is that we do not have clear success conditions in the way
that we do for other areas. Succeeding at wisdom means making reliably good decisions about
how one ought to live, all things considered, especially in challenging cases that befuddle those of
us with a comparative lack of wisdom. Swartwood argues that existing attempts to operationalize
wisdom are not informed by an account of these kinds of success conditions.

For instance, according to one prominent view (Ardelt, , ), wisdom is a person-
ality trait that we can measure by asking people to rate how much they agree with  general
statements, such as “Things often go wrong for me by no fault of my own” or “I often have
not comforted another when he or she needed it.” These kinds of questions may tell us
whether people care about the right general things, but we do not have reason to believe that
they will tell us whether a person reliably makes good decisions about what virtue requires, all
things considered, across particular situations (for example, those faced by Gloria, Maryam,
and Raheem).

Another prominent approach (Oakes et al., ) attempts to measure wise reasoning by
having participants recall a challenging interpersonal conflict and then answer questions that elicit
their understanding of the situation and their reasoning about how to address it. Their responses
are then rated according to the degree to which they exhibit an awareness of the limits of their
own knowledge, examination of other perspectives, acknowledgement of the likelihood of change,
predictions about what will happen given various contingencies, and the search for conflict
resolution and compromise. However, it is easy to imagine people using these same general
reasoning strategies to the same degree while coming to different – and not necessarily equally
good – conclusions about what they ought to do, all things considered, in particular situations.
Imagine two people considering whether to have an abortion, both of whom use the same general
reasoning strategies. If both come to opposing conclusions (one that the abortion is wrong, and
the other that it is – all things considered – for the best), surely the fact that they were both
considering other perspectives and searching for compromise (for example) does not show that
they are both equally wise.

These are just a few examples, briefly described, but Swartwood argues that other existing
attempts to measure wisdom fail for similar reasons. Just as a measure of chess expertise would not
be useful if we did not know whether it distinguished those who reliably won games from those
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who did not, measures of wisdom will not be useful unless we have reason to believe that they
distinguish those who make reliably good all-things-considered decisions about how they ought to
approach particular situations from those who do not. There are a variety of other empirical
frameworks and models of wisdom (Darnell et al., ; Glück, ; Grossmann et al., ;
Sternberg & Glück, ; Sternberg & Karami, ). Could any of these be used to develop a
measure that avoids this obstacle?

. Conclusion: The Need for More Interdisciplinary Wisdom Research

By critically examining different responses to these puzzles, philosophers aim to develop a
plausible prescriptive ideal of wisdom. However, these prescriptive ideals sometimes make
empirical assumptions about what people are capable of, and we cannot determine from the
armchair how they would manifest in real people. How can we more plausibly combine the
philosophical and empirical methods into a productive, interdisciplinary research program?

Perhaps philosophers and psychologists can develop an account of wisdom that both survives
philosophical scrutiny and can be operationalized. Another alternative approach is to compare
wisdom to more familiar and easily studied achievements that are similar in the ways that matter.
A number of philosophers have argued that we can learn important things about the nature and
development of wisdom and virtue by comparing them to expert skill at tasks such as tennis,
piano playing, chess, or firefighting (Annas, ; Stichter, ; Swartwood, b). If it could
be shown through reliable empirical study that certain characteristics (such as principled reflec-
tion, inarticulate intuition, etc.) are part of the relevant type of expert skill, and through
philosophical argument that wisdom is similar in the ways that matter to that type of skill, then
this could provide us with a useful interdisciplinary method of studying wisdom even if wisdom is
not directly measurable. Do any of these analogies stand up to scrutiny? Philosophers continue to
discuss this question.

This chapter has described a few of the wide variety of important philosophical accounts of
what wisdom is like, how we can obtain it, and how we can study it. Engaging with philosophical
conceptions of wisdom and the puzzles to which they give rise is an essential part of the
interdisciplinary study of this important concept. Indeed, engaging in philosophical reflection
about wisdom is not just for researchers – it will also help the rest of us to better grasp an ideal that
we have good reason to aspire to.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Suppose that Chelsea is an expert coder – she understands how to achieve whatever
computer programming task you put in front of her. She can tell quickly after looking at
some code what it will do or why it is not doing what someone wants. Using the definition
of theoretical wisdom given in this chapter, explain why Chelsea does not necessarily have
theoretical wisdom.

() Some psychologists study the “need for cognition,” which could be described as the
inclination or desire to engage in challenging cognitive tasks (such as studying philosophy!).
Is the need for cognition a prescriptive ideal? Why or why not?

 I am grateful to Judith Glück, Robert Sternberg, Ian Stoner, and Ruth Swartwood for feedback on drafts of this chapter.
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() Suppose that someone offers the following descriptive claim as evidence for a prescriptive
conclusion:

Driving while drunk puts you and others at increased risk of injury (descriptive premise).
Therefore, you should not drive while drunk (prescriptive conclusion).

What prescriptive premise would you have to add to this argument to make it complete, such
that if the premises are true the conclusion has to be true, too?

() According to the account described in this chapter, a virtue is a stable and admirable
disposition to respond in the right ways, at the right times, and for the right reasons in
some important area of human choice. Compassion, for instance, can be described as the
disposition to respond to threats to others’ well-being in the right ways, at the right times,
and for the right reasons. Identify two other character virtues that you think are important,
and define them by filling in the blanks: __ [name of the virtue] __ is a disposition to
___________ at the right times, in the right ways, and for the right reasons. Then, for each
virtue, give specific (real or hypothetical) examples where someone is clearly exhibiting this
virtue, and cases where they are not.

() Suppose that someone defines the virtue of loyalty as the tendency to be partial to people,
groups, or causes that one cares about. Using what you have learned in this chapter, give
examples that help to explain why this is not a good definition of the virtue of loyalty.

() Below is a quote from the ancient Chinese philosopher Mengzi. Read the quote and then
explain how Mengzi’s archery analogy illustrates the ways in which wisdom is a master virtue.
(Hint: suppose that by the term “sagacity” Mengzi means having the character virtues.)

Wisdom may be compared to skillfulness. Sagacity may be compared to strength. It is like shooting an
arrow from beyond a hundred paces: its making it there is due to your strength, but its hitting the
bull’s-eye is not due to your strength. (Mengzi B.)

() This chapter described at least two reasons why wisdom is necessary for virtue. First, wisdom
helps a person to grasp what a particular virtue (such as compassion) requires in situations
where a person with less wisdom would be befuddled (for example, the case of Gloria in
Section ..). Second, wisdom helps a person to grasp what to do when virtues appear to be
in conflict (for example, when honesty seems to require telling your dad that you think his
haircut is ugly, but compassion seems to require a white lie). Pick a few virtues other than
compassion, and give your own examples to illustrate each of these two types of cases. How
do they illustrate why having wisdom is necessary for being a virtuous person?

() Is theoretical wisdom a prescriptive ideal in the same sense that practical wisdom is? Why or
why not?

() Section . of this chapter uses the case of Glenda to illustrate why having theoretical
wisdom is not sufficient for having practical wisdom – you can be theoretically wise without
being practically wise. But is having theoretical wisdom necessary for having practical
wisdom? In other words, can you be practically wise without being theoretically wise?
Discuss and try to support your answer with specific examples.

() Some wisdom scientists study people’s conceptions of wisdom (sometimes called implicit
theories of wisdom). They study non-scientists’ views about who is wise and what
wisdom is like (Weststrate et al., ). See Chapter  of this book for an overview of
that research. Given what you have learned from this chapter, do you think studying
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people’s conceptions of wisdom could be useful for figuring out what practical wisdom
is actually like? Why or why not?

() Think about someone whom you believe is wise. Explain some specific reasons why you
think they are wise. Does the core philosophical conception described in Section . of this
chapter do a good job of explaining the sense in which they are wise? Why or why not?

() Section . of this chapter describes a puzzle concerning how to tell which character traits
are virtues and which are not. Suppose that someone offered this answer: virtues are the
character traits that would contribute to a human being reproducing and passing on their
genetic material. Would that be a plausible way to distinguish virtues from vices? Why or
why not?

() Select one of the puzzles described in Section . of this chapter. Write down (clearly,
precisely, and in your own words) the question that the puzzle raises. If there are others
with whom you can have a discussion, divide into debate groups, each of which defends a
different answer to the puzzle. (If you are by yourself, identify what you think is the best
answer to the puzzle. What objections might someone raise to that answer? Is there a way
to defend your answer against the objections?)

. Investigations

I am interested in combining the methods of philosophy and findings from empirical psychology
to learn more about what wisdom is like and how we can get it. I ask questions such as the
following: Are wisdom scientists measuring the kind of wisdom that philosophers are interested
in? Exploring this question led me to conclude that wisdom scientists are not measuring wisdom
as it is conceived according to the core philosophical account described in Section . of this
chapter (Swartwood, ). By discussing this argument, I hope we can better understand the
prospects for measuring the sort of wisdom we have good reason to care about. Since I am
skeptical about the possibility of directly measuring wisdom, I have looked for other ways in
which we can combine philosophy and empirical science to learn more about what wisdom will
look like in real people and how we can obtain it. For instance, my mentor Valerie Tiberius and
I have outlined a method for using philosophical reflection to refine people’s conceptions of
wisdom (Tiberius & Swartwood, ), and in my own work I have argued that we can learn
more about wisdom by examining the ways in which it is analogous to expert skill in areas such as
firefighting (Swartwood, a, b).

. Practical Applications

If my argument (Swartwood, b, a) for the expert skill model of wisdom is correct,
then developing wisdom takes deliberate practice, in the same way that expertise in other
complex decision-making skills does. Firefighters develop expert skill in figuring out how to
fight fires by getting feedback on their decisions through experience and reflection. However,
while firefighters can often get feedback on the quality of their decisions just through repeated
observation (for example, seeing if the roof caves in after spraying in one place instead of
another), we cannot obtain feedback on our decisions about how we ought to conduct ourselves
all things considered through observation alone (for reasons discussed in Section . of this
chapter). Therefore, we can expect that the development of wisdom requires engaging in
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reflection that could help us to get feedback on our decisions and judgments. I have co-authored
a textbook (Stoner & Swartwood, ) that helps people to develop some of the reasoning
skills – thinking about analogies, and identifying and applying principles – that I think would
help us to do this.

Glossary

character virtue a deep disposition to respond well in a particular area of human choice. For
example, compassion is the disposition to show concern for others’ well-being in the right ways,
at the right times, and for the right reasons.

cleverness according to Aristotle, a merely clever person is someone who reliably grasps how to
achieve their goals, although, unlike a person with practical wisdom, they are aiming at the
wrong goals or commitments.

continent term used to describe a person who does the right thing for the right reasons but,
unlike the fully virtuous person, only after struggling against the desire to do otherwise.

descriptive truths truths about how the world is (or was or will be) and how the things in it
actually are or tend to be.

epistemic humility account of wisdom an awareness of one’s ignorance of the most important
things, such as the nature of a good and virtuous life.

eudaimonia a Greek word that could be translated as “flourishing” or “living well.”
intellectualism the claim that a wise and virtuous person could, to some significant degree,

explain or justify their decisions to others.
master virtue a virtue (such as practical wisdom) that controls or guides other virtues.
naivety the claim that being able to explain or justify one’s decisions to others is not necessary for

a person to be fully wise or virtuous.
particularist a person who holds the view that moral reflection and decision making should focus

(either solely or to a significant extent) on examining the particulars of a situation rather than
applying general moral principles.

practical wisdom (Greek: phronesis) a deep and comprehensive grasp of how one ought to live.
prescriptive ideal a construct, concept, or account that is supposed to tell us how we ought to be,

and not simply to describe how anyone actually is.
prescriptive reasons and truths truths about how we ought to conduct ourselves, truths about

what matters, or reasons why we ought to conduct ourselves in certain ways but not others. In
philosophy, these are often called “normative” reasons.

theoretical wisdom (Greek: sophia) a deep and comprehensive grasp of how things are (how the
world and the creatures and things in it tend to be or behave).

uncodifiability thesis the claim that what is virtuous and wise cannot be captured in a set of
principles that could be used by a non-virtuous person to reliably identify the right action in
every situation that they face.

unity of the virtues thesis the claim that having one of the character virtues requires possession of
them all.

virtue an excellent character trait.
virtuous person a person with all the virtues.
well-being what is good for someone; you have well-being to the extent that your life is going well

for you rather than poorly.
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Folk Conceptions of Wisdom around the World
Nic M. Weststrate and Susan Bluck

. Introduction

In the last few decades, the psychological science of wisdom has flourished, but where did it
all begin? Before there were fancy expert theories of wisdom, the very first investigations of
wisdom started by modestly asking everyday people for their ideas about what wisdom is. The
doctoral research of Vivian Clayton in the late s is often credited with stimulating
contemporary interest in people’s conceptions of wisdom. In her seminal study, Clayton
inspected the perceptions of wisdom in three age cohorts of people, with the goal of
identifying the underlying structure of wisdom (Clayton & Birren, ). From that pioneer-
ing study, Clayton concluded that wisdom is a multidimensional construct that integrates
cognitive, affective, and reflective qualities. This initial investigation paved the way for an
entire field of inquiry within the psychological science of wisdom, the goal of which has been
to elucidate what laypeople think about wisdom (see also Holliday & Chandler, ;
Sternberg, ).

Defining wisdom presents somewhat of a paradox. On the one hand, the construct of
wisdom has been described as a rare, elusive, and even divine quality that may be hard for the
average person to fully comprehend. On the other hand, wisdom is a highly relatable concept that
concerns fundamental aspects of human life. After all, the name of our own species, Homo sapiens,
translates from the Latin as meaning “wise person.” Although this name descends from Western
scientists, wisdom has a rich cultural heritage in virtually every corner of the world, enshrined in
religious and philosophical texts and teachings (Assmann, ). Wisdom may very well be the
ultimate expression of humanity across cultures – a quality that sets us apart from other species,
past and present. As it turns out, when asked, people can fairly easily identify and describe
particular attributes of wisdom, nominate certain people as wise, and recall instances of wisdom in
their own lives, and all of this information has helped psychologists and other scholars to
understand wisdom.

Thus people have conceptions of what it means to be wise, and these understandings have been
the subject of systematic investigations for over four decades. The goal of this chapter is to
summarize the literature on how people who are not experts on wisdom conceive of it. We shall
begin by defining essential terms and situating this research tradition within the broader science of
wisdom. Next, we shall discuss three distinct methodological approaches to the investigation of
conceptions of wisdom. We shall then highlight key aspects of folk conceptions by answering the
following core questions at the center of this field of inquiry:
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() What is wisdom?
() Who is wise?
() In which situations is wisdom expressed?
() How does wisdom develop?
() How do conceptions of wisdom differ across people, places, and cultures?

In fact, before you read any further, we’d like you to take a moment to reflect on the five
questions that we have just posed. Grab a pen and paper and jot down some quick thoughts in
response to each of these questions. It will be interesting for you to compare your own reflections
with the findings in the research literature, which we shall review throughout this chapter. We
wonder if these questions were easy or difficult for you to answer. Is wisdom something that
you’ve given much thought to in your life? Where did you learn about wisdom? These are all good
questions to keep in mind as you continue reading.

.. Defining Terms

There is a growing vocabulary to describe what we refer to here as folk conceptions of
wisdom. Researchers have used the adjectives internal, implicit, subjective, layperson, and folk
to refer to people’s informal theories or conceptions of wisdom. Any one of these labels is just
fine to use, and distinctions between them are probably quite negligible and a matter of taste,
although we have pointed out that some labels, such as “lay theories,” might create an
unnecessary divide that privileges the opinions of scholars above all other people
(Weststrate et al., ). We would prefer to think that researchers interested in people’s
understandings of wisdom would view people’s perspectives and opinions as valuable in their
own right and as important sources of information. Of the menu of options provided above,
for our present purposes, we most commonly use the word “folk,” which carries a similar
meaning in many languages, and is meant to convey that something is traditional or common
to people or culture. Because people come to understand concepts such as wisdom through
participation in culture, this seems appropriate. However, our usage of the word “folk” is not
intended to imply that the concepts people hold of wisdom are old-fashioned, superstitious,
or primitive in any way. Finally, we use the word “conception” rather than “theory” because
people are likely to have beliefs about wisdom, but most are unlikely to carry full-blown
theories in their mind.

People’s folk conceptions of wisdom are sometimes contrasted with expert, explicit, or formal
theories of wisdom devised by scholars. In fact, many expert wisdom theories were based on earlier
investigations of people’s folk conceptions (e.g., Ardelt, ; Jason et al., ), often in
consultation with the historical and philosophical wisdom literatures. Unsurprisingly then,
people’s conceptions and expert theories generally converge on similar meanings of wisdom. As
expert theories are based on explicit consideration of various relevant sources, they are usually
more complex and comprehensive, but in some cases, research on people’s conceptions exposes
new information that experts may have ignored or did not think to examine. In fact, it sometimes
seems that people have even better ideas than the so-called experts! Experts can use these insights
as a foundation for future research and theorizing. However, the research methods used to study
folk conceptions and expert theories are quite different. In the next section we shall review
methods for capturing people’s conceptions of wisdom.

   .    
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. Methods for Investigating Folk Conceptions of Wisdom

Researchers have gone about studying people’s conceptions of wisdom in diverse and creative
ways. On the one hand, most researchers have explored people’s abstract schemas of what wisdom
is, focusing on traits, characteristics, and abilities. On the other hand, some other researchers have
taken a more contextual approach, suggesting that individuals’ conceptions are strongly connected
to real-world exemplars of wisdom, or to memories of real-life events involving wisdom (e.g.,
Bluck & Glück, ; Weststrate et al., ). Before turning to the findings from this research,
in this section we shall first review some common methods used by researchers, highlighting their
relative strengths and limitations.

.. Descriptor Studies

The most typical approach to studying people’s conceptions of wisdom is to ask people to judge
a list of single-word descriptors or short phrases (e.g., traits, abilities, characteristics, behaviors)
for their relevance to wisdom. Descriptor approaches typically proceed in three stages, which
we shall describe shortly, but first we would like you to take a moment to imagine that we
presented you with the following list of  words. We would like you to do three things with
this list. First, we want you to mentally sort them into two piles – those relevant to wisdom and
those not relevant to wisdom. Next, we want you to mentally rank the items from most relevant
to wisdom to least relevant to wisdom. Finally, we would like you to rate every word for how
relevant it is to wisdom on a -point scale from “not important” () to “very important” ()
to wisdom.

Empathetic
Experienced
Gentle
Intelligent
Introspective
Intuitive

Knowledgable
Observant
Peaceful
Pragmatic
Sense of humor
Understanding

() Generating. In the first stage, a list of potential descriptors is generated, either by the
researchers on a theoretical basis (e.g., Glück & Bluck, ), by designated experts (e.g.,
Sternberg, ), or by research participants (Hu et al., ). In many cases, pilot studies are
conducted to generate the list of descriptors. The list of  words that we provided above came
from a pilot study that Vivian Clayton conducted prior to her pioneering publication (Clayton &
Birren, ). Sometimes it is necessary to reduce the list according to a specified decision-
making criterion – for example, systematically removing synonyms or redundancies (e.g.,
Holliday & Chandler, ). Some studies end after having generated a comprehensive list that
encapsulates how individuals conceive of wisdom (e.g., Hu et al., ).

() Rating, ranking, or sorting. Most studies move forward with the second stage, in which a
new sample of people rates, ranks, or sorts the descriptors, just as you did in the opening exercise
(Glück & Bluck, ; Hershey & Farrell, ; Holliday & Chandler, ; Jason et al., ).
In some cases, comparator words are added that are neutral or negatively related to wisdom, to
discriminate wisdom from other constructs (e.g., Glück et al., ; König & Glück, ). In
the above case, all  of the words were selected because they were believed to be related to
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wisdom to some degree. However, Clayton and Birren () added three extra words to the
list – aged, wise, and myself. They then asked participants to rate each possible pair of descriptors
for their similarity to each other, which demonstrates yet another creative way to gather
information about conceptions of wisdom.

() Analyzing and describing. Depending on the data produced in the second stage, in the
third stage researchers mostly use statistical techniques to make sense of the information
provided. Typically, multidimensional scaling, factor analysis, or cluster analysis is used to
identify subcomponents of wisdom (e.g., Clayton & Birren, ; Glück & Bluck, ;
Holliday & Chandler, ; König & Glück, ; Sternberg, ; Weststrate et al., ).
Each of these techniques reduces the data in some way, so that they are more interpretable. The
purpose is to identify underlying dimensions that organize people’s conceptions. Often, when
interpreting the results, consideration is given to how they overlap with existing formal theories
of wisdom.

An advantage of the descriptor approach is that it is fairly easy to administer and analyze.
A limitation is that it assumes that people understand the meaning of the adjectives presented by
the researchers, which might make it an especially challenging method to use with children
(Glück et al., ) or with people who have had little formal education. Another limitation is
that the success of the second and third steps is highly dependent on the first step. If the list of
adjectives used in the second step fails to cover all relevant aspects of wisdom, there is no way to
identify this later in the research process. A final limitation of this approach is that it is quite
disconnected from real life, as we shall see next.

.. Real-Life Approaches

The next group of methods assesses conceptions of wisdom in more contextualized ways. Real-
life approaches range from simply asking people to nominate exemplars of wisdom to in-depth
explorations of wisdom as it manifests in real-life experiences. We review three real-life
approaches, presented in order of increasing complexity. First, however, we’d like you to give
this method a try by responding to the following questions:

() Who is the wisest person that you know? This could be someone that you know personally
or someone you have never met. They could be alive or dead, fictional or real. Who is this
person and what makes them so wise? Can you think of a specific memory or episode that
demonstrates their wisdom? Tell us a story that brings their wisdom to life. Finally, how do
you think this person got to be so wise?

() Let us shift the lens and talk about you for a minute. Can you think of a time when you did,
said, or thought something wise? If so, say a little about when, where, and what happened in
that situation. Why did you think that situation required wisdom and not some other
quality or ability? Finally, what specifically was it about what you did, said, or thought that
was wise?

() Reflecting on your responses to the above two questions, what might a researcher learn
about your conception of wisdom? What if, instead, we had just asked you to define
wisdom? To what extent would your definition align with your previous responses? By
asking you to recall wisdom within a real-life context, did we learn something new or
different about how you think of wisdom?

   .    
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... Nomination Procedures
As you saw above, the first real-life approach investigates conceptions of wisdom by asking
participants to nominate people who embody or demonstrate wisdom, which is taken to be a
reflection of their internal concept of wisdom. Typically, people are asked to nominate an
exemplar of wisdom (i.e., the wisest person they can think of ), either someone they know
personally or a public figure (e.g., Glück et al., ; Jason et al., ). In some cases, they
also explain why they have nominated a particular person or share a short story about that person’s
wisdom (e.g., Ardelt, ; Hu et al., ; König & Glück, ; Weststrate et al., ).
Wisdom nominees are categorized in relation to demographic characteristics such as age, gender,
and education level. This approach is based on exemplar theory, in which real-life exemplars act as
reference points for individuals when it comes to understanding abstract concepts such as
wisdom. Although exemplars vary in their representativeness of wisdom, shared characteristics
across exemplars are likely to reflect an underlying wisdom prototype.

... Autobiographical Narratives
The second real-life approach goes deeper into a research participant’s specific life experiences. In
two articles, Bluck and Glück () and Glück et al. () advanced an approach called the
“wisdom of experience” method. This approach focuses on people’s memories of real-life
experiences involving wisdom –participants are asked to recall a time when they did, said, or
thought something wise (Bluck & Glück, ; Glück et al., ; König & Glück, ) or felt
that they had gained wisdom in their own life (Weststrate et al., ). The narratives provided
are transcribed, if necessary, and then content-analyzed for significant themes. Such coding has,
for example, looked at types of life situations, aspects of wise behavior, forms of wisdom, or the
content of lessons learned.

... In-Depth Qualitative Interviews
Somewhat recently, purely qualitative approaches have gained traction in this field. For example,
researchers have examined manifestations of wisdom through in-depth interviews with relatively
small samples of judges (Levitt & Dunnavant, ), Tibetan monks (Levitt, ), educators
(Chen et al., ), and older adults (Montgomery et al., ). These approaches are well suited
to developing knowledge about highly complex forms of wisdom (e.g., judicial wisdom; Levitt &
Dunnavant, ). This research aims to richly describe the phenomenon of wisdom in a specific
context, rather than make generalizable claims.

.. Experimental Designs

Researchers have also used experimental approaches to studying folk conceptions of wisdom.
For example, Sternberg () asked participants to rate different versions of a letter of recom-
mendation that described hypothetical people, each differing in the extent to which intelligent,
wise, and creative traits and abilities were emphasized. Hira and Faulkender () manipulated
the age of the target individuals in written or videotaped vignettes, and asked participants to rate
them for wisdom. Finally, Glück et al. () manipulated the gender of the target person in a
descriptor study (i.e., “Paul” or “Paula”). Such formats help us to understand how conceptions of
wisdom are related to particular demographic characteristics, such as age and gender. In all of
these studies, characteristics of a target person are manipulated in order to examine what impact
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those features might have on judgments about wisdom. However, we do not know whether these
hypothetical individuals would actually be considered wise in the real world.

. Summarizing Folk Conceptions of Wisdom

Now that we have reviewed how researchers go about studying folk conceptions of wisdom, this
section will summarize what we have learned so far about people’s views on what wisdom is, what
types of people are wise, how wisdom manifests in situations, and how wisdom develops.
Unfortunately, most of the research that we shall review in this section comes from Western
samples in Europe and North America. We shall review what is known about cross-cultural
differences in conceptions of wisdom later in the chapter. Hopefully more and more research will
examine folk conceptions in other cultures and regions of the world.

.. What Is Wisdom?

Recently, with Judith Glück, we reviewed folk conceptions of wisdom in a chapter that appeared in
The Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom (Weststrate et al., ). In that chapter, we argued that the
best way to classify the results of research on conceptions of wisdom is through three broad
components, each with unique sub-facets. Specifically, we argued that, consistent with the very
first research by Vivian Clayton (Clayton & Birren, ), wisdom conceptions continue to
include exceptional personal qualities in the cognitive, reflective, and affective domains, as well as
the underlying ability to translate these qualities into real-world action. Virtually all of the available
studies, which have now asked thousands of people about their conceptions of wisdom, find
evidence for some variation of these three components (e.g., Glück & Bluck, ; Weststrate
et al., ). The three-component framework is used here to organize and integrate the literature,
and is not intended to imply that the components are entirely independent of each other. In fact,
the components are overlapping and interrelated in many ways. Still, we find this to be a useful
framework for summarizing the literature (see Figure .). We review each component in turn.

... Cognitive Component
Without exception, researchers have found that people view wisdom as involving cognitive
abilities. The cognitive component is composed of two sub-facets: () life knowledge and
experience, and () reasoning ability and judgment. First, wise people are considered to be
exceptional at learning through experience, and have therefore accumulated a broad and deep
base of life knowledge (Clayton & Birren, ; König & Glück, ). Second, when complex
and uncertain life challenges arise, wise people are able to reason through the problem, taking into
consideration what is both known and unknown, in order to find a solution that balances the
interests of multiple stakeholders (Sternberg, ; Yang, ). Thus the cognitive component
of wisdom contains both accumulated knowledge and the ability to process that complex
information. In open-ended studies, cognitive abilities tend to be the most frequently reported
of all characteristics (Glück et al., ; König & Glück, ).

... Reflective Component
The reflective component consists of three sub-facets: () deep insight, () critical self-reflection,
and () humility. First, people believe that wise people are motivated to see beyond the simple

   .    
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surface of complex problems, to look for deeper meanings, and to take different perspectives in
order to see a situation from all sides (Holliday & Chandler, ; Sternberg, ; Yang, ).
This entails maintaining a clear and unbiased view across situations. Second, wise people are
believed to engage in critical self-reflection that is aimed at generating a deep self-understanding,
such as questioning their own behaviors, thoughts, emotions, and motivations, and trying to
identify blind spots and defense mechanisms (Chen et al., ; Hu et al., ). In general, wise
people are thought to have a profound motivation to learn (König & Glück, ), and are
believed to be receptive and open to new ways of thinking, feeling, and doing (Sternberg, ).
Thus critical self-reflection is expected to be one of the practices through which wise people learn
from life experience. Resulting from deep insight and critical self-reflection, the third reflective
sub-facet involves humility (König & Glück, ), which has two aspects. First, wise people are
thought to be intellectually humble – they acknowledge the limits of their own knowledge
and control, the possibility of alternative perspectives, and the relativism of people’s values and
beliefs. Second, wise people are interpersonally humble – they are subtle, modest, and socially
unobtrusive (Holliday & Chandler, ), and lack arrogance or pomp (Hershey & Farrell, ;
Yang, ).

... Affective Component
The third component that researchers consistently find in people’s conceptions of wisdom is
socio-emotional. The sub-facets of the affective component include () benevolence, () com-
passion, and () a positive mindset. First, wise people are viewed as benevolent, meaning that they

Cogni�ve
1. Life knowledge/experience
2. Reasoning ability/judgment

Affec�ve
6. Benevolence
7. Compassion

8. Posi�ve mindset

Reflec�ve
3. Deep insight

4. Cri�cal self-reflec�on
5. Humility

Transla�onal strategies, competencies, and skills …

… for decision making, problem solving, and life management

Real-W
orld

Ac�on/Behavior

Figure . Visual representation of people’s folk conceptions of wisdom, involving cognitive, reflective,
and affective components each with sub-facets, as well as translational processes and abilities

that enable wisdom to be translated into real-world action.

Folk Conceptions of Wisdom around the World 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.005


have a deep concern for the welfare of others and for the common human good. This is expressed
in characteristics such as warmth, respect, kindheartedness, love, generativity, and helpfulness
(Glück et al., ; Yang, ). These attributes explain why wise people are seen as morally
virtuous and good (Kałużna-Wielobób, ). Second, wise people are viewed as compassionate
toward individuals in need. Through mature interpersonal skills (Holliday & Chandler, ),
they empathically understand the suffering of people around them, and aim to ameliorate these
concerns (Hu et al., ; Jason et al., ). Both benevolence and compassion require a degree
of self-transcendence (i.e., seeing beyond oneself to the greater whole; Jason et al., ; König &
Glück, ). Third, and finally, wise people are seen as having a positive mindset. They are
viewed as calm, serene, cheerful, animated, and optimistic (Hu et al., ; König & Glück,
). Their positive mindset extends to a broader contentment, gratitude, and joy in life,
involving self-acceptance and a sense of peace (Yang, ).

... Translating the Components into Real-World Action
So far, this review has demonstrated that wise people are believed to possess exceptional qualities
in the cognitive, reflective, and affective domains. Yet wisdom involves more than the mere
possession of these qualities – wise people are able to translate these qualities into real-world
behaviors. In studies of wisdom conceptions, people have consistently associated wisdom with a
repertoire of practical strategies, competencies, and skills that are judiciously applied in problem-
solving, decision-making, and life-management contexts (e.g., Chen et al., ; Holliday &
Chandler, ). Some studies have aligned this procedural life knowledge with the cognitive
component (König & Glück, ); however, wise people possess behavioural competencies that
relate to the affective and reflective domains as well. For example, communication skills are
required to give effective advice to people in need, and emotion regulation skills are required to
productively engage in critical self-reflection. In summary, wisdom is associated with extraordi-
nary personal qualities in three domains, and with the ability to translate these qualities into real-
world action.

Before we move on to the next section, let us pause for a moment to critically reflect on this
three-component model. Do you agree that it captures the essence of wisdom? Is anything missing
from the list of traits, characteristics, or abilities just reviewed? What did you agree or disagree
with, and what would you change?

.. Who Is Wise?

As we mentioned earlier, a number of investigations have asked people to nominate personally
known or public figures of wisdom, providing an alternative view into people’s folk conceptions
of wisdom. You had the chance to do this when we asked you about the wisest person you know.
The assumption is that an inspection of the characteristics of wisdom exemplars can tell us
something about how people think about wisdom.

... Personally Known Wisdom Exemplars
Researchers have asked participants to nominate wise individuals of whom they have personal,
first-hand experience, such as friends, colleagues, or relatives. In these studies, wisdom nomi-
nees have tended to be highly educated middle- to old-aged men, a finding that has now been
replicated on a number of occasions despite the gender, age, and culture of the nominator
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(Ardelt, ; Glück et al., ; Jason et al., ; Yang, ). These studies, from a
cultural–historical perspective, suggest that individuals may continue to draw on the iconic
image of the “old wise man” when making nominations. This classic literary wizard figure, who
appears in stories, myths, and fairy tales, is stereotyped as sitting calmly with his long white
beard, dispensing sage advice and knowledge. People’s conceptions of the connection between
wisdom and age have also been well documented in descriptor studies, using both open-ended
(König & Glück, ) and adjective-rating (e.g., Clayton & Birren, ; Heckhausen et al.,
) methods.

... Publicly Known Wisdom Exemplars
A less commonly used approach to studying conceptions of wisdom has asked people to
nominate publicly known figures who exemplify wisdom (e.g., Jason et al., ; Paulhus
et al., ). For example, Weststrate et al. () focused specifically on cultural–historical
exemplars of wisdom in a series of studies. In the first study,  participants collectively
nominated  wisdom exemplars, spanning  different public figures and fictional charac-
ters. In descending order, the nominees most frequently came from the domains of politics,
social activism, spirituality and religion, philosophy, art and culture, science, and business.
Over  percent of the exemplars were men, although in this sample they were quite diverse
with respect to race and nationality. This highlights the fact that although there is consider-
able overlap in some aspects of folk conceptions of wisdom, there are also important
divergences.

Despite the range of exemplars nominated in this study, the  highest-frequency exemplars
accounted for  percent of the nominations. In descending order of frequency, the exemplars
were Mahatma Gandhi, Jesus Christ, Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., Winston
Churchill, Thomas Jefferson, Socrates, Albert Einstein, Mother Teresa, Barack Obama, King
Solomon, Benjamin Franklin, and Nelson Mandela. Pause for a moment to digest this list. What
do you make of it? Are there any important public figures missing from this list of wisdom
exemplars? When you look through these names, what makes these figures similar or different?
What can we learn about people’s conceptions of wisdom from this list?

In a second study, using a cluster analysis technique, these exemplars were reduced to three
underlying wisdom prototypes, labelled practical, philosophical, and benevolent wisdom.
Exemplars of the practical wisdom prototype were primarily political leaders (e.g., Churchill,
Jefferson), who were well known for solving difficult societal problems (e.g., ending wars,
changing oppressive laws) and thus greatly improving the lives of many people. Exemplars of
the philosophical prototype were scientists and philosophers (e.g., Socrates, Einstein), who were
concerned with answering fundamental questions about human nature and the physical world,
investigated through deep contemplation and scientific methods. Finally, exemplars from the
benevolent prototype were spiritual leaders and social activists (e.g., Mother Teresa, Jesus Christ),
who dedicated their lives to helping others, often at great personal sacrifice. In fact,  percent of
participants nominated someone as wise who had died for a cause that would ultimately
embolden and benefit humanity on a large or a small scale.

Using the same procedure, other researchers (Hu et al., ) collected cultural–historical
exemplars of wisdom from Han Chinese adults living in Mainland China, rather than the typical
North American samples. They found evidence for the practical prototypes (political and military
leaders, e.g., Chairman Mao) and the philosophical prototypes (scholars, e.g., Confucius), but no
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evidence of the benevolent prototype (no information was provided about nominee gender).
These findings imply the role of culture in the shaping of people’s conceptions of wisdom.

. In Which Situations Is Wisdom Expressed?

A small collection of studies have asked participants to provide autobiographical memories of
times when they did, said, or thought something that was wise (Bluck & Glück, ; Glück
et al., ; König & Glück, ; Yang, ). These memories were analyzed for the types of
situations in which wisdom was expressed by the participant or wisdom nominee. Among adults,
the researchers found that wisdom was expressed in relation to fundamental situations that were
typically about () important life decisions, () reactions to negative events, and () life manage-
ment (Bluck & Glück, ; Glück et al., ), or some combination of these issues (Yang,
). Fundamental events have a significant influence on one’s current and further life or the life
of someone else. This suggests that wisdom is not typically expressed in everyday, trivial, or
mundane events, but rather in events that involve significant life challenges. Within memories of
life challenges, Glück et al. () found that wisdom tended to be expressed in three general
forms – as empathy and support (theme: “putting yourself in someone else’s shoes”), as knowl-
edge and flexibility (theme: “experience is the best teacher”), or as self-determination and assertion
(theme: “standing up for one’s values”). Interestingly, the form of wisdom expressed was
somewhat dependent on the type of life situation reported and the age of the participant.
These results open up potential lines of research into the ways in which characteristics of life
events facilitate or constrain the expression of certain forms of wisdom.

.. How Does Wisdom Develop?

People’s folk conceptions of how wisdom develops have provided an exciting new thread of
research in the past decade or so. People almost invariably report that wisdom is developed
through life experience, and, in particular, through challenging life events (e.g., Ardelt, ;
Glück & Bluck, ; Montgomery et al., ). For example, in an early study on this topic,
Ardelt () asked  students in an undergraduate sociology class a variety of questions about
intellectual knowledge and wisdom. Her students reported that intellectual knowledge is gained
through formal learning, such as books ( percent of respondents), whereas wisdom is gained
through personal experience ( percent of respondents). In another study, also using a university
sample, young adults were asked to answer the open-ended question “How can a person achieve
wisdom?” (König & Glück, ). Over half of the participants included life experience in their
answer, and many further articulated that the accumulation of life experience is essential to
wisdom. An interesting question, therefore, is what type of life experience people consider to
be most conducive to the development of wisdom. The folk notion that individuals become
“sadder but wiser” through personal hardship seems to be fairly pervasive, but it is an empirical
question whether or not people associate wisdom development with adversity, which we shall
examine next.

... Beliefs about Experiences that Foster Wisdom
Probing the life-experience hypothesis further, Glück and Bluck () asked a sample of adults
the question “How does one become wise?” Participants rated nine statements describing
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experiential factors that diverse literatures suggest may be important to the development of
wisdom. In this study, the most highly endorsed response was “Through a broad spectrum of
positive and negative experiences.” The top four most highly endorsed statements also included
“Through enduring and overcoming highly negative events” and “Through confronting human
mortality.” The latter two statements convey emotionally challenging situations; however, note
that the most highly endorsed item referred to a diverse range of negative and positive experiences.
Indeed, wisdom researchers have been re-thinking the assumed relationship between wisdom and
adversity, arguing instead that the defining feature of a wisdom-fostering situation is the extent to
which it challenges one’s basic beliefs about life, rather than its emotional valence. What do you
think? Have you had any extremely positive experiences that have led to learning important life
lessons that you might consider wise?

The relationship between life experience and the development of wisdom has also been
investigated autobiographically. This approach assumes that people are able to identify moments
in their own life that have made them wiser, or, more modestly, have helped them to learn lessons
or gain insight that could be considered wise. In one study (Weststrate et al., ),  middle-
aged adults provided an autobiographical memory of a wisdom-fostering life event, which was
rated by trained coders for three life-event characteristics theoretically relevant to wisdom
(fundamentality, emotional valence, and cultural normativity), as well as the specific event type
reported. The researchers found that people generally reported gaining wisdom from highly
fundamental, emotionally negative, and culturally non-normative events (e.g., divorce, premature
death of a loved one, job loss). It is unclear whether these events actually led to growth in wisdom
or simply reflect stereotypical ideas about wisdom development.

... Beliefs about Social Interactions that Foster Wisdom
Beyond the perceived importance of these relatively momentous life events, another notable
theme that has emerged across studies is the role of social interactions, such as informal
mentorship and advice giving, in the development of wisdom. For example, the participants in
the study by Glück and Bluck () rated “learning from wise individuals” as the second
strongest determinant of wisdom development. Interestingly, people believe that both the mentor
and the mentee stand to gain wisdom from these relationships. Weststrate et al. () found that
formal and informal learning experiences were the fourth most frequent type of wisdom-fostering
event reported by middle-aged adults, with the most frequent sub-category involving advice
giving and mentorship, often in occupational, spiritual, or family settings. Igarashi, Levenson,
and Aldwin () found that “social transactions” (e.g., seeking expert advice, receiving emo-
tional support, making new social connections) were viewed as important sources of growth in
wisdom through difficult life events. Do you have a wise mentor in your life? Who was that
person and what have you learned from them?

These findings suggest that people perceive the development of wisdom as socially situated –

that is, mentors, colleagues, and people in general are a social resource that supports the
development of wisdom. Somewhat surprisingly, the influence of social interactions on actual
wisdom development has been understudied by experts, although research has shown that even
imagining a conversation with a person whose advice is typically found to be helpful can enhance
wisdom in specific situations (Staudinger & Baltes, ). So next time you confront a life
challenge, you might consider pausing for a moment to have an internal dialogue with one of the
wise mentors in your life to imagine what advice they might give you.
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Up to this point in the chapter, we have focused on beliefs about general characteristics of
wisdom, its manifestation, and its development that are endorsed by most people in a particular
milieu. The extent to which these beliefs are endorsed by individual people differs greatly,
although sometimes in systemic and predictable ways. This variation is the subject of the next
section. As you will see, beyond general cultural influences, individual conceptions of wisdom
seem to be shaped by personal and professional experiences as well.

. Individual and Cross-Cultural Differences in Folk
Conceptions of Wisdom

Over the past decade, there has been increasing interest among researchers in how folk concep-
tions of wisdom differ across people and cultures. What do you think? Do you think conceptions
of wisdom are more or less universal, or do you expect differences to emerge across genders,
professional contexts, and cultures? If so, what might those differences look like and where do you
think they come from? Let us take a look at what the research shows.

.. Folk Conceptions across Gender

Across three studies, each using different methods, Glück et al. () reported small gender
differences in conceptions of wisdom. First, in a descriptor-rating study, they found that men
were somewhat more likely to view “intelligence” as important to wisdom, whereas women
more frequently rated “love for humanity” and “acceptance of others” as important. In line with
this, men rated “studying philosophy” as more important to wisdom development than did
women, whereas women viewed “dealing with negative events,” “confronting mortality,” and
“religious and spiritual experiences” as slightly more relevant. In a second, autobiographical
study, men were more likely to report having thought, said, or done something wise within the
context of their professional life, whereas women referred to a range of life domains, including
family and events involving death and illness. Finally, in an experimental study, participants
rated one of two fictitious characters, “Paul” or “Paula,” for  wisdom-related characteristics.
The only aspect that differed across the two questionnaires was the gender of the target
individual. Male and female participants did not differ in their ratings of Paul and Paula.
However, both male and female participants rated Paula slightly higher on a component of
wisdom that reflected concern for others (e.g., “wants the best for others,” “tries to help
others”). Consistent with these findings, using a real-life approach, Weststrate et al. ()
found that men were more likely to nominate exemplars who embodied the philosophical
wisdom prototype (e.g., Einstein, Socrates).

Together, these results suggest that men have a slightly more cognitively oriented view of
wisdom, whereas women also tend to include emotional and communal aspects of wisdom as
important to its definition and development (see also Glück & Bluck, ). It seems that,
like many other things, conceptions of wisdom reflect socially prescribed gender roles and
should not be interpreted as representing essential differences in how men and women think.
Please note that not all research has observed significant gender differences in folk concep-
tions of wisdom (e.g., König & Glück, ), and therefore any real difference is probably
quite small.
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.. Folk Conceptions across Professional Contexts

Early research by Sternberg () suggested that the professions which people pursue may reflect
and nurture particular worldviews that influence how they think about psychological character-
istics such as wisdom. Sternberg () found that, despite considerable overlap, professors of art,
business, philosophy, and physics each emphasized unique aspects of wisdom that were consistent
with their academic specializations. For example, art professors saw “sensitivity” as related to
wisdom, whereas business professors felt that taking a “long-term perspective” on matters was
indicative of wisdom.

Although not comparative, qualitative research has probed the meaning of wisdom in profes-
sional contexts, with studies including in-service educators (e.g., teachers, principals, administra-
tors; Chen et al., ), psychotherapists (Levitt & Piazza-Bonin, ), and judges (Levitt &
Dunnavant, ). These rich explorations bring to light how wisdom is shaped by the demands
of an occupation and applied on a contextual basis so as to achieve a specific goal, such as teaching
others, helping others, or making a legal decision, respectively.

.. Folk Conceptions across Cultures

From ancient times until today, cultures around the world can be said to have had a wisdom
tradition of some kind – that is, systems of belief and associated teachings that outline both the
meaning of life and how to lead a meaningful life, which in turn shape the dominant values and
goals of a particular society (Assmann, ; Clayton & Birren, ). How might folk
conceptions of wisdom differ across time and context? Since people come to understand the
meaning of wisdom through cultural engagement (e.g., in schools, families, spiritual communi-
ties), their conceptions of wisdom should reflect the dominant sociocultural, religious, and
philosophical traditions of a given milieu. The meaning of wisdom in Western nations, for
example, is heavily influenced by ancient Greek philosophy (e.g., Artistotle, Plato, Stoics) and the
Judeo-Christian religious traditions. Eastern traditions, on other the hand, have an impressive
array of influences, including the spiritual teachings of Buddhism, Sufism, and Hinduism, as well
as the philosophical influences of Taoism and Confucianism. Although seemingly expansive, we
are sure that this list does little justice to the rich cultural origins of wisdom in each of these areas
(for a more comprehensive treatment, see Edmondson & Woerner, ; Ferrari & Alhosseini,
; Swartwood & Tiberius, ; Yang & Intezari, ).

With this in mind, folk conceptions of wisdom should differ across cultures, but this is not
entirely borne out in the empirical literature. Before reviewing what has been observed, a couple
caveats are in order. First, there have been very few cross-cultural studies on conceptions of
wisdom. Second, as Yang and Intezari () point out, this research has almost entirely
ignored Persia, Africa, Oceania, and Latin America, which are home to some of the oldest
wisdom traditions in the world. Thus the findings presented here should, at best, be viewed
as preliminary.

The majority of cross-cultural studies have made broad comparisons of Western (e.g., Canada,
USA, Australia) and Eastern (e.g., Japan, Taiwan, India) conceptions of wisdom. Based on this
research, Takahashi and colleagues (Takahashi, ; Takahashi & Bordia, ) have argued
that Western conceptions of wisdom emphasize analytical dimensions (e.g., knowledge,
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reasoning), whereas Eastern conceptions integrate both cognitive and affective features (e.g.,
discretion, empathy) in a so-called “synthetic” understanding of wisdom, reflecting dominant
philosophical traditions in each of those areas.

However, this distinction between analytical and synthetic conceptions of wisdom might be
something of an oversimplification. Studies of folk conceptions in Western contexts have also
observed similar affective characteristics (e.g., empathy, love for humanity; Glück & Bluck,
). Moreover, a study of wisdom exemplars in Mainland China found basically no evidence
for the benevolent wisdom prototype (Hu et al., ), compared with a study in Canada and the
USA (Weststrate et al., ), where one-third of the nominated exemplars demonstrated
benevolence and compassion. Thus within-culture variability should not be underestimated,
especially in highly diverse cultures. Until more research has been conducted, the safest conclu-
sion to draw is that there is cross-cultural consensus on the major features of wisdom; however,
cultures may differ in the degree to which they emphasize particular aspects over others.

. Conclusion

As this review has shown, research into folk conceptions of wisdom is a rich and diverse field.
Many of the first psychological investigations into wisdom focused on understanding everyday
people’s conceptions, and this line of inquiry continues to thrive today. New threads of research
include studies on conceptions of how wisdom develops, and studies of individual and cross-
cultural differences in the content of folk conceptions. Now, as always, research into folk
conceptions is necessary for a full science of wisdom, and investigations into people’s understand-
ing of wisdom continue to move the field forward in exciting ways.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() In your own words, how would you define wisdom? What characteristics, qualities, abilities,
or skills do you think are essential to wisdom? How does wisdom differ from intelligence,
creativity, and morality?

() If you were asked to nominate both a person from your life and a public figure as exemplars
of wisdom, whom would you choose and why? What might these nominations tell you
about your own conception of wisdom?

() Thinking about your own life, how did you come to understand the concept of wisdom?
What factors shaped your understanding of wisdom? Were there particular influences that
now stand out as you look back?

() What is the difference between folk conceptions of wisdom and formal theories of wisdom?
What are the possible relationships between these two approaches to the study of wisdom?

() How would you summarize the research literature on folk conceptions of wisdom? What are
some of the major themes emerging from this literature? To what degree do the folk
conceptions reviewed in this chapter align with your own understanding of wisdom? How
are they different?

() Describe the three main approaches to studying folk conceptions of wisdom. What are the
strengths and limitations of each approach? If you were going to design a study on folk
conceptions of wisdom, which approach would you choose and why?
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() Think for a moment about the cultures or communities to which you belong. Are there
understandings of wisdom that are specific to those communities? How might these
conceptions differ from those of other cultures or communities?

() What would you recommend to wisdom scientists as future directions for research on folk
conceptions? Are there specific gaps in the literature that should be filled? Why would it be
important to research those topics?

. Investigations

Nic Weststrate’s research program investigates the development, manifestation, and transmission
of wisdom. Grounding his research in narrative theory and methods, he explores the role of
storymaking and storytelling in how people learn fundamental lessons from and about life, and
how they share those lessons with others in social contexts. His research on storymaking examines
the characteristic ways in which people reflectively narrate both positive and negative life
challenges. His research on storytelling examines the intergenerational transmission of wisdom
within the context of families and communities. He is interested in what life lessons elders want to
share with younger people, and also in the conditions that optimize such transmission. Recently,
he has been investigating the process, content, and outcome of intergenerational storytelling in
the LGBTQIA+ community.

Susan Bluck’s program of research is grounded in taking a functional approach to autobio-
graphical remembering. That is, she aims to understand how people use memories of past life
experiences to serve them at the present time in their life. This approach has influenced her
investigations of wisdom – her focus has been on how people remember and tell stories of times in
their life when they acted wisely. This includes the kinds of events that they nominate and the
forms that wisdom takes as they recall and narrate their lived experience, particularly in the face of
challenge. As such, Susan studies everyday wisdom as it manifests in individual lives. Individuals
describe how past events direct their current thinking through lessons learned and insights gained.
Her work focuses on individuals across the adult lifespan, including those nearing death. In terms
of theoretical work on wisdom, together with Judith Glück she developed the MORE Life
Experience Model, which describes how wisdom develops, including life reflection as a necessary
component for transforming life experiences into opportunities for wisdom.

. Practical Applications

Nic Weststrate’s research program has implications for real-world practice in educational, health-
care, and community settings. First, his research suggests that it is important for teachers to
cultivate reflective thinking abilities in students, starting them on the path toward wisdom early
on. Second, his research could have implications for how psychotherapists scaffold the meaning-
making processes of their clients. Third, his research suggests that practitioners in the aging
services sector should create meaningful opportunities for intergenerational social connection that
centers on storytelling.

As a lifespan developmentalist, Susan Bluck has examined how individuals narrate stories of
wisdom at different points across the lifespan. This includes a translational aspect – understanding
how people recall and narrate experiences of losing a loved one or of facing their own death.
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As such, she has collaborated with colleagues in nursing and other health professions that focus on
palliative care and aim to improve the quality of life at the end of life. Being able to tell one’s story
in a meaningful and potentially wise way is important not only for the dying person, but also for
the bereaved loved ones who carry the story of the death forward with them and attempt to
integrate it into their life story.

Glossary

affective component one of three main components of people’s folk conceptions of wisdom
observed across methods and contexts. The affective component encompasses three facets: ()
benevolence, () compassion, and () positive mindset.

cognitive component one of three main components of people’s folk conceptions of wisdom
observed across methods and contexts. The cognitive components refer to exceptional ability in
two areas: () life experience/knowledge, and () reasoning/judgment.

descriptor approach one of three common approaches to the investigation of folk conceptions.
Participants are asked to generate, rate, or rank adjectives or short descriptors for their relevance
to wisdom.

experimental approach one of three common approaches to the investigation of folk concep-
tions. Characteristics of a hypothetical person or situation are manipulated in order to study the
impact of such factors on judgments about wisdom.

folk conception a non-expert’s concept or theory of a psychological phenomenon – in this case,
of wisdom. Folk conceptions are also referred to as implicit, internal, layperson, or
subjective theories.

real-life approach one of three common approaches to the investigation of folk conceptions.
Participants are asked to share instances of wisdom from their real-life experience or from the
experience of another person deemed to be an exemplar of wisdom.

reflective component one of three main components of people’s folk conceptions of wisdom
observed across methods and contexts. The reflective component encompasses three facets: ()
deep insight, () critical self-reflection, and () humility.

wisdom exemplar a real-life person who demonstrates or embodies wisdom. Exemplars are ideal
representations or paragons of wisdom.
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Psychological Theories of Wisdom

Robert J. Sternberg, Judith Glück, and Sareh Karami

. Introduction

Max is an English teacher and headteacher of a twelfth-grade class. He has a good relationship
with his students. One day, the members of the class tell him that they are having a problem
with their new math teacher. She does not seem to be particularly good at explaining things,
and her answers to students’ questions are not very helpful. The students have less than a year
until their final exams, and they are very worried about failing the math exams. Max talks to
the math teacher, but she is quite defensive. She tells him that she does not think there is a
problem, and says that she is happy to let him teach the math classes if he thinks he can do
better. Obviously, she is very angry at the students for complaining about her. What should
Max do?

Many people might say that the math teacher is just a bad teacher and that Max should talk to
the headmaster and ask to have her replaced. But is that a wise answer? What would be a wise
answer? How would one know what a wise answer is?

This chapter is about psychologists’ theories of wisdom – about what makes some people wise
and what makes other people, however intelligent and creative they might be, unwise. There are
several psychological theories of what wisdom is. They are intended to describe the underlying
nature of wisdom and, as far as is possible, to explain it. A good theory also provides predictions –
it produces a specific hypothesis, which in turn predicts what empirical results should follow from
research if the theory is correct. Psychological theories of wisdom are useful because they help us
to understand what wisdom is and what it is not, they make predictions about what should come
to pass if the theory is true, they suggest how wisdom might be measured, they help us to
understand why people differ in their levels of measured wisdom, and they suggest ways in which
wisdom might be developed in people, including future leaders.

. Major Psychological Theories of Wisdom

Several major psychological theories of wisdom have been proposed (see Glück et al., ;
Sternberg & Glück, ; Sternberg & Karami, a). This list is by no means comprehensive,
but rather it serves to illustrate the range of psychological theories of wisdom that have
been proposed.

 Portions of this chapter draw from ideas expressed in Sternberg, R. J. and Glück, J. (). Wisdom: The Psychology of
Wise Thoughts, Words, and Deeds. Cambridge University Press, and Sternberg, R. J. and Karami, S. (a). What is
wisdom? A unified P framework. Review of General Psychology, (), –.
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.. Origins of Contemporary Psychological Theories in Early Psychological Research

Early psychological theorizing was of the “implicit” variety, whereby psychologists, instead of
proposing their own theories, asked participants in psychological studies what they meant by
“wisdom” (see overview in Chapter ). Often, such implicit theorizing precedes explicit theoriz-
ing, whereby psychologists (or other professionals) reflect on the conceptions of laypeople or
professionals and then try to systematize some of those thoughts and add their own, producing
more formal explicit theories of the psychological construct of interest.

Much of contemporary theorizing about wisdom can be traced to the doctoral dissertation of
Vivian Clayton, showing how students, sometimes inadvertently, can become thought leaders
(Clayton, , ; Clayton & Birren, ). Clayton asked people with no particular sets of
expertise to list descriptors of a wise person. From these lists she identified the following set of
 commonly listed descriptors: () experienced, () intuitive, () introspective, () pragmatic, ()
understanding, () gentle, () empathetic, () intelligent, () peaceful, () knowledgeable, ()
sense of humor, and () observant. After analyzing these data, Clayton concluded that individ-
uals view wisdom as comprising three dimensions: cognitive, reflective, and affective. The
cognitive dimension pertains to how people think – for example, do they seek deep understand-
ing? The reflective dimension pertains to how people observe and think about their thinking – for
example, do they try to understand things not only from their own point of view, but also from
the point of view of others? And the affective dimension pertains to how people feel – for example,
are they gentle, empathetic, and peaceful? As you will see in this chapter, these three dimensions
still seem to capture many important aspects of wisdom.

Early studies that looked at people’s folk conceptions of wisdom served as precursors of the
explicit psychological theories that were to follow. The first of these was the Berlin Wisdom
Model.

.. The Berlin Wisdom Model

The first major explicit theory of wisdom was proposed by the late Paul Baltes and his colleagues
(Baltes & Kunzmann, ; Baltes & Staudinger, , ; Baltes & Smith, , ).
According to the Berlin Wisdom Model, wisdom is an expert knowledge system. Experts are
people who have gained extraordinary knowledge in a field through years of training and practice.
The field of wisdom, according to the Berlin group, is concerned with the important and difficult
matters of life. Wisdom-related expert knowledge involves five facets: rich factual knowledge, rich
procedural knowledge, lifespan contextualism, relativism of values, and awareness and manage-
ment of uncertainty. Rich factual knowledge includes knowledge about human nature, about the
life course, and about the various kinds of challenges that people confront in their lives. Rich
procedural knowledge involves the strategies that one can follow when dealing with life challenges
and when giving advice on how to confront those challenges. Lifespan contextualism involves
knowledge of how the cultural, societal, temporal, and other contexts that one encounters in life
affect the kinds of decisions that one needs to make. Relativism of values means that wise people
know that the values people hold can differ across people and cultures, with different people
sometimes quite certain that their values somehow represent the ones that people “truly” should
hold. Recognition and management of uncertainty refers to one’s understanding that life is
uncertain and unpredictable, and that one needs to find ways of dealing with this uncertainty,
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such that any strategy one ever develops may have to be changed in response to unexpected yet
sometimes inalterable changes.

What does the Berlin model say about Max’s problem with the math teacher? To find a wise
solution, Max will need a lot of relevant factual knowledge – perhaps not about math, but about
teaching, about young teachers and their fears of failure, and about his students. He should also
have procedural knowledge about how to listen, in order to figure out what exactly the problem is,
and how to talk to both sides. He should consider the influence of situations and contexts on
behavior – for example, perhaps it is very important for the math teacher to gain a permanent
position, or maybe the students are overreacting because the government has announced changes
to the final-exam system. Max should also consider the fact that the goals and values of the new
teacher may not be the same as his own or those of the students. Finally, he should consider that
things might work out in many different ways, and make some alternative plans.

.. The Balance Theory of Wisdom

Around the same time that the Berlin model was developed, Sternberg (, , a,
b) proposed a balance theory of wisdom. The balance theory differs somewhat from other
models in that its emphasis is not on personal traits per se, but rather on how these personal traits
are deployed in the world. That is, a wise person is someone who uses whatever personal
characteristics they have in order to accomplish certain ends. Thus it is a functional theory rather
than a trait-based one.

According to Sternberg, a person is wise to the extent that they use their skills and knowledge
to () achieve a common good, by () balancing intrapersonal (their own), interpersonal (others’),
and extrapersonal (larger) interests over () the long term as well as the short term, through () the
utilization of positive ethical values, by () adapting to, shaping, and selecting environments.

Achieving a common good means attaining a goal that benefits all of the parties who are
affected by a judgment or decision, including people who have interests different from one’s own.
One achieves the common good by balancing one’s own interests with the interests of others and
of large entities, such as the community, a state or province, a country, the world, or even entities
beyond the world, such as the universe (e.g., when one is concerned about polluting not only the
Earth, but outer space as well, where tons of space junk sent up from Earth are a major source of
pollution). Too often, people define the common good as a tribal good, viewing people different
from themselves as unworthy of being considered as part of the common good. For example, the
USA was founded on the principle of equality of all, but that equality excluded members of many
groups, including women, people of color, and people of many religions other than
mainstream Protestantism.

One of the reasons why it is hard for people to be wise in their lives is because they are so
susceptible to viewing short-term effects at the expense of long-term effects. Antibiotics, for
example, were a great innovation until they were overused, at which point their greatness began to
diminish. Eventually, they started to become ineffective as mutant strains of bacteria gained
resistance to them.

Wisdom also involves the infusion of positive ethical values, such as the golden rule of acting
toward others as one would have them act toward oneself, or of communicating sincerely and
honestly because once one party starts lying, this encourages others to begin doing so as well. And
finally, wise action can be of three kinds. One can decide to adapt to the environment as it exists,
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sometimes accepting that what the environment offers is imperfect but that nothing better is to be
had. Or one can decide to shape the environment, changing it to be better not only for oneself but
also for others. Or one can decide that one cannot find a true common good in the environment
in which one finds oneself, and then seek out a new environment. Sometimes environments are
just not modifiable, and one has to decide whether to accept them or leave.

What would a balanced solution to Max’s problem look like? It would have to be a solution
that balances everyone’s interests – those of the students, the new teacher, the school, perhaps
even the interests of the students’ parents and, possibly, of Max as well. The solution would also
have to be viable in the long term as well as in the short term. If the teacher gets transferred to a
different, lower-grade class, Max’s students will pass their final exam, but the younger students in
the other class might get a bad math education. Max’s approach would have to be ethical – he
would need to be honest with everyone and treat everyone with respect. Finally, he would want to
teach his students that they did the right thing by trying to change their environment – the math
class. However, he might also want to point out to them that in other, similar situations, it might
be necessary for them to find a way to adapt to the new situation.

.. Ardelt’s Three-Dimensional Model

Monika Ardelt (–, ) suggested that the Berlin Wisdom Model is incomplete in
several respects. First, she argued that the model is too cognitive – it does not take into account
emotional and motivational aspects of wisdom. Second, wisdom is not acquired through the
accumulation of theoretical knowledge, but rather through reflection on one’s own personal life
experience. Ardelt suggested instead that wisdom involves three personality dimensions –based on
the work of Clayton and Birren () mentioned earlier, she labeled them as cognitive, affective,
and reflective. This is the so-called three-dimensional model of wisdom.

The cognitive dimension is most similar to the Berlin model. It involves a desire to explore life
and its vagaries. Some people are just curious about the complex questions of our existence, and
these individuals are more likely to acquire wisdom-related knowledge than people who are
curious about other things. At the same time, they understand that life is uncertain and often
unpredictable – that knowledge is not only limited, but also much of what one ideally would like
to know is, at a given time, unknowable.

The affective dimension involves sympathy and compassion for others, including people who
are unlike oneself and who may have value systems different from one’s own. According to Ardelt,
wise individuals refrain from behavior that shows negative emotions or indifference toward others,
but instead accept and value them for who they are.

The reflective dimension requires a willingness to look at issues from different perspectives.
People who are reflective realize that two people may claim, cognitively, to understand something,
and yet have wholly different understandings of the same thing. They are also willing to question
their own beliefs and behaviors and to see where their own judgment may be biased.

With respect to Max’s problem, Ardelt might agree with the Berlin group that if Max is a wise
teacher, he can draw on a lot of knowledge. As he has always been very interested in people and
their relationships, he has learned a lot about life. Ardelt would suggest that Max should try to
take everyone’s perspective and put himself in their shoes. How does the young teacher feel when
he confronts her? How can he help her to develop a better relationship with the students? How do
the students feel, and how can he support them? Ardelt would also suggest that Max should
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question his own motives. Does he truly want to help the new teacher, or does some part of him
enjoy the fact that he is a better teacher than she is and that the students like him better?

.. Webster’s HERO(E) Model of Wisdom

The model proposed by Jeffrey Dean Webster (, , , ) views wisdom as the
ability to apply insights gained from past experiences in order to solve problems and help other
people. Webster has suggested five elements of wisdom in what he refers to as his HERO(E)
model – humor, emotional regulation, reminiscence/reflectiveness, openness to experience, and
critical life experiences. Webster’s basic idea is that wisdom is acquired through thinking about, and
learning from, critical life experiences. Wisdom is something one acquires from life experience. One
cannot learn it from textbooks, from sitting in classrooms, or from merely having conversations with
wise people. Wise individuals reminisce and reflect on their experiences, trying to make meaning
and gain insights from them. Openness is a willingness to try out new experiences and perspectives.
Emotional regulation is particularly relevant in difficult situations that cause strong negative feelings,
such as anger or anxiety. Wisdom involves acknowledging and accepting those feelings, but also
being able to regulate them as the situation requires. Humor is included in the model because it is a
way in which one can achieve some distance from a phenomenon – by looking at it humorously or
ironically. Humor especially applies in the context of not taking oneself and one’s ideas too
seriously – that is, having a sense of humor about oneself and one’s ideas. Once one takes one’s
own ideas too seriously, it becomes hard to take others’ ideas as seriously, and one loses one’s ability
to consider others’ ideas with careful judgment and respect.

As for Max’s problem, Webster might advise him to apply insights gained from earlier
experiences. When Max was a young teacher himself, what would have helped him to become
a better teacher? What advice from an older colleague would have been helpful? Max should also
pay attention to his own emotions – if he grows angry with his young colleague, maybe he can
control those feelings by recalling his own early teaching years. Humor might help him a lot in
building a relationship with the young colleague.

.. Wisdom as Self-Transcendence

Drawing on concepts from Buddhism, Michael R. Levenson and Carolyn Aldwin have proposed a
self-transcendence model of wisdom (Aldwin et al., ; Levenson et al., ). Self-
transcendent individuals are not focused on themselves as much as most of us are. They are at
peace with who they are, and this includes their weaknesses. They are well aware of their own
weaknesses, but they have accepted them and learned to deal with them. They do not depend on
external validation, such as fame, riches, or constant reassurance from other people. They care a
lot about others, and because they do not need reinforcement from their friends and family
members, they can accept and love them just as they are. Self-transcendent individuals feel closely
connected to other people, to humanity at large, and to nature. Many of them commit themselves
to a common good.

With regard to Max’s problem, a self-transcendent Max would not feel angry or affronted by
the math teacher’s emotional reaction. He would feel compassion both for the teacher, for her
obvious insecurity, and for the students. He would try to help both sides to find a compromise
without caring about the costs or benefits of the situation to him.
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.. The Polyhedron Model of Karami and Colleagues

Karami and colleagues (Karami et al., ; Karami & Parra-Martinez, ) have suggested a
polyhedron model of wisdom (PMW) based on a systematic review of wisdom studies in three
different disciplines (Karami et al., ). Wisdom is a situational construct that involves the
adequate use of knowledge, intelligence and creativity, self-regulation, openness and tolerance,
altruism and moral maturity, and sound judgment to solve critical problems. The polyhedron
model offers an organic approach to inform people’s behaviors during times of crisis. Crises test a
person’s ability to find novel solutions to impending problems, while dealing with personal
interest and emotions, and various levels of impact on the world.

A wise person actively acquires and retains knowledge that is relevant to understanding and
processing a given situation in context. Sound judgment involves thinking through problematic
situations in terms of what to believe or how to act in facilitating the decision-making process.
Wise people carefully revisit their life events, critically evaluate processes and outcomes, and
determine strategies to change themselves, their actions, the environment, or others. In addition,
because of the intricate reciprocal relationship between self-reflection and self-regulation, wise
individuals are constantly self-actualizing and persevering in order to learn from their experiences
and attain their goals.

According to the polyhedron model, wise people understand that the validity of information
available to humans is essentially limited, and individuals have access only to select parts of reality
in which the present and future cannot be fully known in advance. Wise people consider the
limitations of their knowledge, the uncertainty of the future, and the uncertainty of life events.
Hence wisdom encompasses facing, understanding, and synthesizing a great diversity of beliefs,
values, goals, and experiences.

Wise people develop prosocial behaviors. They understand morality and ethics, and conse-
quently become sensitive to the injustices of the world. They are empathetic toward other people’s
suffering and struggles. They strive for personal growth and help others to grow.

The polyhedron model also includes creative thinking. Creative thinkers detect gaps, produce
novel and useful ideas (fluency, originality), produce alternative ideational categories (flexibility),
and introduce details to ideas (elaboration).

Dynamic balance translated into action is perhaps the most important component of the
polyhedron model. It refers to balancing interests and points of view, and, where possible, to
synthesizing them in such a way that they can be understood in relation to each other. The
model does not claim that every component is essential for a person to be wise. However,
dynamic balance is the tacit recognition of what elements of wisdom are required to address a
problem in each context, time, place, and set of circumstances. A wise person should be able to
read into the complexities of reality and use their skills to face each problem and decision that
life presents.

According to the polyhedron model, Max would engage in solving this problem even if he has
to sacrifice his personal benefits (such as time and energy) to benefit everyone’s well-being. He
needs to build a body of relevant information from different sources (e.g., students, teacher,
parents, and students’ records) in order to understand all the components of the problem. He
needs to consider the perspectives, goals, values, and interests of all sides if he is to come up with a
useful and novel solution. Max would evaluate the potential consequences of a proposed solution
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or decision in the short and long term. The solution would probably involve several steps. He
needs to monitor his emotional control, processing action plans, and learning from mistakes.

.. The Common Model of Wisdom of Grossmann and Colleagues

Igor Grossmann and his colleagues have suggested a common model of wisdom that seeks to
combine elements of previous models. They define wisdom as “morally-grounded excellence in
social-cognitive processing” (Grossmann et al., , p. ). “Morally-grounded” wisdom is
that which balances one’s own interests with those of others, pursues truth rather than
dishonesty, and cares about the needs of all of humanity. “Excellence in social-cognitive
processing” means that wise individuals () consider different contexts, () take different
perspectives and consider the short- and long-term effects of their decisions, () think reflec-
tively and dialectically, and () are aware of the limitations of their own knowledge and the
subjectivity of their thinking. Indeed, it is often the case that the more people know, the more
they realize they do not know.

According to the model of Grossmann and his colleagues, Max would need to analyze the
problem carefully. He would have to consider the situations of everyone involved, and their
different perspectives, needs, and goals. He would need to reflect critically on his own thinking to
make sure that his personal biases – perhaps a bias favoring the students – do not play a role in
how he handles the situation. Finally, he would have to look for a solution that benefits everyone,
not just himself.

. A P Theoretical Framework

We have looked at a number of wisdom theories. All of them have somewhat different compo-
nents, but together they seem to produce a comprehensive picture of wisdom. How does one
integrate the ideas in these various theories? An attempt has been made to achieve some kind of
systematization through a so-called “P theoretical framework” (Sternberg & Karami, a).
What exactly does this mean?

According to this framework, wisdom can be understood in terms of six Ps. This framework is
an expansion of a P framework originally proposed for creativity (Rhodes, ). Phan et al.
() have tried to apply Rhodes’ original P model to wisdom.

The six Ps of Sternberg and Karami (a) are () the Purpose of wisdom, () the environ-
mental/situational Presses that lead to wisdom, () the kinds of Problems that require or, at least,
are better solved through wisdom, () the cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and motivational
characteristics of Persons who are wise in their thought and action, () the psychological Processes
that contribute to wisdom, and () the Products of wisdom.

The six Ps are not independent of each other. Clearly, they all interact with each other in
various ways. For example, one’s purpose in solving a wisdom-based problem will influence the
mental processes that one chooses to use to solve the problem. And the processes that one uses will
affect the products of wise thinking. Table . summarizes the six Ps.

Not all theories address all six of the Ps. On the contrary, much of the apparent disagreement
among psychological theories is that they actually deal with different aspects of wisdom as a
psychological phenomenon. That is, the theories do not actually conflict, but rather they are like
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the proverbial blind men feeling parts of an elephant who conceive of different animals because
they are only feeling small parts of the elephant.

.. Purpose

The first P in the theoretical framework is Purpose – what is accomplished by wisdom. Perhaps
surprisingly, not many theories directly address this question.

Baltes and Staudinger () emphasized that wisdom could help people to achieve the best of
which they individually, and collectively in society, were capable not only with regard to their
own development as individuals, but also with regard to the development of others. For those
authors, wisdom seems to involve some combination of self-actualization and other-actualization
(see also Kaufman, ; Maslow, , , ; Webster, , ). As used here, the
term “self-actualization” refers to reaching one’s fullest potential as a person, and the term “other-
actualization” refers to helping others to reach their fullest potential as individuals. But how
would one know when one had achieved such actualization, of oneself or of others?

One way of knowing this might be through the attainment of some kind of common good that
embraces both oneself and others. The theory that perhaps most directly addresses purpose, and
in particular the common good, is the balance theory of Sternberg (, b), according to
which the purpose of wisdom is to achieve a common good. Related to this is the balancing of
intrapersonal (one’s own), interpersonal (others’), and extrapersonal (larger) interests over the long
and short term in the balance theory. Although this purpose of achieving a common good
through balancing is not explicit in other theories, it seems to be at least implicit in many of
them, such as the Berlin paradigm.

Balance plays a part in other theories as well, such as the balance among cognitive, affective,
and reflective elements of wisdom in Ardelt’s theory (Ardelt, ), and the balance of viewpoints
in the theory of Grossmann et al. (). Karami et al. () speak of dynamic balance and
synthesis. Thus one purpose of wisdom may be to achieve balance (the name of Sternberg’s

Table . P Theoretical framework for understanding wisdom

P element Definition of the P Example of the P

Purpose What is accomplished by
wisdom

Seeking a common good: seeking a solution that benefits
Max’s students, the math teacher, and possibly Max
himself

Press Environmental forces that
contribute to wisdom

The students’ upcoming final exams combined with the
math teacher’s defensiveness and limited experience

Problem The challenge facing the person
who is seeking to be wise

How to persuade the math teacher to find ways to improve
her teaching

Person The individual who is seeking
to be wise

Max, with his background, knowledge, experience,
and personality

Processes The mental operations of
wisdom

The questions that Max asks the students and the teacher,
the conclusions he draws from their responses, and the
steps he takes with the students and the teacher in
finding a solution

Product The outcome(s) of wisdom For the teacher, improved teaching skills and greater self-
confidence; for the students, success in the final exams
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theory), whether among interests or among aspects of oneself. People who become out of balance,
according to this viewpoint, find it difficult or impossible to be wise.

Why would balance and the achievement of some kind of good be so important to the purpose
of wisdom across theories? One possible reason might be that it is precisely this balance that
distinguishes wisdom from other human abilities. Typically, we think of both intelligence and
creativity as unidimensional attributes – the more we have of them, the better. More wisdom may
also be better, but wisdom, unlike intelligence and creativity as they are usually conceptualized,
involves a kind of pulling back – a realization that often wisdom is to be found in moderation, in
some kind of “golden mean,” a concept introduced by one of the world’s historical experts on
wisdom, Aristotle.

.. Press

The second element in the P model of Sternberg and Karami (a), extending the work of
Rhodes (), is environmental Press, or the aspects of the environment that push people toward
wisdom. Press can be seen as the set of factors that motivate or enable people to think wisely
(or unwisely), such as structures that force or motivate them to listen to (or ignore) others’
perspectives.

Sternberg (, b) and later Sternberg and Karami (a) identified three features of
press that affect how one draws, in particular, upon wisdom in solving life problems.

First, environmental press derives from questions of competing personal interests, in particular
one’s own, others’, and larger interests. All of the psychological theories recognize that wisdom is
challenging. Sternberg () specifically talks about balancing intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
extrapersonal interests. Karami et al. () recognize the importance of understanding multiple
points of view. Grossmann et al. () speak of context adaptability and multiple perspectives, as
does Ardelt (). Intelligence and creativity, in contrast, do not always involve such competing
interests, and may involve no competing interests at all.

Second, wisdom-based situations often pit short-term interests against long-term interests. Very
often, what is positive in the short term turns out to be negative in the long term. The press of the
short term is often quite different from the press of the long term. One has clients, or customers,
or supervisors, or stockholders, or friends or family pressing for one thing, and yet one believes
that, in the long run, what they are pressing for is the wrong thing. Of course, the press can go the
opposite way. Sometimes people seek short-term gains at the expense of long-term ones, and
others warn them that their short-term gains may result in long-term losses – the lures of
smoking, ingestion of illegal drugs, and making a quick buck at others’ expense come to mind
immediately. Thus one purpose of wisdom is to accomplish short-term goals without compromis-
ing long-term ones.

The eternal challenge of wisdom is knowing what courses of action will compromise long-term
goals. Few people predicted how social media would reward negative posts so much more than
positive posts, in terms of reposting, so that the reward system would perversely favor people who
have bad things to say. Because short-term consequences often have a more clear and immediate
impact, short-term environmental press often ends up taking precedence over long-term press.
The challenge for the wise individual is to balance them.

Third, different individuals and groups may interpret environmental press in different, and
even in mutually incompatible or contradictory ways. As a simple example, when a country acts
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aggressively, some people may view an aggressive response to this as necessary in order to send a
clear message that aggression will not be tolerated. Other people might view a response that
defuses tension as far more appropriate, with the hope that a step-down type of response may ease
tensions. Wisdom lies, in large part, in interpreting the complexities of the situation in a way that
optimizes the goal of peace. Hitler was not to be appeased – Neville Chamberlain is infamous for
proposing “peace in our time.” At the same time, if John F. Kennedy had sought to destroy
Russian missiles in Cuba rather than to establish a blockade, you might not be reading this
chapter today!

People may respond wisely to some kinds of environmental press (e.g., professional ones) and
unwisely to other kinds (e.g., personal ones). Any number of individuals known for their
professional wisdom have been less wise in their personal lives (e.g., King David in the Old
Testament of the Bible). This inconsistency in people’s behavior has led some to argue that
wisdom is largely domain-specific (e.g., Grossmann et al., , ; Zachry et al., ; see
also Chapter ). Staudinger () argued that wisdom about oneself needs to be distinguished
from wisdom about life in general.

Grossmann’s work (see Chapter ) shows that situational press can be important in determin-
ing whether a person shows wisdom in solving a particular problem in a particular situation.
Often there is pressure not to act wisely, such as when individuals or groups feel threatened by the
consequences for them of a wise decision, or when a particular ideology actually leads them to act
in an unwise way. What can be learned from this work is that one can have many elements of
wisdom in place, but then environmental press can lead one to act unwisely, despite one’s
personal characteristics and skills in solving problems.

.. Problems

Problems that require wisdom for their solution are very different from problems that require the
kinds of judgments often required in so-called tests of intelligence, aptitudes, and even many
forms of achievement (Sternberg, a, b; Sternberg & Karami, a, b).

Although “problems” are not part of the original P framework offered for creativity, they need
to be considered in order to identify the differences between wisdom-based problems and other
kinds of problems. What are these differences?

First, real-life problems that require wisdom can never be presented in the multiple-choice
format that is so popular for much of standardized testing. They typically require judgment of
many diverse solutions, and those solutions are not just presented to the problem solver. The
problem solver has to generate the solutions themselves.

Second, wisdom-based problems are ill-structured, in that they lack any kind of clear and
unambiguous path to a solution. They are very unlike, say, the so-called “missionaries and
cannibals” problem or “Tower of Hanoi” problem or many standardized test problems, which,
despite their difficulty, have a path that leads clearly to a unique solution.

Third, one never knows for sure just how wise any given solution is. And solutions that at one
time may appear to be wise may later appear to be supremely foolish. Many of us when solving
problems have made decisions that seemed wise at the time, and later seemed foolish. Examples
are poor relationship choices, choosing to live in a neighborhood or house that is a bad fit with us,
or choosing a job that seemed like a good choice until one started it.

   .  ,   ü ,   
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Fourth, wisdom-based problems are always deeply contextual. What constitutes a good
solution may vary widely across cultures (Edmondson & Woerner, ) and even across
temporal periods in history.

Fifth, problems that require wisdom are often high stakes, at least for the problem solver(s).
Although a standardized test may be for high stakes, any single problem on it probably is not. In
contrast, wisdom-based problems can influence or even determine the course of one’s life. They
are ecologically valid because they are real-world problems (Schwartz & Sharpe, , ;
Sternberg et al., ). There is a big difference, for example, between solving problems relating
to distribution of COVID- vaccines, where lives are at stake, and solving problems on tests that
require computation using mathematical formulas or comprehension of reading passages about
nothing of note.

Sixth, wisdom-based problems typically do not lend themselves to quick solutions. They
require engagement over long periods of time. In this way, they are the opposite of problems
on standardized tests, which typically require very quick solutions.

Seventh, wisdom-based problems frequently need creative and often unexpected solutions. The
paradigmatic case, of course, was King Solomon’s decision to cut a baby in half and give half of
the baby to each of the two women who claimed to be its mother. His plan, of course, was to see
which woman would allow such a horrible solution to be put into effect.

Eighth, as discussed above, wisdom-based problems require the understanding and balancing of
diverse interests, with wise decision makers often having to change their thinking as they go along.

Ninth, wisdom-based problems tend to be emotionally charged. People who may be good at
solving theoretical problems may fall apart when their emotions become involved.

Tenth, wisdom-based problems tend to rely less on formal knowledge and more on tacit or
informal knowledge (Sternberg & Horvath, ). As almost all the psychological theorists of
wisdom have recognized, wisdom-based problems draw on life experience, and minimally if at all
on what one learns in school.

Finally, wisdom-based problems typically have an ethical dimension (Sternberg, ). They
require one to do the “right thing” (see Chapter ). Wisdom is often challenging because, in the
end, people do not want to do what they know is the right thing!

.. Persons

Most psychological theories of wisdom, historically, have emphasized characteristics of the person.
Most of the models that we reviewed earlier focus mainly on wise individuals. Briefly, the Berlin
Wisdom Model describes wise people as experts on the fundamental issues of human life (Baltes
& Staudinger, ). Note, however, that according to Baltes and Kunzmann () the Berlin
model does not view wisdom exclusively as a characteristic of persons – wisdom can also be found,
for example, in texts and documents, which would make it a characteristic of products. Ardelt
(, ) explicitly states that wisdom is a personality characteristic of individuals; according
to her, wisdom cannot be learned from books, but has to emerge as individuals deal with and
reflect on personal experiences. Webster (, ) also conceptualized wisdom as the result of
a person’s reflecting on their experiences.

Only relatively recently have wisdom researchers started to consider wisdom as less of a stable
characteristic that some people have in abundance and others (most of us) do not. In fact, most
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people have had some very wise moments in their life, and some very unwise moments as well
(Grossmann, ; Grossmann et al., ; see Chapter ). This perspective on wisdom
emphasizes the role of environmental press (context) and concrete problems for wisdom more
than the role of person characteristics.

.. Processes

The processes of wisdom proposed by a particular model derive, in large part, from what it takes
to execute whatever the model views as the purpose of wisdom. These processes are not just about
balancing, but also about how one actually balances interests in the face of many competing
constraints. For example, in a conflict, such as that between Israelis and Palestinians, or between
residents of Hong Kong who want freedom of the press and those who are satisfied with
government suppression of the press, multiple groups may seek a common good. They just have
very different ideas of what that common good will be.

Across models, wisdom seems to contain some combination of cognitive and metacognitive,
affective, motivational, and existential or possibly spiritual processes. Some of the processes that
have been proposed include abstract reasoning (Takahashi & Overton, ), dialectical reason-
ing (Grossmann et al., ), self-reflection (Glück & Bluck, ; Staudinger, ; Weststrate
& Glück, ), and emotional regulation (Webster, ). As discussed earlier, Sternberg
(b) has emphasized balance processes – working toward a common good by balancing
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extrapersonal interests, over the long term as well as the short
term, by balancing adaptation to, shaping of, and selection of environments.

.. Products

Products of wisdom include decisions, judgments, problem solutions, and, in the final analysis,
actions based on the concepts that emerge from deliberation. Kaufman and Beghetto () have
proposed a C model of creativity, which Sternberg and Karami (b) have generalized to
wisdom. The products, according to this view, can be of four kinds.

Mini-w wisdom can occur when one is learning what constitutes proper or suitable wise
behavior in a given domain. Sometimes what is wise is the same across domains – for example,
sooner or later we learn that we are supposed to show in our behavior the golden rule of acting
toward others as we would wish them to act toward us. However, in other instances what is wise
differs across domains – for example, it may be wise to jump quickly into the water to try to save
someone who is drowning in a lake, but unwise to quickly jump into the water to save the person
if they are drowning in a rogue (“freak” or “killer”) wave that is likely to take not only the already
drowning person, but also the person who is trying to save them. In the latter case, more extensive
aid will be needed than one individual jumping into the ocean to save the person in distress.

Little-w wisdom constitutes the products of wise decisions we make that may be of conse-
quence for us personally or for those in our immediate surrounding, but that have no real broader
implications. It is the wisdom, say, that we teach our children or our students – for example, that
it is a bad idea to be a bully because it hurts others and also results in others seeing us as aggressive
and inconsiderate of others.

Pro-w wisdom is professional wisdom, and is largely the result of the tacit knowledge that we
gain during our socialization into our profession (see Sternberg & Horvath, ). It might be
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advice, for example, on balancing the interests of stockholders, customers, employees, and
managers in a corporation.

Big-W wisdom is the wisdom that some people apply to major problems, such as how to
distribute the COVID- vaccine to large numbers of people rapidly. It is the kind of wisdom
that one hopes one’s state and national leaders will show in their governance.

To summarize, products can be of four different magnitudes, ranging from mini-w to big-W.
Often one cannot be sure what kind of product a judgment or decision is until some time has
passed and one can look back on the situation and reflect on it and on the decision that
one reached.

. Conclusion

In this chapter we have reviewed some of the major psychological theories of wisdom. We began
by reviewing some of the earliest work and then proceeded to discuss some of the more recent
psychological theories. We then analyzed the composition of these theories in terms of the six Ps:
purpose, press, problems, persons, processes, and products. A comprehensive theory of wisdom
would encompass all six of the Ps, but the field of psychology is not yet close to having a theory
that fully accounts for all of them. Nor is it yet clear exactly what such a theory would look like.

Wisdom is one of the most important characteristics that we need in our lives in order to thrive,
and it is also perhaps what society today needs most of all. Understanding wisdom better through
psychological theories is an important step toward seeing more infusion of wisdom into our lives
throughout the world.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Which definition(s) reviewed in the first part of this chapter do you find most convincing,
and why?

() Try to come up with your own personal definition of wisdom. You can draw elements from
all of the models reviewed in this chapter. You can also add elements if you think something
is missing.

() One important question in wisdom psychology is how we can prove that a theory is valid –

that is, that it really describes wisdom. How could you test whether your personal definition
is really a good description of wisdom?

() Think about a difficult life problem that you or someone close to you has encountered. Can
you identify the six Ps with respect to that problem, as in Table .? What could a wise
solution (i.e., the product of wisdom) have been?

() In the light of the theories of wisdom presented in this chapter, what can a person do to
enhance their own wisdom?

. Investigations

Robert J. Sternberg’s research is focused on attempting to incorporate wisdom into people’s
notions of what it means to be “intelligent.” Historically, wisdom has been seen as related to, but
distinct from, intelligence. And certainly there are aspects of human intelligence that are distinct
from wisdom. However, our “raw” intelligence is destroying the world as we know it. We humans
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are creating problems for ourselves that, in the long run, may become insurmountable, such as
climate change, pollution, weapons of mass destruction, and pandemics resulting from ever
greater proximity of humans to wildlife that used to have its own preserve. If we do not think
of intelligence adaptively, as involving wisdom as well as sheer brainpower to solve complex but
abstract problems removed from everyday life, future generations of humans that would have
been may never come to be, as a result of our own short-sightedness in applying our intelligence
to our individual needs rather than to our collective well-being.

Judith Glück’s main topic of research is wisdom psychology. Having been trained in psycho-
metrics, she has a strong interest in developing new ways to measure wisdom. She is also
interested in the development of wisdom through an interplay of life experiences and internal
and external resources, factors that influence wisdom in professional contexts, ways to foster
wisdom through interventions and through changes in structures and systems, the relationship
between wisdom and morality, and people’s conceptions of wisdom in different cultures.

Sareh Karami’s research involves the polyhedron model of wisdom and its applications. She has
also done work on a P model of wisdom, and on applying that model to intelligence and
creativity. In addition, she is interested in positive creativity – the use of creativity for positive
purposes in order to make the world a better place. Sareh is especially interested in gifted children
and how ideas such as those explored in this chapter can be applied to teaching such children to
capitalize on their gifts.

. Practical Applications

Theories of wisdom are important to everyday life because they can serve as a basis for our
understanding of what wisdom is, of how best to measure it, and most importantly, of how to
develop it in young and even older people. We need to teach people to be not just classically
“smart,” but also wise. Otherwise we put the world at risk because our intelligence destroys
humanity and takes many other species with us.

Glossary

balance theory of wisdom the theory that wisdom is the utilization of one’s abilities and
knowledge toward the attainment of a common good, by balancing intrapersonal, interper-
sonal, and extrapersonal interests over the long term as well as the short term, through the
infusion of positive ethical values, in order to adapt to, shape, and select environments.

Berlin Wisdom Model the theory that wisdom is an expert knowledge system comprising rich
factual knowledge, rich procedural knowledge, lifespan contextualism, relativism of values, and
awareness and management of uncertainty.

common model of wisdom the theory that wisdom comprises balance of viewpoints, epistemic
humility, context adaptability, and multiple perspectives.

HERO(E) model the theory that wisdom comprises humor, emotional regulation, reminiscence/
reflectiveness, openness to experience, and critical life experiences.

polyhedron model of wisdom (PMW) the theory that wisdom comprises knowledge, reflectiv-
ity, and self-regulation, pro-social behaviors and moral maturity, openness and tolerance, sound
judgment and creativity, and dynamic balance and synthesis.
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self-transcendence model the theory that wisdom comprises self-knowledge, self-acceptance,
independence of external sources of reward, connectedness with all of humanity and nature,
and an orientation toward a greater good.

three-dimensional model of wisdom the theory that wisdom comprises cognitive, affective, and
reflective dimensions.
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Wisdom
Situational, Dispositional, or Both?

Igor Grossmann

. Introduction

King Solomon in the Old Testament was known for his wisdom. People came from far and wide to
his court, seeking his wise judgment on challenging, seemingly intractable life matters. However,
despite allegedly being the wisest (and wealthiest) man in his era, his personal life was anything but
exemplary. It was riddled with misjudgments. Known for dispassionate self-restraint when evalu-
ating others’ problems, his personal passions resulted in a vast harem. Solomon accumulated luxury
at the expense of his nation via increasingly unpopular taxation. He showed off the opulence of his
court and palaces to representatives of other kingdoms. Most importantly, he did not spend much
time on the education of his son Rehoboam, whose actions after Solomon’s death led to the
kingdom’s quick demise (Parker, ) (Figure .).

Irrespective of the exact details (and veracity) of this Biblical narrative, the general structure
of the narrative seems familiar – a person shows wisdom when reflecting on others’ concerns,
yet shows little critical acumen in their own life. You can probably think of a friend or two
whose lives appear as paradoxical as King Solomon’s. Yet there is a deeper lesson to be learned
here, which has to do with the core nature of how we perceive wisdom in others and in
ourselves, and how a whole range of biases and illusions prevent us from fully grasping how
wisdom unfolds in our lives.

. Essentialist and Constructivist Views on Wisdom

To appreciate Solomon’s story, we need to take a small detour to characterize how scholars in
philosophy, education, and psychology understand wisdom. In this textbook you will encounter a
range of perspectives on the core psychological features of wisdom. Some of them are about how
to make a wise decision in a challenging situation (e.g., Grossmann, a), while others are
about regulating one’s emotions (Bangen et al., ) or contributing toward a common good
(for a review, see Chapter  of this textbook). However, beyond specific ingredients, there is a
fundamental distinction between a perspective of wisdom as a “fixed” characteristic or as a
“malleable” process. For instance, the general public and some scholars often subscribe to the
notion that wisdom is a discrete trait that is stable and invariable. We shall call this view an
essentialist perspective of wisdom (Grossmann, b). Essentialism in relation to a psycholog-
ical characteristic is a belief that the characteristic is typically stable and invariable across time.
According to this belief, a given characteristic is a natural kind, representing the structure of the
natural world, uniform in structure and composition (Haslam et al., ). An essentialist belief
about wisdom suggests that wisdom is largely stable from one situation to the next and over time.
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This essentialist perspective is captured in our fascination with exemplars of wisdom
(Weststrate et al., ). These are stories of remarkable and unique individuals, sages, political
leaders, or social activists, in history, folklore, and the popular media. Think of Confucius,
Merlin, Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings, Dumbledore in the Harry Potter series, or Yoda in
Star Wars. Or think of Mother Teresa, Mahatma Gandhi, or Malala Yousafsai. Each of these
exemplars signals that wisdom is personal and unique to remarkable, admirable individuals. Yet,
as King Solomon’s example demonstrates, this perspective runs into problems in accounting for
possible variability in exemplars’ wisdom across situations and over time. Is King Solomon a
bad examplar of wisdom, given his variability? Should we ignore his experiences? As we shall
learn in this chapter, the answer to these questions requires some reconsidering of what wisdom
is about.

There is another perspective on the nature of wisdom. This constructivist perspective assumes
that the socio-cultural context in which people find themselves determines their experiences and
their reflections on those experiences. This perspective assumes that wisdom, like many other
psychological processes, is manifested through subjective interpretation of reality (Griffin & Ross,
). It assumes that wisdom is malleable and changeable, and that it is not a natural kind. In
contrast to viewing wisdom as a stable and invariable natural kind, the constructivist perspective
suggests that a person’s wisdom is not very stable from one situation to the next. This perspective
can even be found in the writing of some of the remarkable individuals whom others typically
essentialize as paragons of wisdom.

Like King Solomon, many wisdom exemplars, such as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King,
Jr., Mother Teresa, and Leo Tolstoy, showed large inconsistencies in their wisdom across different
domains of their lives (Grossmann & Kross, ). According to the constructivist view, it is
valuable to study specific experiences or states in which people find themselves. Attention to
cultural, experiential, and situational contexts can help to shed light on factors that promote as
well as inhibit wisdom in people’s lives. Critically, the constructivist perspective does not assume
that wisdom has a unitary stable core. Rather, this perspective acknowledges how cultural–
historical and individual contexts aid the expression of wisdom-related characteristics. As we shall
also see below, constructivist insights have implications for the measurement of wisdom, shifting
the focus from abstract traits to concrete responses to specific situations.

Figure . The Judgement of Solomon, whose wisdom is exemplified in the Biblical story in which he
gives his verdict; he commands a soldier to cut the living child in two, and the true mother objects
to Solomon’s verdict ( Kings :-). Painting by Peter Paul Rubens, c. . Delft, Stedelijk

Museum Het Prinsenhof https://rkd.nl/explore/images/
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. Dispositional versus Situational Approaches in Psychology

Essentialist and constructivist perspectives map onto different approaches to understanding
psychological characteristics at large. On the one hand, there is a long tradition in philosophy
and psychology of viewing psychological characteristics through the lens of (stable) dispositions –
that is, natural tendencies of character or habit to act in a specified way. Yet another prevalent
tradition involves viewing the same characteristics through the lens of (variable) situations – that
is, environmental and situational cues that influence how we experience, understand, and react to
an issue at hand.

Consider the following example. You are sitting in a new restaurant, waiting for your food.
Unfortunately, your order was mixed up and the waiter nervously asks you to wait another half
hour for your food. When you finally get your meal, the waiter just quickly arranges it and leaves.
As the food is lacklustre, and you have spent more than an hour longer at the restaurant than you
had anticipated, you just want to leave. Unfortunately, the waiter is not easy to find, and when
you finally locate them at another table and tell them you need a check, it takes another half an
hour for them to bring it you. The waiter also appears somewhat confused. If somebody asked
you about your waiter’s competence, you would probably state that they are largely incompetent.
You might further vow never to set foot in that restaurant again.

In this situation, you make a dispositional judgment, passing a global judgment on a person or
a place (in this case, evaluating the waiter’s competence and conscientiousness). However,
imagine that you bump into this waiter a few days later in the street, and they tell you that the
restaurant did not get their food supplies on time due to a range of unprecedented circumstances,
and that the chef’s young daughter ended up in hospital right when the chef was preparing your
meal, so that he had to leave halfway through his preparations. Moreover, the restaurant was
severely understaffed due to three other waiters calling in sick an hour before it opened that night.
Finally, your waiter was not even supposed to be working that day. They were called on to help on
their night off, and were not informed that all the other waiters were off sick. Your waiter ended
up serving three times the usual number of meals. Would you still view the waiter as incompetent
and unconscientious?

Bombarded by all this situational information, you may attempt to revise your earlier
judgment. Now you may view the waiter as highly competent – there was no chef present and
no other waiters, yet you were able to get a halfway decent meal! Under such circumstances, the
waiter’s willingness to come for help appears highly conscientious, and his ability to juggle the
limitations at the restaurant seems to indicate a high level of competence.

Situations like the one depicted in this example apply not only to our evaluation of competence
of waiters in restaurants, but also to our views of the wisdom of political leaders. Consider another
example. At a family dinner, a conversation swerves dangerously into politics. Some of the
relatives view a new politician as an ultra-liberal, naive fool, and consider the elder-stateswoman
politician a conservative bastion of wisdom, much needed in uncertain times. Other relatives view
the conservative politician as a dictatorial fool, who is insensitive to pressing social injustices, and
deaf to calls for change. They regard the new politician as a hopeful candidate for a wise new age.
How easy it is to assign wisdom and folly to politicians! Yet what does the family actually know
about these individuals, beyond the caricatured and stylized portrayals in their social-media
campaigns and in the press? How much do they know about the social pressures on politicians
that force them to make certain decisions? Despite the lack of insight into the nuanced
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experiences of political leaders at a family dinner, such considerations are missing. Instead, the
family makes dispositional judgments about the politicians’ wisdom (or folly) based on abstract,
limited fragments of information that have been fed to them via various media channels, as well as
through general impressions they have gained from family and other friends.

This folk psychology approach to individual characteristics is not only common among the
general public, but also prevalent among some experts in the psychological literature. Often
psychologists ask people to judge others, or themselves, in an abstract fashion. For example, how
conscientious are you? How open-minded are you? What about your perspective-taking abilities?
If a given characteristic is a stable disposition, one should be easily able to provide an accurate
assessment of such characteristics, both for oneself and for others. After all, one has had plenty of
chances to observe oneself in the past. If the characteristic is uniform in structure and composition
(both of which are defining features of essentialism), the meaning and the expression of these
characteristics should not be subject to cross-situational variability.

The dispositional approach has long been dominant in many areas of psychological research,
including clinical psychology, industrial and organizational psychology, and personality research.
Similarly, numerous scholars employ measures that assume wisdom to be a stable disposition (e.g.,
Ardelt, ; Thomas et al., ; Webster, ). These measures rely on questionnaires in which
people report how empathetic, thoughtful, or benevolent they consider themselves to be.

At the same time, several research groups have employed the situation-focused approach to
measuring wisdom. For instance, Paul Baltes and his colleagues used this approach within the
Berlin Wisdom Paradigm that you read about in Chapter  of this textbook. Aspects of this
paradigm explicitly target awareness of situational forces on human behavior. As Aristotle pointed
out long ago, wise judgment is by default variable across situations. There is no single rule that
would be “wise” in all situations (Kristjánsson, ). According to this Aristotelian perspective
on wisdom, it is very important to pay attention to the specific contextual factors for action in
response to concrete situations. Consequently, scientists who aim to realize this insight empiri-
cally study wisdom in the context of specific situations that people encounter in their lives.

Overall, as is summarized in Table ., the essentialist perspective on wisdom as a stable
disposition is aligned with the use of self-reported abstract personality-style measures, aiming to
capture wise dispositions – that is, one’s general tendencies (Ardelt, ; Levenson et al., ;
Webster, ). In contrast, the constructivist perspective on wisdom is aligned with measuring

Table . Perspectives on the nature of wisdom and their implications for measurement

Perspective Essentialism
• Wisdom as a natural kind
• Stable
• Similar structure in different
situations

Constructivism
• Wisdom as construed and embedded in socio-
cultural experiences

• Highly variable
• Variable structure in different situations

Approach Dispositional
• Individual differences/traits
• Focus on general tendencies of
character or habit

Situational
• Judgment in concrete situations
• Focus on factors that influence how we
experience, understand, and react to an issue

Measures Context-free
• Self-report questionnaires on general
characteristics

Context-dependent
• Human-coded ratings of reflections on specific
situations
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expression of wisdom-related characteristics in specific situations (e.g., Baltes & Smith, ;
Grossmann et al., , ; Weststrate & Glück, ).

. What Do the Data Tell Us?

Given the differences between the essentialist and constructivist perspectives on the nature of
wisdom, it appears prudent to ask which of these perspectives has greater support from research. Is
wisdom a highly stable characteristic, as essentialists assume? Or is it a pure construction without
any core to it, as constructivists suggest? As the last two decades of empirical research have
revealed, there is some evidence to support both perspectives.

.. Initial Observations about Dispositions and Situations

Judith Glück () and her research team were among the first to explore the stability of wisdom.
The researchers were interested in autobiographical reflections of wisdom nominees. They invited
nominees and comparable control participants to come into the laboratory on two occasions. Each
time, the researchers interviewed the participants about a challenging event from their lives, with
unbiased coders scoring participants’ responses for commonly measured attributes of wisdom. Next,
the researchers compared how wisdom scores from reflection on one experience overlapped with
wisdom scores from reflection on another experience. They also compared how much different
wisdom categories overlapped in each situation – whether a person who showed greater recognition
of their limits was also more likely to consider the broader role of contexts in their life. The results
showed that scores on one category showed a high degree of overlap with scores on another wisdom
category (Pearson’s correlation coefficient r = .). In other words, the responses were internally
consistent. However, wisdom nominees showed only a small degree of convergence between scores
for reflection on different situations, as exemplified by a weak correlation between wisdom scores in
reflections on different situations (r = .). In other words, there was a high level of cross-
situational variability in responses among wisdom nominees.

Analyses from autobiographical experiences suggest that there is some variability in wisdom, but
how common is such variability in real life? Together with scholars from Berlin, Germany, I asked a
large group of local participants to take part in a -day diary study (Grossmann et al., ). Each
day, the participants reported what was the most challenging issue of the day, reflected on their
experience, and provided responses that captured wisdom-related characteristics such as intellectual
humility, consideration of diverse perspectives, and consideration of events in flux and in the
process of change. Using these responses, we could examine how stable and variable wisdom is in
everyday life. It turned out that the overlap between wisdom in response to one situation was only
modestly associated with wisdom in response to another situation on a different day. The percentage
of within-person variance in wisdom (versus variance between persons) ranged from  percent for
consideration of others’ perspectives to  percent for self-transcendence (average of  percent). In
comparison, Big Five personality traits typically vary between  percent and  percent within a
person (Fleeson & Gallagher, ). In other words, a given person’s wisdom when facing a
challenging situation is not likely to tell us how they will react to another challenge. In addition, the
findings were the same when we only looked at the top scorers on wisdom – stability in wisdom
among the top  percent of participants was equally low.
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However, despite substantial variability in wisdom across situations, both the diary study and
subsequent research have suggested that wisdom characteristics show at least some stability.
Moreover, estimates of stability in wisdom from diary studies may provide an overly conservative
estimate. This is because one would ideally want to compare wisdom in response to similar
situations. Yet we are unlikely to experience the same challenges day after day in a diary situation.
And when comparing more similar situations, such as major adversities, the stability of wisdom
appears to be higher (r = .; Dorfman et al., ).

Overall, the current empirical results suggest that there is some evidence of within-person
stability in wisdom from one situation to the next (supporting the dispositional approach). Yet
there is also substantial between-person variability in wisdom (supporting the situational
approach).

.. Variability in Wisdom Is Systematic

Variability in wisdom could be just random noise, and thus something to be ignored. However,
new evidence shows that this variability is quite systematic, both in terms of its associations with
other psychological processes, and when examining social and cognitive factors that may promote
and inhibit wisdom in different challenges that people encounter in their lives. In the diary study
mentioned above (Grossmann et al., ), even though we observed substantial variability in
wisdom from one diary day to another, this variability followed a systematic pattern. When
participants reflected on challenges involving other people, they reported greater wisdom com-
pared with challenges they faced on their own (e.g., a work-related challenge not involving
colleagues) (Grossmann et al., ). Researchers have since replicated this pattern when
examining wisdom in response to major adversities that participants reported in a -year
longitudinal study (Dorfman et al., ). When participants reported adversities with a focus
on themselves (e.g., economic hardship, major health problems), they reported lower wisdom
compared with events that involved other people (e.g., social conflict, health problem of a close
family member).

One further insight about the systematic variability of wisdom concerns its association with
prosocial behavior. This association is often assumed, and this is exemplified in the idea that
wisdom is oriented toward the “common good” (for a review, see Grossmann et al., ).
However, until recently this assumption has not been tested. Note that dispositional and
situational approaches to wisdom would make different predictions about how wisdom would
relate to prosocial behavior or other moral characteristics. A dispositional approach to wisdom
would assume a rather straightforward hypothesis, namely that wiser people are more prosocial,
charitable, giving, or benevolent. Moreover, this association should be stable across situations.
Conversely, a situational approach to wisdom would emphasize how certain features of a
situation (or its subjective construal) have an impact on the association of wisdom with
prosocial behavior.

Together with Justin Brienza and Ramona Bobocel, I have recently decided to address this
question empirically (Grossmann et al., ). We presented a large group of participants with a
public goods game. In this game, one is asked how much of a bonus payment one would be
willing to place into a common pool shared with several other anonymous members of a group to
whom one is assigned. Whatever the person and the other members of their group put into the
common pool will be doubled and split equally among all members of the group. Typically, from
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a perspective of economic self-interest, one would not put anything from the bonus into the
common pool – let other suckers contribute instead. However, the maximum gain in the public
goods game can be achieved if each member cooperates. Thus monetary contributions to the
common pool are typically considered a marker of cooperation. This version of the public goods
game included a twist. Before deciding, one group of participants took extra time to reflect on
their decision, whereas another group was asked to act spontaneously. In addition to the game, we
assessed participants’ wisdom in reflection on an unresolved conflict that they had recently
experienced.

Our empirical results showed that greater wisdom was indeed associated with more cooperative
behavior in the public goods game. Yet these results came with a caveat. This positive association
was present only when participants were given extra time to reflect on their decision, and not
when they made a spontaneous decision about their contribution to the common pool. Overall,
this study provides support for the constructivist perspective rather than the essentialist perspec-
tive on wisdom. The association of wisdom with pro-sociality exists, and yet it also systematically
varies, depending on the features of the situation.

.. Solomon’s Paradox

Perhaps the strongest evidence for systematic cross-situational differences in wisdom comes from
experiments that involve random assignment of participants to conditions that emphasize the
unique features of a situation in a controlled laboratory setting. One situational feature that is
worth exploring concerns the role of personal relevance. Let us return to the example of the
Biblical King Solomon, who apparently showed great wisdom in response to other people’s
challenges, but failed to exercise wisdom when facing personal issues. This Biblical story suggests
an interesting hypothesis involving an asymmetry between expression of wisdom for the personal
versus other people’s issues (Staudinger, ), namely that wisdom may be greater during
reflection on other people’s dilemmas than during reflection on our own challenges.

One of the first experimental studies on wisdom indirectly captured this asymmetry.
Staudinger and Baltes () asked participants to come to the lab to reflect on a range of
scenarios. As is usual with experiments, the researchers randomly assigned the participants to
several different conditions. In the first condition, participants thought about an interpersonal
dilemma on their own. In the second condition, participants considered what other people whose
opinion they valued might say about the same dilemma. The results showed that reflections of
participants in the second, other-focused condition were richer in themes consistent with core
features of wisdom. They were more likely to recognize uncertainty and change, and to acknowl-
edge intellectual humility (i.e., the limits of their knowledge) compared with participants in the
first, think-alone condition. Yet those of you who are more critical of experimental designs may
already see why this experiment may be problematic. When considering other people’s opinions,
participants spent more time deliberating on the scenario – a serious confounding factor in the
researchers’ experimental design (Staudinger & Baltes, ; table ). Perhaps, if people in the
first condition had had more time to reflect on the situation, they would have produced similarly
wise responses even when continuing to think about the issue on their own.

Building on the Biblical analogy concerning Solomon’s judgments about personal versus non-
personal challenges directly, Ethan Kross and I decided to address these limitations and to
examine a possible mechanism that could account for “Solomon’s paradox” (Grossmann &
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Kross, ). We designed a series of experiments in which we carefully controlled the length of
time for which participants reflected on a problem with which they were presented. In one such
study, we invited college students from the University of Michigan, all of whom were in a
monogamous relationship, to visit our laboratory to reflect on a range of interpersonal scenarios.
We randomly assigned the participants to two groups. In the self-centered condition, participants
reflected on situations involving their partner, whereas in the non-self-centered condition,
participants reflected on a comparable situation involving their friend’s partner. Here is an
example of the kind of situation that we instructed participants in the self-centered condition
to reflect on:

Your partner has admitted being unfaithful. You have been in a serious relationship, and now you
suddenly learn that your partner had sex with your close friend.

And here is the corresponding non-self-centered scenario:

Your friend’s partner has admitted being unfaithful. Your friend has been in a serious relationship,
and now your friend suddenly learns that their partner had sex with their close friend.

After the participants had reflected on the presented situation, we assessed their wisdom in
responses to the situation, including measures of their intellectual humility, consideration of
compromise, and consideration of diverse ways in which the situation might unfold after the
incident. For each of the aspects of wisdom, the participants who had reflected on the non-self-
centered scenario were overall more likely to report wisdom compared with the participants who
had reflected on the self-centered scenario. Similar self–other asymmetries in wisdom appear for
scenarios in which a friend betrays one’s trust, and when examining non-college student popula-
tions of younger and older age (Grossmann & Kross, ; study ).

Several interesting insights can be gained from this experimental research. First, the variability
across situations appears to be systematic, and varies depending on the degree of self-involvement.
No matter how wise you are in relation to others’ dilemmas, you can still be a fool in your own
life. Second, the capacity for wisdom may be higher than expected when judging based solely on
decisions that people make about their personal lives.

. Integrating Dispositional and Situational Approaches to Wisdom

It appears that there is both substantial, systematic variability in wisdom, consistent with the
situational approach, and also some evidence of cross-situational and cross-temporal stability in
key wisdom characteristics (e.g., intellectual humility, consideration of change, or perspective
taking), consistent with the dispositional approach. Fortunately, new insights in personality
psychology allow us to integrate these approaches. One way to integrate these insights is to
consider wisdom as a broad system, including one’s culture and ecology (e.g., how culture and
ecology influence thoughts, feelings, and behaviors) (Grossmann, b), as well as experiences
and situations that one encounters over the course of one’s life. Viewing wisdom as a system
allows us to consider its dispositional features. Just as modern theory of personality and corre-
sponding empirical work have shown (Fleeson, ), dispositional and situational features of
wisdom can work together, integrated in a mutually reinforcing multi-level framework.

Let us consider Figure ., which shows how wisdom responses may be distributed across
individuals in a society. On the right side of the figure is a set of bell-shaped distributions. The
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horizontal distribution corresponding to between-person differences is average wisdom. As with
many individual characteristics, when sampled at random, average wisdom may follow a bell-
curve-shaped distribution. Thus Persons A–E depicted on this graph have their average placement
somewhere on this bell-shaped curve. For instance, Aram may be on average more likely to show
wisdom than Elizabeth. But note that Aram, Elizabeth, and each other person also has their own
intra-individual distribution. These distributions are depicted with a vertical bell-shaped curve
(although, arguably, the shape of the curves may vary between individuals as well). Here we see
that, under some circumstances, Elizabeth’s wisdom may be quite similar to if not greater
than Aram’s. What could such circumstances be? First, as we have already learned, Elizabeth
may be in a situation involving family and friends, whereas Aram may be on his own. Or, as we
shall learn below, the perception of the situation may have prompted Elizabeth to express greater
wisdom than Aram. This view of wisdom as consisting of a distribution of characteristics is not
unique to wisdom. As William Fleeson and Eranda Jayawickreme have shown (Fleeson &
Jayawickreme, ), it is prevalent for most individual characteristics in psychology.
As Figure . shows, situation-specific responses reflect individual behavior in a particular
moment. A person’s distribution of such behaviors, across situations and over time, shows the
typical frequency with which that individual is at each level of their own continuum. At the same
time, one can also average a single person’s responses to understand their average tendency.
The distribution of these average tendencies would indicate the variability in dispositions
between individuals.

From this perspective, a person has an overall tendency to think and act wisely (i.e., their
disposition). Yet this same person can vary in their wisdom from one situation to the next, thereby
accounting for the findings of both consistency and variability in wisdom that we have seen so far.
This perspective makes some interesting predictions about the nature of wisdom and its mea-
surement. For instance, we can view dispositional wisdom as a series of probabilistic and event-

Wisdom as a multi-level system
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Figure . Wisdom as a multi-level system. The diagram on the right depicts the distribution of
wisdom between and within people. The diagram on the left depicts wisdom embedded in a range

of socio-cultural and situational contexts, which in turn can vary over time.
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contingent responses captured across multiple points in a person’s timeline. In other words,
researchers who are interested in people’s general disposition for wisdom are well advised to assess
relevant characteristics across multiple domains and time points.

On the left side of Figure ., you can also see how different contexts shape people’s wisdom
over time. Our culture affects our cognitions and social behavior, including how we approach
other people (Varnum et al., ). Indeed, some preliminary work suggests that cultures which
endorse an interdependent view of the world and relationships are more likely to express wisdom
in reasoning about social conflicts compared with cultures that endorse an independent view of
the world and relationships (Grossmann et al., ). Furthermore, our experiences in the
ecological context, including safety and resources available, may be associated with different
propensities to show wisdom during reflection on interpersonal challenges (Brienza &
Grossmann, ). When resources are scarce, as is the case for many less educated, lower-
income individuals, wisdom-related strategies conducive to cooperation and planning for navi-
gating an uncertain environment may be adaptive. Consistent with this idea, some research shows
that blue-collar, less educated individuals are more likely to show wisdom in reflection on
interpersonal conflicts compared with white-collar, college-educated individuals in the USA
(Brienza & Grossmann, ). In short, wisdom appears to be greatly shaped by our culture,
our experiences, and the ways in which we understand the situations that are unfolding in front of
our eyes.

. Mismeasurement of Wisdom and the Objectivity Illusion

Insights from the debate about the dispositional stability versus contextual variability of wisdom
have substantial implications for reliability of measurement. Reliability is a psychometric concept
that refers to the overall consistency of the measure, such that high reliability would lead to
comparable results under consistent conditions. If wisdom were stable, this could make it
unnecessary to measure wisdom repeatedly. Understanding the features of a context in which
wisdom is measured would not matter much either. Instead, context would be just noise in the
data – something to be avoided. From an essentialist perspective, it seemed methodologically
prudent and cost-effective to rely on abstract and decontextualized evaluations of wisdom. Indeed,
many scholars pursued this approach. Unfortunately, as the empirical evidence reviewed above
shows, a purely essentialist perspective is not supported by the data. Moreover, according to the
systematic perspective depicted in Figure ., wisdom cannot be truly separated from
contextual considerations.

Measuring wisdom in a decontextualized fashion is problematic for a set of other reasons.
Consider a tweet from a former US president, Donald Trump, from December , : “The
new Pope is a humble man, very much like me, which probably explains why I like him so much!”
Is Donald Trump justified in his self-assessment when he claims to be as humble as the Pope?
Arguably, past evidence of his behavior paints an opposite picture. The tweet from the former US
president seems ironic. Unfortunately, there is nothing ironic about abstract self-report measures
devised from the dispositional approach to wisdom, many of which suffer from similar problems
to Donald Trump’s claim about his humility. Many wisdom measures start by asking participants
about their humility, appreciation of humor, empathy, or open-mindedness. As Trump’s response
shows, such an approach can be misleading. Are people who claim to be especially humble or
empathetic paragons of wisdom? Or are they just trying to present themselves in the most
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favorable light to impress others? Or are they mostly deceiving themselves? It is impossible to
know for sure, though there is accumulating evidence which suggests that the latter two
possibilities are quite likely (Glück, ; also see Chapter  in this textbook).

In fact, empirical research shows that people who report higher scores on global self-report
measures of wisdom are prone to self-deception and impression management (Brienza et al.,
; Taylor et al., ). Such abstract self-evaluations take a heavy toll on participants. Even if
one were not interested in impressing others, one might still not be able to help deceiving oneself
or being prone to memory biases in self-evaluations. Imagine that a researcher asks you about
your humility. To provide an accurate answer to their question, you would have to dive deep into
your personal history and how you view yourself. This is not an easy task. To have a reliable
assessment of our humility, we would have to spend a great deal of time pondering this question –

something that we don’t do very often. After reading the insights from this chapter, you may be
tempted to think of a past concrete instance in which you did or did not show much humility, to
anchor your self-assessment. Yet this approach is problematic, too. When searching through your
memory for instances of exemplary behavior (or its absence), you are more likely to consider the
most vivid experiences – those that stayed in your mind. Unfortunately, such experiences are
rarely typical of our everyday life. Our memory is biased in such a way that we are more likely to
recall the most vivid experiences, ones that are usually atypical of our everyday life (and hence
remain vivid in our memory), whereas mundane experiences are often forgotten. Unfortunately, it
is the mundane experiences that make up most of our life. Therefore, even when you use concrete
past events as a basis for your self-assessment, you may end up providing a distorted view
of yourself.

What is worse, you may end up believing this distorted self-view! And you would not be
alone. We are all tempted by naive realism – that is, an illusory idea that the world is what we
perceive it to be. Naive physics often does not correspond to the actual physical forces. For
instance, do you think the perception of a solid surface from the chair or sofa you are sitting on
right now really reflects the pressure of the chair’s atoms against your atoms? It is not really the
case. In fact, unless your body defies the laws of physics, you are levitating one hundred
millionth of a centimeter above the chair, with negatively charged fields of the electrons from
the chair and your body repelling each other (Ross, ). In other words, our subjective
perspection of the world takes numerous detours on the way to our consciousness. Most of the
time, we don’t realize this, instead relying on the assumption that our perception of the world is
objective – often a useful and efficient heuristic when processing a huge load of consciously, and
unconsciously, appearing information. Nevertheless, this objectivity illusion (Griffin & Ross,
; Ross, ) plays a fundamental role in our view of ourselves and the way in which we
perceive others. Assuming that our memory is an unbiased representation of who we are, we
may be tempted to view ourselves as humble if we are recalling an extraordinary event in which
we exercised some humility. Perhaps, when Donald Trump tweeted about comparing himself
to Pope Francis, he might have had some examples of humility in his mind. Although some of
you may be tempted to discount Trump’s humility and wisdom due to a range of scenarios in
which he apparently showed little of either, don’t forget that, for each of us, wisdom is not
equally present across all of the situations we experience – rather, it follows a distribution, as
depicted in Figure .. Moreover, who is to say that our memory is not distorted when we bring
examples of Trump’s folly to mind?
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. Toward Better Measurement

Systematic variability in wisdom within each person across situations and over time yields a
practical insight –measuring wisdom-related characteristics only once produces a poor estimate of
one’s wisdom. Indeed, modern standards in personality research (e.g., Fleeson & Jayawickreme,
) point to the benefits of measuring individual differences in a range of different contexts to
evaluate one’s general tendencies (or traits). According to this research, there are also some
recommendations for the number of measurement points needed to reliably assess general
tendencies. For instance, based on the degree of cross-situational stability in wisdom that we
discussed above, one would need at least three measurement points to obtain a reliable estimate of
one’s average tendency.

The situational approach to measuring wisdom is not without limitations. Typically, it relies on
human coders, who score wisdom in reflections that participants provide in response to hypo-
thetical situations (e.g., Baltes & Smith, ; Grossmann et al., ) or specific autobiograph-
ical experiences (Glück et al., ; Weststrate & Glück, ). Such human-coded scores are
often impractical, introducing a substantial burden for researchers, as usually one needs at least
two observers to rate the same reflections, and one must also ensure that they are reliable and
unbiased in their scoring. Consequently, this method is not easy to scale up to large-scale
investigations across many domains. Moreover, human-coded measures of wisdom usually rely
on participants providing stream-of-thought reflections on challenging issues. Although this
approach works well when reflecting on hypothetical scenarios in the laboratory, it may not be
feasible or ethical when examining acute challenges that people may be facing in their lives. Thus,
although the situational approach avoids some of the major issues common to abstract self-report
measures, it is not a panacea. It has limited reach when one aims to obtain an ecologically valid
estimate of a person’s wisdom across many situations in everyday life.

To bridge these limitations, Justin Brienza and I recently proposed a compromise solution –

the Situated Wise Reasoning Scale (SWIS; Brienza et al., ). To avoid the biases associated
with decontextualized self-reports, we used recent advances in survey methods concerning event
reconstruction (Schwarz et al., ). Participants first recalled a recent challenge that they had
experienced, bringing to mind when, where, at what time, and with whom this event occurred.
They then recalled thoughts and feelings that came into their mind during the experience. Finally,
they answered a set of questions designed to assess wisdom-related characteristics (for further
details, see Chapter ). This method allows the investigators to measure multiple situations at the
same time, and it is also unrelated or inversely related to a wide range of social and cognitive
biases, unlike abstract self-report measures for assessing wisdom (Brienza et al., ). However,
like any self-report measure, it may still be subject to some of the biases and illusions, albeit to a
smaller degree than the abstract measures discussed above.

. Boosting and Training Wisdom

One of the most exciting implications of cross-situational variability in wisdom is that we can
possibly shape situations to our benefit. Here the insight about relative lower wisdom when
dealing with personal rather than other people’s issues appears troublesome. In many domains of
our lives, we cannot always defer decisions to someone else, so what should we do? As we
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discussed earlier when introducing the idea of naive realism in perception of reality, people tend to
subjectively represent and construct the events that they encounter (Griffin & Ross, ). The
notion of subjective construal can possibly help to shed light on the difference in wisdom when
one is reflecting on person- and non-person-centric situations. Ethan Kross and I reasoned that
wisdom appeared to be heightened during reflection on non-personal challenges because of a
particular vantage point that one adopts when construing other people’s dilemmas compared with
one’s personal problems. When thinking about others, we often take the perspective of an
impartial third-person observer of events from afar. In contrast, when we reflect on personal
issues we typically do so from an immersed, first-person perspective. If this difference in vantage
point is elemental for the self–other asymmetry in manifest wisdom, it may be possible to boost
wisdom in reflection on personal issues by construing personal situations as a hypothetical
“impartial observer.”

We first sought to test this idea in the context of job prospects at the peak of the “great
recession” in the USA, asking college seniors, none of whom had a secured job at this point, to
consider their future career prospects (Kross & Grossmann, ). Participants were randomly
assigned to two conditions. In one condition, we instructed participants to reflect on their job
prospects from the perspective of a “distant observer,” envisioning the situation unfolding from
afar. In the control condition, seniors envisioned the situation unfolding before their own eyes.
We found that, compared with the control group, the “distant-observer” instructions prompted
greater wisdom – that is, greater recognition of the limits of their knowledge, and consideration of
how things might unfold and change. In a follow-up set of experiments, we obtained equivalent
results when instructing participants to reflect on a polarized political issue at the peak of the
 US presidential election (Kross & Grossmann, ), trust and infidelity conflicts
(Grossmann & Kross, ), and personal autobiographical experiences – that is, recent unresolved
conflicts that people had experienced in their own lives (Grossmann et al., ; Huynh et al.,
). In each case, linguistic and temporal prompts that promoted a distant-observer vantage
point (e.g., by using third-person language, “he”/”she,” or the perspective of “one year from
now”) fostered wisdom (recognition of the limits of one’s knowledge and recognition of change)
in reflections on hypothetical and autobiographical issues compared with prompts that promoted
an immersed vantage point (e.g., by using first-person language, “me”/”mine,” or the perspective
of “here and now”). Moreover, using this manipulation, we were able to attenuate the self–other
asymmetry discussed above. That is, the observer vantage point led to greater wisdom both about
personal problems and about a friend’s problems, thereby reducing self–other asymmetry
(Grossmann & Kross, ; studies –). It appears that experimental instructions altered the
perception of the situation from being exclusively self-focused to considering the viewpoints of the
other individuals involved, in turn recreating wisdom-enhancing contexts in one’s mind. Overall,
it appears that a wide range of construal-altering instructions (see Figure .) increase participants’
ability to apply central features of wisdom in hypothetical and real-world situations, in the context
of both interpersonal and intergroup conflicts.

Can the distanced-observer construal be trained to promote changes in wisdom over time?
Building on the insights from the contextual view of wisdom, my colleagues and I decided to
address this question (Grossmann et al., ). Given that people experience a range of issues in
their lives, we reasoned that an effective shift in subjective construal toward the vantage point of
an impartial observer requires repeated practice of wisdom-enhancing strategies over time. In
turn, practice-driven shifts in subjective construal should promote greater wisdom after the
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practice. We tested this idea in a set of randomized control trial (RCT) intervention studies. In
each study, participants reflected on their interpersonal conflicts twice – before and after the
intervention – and we then analyzed their reflections for the presence of wisdom-related themes.
In between these measurement points, participants were randomly assigned to the third-person
intervention condition or the first-person control condition (in the second study we also added a
no-instruction control condition). In each condition, participants were instructed to keep a diary,
each day writing a short reflection on the most significant (positive or negative) issue of the day.
Based on the earlier experimental work, in the intervention condition, participants had to write
the diary using third-person language, reflecting on the event from an observer’s perspective. In
the control condition(s), participants wrote their diary in first-person language, as one would
typically do when keeping a diary. Figure . shows the results we obtained in the first study,
which demonstrate that this -month intervention had an impact on a range of features of
wisdom, resulting in post-intervention growth in wisdom in the third-person condition compared
with the control condition. These results were statistically accounted for by a shift toward more
inclusive subjective construal of the interpersonal conflicts that participants reflected on in the
experimental conditions. These training results are preliminary, and require further replication
and extension to other cultures. Nonetheless, they are encouraging, for the first time providing
empirical support from RCTs for training-based shifts in wisdom over time.

Figure . Factors that promote wisdom (adapted from Santos et al., ), based on experimental insights
showing effective boosts in wisdom in the laboratory and in people’s daily lives.

Figure . Training effects on shifts in wisdom, when examining reflections before and after the
intervention. For several single features of wisdom (intellectual humility, consideration of diverse

perspectives, search for compromise, and conflict resolution), and for the average wisdom score (left),
participants in the third-person training (but not the control) condition showed growth in wisdom over a

period of  month. Estimates show means and  percent confidence intervals.
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Is wisdom dispositional or situational? As we have learned in this chapter, it is a bit of both. By
paying attention to the contextual factors and being mindful of the cultural, situational, and
subjective experiential forces that exert an influence on people’s behavior, we can both improve
measurement and start to develop evidence-based wisdom interventions. By measuring these
contextual factors as part of a person’s behavioral profile of wisdom across different situations, we
can also obtain a richer picture of that person’s wise dispositions.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() What are the key differences between essentialist and constructivist views? How are they
supported by current research?

() What are some of the issues with modern wisdom measurements, in terms of dispositional
versus situational approaches to wisdom?

() What are the potential implications of wisdom research for everyday life? Is wisdom
trainable?

() Can you think of an instance where someone acted with uncharacteristic wisdom? What did
they do, and why was it particularly wise of them to do this in that particular situation?

() How do you think your wisdom has been fluctuating over time? Do you notice any changes
when you compare your wisdom today with how you were a few years ago?

() Discuss examples of naive realism in real life. How does it affect your perception of other
people and of yourself?

. Investigations

Igor Grossmann studies people and cultures, sometimes together, and often across time. His
interests span multiple disciplines and methods, including big data, intensive longitudinal surveys,
and behavioral experiments to target complex societal issues. His chief work aims to uncover
cultural and psychological processes that enable people to think and act wisely. Beyond intro-
ducing experimental, intensive longitudinal, and psychological network methods to the study of
wisdom-related characteristics, he has led several community initiatives in the field aiming to
uncover the “jingle-jangle” fallacies in wisdom science, guiding the academic community toward a
shared, clearly specified language with which to characterize wisdom’s central features as a
foundation for the growing field. Most recently, his program of research has also included
exploration of the core features of sound judgment, including how the concept of wisdom differs
from related concepts in other disciplines, such as the notion of rational judgment, as well as the
relationship between wisdom and foresight in the geopolitical and societal realm to better
understand the world after the COVID- pandemic.

. Practical Applications

The insights featured in this chaper directly emphasize the role of studying wisdom in the context
of real-world events that people experience in their lives, including trust and infidelity trans-
gressions in interpersonal relationships, political polarization and intergroup conflicts. Insights
from the experimental work on variability in wisdom across social contexts has implications for
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designing and choosing environments in a way that can promote greater wisdom. Insights from
the initial training work suggest an evidence-based path toward cultivation of wisdom in everyday
life. And at the broadest level, insights about subjective construal of the situations and our self
views can help us to be more critical of our beliefs versus the beliefs of other people with whom
we disagree.

Glossary

cognitive bias in thinking, systematic as opposed to random error when processing and inter-
preting information in one’s world that affects the decisions and judgments one makes.

constructivist perspective the assumption that wisdom, like many other psychological processes,
is filtered through subjective experience and interpretation of reality.

dispositional referring to a natural tendency of character or habit to act in a specified way.
ecologically valid the extent to which a measure or observation can be generalized to real-

life situations.
empathetic understanding, being aware of and sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the

feelings, thoughts, and experiences of another person or group of people.
essentialism a philosophical belief about the nature of the world that views personal character-

istics such as wisdom as natural kinds, easily distinguishable and heritable, and uniform in
structure and composition.

exemplar of wisdom any remarkable and unique individual, sage, political leader, or social
activist, in folklore or in the popular media, who is viewed as an ideal model of widsom.

folk psychology intuitive understanding of psychology, especially the attribution of mental
states, by everyday people without formal training in relevant academic fields of science.

impression management a process in which people aim to influence the perceptions of other
people about themselves by regulating and controlling information during social interactions.

intellectual humility recognition of the limits of one’s knowledge and one’s fallibility.
inter-individual referring to the comparison of (psychological) processes or characteristics

between people.
intra-individual referring to the comparison of (psychological) processes or characteristics within

the same person, across different situations or over time.
memory bias a cognitive bias that either impairs or enhances memory recall, or that alters the

content of a reported memory.
naive realism the illusory idea that the world is what we perceive it to be through our senses.
natural kind a philosophical position, according to which linguistic terms used to communicate

ideas about the world reflect the structure of the natural world (e.g., a position that common
terms used in the English language to describe emotions reflect the fundamental emotional
facets that humans in all cultures as well as non-human animals share).

objectivity Illusion an illusion of personal objectivity, which follows from naive realism. It is the
view that one’s perceptions are realistic and “objective,” and that other people should share
them. It applies to perception of objects, events, beliefs, preferences, and feelings.

Pearson’s correlation coefficient a statistical measure of the strength of a relationship between
two variables (or of one variable over time).

public goods game in experimental economics, a standard game in which participants secretly
choose how many of their private tokens to put into the public pot. Each person keeps the
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tokens they do not contribute plus an even split of the tokens in the pot (researchers running
the game multiply the number of tokens in the pot before it is distributed, to encourage
contribution).

randomized control trial (RCT) a type of scientific experiment that aims to reduce certain
sources of bias when testing the effectiveness of treatments by randomly allocating subjects to
two or more groups, treating them differently, and then comparing them with respect to a
measured response.

reliability a psychometric concept, referring to overall consistency of the measure, such that high
reliability would lead to similar results under consistent conditions.

situational referring to an approach to studying wisdom in which attention is paid to the
expression of wisdom in specific situations.

stability the extent to which a given psychological characteristic remains the same across different
situations or over time. It can be assessed by examining interindividual differences in a trait
(rank-order stability), or the stability of one’s profile.

subjective construal the idea that people are governed by their own subjective representations
and constructions of the events that unfold around them.

trait any characteristic that is studied within the dispositional approach to the study of individual
differences in psychology, reflecting habitual patterns of behavior, thoughts, and feelings.

variability the extent to which a distribution is stretched or squeezed, showing the distribution of
a certain characteristic relative to the central tendency.

variance a statistical term that refers to a way of measuring the typical squared distance of
responses from the sample mean.
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Measurement of Wisdom
Judith Glück

. Introduction

As psychologists, we consider it important to test our hypotheses about concepts such as wisdom
empirically – that is, we run studies that assess people’s wisdom and analyze how it relates to other
variables, such as age or intelligence. To study wisdom empirically, we need to devise good ways
to measure it. Take a few minutes to think about how you would measure wisdom. If someone
gave you money to develop a wisdom test, what might it look like?

Ever since psychologists began to study wisdom empirically, the question of how best to
measure it has been under debate. We still do not have the perfect measure, but there are some
promising approaches. This chapter will take you on a hands-on sightseeing tour of the current
ways in which we can measure wisdom. You will get to try out the various approaches and form
your own opinion about which approach works best.

Most wisdom measures fall into one of two groups: self-report scales and performance
measures. Self-report tests build on how we typically measure personality – participants indicate
how much they agree or disagree with statements (so-called “items”) about themselves.
Performance measures build on how we usually measure abilities – participants are asked to
come up with solutions to life problems. We shall look at examples of both groups in turn.

. Self-Report Wisdom Scales

As a first step, you may want to take a short self-report test. Please indicate your response to each
of the items in Box ., using a scale from  (= “disagree completely”) to  (= “agree completely”).

This scale is called the Brief Wisdom Screening Scale (BWSS; Glück et al., ). It consists of
those items from three popular wisdom scales that were most strongly related to a “common
factor” across the scales. Table . describes the three wisdom scales on which the BWSS is based
(see also Webster, ). Each scale is based on one of the definitions of wisdom that were
discussed in Chapter .

As you probably noticed, for most of the statements in Box ., agreeing more strongly
corresponds to greater wisdom. For statements , , and , the reverse is true, and agreeing
more strongly corresponds to less wisdom. Therefore, to compute your “wisdom score,” you first
need to reverse your responses to these three statements (!, !,  = , !, !). Next,
compute the sum across all your responses, which should be a number between  and .

 Portions of this chapter draw on ideas expressed in Sternberg, R. J. and Glück, J. ().Wisdom: The Psychology of Wise
Thoughts, Words, and Deeds. Cambridge University Press.
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Table . The three most popular self-report measures of wisdom

Measure/authors Wisdom definition Subscales Sample items Correlates

Adult Self-
Transcendence
Inventory (ASTI)

(Levenson, Jennings,
Aldwin, & Shiraishi,
; Koller, Levenson,
& Glück, )

Self-transcendence:
independence from external
self-definitions and dissolution
of rigid boundaries between the
self and others

Total sum score across
five subscales (Koller
et al., ):

() Self-knowledge and
self-integration

() Non-attachment
() Presence in the here
and now and growth

() Self-transcendence
() Peace of mind

 items, e.g.,
“I can learn a lot from
others.”

“My peace of mind is not
easily upset.”

“I feel that my individual life
is part of a greater whole.”

Openness to experience, personal
growth, self-acceptance,
emotional competence,
extraversion, empathy,
meditation practice,
egalitarianism (Glück et al.,
; Le & Levenson, ;
Levenson et al., )

Self-Assessed Wisdom
Scale (SAWS)

(Webster, )

“the competence in, intention to,
and application of, critical life
experiences to facilitate the
optimal development of self
and others” (Webster, ,
p. )

() Critical life experience
() Openness
() Emotional regulation
() Reminiscence and
reflectiveness

() Humor

 items, e.g.:
“I have had to make many
important life decisions.”

“I can regulate my emotions
when the situation calls for
it.”

“I can chuckle at personal
embarrassments.”

Openness to experience, personal
growth, emotional
competence, self-efficacy, ego
integrity, forgiveness, personal
wellbeing, empathy,
generativity, and positive
psychosocial values (Glück
et al., ; Taylor et al.,
; Webster, , ,
)

Three-Dimensional
Wisdom Scale (D-
WS)

(Ardelt, )

Wisdom as a combination of
personality traits that enable
individuals to take others’
perspectives and overcome
biases and blind spots, learn
from life, and care for others

() Cognitive dimension
() Reflective dimension
() Compassionate
dimension

 items, e.g.:
“Things often go wrong for
me by no fault of my own”
(reverse-coded

“Sometimes I feel a real
compassion for everyone”

“Ignorance is bliss” (reverse-
coded)

Openness to experience, personal
growth, emotional
competence, empathy,
mastery, purpose in life,
forgiveness, wellbeing (Ardelt,
, ; Glück et al.,
)

Source: Adapted from Glück & Weststrate, unpublished review article.
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Divide the sum by , and you have your average. The maximum possible average would
obviously be , which would indicate extremely high wisdom. Or would it? What do you think?
Is a person who scores a  on this test guaranteed to be extremely wise?

It seems a bit too easy, doesn’t it? If this test were to be used to select job applicants, most
candidates would probably figure out how to present themselves as very wise. Few would admit, even
if it were true, that they have difficulty laughing about themselves, that their happiness is strongly
dependent on other people, or that they sometimes do not look at all sides of a problem. Here are
four reasons why self-report scales may not be the best possible approach to measuring wisdom.

.. Fakeability

Look over the items of the BWSS again, but this time imagine that you are applying for a position
as a community’s resident sage and trying to make yourself look as wise as possible. You’d
probably come out well at the top, right? The measure becomes less one of wisdom than one of
the ability to guess what counts as a wise response. In other words, people can intentionally distort
their scores in self-report scales to present themselves in the most positive way.

.. The Self-Reflection Paradox

Perhaps then we should not use the BWSS to select resident sages, but we might still use it, for
example, in a study. Study participants would have no incentive to fake wisdom, so they would
respond accurately, right? If you want to, go over the BWSS one more time, this time trying to

Box . A self-report wisdom scale.

() My peace of mind is not easily upset. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I have a good sense of humor about myself. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I have dealt with a great many different kinds of people during my lifetime. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I have learned valuable life lessons from others. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() At this point in my life, I find it easy to laugh at my mistakes. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() My happiness is not dependent on other people and things. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I can accept the impermanence of things. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I like to read books which challenge me to think differently about issues. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I am “tuned in” to my own emotions. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I either get very angry or depressed if things go wrong. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I am able to integrate the different aspects of my life. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I often have a sense of oneness with nature. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() It seems I have a talent for reading other people’s emotions. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I feel that my individual life is a part of a greater whole. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() There are some people I know I would never like. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I have grown as a result of losses I have suffered. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I can freely express my emotions without feeling like I might lose control. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I am very curious about other religious and/or philosophical belief systems. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I don’t worry about other people’s opinions of me. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() Sometimes I get so charged up emotionally that I am unable to consider all ways of dealing with

my problems. Response: . . .. . .. . .
() I always try to look at all sides of a problem. Response: . . .. . .. . .
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channel the wisest person you know. How would that person respond to the items? Would they
really give themselves a  on every single statement? Probably they would not. Wise people tend
to be more critical of themselves than other people are. Very wise people might know that they
have quite a good sense of humor about themselves, but they know people who are even funnier.
A wise person might feel that they can accept the impermanence of things most of the time, but
sometimes they just want to hold on to a good moment. A wise person might actually have a
talent for reading people’s emotions, but they also know how easily one can misinterpret facial
expressions. In short, wise people might be more likely to give themselves a  than a  on some
items. People who give themselves all s may just be a bit too self-confident to be truly wise. This
creates an interesting paradox. If critical self-reflection is part of wisdom, then those who describe
themselves as wisest cannot be the wisest (Aldwin, ; Glück, ).

.. Typical Situations vs. Challenging Situations

Scales like the BWSS also ask you to describe your typical state of mind. If you agree that your
peace of mind is not easy to disturb or that you always try to look at all sides of a problem, your
response is probably based on a kind of mental averaging across many situations in your everyday
life. However, the problem with wisdom is that the situations where we need it most may be the
situations where it is least accessible to us. You can try this out for yourself. Think of the last really
unpleasant conflict that you had with someone who is at least moderately important to you. This
could be an argument with a partner or family member, or a conflict at work or school. Think
back about the experience for a few minutes, and then fill out the scale in Box .. Use a response
scale from  (= “disagree completely”) to  (= “agree completely”).

This is an abbreviated version of the Situated Wise Reasoning Scale (SWIS; Brienza et al., ).
It was developed to account for the fact that, as was outlined in Chapter  of this book, wisdom
varies between situations. Your score is the average across your responses. It may well be a bit lower
than your score on the BWSS. This does not mean that you were lying when you filled out the
BWSS. In the BWSS, you described yourself in general, whereas in the SWIS, you described
yourself in one particular difficult situation. In fact, in those situations where we most need wisdom,
we may be least likely to show wisdom – because we are angry, upset, or stressed out and unable to
access all of our wisdom-related knowledge. Measures such as the SWIS assess people’s recollections
of actual difficult situations. However, self-report scales can only ask people how they think or feel
about problems. They cannot assess how well people actually solve problems.

Box . A self-test of situational wisdom.

While this situation was unfolding, I did the following:

() Made an effort to take the other person’s perspective: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Considered alternative solutions as the situation evolved: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Thought the situation could unfold in many different ways: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Double-checked whether my opinion on the situation might be incorrect: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Looked for any extraordinary circumstances before forming my opinion: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Tried my best to find a way to accommodate both of us: . . .. . .. . .. . .
() Tried to see the conflict from the point of view of an uninvolved person: . . .. . .. . .. . .

   ü
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.. Judging Our Own Abilities

People are notoriously bad at judging their own abilities and competencies. Imagine an intelli-
gence test that just asked people how intelligent they are – some people would grossly over-
estimate their intelligence, whereas others would underestimate it. After all, how could we judge
how intelligent we are? We cannot compare our own inner-thinking experience with that of other
people, so we cannot know whether our thinking is faster, more logical, or more complex than
that of others. For this reason, self-report tests are typically used to measure personality compo-
nents, attitudes, emotions, and the like – qualities of how we feel, not how we think. To test
intelligence or more specific abilities and competencies, we ask participants to solve problems that
require these abilities and competencies. To measure wisdom-related competencies, researchers
have developed so-called performance measures of wisdom (Kunzmann, ). These approaches
will be reviewed next.

. Performance Measures of Wisdom

Box . shows another self-test. This time, it is a closed-response problem. Read the description
of the problem and then decide which of the five responses below is the wisest.

As you have already read five chapters of this book, it is probably obvious to you that () is the
wisest answer. (It also happens to be three times as long as the others, which is no coincidence – as
wise responses consider many different aspects and perspectives, they tend to be longer than
simple and bold but unwise responses.) The problem is that you possibly would have guessed
correctly even if you had not read Chapters –. Even a very unwise person might guess that () is
the wisest answer. But would a very unwise person, or even you, be able to actually act wisely in
Tessa’s situation? Maybe not. Many people might recognize () as the wisest response, but if they
were faced with a terribly jealous partner, their reaction would be (), (), (), or (). In other

Box . A closed-response wisdom problem.

Tessa has been dating Max for almost  years. She is happy with the relationship, but there is one problem –
Max is terribly jealous, and his jealousy seems to be increasing. Tessa feels that she is not giving him any reason
to be jealous. Recently, they had a big fight because Max did not want Tessa to go out on a “girls’ night” with
her friends. What could Tessa consider and do?

() Tessa should just leave Max, as fast as possible. This relationship has no future.
() Tessa should not go on her girls’ night if it is such a problem for Max. If she really loves him, she

should do that for him. She should prove to him that he can trust her.
() Tessa should tell Max that if his behavior does not change, she is going to leave him. She should not

tolerate his jealousy.
() Tessa should not just let Max’s jealousy control her life, but she should consider that it may have

reasons that are not his fault. Perhaps he had a very bad experience in an earlier relationship. She
should talk to him and try to understand his perspective, but she should also make sure that he
understands hers. Maybe they can work out a compromise that helps Max to gain trust in her
over time.

() Tessa and Max are obviously very different. Either they can each develop a lot of tolerance for the
other’s need, or their relationship is going to be a constant battle of wills.
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words, many people are able to recognize wisdom when they see it, but not to produce as much
wisdom on their own.

Therefore we cannot adequately measure wisdom in the same way as we measure intelligence,
assessing whether people are able to select the correct solution to a problem from a set of
alternatives. Also, wisdom problems typically do not have only one correct solution. There may
actually be many ways in which Tessa can approach her problem, but none of them will be
perfect. The best way to measure wisdom is to use open-ended problems. These involve
presenting people with a problem, letting them talk or write about possible solutions, and then
evaluating the wisdom of their responses.

This approach was already being used in the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm, the first psychological
measure of wisdom (Baltes & Smith, ; Baltes & Staudinger, ). To try it out, take a look
at Box .. Typically, the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm is administered as an interview. You would
first get to practice speaking all your thoughts out loud, and then you would be presented with a
problem and asked to speak aloud everything that comes to your mind about it. Your response
would be recorded and transcribed. If you want to try it out, just write down your thoughts about
the problem in Box ..

Box . gives examples of a relatively wise and a relatively unwise response (Sternberg & Glück,
). The wise response clearly sounds wiser – and again is a lot longer – than the unwise
response. But what is it exactly that makes the wise response wise? If you want, try to identify the
specific statements that demonstrate wisdom.
The Berlin researchers use five criteria to evaluate the amount of wisdom in participants’

responses to this type of problem:

() Factual knowledge indicates how much participants know about an issue – how much they
seem to know about -year-old girls, their interests and priorities, potential reasons why
they want to move out, possible alternatives, and so on. Wise individuals have a lot of factual
knowledge about life.

() Procedural knowledge indicates how much participants seem to know about how to deal with
such problems – what questions to ask the -year-old girl and her parents, how to help the
family find a compromise, and so on. Wise individuals have a lot of procedural knowledge.

() Value relativism indicates whether participants take into account the fact that different
people have different values, priorities, and goals. Wise individuals know and accept
that other people’s values and goals might be very different from their own. A wise
person would never say that the girl is just wrong. They would always try to understand
her perspective.

() Lifespan contextualism indicates whether participants consider how contexts – a person’s life
phase, life situation, and environment – influence behavior. Wise individuals would consider
contextual factors that may influence the girl – maybe she has a stepfather whom she doesn’t
like, or her family’s religious or cultural norms are at odds with those of her friends.

Box . An open-ended wisdom problem.

A -year-old girl wants to move out of her family home immediately. What could one consider and do in such
a situation?
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() Finally, recognition and management of uncertainty indicates whether participants know how
uncertain and unpredictable life is. Wise individuals know how much they don’t know.
They would ask a lot of questions first, and even when they feel they have a pretty good
understanding of the situation, they would still consider various options and possible
developments. They would not just tell the parents what to do.

The wise response fulfills all of these criteria. The participant seems to know quite a lot about
adolescents and ways to deal with this type of problem, acknowledges that the girl’s priorities are
different from those of her parents and that her current life phase is influencing how she sees the
world, and considers several different options. The unwise response simply dismisses teenagers’
ideas as ridiculous. The participant seems to be absolutely certain about what is right and wrong.

When you compare this approach to measuring wisdom with the self-report scales discussed
earlier, what do you conclude? A very unwise person would certainly have a hard time faking a
wise response to such a problem. So fakeability is not an issue here, nor is critical self-reflection – a
self-reflective person would probably show more value relativism and awareness of uncertainty
than a highly self-confident person. Still, using life problems to measure wisdom has two
disadvantages. The first is practical, in that collecting, transcribing, and evaluating open-ended
responses requires much more effort and time than just administering a self-report scale. The
second problem is, again, whether a person who seems to be wise according to this measure would
also be wise in real life. Suppose that a participant talks extremely wisely about the -year-old
girl’s problem. Can we be sure that they will act equally wisely if their own -year-old daughter
wants to move out? As Ursula Staudinger and her colleagues have argued (Staudinger, ; see
also Chapter ), there is a big difference between how wise we are with respect to theoretical
problems of fictitious characters, and how wise we are with respect to real problems of our own.
The Berlin Wisdom Paradigm and similar measures assess people’s ability to think wisely, but not
necessarily their ability to act wisely in challenging real-life situations.

Earlier in this chapter, you filled out the Situated Wise Reasoning Scale (SWIS) with respect to
a difficult situation that you have experienced. In my lab, we use a similar but open-ended

Box . Wise and unwise responses in the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm.

() WISE RESPONSE

The first question is obviously why the girl wants to move out. There could be some kind of abuse occurring in
the family – there definitely are situations where she should get support in moving out of her home right away.
But given that she’s , it might also be more of an emotional problem. At this age, sometimes things may be
extremely important to her that adults don’t really find so important. If that seemed to be the case, I would first
try to talk both to her and to her parents. It’s important to understand the parents’ view. Maybe it’s possible to
find a good compromise. Or maybe she can move out for a limited time. Often things get better, especially at
that age she may see things differently soon. So it may be important to choose options that can be reversed if the
circumstances or her feelings change.

() UNWISE RESPONSE

No way. A girl so young just can’t move out. What is she even thinking? There are all kinds of dangers out
there. That’s just one of those ridiculous ideas that teenagers have.
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approach. We assume that people’s wisdom manifests itself in how they think about past
experiences. As will be discussed in Chapter , we assume that wisdom develops because some
individuals think deeply about difficult experiences, trying to understand what happened and
what they can learn from it (Glück & Bluck, ; Glück et al., ; Weststrate & Glück,
). Therefore we interview participants about difficult events from their life and then look for
indicators of wisdom in their responses. Box . shows a written version of our Life Challenge
Wisdom Interview.

If you were a participant in our research, your interview would be transcribed and rated for
specific wisdom criteria and developmental wisdom resources (see Chapter ). One important
difference from the SWIS is that we would not focus on what you did, thought, and felt at the
time when the conflict happened – after all, you may have learned and grown since then. We
would look at how you reflect on the event now. For example, maybe you did not understand
your opponent’s perspective when the conflict happened, but now you can see why they felt the
way they did. So we look at how wisely you now reflect back on the conflict.

Box . gives an example from one of our studies (Glück, ; Sternberg & Glück, ).
Again, as you read this passage, try to identify aspects of wisdom.

Box . A written version of the Life Challenge Wisdom Interview.

Take a sheet of paper and make a list of difficult conflicts you have had in your life. Then choose the
most difficult conflict that fulfills the following criteria: () the conflict is no longer ongoing, () you
were at least  years old when the conflict happened, and () you are willing to think back about the
conflict (in our studies, you would have to be willing to be interviewed about it).
Now think back about the conflict you selected and imagine (or write down) how you would tell the

story to a stranger. What was the conflict about? How did you try to resolve it at the time? How did it
unfold? How did it end?
Once you have told the story, answer the following questions.

() What were your dominant thoughts at the time of the conflict? How did you feel?
() What do you think the other person was thinking, and how do you think they felt at the time?
() How do you feel about the conflict now as you remember it?
() Do you think you took away a lesson or insight from that experience? If yes, what is it?

Box . A sample response from a conflict interview.

This participant got a new job as a manager and found that she was supposed to work with an assistant
who essentially refused to work. Her first reaction was to have the woman transferred to another
department. However, as she tried to do that, she “met someone else who had worked with that woman
earlier. And that person told me the story in a very different way. She said, imagine being in the situation
that you are just not good at your work. That was a completely new thought for me; I was totally a rising star
at the time! Imagine, she said, what it would feel like to be unable to do things on the computer that everyone
else knows how to do; everyone else constantly lets you feel how annoying it is when you ask them for help.
And that got me thinking. Maybe it was not, or not only, that woman who was acting weird. Maybe she was
in a weird situation, too. I was coming in as the new superstar boss, and she was scared of me and just didn’t
know what to do.”
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In our view, this passage shows several indicators of wisdom.

() First, the participant clearly shows contextualism: she understands how the co-worker’s
behavior was not a result of “bad” personality characteristics such as laziness or disloyalty,
but that it was a result of her situation – of being faced with tasks that she just knew she was
not good at.

() In fact, this was an actual insight that the participant gained from the situation. Later in the
interview, she explained that beyond the fact that she was able to resolve the situation by
assigning the co-worker different tasks, she learned the more general lesson that people’s
behavior is often shaped by their situation. That insight later helped her in other challenging
situations as well.

() The participant also clearly shows empathy and perspective taking, as she is able to imagine
how the co-worker felt. She understands that the co-worker was feeling helpless and scared
of her new boss.

() Finally, she demonstrates self-reflection. She talks about how the idea that someone might
not be good at their work was totally alien to her at the time, and she imagines how she must
have looked to the co-worker.

We believe that interviews about challenging experiences from participants’ past can tell us a lot
about their wisdom. When they talk about past conflicts, some people can clearly see the other
side’s perspective, understand their feelings, and reflect on their own behavior. Other people are
much less wise. They might tell the story of how they quickly got rid of a co-worker who did not
perform well. They might have been smarter than the participant cited above as they tricked some
other department into taking on the “problem person”, and they might even be more profes-
sionally successful, but we would not consider them to be wise.

Our autobiographical interviews provide us with very interesting data about wisdom in real life.
However, as measures of wisdom, they pose two important problems. First, when we present people
with the problem about the -year-old girl, all of them talk about -year-old girls. In our
interviews, participants talk about very different problems. We have had participants whose most
significant conflict was with their neighbor about felling a tree next to the boundary fence, and
others for whom their acrimonious divorce was their most significant conflict. Although almost all
conflicts require wisdom, the components of wisdom that they most require can be quite different.
For example, the conflict with the neighbor might require some empathy, perspective taking, and
tolerance, whereas the acrimonious divorce may require a lot of emotion regulation and self-
reflection. We cannot compare people’s levels of these wisdom components across different
conflicts. To obtain some level of comparability, we would have to ask participants for more than
one story, perhaps setting a topic for each (a family conflict, a work- or school-related conflict, a
conflict with a friend, and so on). That would make our measure extremely time-consuming.

And there is another problem. In our first interview study, just to see which approach
would work better as a measure of wisdom, we asked each participant for two stories: () a
difficult conflict, and () a difficult event from whatever domain they chose. As you can
imagine, the second approach brought up an even wider range of stories than the first. Still,
we felt that most of the stories were quite indicative of their narrators’ wisdom. As we had
two stories from each participant, we also had two estimates of each participant’s wisdom. We
were expecting a strong correlation between these two estimates – a person who talked very
wisely about the conflict from their life would probably also talk very wisely about the other
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difficult event. However, that was not what we found. The correlation coefficient between
the two wisdom scores was about . (Glück, ), which is quite low for two measures of
the same thing. Some of our participants talked quite wisely about one event in their life and
quite unwisely about another.

From a scientific perspective, this is quite interesting. Perhaps we are all wiser about some
events from our life than about others. We talk to other people about some experiences, which
may help us to gain insights from them. Other experiences may be so challenging or embarrassing
that we prefer never to think about them again, until they come back to us in a wisdom interview
 years later. If we wanted to get a representative picture of a person’s wisdom, we would have to
ask them to recount several different events, probably at least five, which would require hours of
interviewing and days of analyzing the data. The same problem arises with the SWIS that you
tried out earlier – we would have to ask each participant to recall far more than one conflict in
order to get a clear picture of their wisdom (Brienza et al., ).

In summary, both self-report measures and performance measures of wisdom have their
problems.

. The Main Problems with Performance Measures

.. Time, Effort, and Costs

When you use a measure such as the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm or our autobiographical wisdom
interview, you have to () interview the participants, sometimes at length, () transcribe their
responses (or pay to have them transcribed), and () have trained raters evaluate the transcripts
using wisdom criteria (ideally, there should be different raters for each criterion). You can
probably imagine how much time and money this effort would require compared with admin-
istering a self-report scale. Some researchers have been experimenting with written responses and
with having raters rate directly for wisdom (e.g., Zacher et al., ), but it is not yet clear how
well this approach works.

.. Lack of Emotional Engagement (If Problems Are Pre-Defined)

When you use pre-defined wisdom problems, as in the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm, you are
essentially asking participants to think about a theoretical problem faced by a fictitious person.
Some people may sound very wise as they talk about those theoretical problems, but much less
wise if faced with wisdom-requiring problems in their own life (Staudinger, ). Other
participants may actually have experienced similar situations in their own life, so the problem
may be much more emotional for them.

.. Lack of Comparability (If Problems Are Autobiographical)

The alternative approach is to interview people about problems from their own life. The main
disadvantage of this approach is that, as mentioned earlier, participants may have had very
different experiences, which may elicit quite different components of wisdom.

Some recent approaches to measuring wisdom have tried to find other ways to use the same
problem for all participants, but still engage them emotionally.

   ü
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. Interesting New Approaches

One classical way to get people emotionally involved is to show them a video – we get much more
immersed in a situation if we see and hear actual people than if we just read a brief text. Stefanie
Thomas and Ute Kunzmann used videos of young real-life couples talking about real-life
problems in their real-life relationships (Thomas & Kunzmann, ). They found that their
participants, especially the young ones, became more emotionally involved by watching the videos
than by reading two lines about a fictitious -year-old. To evaluate the participants’ responses,
they used the criteria of the Berlin Wisdom Model. The results revealed that young participants
actually showed more wisdom than older participants, probably because the relationship problems
discussed in the videos were more relevant to them.

Chao Hu and his colleagues used a different method to engage participants emotionally (Hu
et al., ). They presented them with a wisdom problem and asked them to imagine that
someone they knew was faced with that problem and they were giving advice to that person. The
participants were told to talk into a camera, imagining that the camera was the advice seeker. This
approach still has room for improvement (it would probably feel more natural to talk to a person
instead of a camera), but you can probably imagine the difference between talking about an
imaginary person’s life crisis and talking to a friend going through a life crisis. Another interesting
feature of this study is that the videos of the participants giving advice were coded using software
that identifies emotional expressions. Such data, in combination with ratings of the actual content
of the participants’ responses, may offer exciting additional information in future measures
(Glück, ).

A third way to bring the measurement of wisdom closer to real life might be to collect
informant ratings – to ask other people about a person’s wisdom. Maybe people who know
you well are the best sources of information about your wisdom. We once tried this out. Using a
complicated anonymization procedure involving sealed urns, Uwe Redzanowski and I asked
people from several university departments to () rate themselves for wisdom, () rate their
colleagues for wisdom, and () fill out the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale. We found that a
small number of people were quite unanimously rated as wise by their colleagues (Redzanowski &
Glück, ). Interestingly, none of them rated themselves as particularly wise or scored
particularly high on the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale. In fact, people’s views of their own
wisdom were completely unrelated to their colleagues’ views of their wisdom. Some participants
felt that they were very wise, but their colleagues disagreed with this view. Others rated themselves
low, but their colleagues rated them high. We found every possible combination! At least
according to this one study, either people’s colleagues cannot tell how wise they are, or people
aren’t very good at judging their own wisdom.

If you think about the different components of wisdom, it makes sense that some components
would be hard to judge from the inside, whereas others may be hard to judge from the outside. If
we want to find out whether a person is a wise listener or good at giving advice, we should ask
other people. If we want to know whether a person is able to regulate their feelings well, no other
person can really judge this. If we want to know whether a person is able to consider and balance
many different viewpoints, we should just look at how the person deals with a complex problem.
Some aspects of wisdom are invisible from the outside, but others, especially the abilities and
competencies that wisdom involves, are difficult to judge from the inside. An optimal measure of
wisdom might actually include a combination of different assessment methods.
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. Different Results for Different Measures

Because wisdom measures are so different, study results are somewhat dependent on the measures
used. Take the relationship between wisdom and age as an example. Performance in the Berlin
Wisdom Paradigm increases in adolescence and young adulthood (Pasupathi et al., ), but
after that it seems to be largely independent of age (Staudinger, ), as are scores on the Adult
Self-Transcendence Inventory (Glück et al., ). Scores on the Three-Dimensional Wisdom
Scale and the Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale are highest in middle age (Ardelt et al., ; Webster
et al., ). However, scores on the Situated Wise Reasoning Scale seem to be lowest in middle
age (Brienza et al., ). Finally, Grossmann et al. () found that scores on an open-ended
wise reasoning measure actually increased with age well into participants’ nineties. So the way in
which wisdom is related to age depends on how we measure wisdom (you will read more about
the relationship between wisdom and age in Chapter ). Some recent studies have therefore used
more than one measure of wisdom and then analyzed how consistent the results were across
measures (e.g., Glück et al., ; Webster et al., ; Weststrate & Glück, ). These
studies show that correlations with other variables tend to be higher when all variables are
measured using similar methods. Self-report wisdom measures will be more highly correlated
with other self-report measures, such as personality, and performance measures will be more
highly correlated with other performance measures, such as intelligence. When you select a
measure of wisdom for a study, it is important to consider the model of wisdom underlying each
measure, so that your measure fits with your research questions. For example, if you are interested
in interpersonal aspects of wisdom, you would want to use the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale,
whereas if you are more interested in wisdom as learning from one’s experiences, you would use
the Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale.

There is much room for creative new measures of wisdom. Perhaps you will come up with the
next step toward the perfect measure!

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Imagine that someone paid you a lot of money to develop an ultra-brief wisdom measure. It
is supposed to consist of no more than three questions or items. Which questions or items
would you choose to capture the essence of wisdom? If you find it hard to come up with
items of your own, look at the items of the Brief Wisdom Screening Scale in Box .. Which
ones would you select for your ultra-brief measure?

() Pick three of the wisdom measures that were introduced in this chapter. For each of them,
try to come up with one research question for which you would want to use this particular
measure. Why is this measure particularly suited to answering this question?

() Explain the main problems with self-report wisdom scales using examples of your own.
() Explain the main problems with performance measures of wisdom using concrete

examples.
() “Ecological validity” is the extent to which a measure of a psychological construct predicts

people’s behavior in real life. A good measure of wisdom should be able to predict a person’s
real-life wisdom. Think of a typical situation in which people need a lot of wisdom. Can you
think of a way to “emulate” this situation in a psychological test or questionnaire? What
could such a measure look like?
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() Imagine that you are starting a long-term study of how wisdom develops, in which people’s
wisdom gets measured every year over a period of  years. Which measure(s) of wisdom
would you use in this study? Why?

. Investigations

Judith Glück’s main topic of research is wisdom psychology. Having been trained in psychomet-
rics, she has a strong interest in developing new ways to measure wisdom. She is also interested in
the development of wisdom through an interplay of life experiences and internal and external
resources, factors that influence wisdom in professional contexts, ways to foster wisdom through
interventions and through changes in structures and systems, the relationship between wisdom
and morality, and people’s conceptions of wisdom in different cultures.

. Practical Applications

Judith Glück’s work is relevant to many areas of everyday life. Ways to foster the development
and manifestation of wisdom seem very important for today’s world. Although research on
measuring wisdom may seem less directly relevant than applied research, we need to provide
the best tools for measuring wisdom if we want to study the factors that influence whether people
grow toward wisdom and display wisdom in their everyday lives.

Glossary

closed-response problem a type of problem used in tests or questionnaires where participants
select one response from a given set of responses. For example, in a test of mathematical ability,
participants might be presented with a math problem and five possible solutions, only one of
which is correct.

correlation coefficient a number between – and + that describes how closely related two
variables are in a sample of participants. A correlation coefficient of + means that there is a
perfect positive linear relationship between the two variables – the higher people score in one
variable, the higher they score in the other. A correlation coefficient of – means that there is a
perfect negative linear relationship – the higher people score in one variable, the lower they
score in the other. A correlation coefficient of zero means that there is no relationship at all –
for example, if we know a person’s wisdom, we cannot predict their shoe size from it. If we have
two different measures of the same variable, we would expect a correlation of about .
between them. A correlation of . might be found between variables that are somewhat but
not closely related, such as well-being and personality.

informant ratings ratings of characteristics of people that are not collected from the people
themselves but from others who are assumed to be sufficiently familiar with them.

measure in psychology, to assign numbers to people based on specific rules. IQ, for example, is a
number that is supposed to describe a person’s intelligence based on how many problems the
person solved in an intelligence test. Psychometrics is the subdiscipline of psychology that looks
at how we can develop good measures of psychological characteristics.

open-ended problem a type of problem used in tests or questionnaires where participants are not
presented with a pre-defined set of solutions. Participants generate their own solutions by
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writing or speaking. For example, in a creativity test, participants might be asked to name as
many possible uses for a small box as they can.

performance measure a measure that is typically used to evaluate abilities or competencies.
Performance measures typically consist of problems that require the specific ability or com-
petency. The levels of the ability or competency possessed by participants are estimated based
on how many problems they are able to solve correctly.

self-report scale a scale that is typically used to measure personality characteristics, emotions, or
attitudes. Self-report scales typically consist of words or statements that describe certain
characteristics. Participants use response scales (often five-point scales) to indicate to what
extent each statement is true for them. Typical response scales range from “disagree
completely” to “agree completely,” or from “never” to “always.”
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Wisdom, Creativity, and Intelligence
Dowon Choi, Sarah F. Lynch, and James C. Kaufman

Your scientists were so preoccupied with whether or not they could, they didn’t stop to think if
they should.

Dr. Ian Malcolm, Jurassic Park (Kennedy et al., )

Are you a good witch or a bad witch?
Glinda, The Wizard of Oz (Leroy & Fleming, )

. Introduction

Intelligence and creativity are often considered to be inherently positive traits. Creativity, in
particular, is often associated with benevolence to the point that some scholars include societal
benefit as part of its definition (Kampylis & Valtanen, ). Yet many studies have found
creativity to be associated with less positive traits, such as low integrity (Beaussart et al., ),
deception (De Dreu & Nijstad, ), or dishonesty (Gino & Ariely, ). Indeed, in one
study, it was often the more complex or morally ambiguous solution, as opposed to the most
benevolent one, that was rated as most creative (Cropley et al., ).

Intelligence, similarly, has shown no relationship to positive personality constructs such as
agreeableness or emotional stability (Bipp et al., ), although it is positively correlated with
openness (Ackerman & Heggestad, ). Intelligence and creativity can be used for amazing and
beneficial advances – consider the invention of the polio vaccine and other medical advances,
continued global efforts for human rights, or the continual inventions and innovations that make
life easier for those in need. Yet there are many examples of a dark side of creativity and intelligence.
A successful act of terrorism requires intelligence and creativity (Gill et al., ). Computer
hacking, industrial espionage, or smuggling all require high levels of intelligence and creativity,
and we can probably easily come up with many more examples. Hollywood also jumps on this train
of thought, often writing the mastermind of a heist or criminal organization as a brilliant and
creative problem solver (e.g., in Ocean’s , Baby Driver, or Catch Me If You Can).

What determines if someone uses their intellectual and creative abilities for good or evil? We
argue in this chapter, as proposed in the landmark theoretical work by Sternberg (, ,
b), that wisdom is the lever that determines the direction in which people choose to use their
intelligence and creativity. Just as interests, exposure, and personality can lead some people to use
their gifts in art and others in science (Kaufman & Baer, ; Kaufman et al., ), wisdom
can help to guide people toward one side or another on the spectrum of good versus evil.

Before we dive into the theory and research on how these constructs intersect, we shall briefly
present an overview of the three constructs.
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.. Creativity

Although there are many different theories and conceptions of creativity, there is strong agree-
ment on the basic components of how creativity should be defined. Most scholars agree that to be
creative something must be both () new/original and () useful/appropriate/valuable (Guilford,
; Hennessey & Amabile, ; Kaufman, ; Simonton, ).

There are many approaches to studying creativity. One common framework consists of the
Four Ps – the person, the process, the product, and the press (meaning the environment) (Rhodes,
). More recently, there has been a push to include sociocultural components, and a
modification called the Five As (Glăveanu, ) has been proposed. The first three As – the
actor, the action, and the artifact –mirror the first three Ps. The environment concept is then split
into two components, namely the audience (both the initial people one might share work with
and the ultimate intended consumers) and affordances (the physical, psychological, and intellec-
tual resources needed for creation). When studying the creative person (or actor), one recurring
finding is that the personality trait of openness to experience is related to higher levels of creativity
(e.g., Feist et al., ).

There are many other theoretical or empirical works on creativity that are relevant to its
intersection with intelligence and wisdom. The Geneplore model takes a cognitive perspective by
viewing creativity as a series going back and forth between generating ideas and exploring
solutions (Finke et al., ). Modern creative problem-solving models often include multiple
stages, commonly beginning with problem recognition – finding the problem that needs to be
solved (Reiter-Palmon & Robinson, ). The next two stages are similar to the Geneplore
model – idea exploration and idea evaluation. The final stage is usually implementation or
validation – actually testing the creative idea (Mumford et al., ).

.. Intelligence

For many years, intelligence was conceptualized as a single entity, g (Spearman, ). This
approach considered intelligence to be a generalized construct – all cognitive abilities would be
tied into g. One of the early theories to move beyond g was Horn and Cattell’s idea of fluid
intelligence (solving new problems and considering new stimuli) and crystallized intelligence
(acquired knowledge) (Horn & Cattell, ). More recently, Horn and Cattell’s theories,
Horn’s further scholarship, and the psychometric studies of Carroll () have been integrated
into the Cattell–Horn–Carroll (CHC) theory (Schneider & McGrew, ). The CHC theory
expanded on fluid and crystallized intelligence to include visual-spatial processing, short-term
memory, long-term storage and retrieval, and several other additions.

As intelligence theories have developed, scholars have looked beyond traditional analytic-based
concepts. Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (Gardner, ) includes some intelligences
that are more traditional, such as linguistic, logical-mathematical, and spatial intelligences, and
others that expand the boundaries of intelligence, such as bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interper-
sonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist intelligences. Robert Sternberg’s triarchic theory (Sternberg,
a), later revised to become the theory of successful intelligence (Sternberg, ), includes
analytic intelligence but also two often overlooked ideas. One of these is creative intelligence
(comparable to some of the ideas discussed in creativity). The other, namely practical intelligence,
taps the essential skills that one needs to survive day-to-day, which is similar to “street smarts”
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(Sternberg & Hedlund, ). For example, can someone find the best fit between their strengths
and the demands of the surrounding environment (Sternberg, )? If so, they are exhibiting
practical intelligence to be successful. The most recent evolution of this theory, namely the
augmented theory of successful intelligence, explicitly includes wisdom as a desired outcome
(Sternberg, ) and core component (Sternberg, a).

.. Wisdom

Given that wisdom is the topic of this textbook, we shall focus on some specific concepts that
particularly connect to intelligence and creativity. Implicit theories of wisdom are common-sense
conceptions of wisdom expressed in everyday language (Bangen et al., ; see also Chapter  in
this volume). In this everyday context, wisdom is seen as clearly distinct from social intelligence
and creativity, and is viewed more as an exceptional level of human functioning. It encompasses
the balanced intersection of motivational and intellectual aptitude in conjunction with interper-
sonal competence, including the ability to listen, evaluate, and give advice (Baltes & Staudinger,
). The overarching, commonplace, implicit belief about wisdom is the push toward good. It
assumes that actions are done in pursuit of a good life.

Partly based on the implicit theories, explicitly written theories provide a multifaceted, multi-
dimensional concept of wisdom. It is a dynamic process that is self-reinforcing in nature (Ardelt,
). Given its complex nature, it is hard to narrow down wisdom to a simple definition. There
is a significant degree of overlap within the various definitions of wisdom. Five concepts regularly
occur across definitions – social decision making and life knowledge, prosocial attitudes and
behaviors, reflection and self-understanding, acknowledgement and coping with uncertainty, and
emotional homeostasis (Bangen et al., ).

. Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity: Intersections

.. Implicit Theories of Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity

Implicit and explicit theories, as we have briefly discussed, are both important. Implicit theories
reflect what people who are not experts believe about different constructs or people (Sternberg
et al., ). Such beliefs may even be unconscious, with laypeople potentially being unaware that
they hold these opinions (Greenwald & Banaji, ). Implicit theories often inform the
framework for explicit theories or research programs (Bluck & Glück, ).

There have been several studies on implicit beliefs about intelligence (Lim et al., ;
Sternberg et al., ) and creativity (Kaufman & Beghetto, ; Lim & Plucker, ), but
for the purposes of this chapter we shall emphasize a key study that distinguished between implicit
beliefs about intelligence, creativity, and wisdom (Sternberg, b). In a series of experiments,
Sternberg asked different groups (professors, students, and laypeople) to list and then rate
behavioral characteristics associated with the three constructs. He found several interesting results.

People believed that intelligence included the ability to solve problems, integrate different types
of information, and learn from the environment. Their implicit beliefs about creativity included
being a free spirit, having aesthetic tastes, and showing defiance and curiosity. And finally, people
believed that wisdom encompassed reasoning, learning from the past, and being able to use
information. Beliefs about creativity, intelligence, and wisdom were all positively linked, but the
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relationship between intelligence and wisdom was viewed as much stronger. The weaker
(although still significant) relationship between wisdom and creativity may reflect the fact that
laypeople saw wise people as growing from lived experience, whereas they saw creative people as
rebelling against the system and in doing so perhaps not learning as much from life lessons
(Sternberg, b).

Experts in different fields had slightly different interpretations of the three constructs (for
example, business experts attached more value to logic’s role in intelligence than did art experts).
Such differences are consistent with domain-specific approaches to creativity (Kaufman et al.,
).

Glück and Bluck () explored laypersons’ conceptions of wisdom by having participants
answer questionnaires on what wisdom is and how someone can become wise. Two primary
clusters emerged, as hypothesized: () a cognitive cluster, which placed a greater emphasis on
knowledge, and () an integrative cluster, which also valued more affective components.
Interestingly, the clusters were quite similar in how they rated the importance of intelligence in
wisdom – neither of them saw intelligence as being notably important in determining wisdom. In
general, creativity was seen as even less relevant to wisdom than intelligence.

If someone possesses knowledge, good decision-making skills, and an ability to generate
solutions, and yet lacks prosocial values, then this individual may be smart and creative, but
not wise (Bangen et al., ). Although creativity may allow for an individual to develop
complex solutions to difficult ethical problems (Bierly et al., ), creative people also tend to
be more likely to use context and individual situations to determine whether their behaviors are
ethically appropriate to a situation, rather than blindly subscribing to a universally accepted
concept of morality (Mumford et al., ). Forsyth () found that there are two dimensions
of ethical ideologies – idealism and relativism. Creative people showed a complex pattern
including high idealism and relativism, meaning that they tend to hold high ethical values but
are relatively flexible in each situation (Bierly et al., ).

Even if people are creative in the service of unethical or evil pursuits (e.g., Cropley et al., ,
), a lack of wisdom may not be the reason for this. Acting in an unwise manner does not
necessarily mean being evil. Many of the leaders who have committed atrocities that have killed
millions of people have, at least initially, believed that their actions were wise. Furthermore,
people may act poorly and be aware that their actions are bad; they may simply give in to greed,
power, or another desire. Our human history is littered with stories of many passionate and
educated political, economic, or religious ideologists who fell into these complicated categories.
The Cambodian dictator Pol Pot, who was ultimately responsible for the mass killings of his own
people, initially had a vision (or so he claimed) of making a self-sufficient country independent
from foreign powers (Locard, ).

.. Empirical Studies of Creativity, Intelligence, and Wisdom

Unfortunately, there are few studies that have explicitly researched all three constructs together.
One notable exception is that by Staudinger et al. (), who measured wisdom using a think-
aloud protocol in which participants answered questions about possible real-life problems that
would require wisdom to solve. Standardized tests were used for creativity (divergent thinking)
and intelligence (crystallized and fluid assessments). The authors also measured personality and
cognitive styles. Wisdom was significantly correlated with intelligence and creativity; it was also
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correlated with openness to experience, which is associated with both creativity and intelligence.
These researchers’ findings showed that both cognitive styles and creativity better predicted
wisdom than did either measure of intelligence.

Mickler and Staudinger () used a similar think-aloud protocol to that adopted by
Staudinger et al. () to assess general wisdom, but added separate questions about the
participants’ own experiences to create a new measure of personal wisdom. They then tested
the relationship of the two measures to a number of variables, including intelligence and other
creativity-related variables. For example, tolerance of ambiguity is a trait that has been both
theoretically (Amabile, ) and empirically (Zenasni et al., ) associated with creativity
(although, of course, other abilities and traits are also needed for creativity). Tolerance of
ambiguity was highly correlated with personal wisdom (r = .). In addition, openness to
experience was significantly correlated with both personal and general wisdom. Furthermore,
both personal and general wisdom were significantly correlated with both crystallized and
fluid intelligence.

Grossmann et al. () primarily focused on wisdom and wellbeing, but also included
intelligence and personality. They focused on wise reasoning in thinking, which was measured
via participants’ responses to scenarios in a similar manner to the way in which Staudinger et al.
() tested for general wisdom. Grossmann et al. () found that wise reasoning was
significantly related to scores on acquired knowledge measured by a vocabulary test, but there
were no significant relationships to additional intelligence test scores of verbal comprehension or
certain memory skills. Openness to experience also showed no relationship with wise reasoning.
Given that the paper’s emphasis was on wisdom and well-being, the authors did not explore why
openness to experience and two of the three intelligence measures did not relate to wisdom, in
contrast to findings in previous studies. Weststrate and Glück (), in their investigation of life
experiences and wisdom, included crystallized and fluid intelligence tests; neither was significantly
correlated with multiple measures of wisdom.

In summary, intelligence and creativity (or creativity-related attributes) are inconsistently
correlated with wisdom. However, when these relationships do exist, they tend to be weak and
are not the best predictors of wisdom.

.. Theoretical Relationships between Creativity, Intelligence, and Wisdom

Much (if not all) of the theoretical groundwork for exploring the commonality of these three
constructs has been developed by Robert Sternberg across two primary theories. The first is his
balance theory of wisdom (Sternberg, , ), which also encompasses creativity and
intelligence. The balance theory defines the core tenets of wisdom as balancing goal-setting
ability, responses to the environment, interests, and short- and long-term goals, all in conjunction
with values and morals. It states that wise decisions are based not purely on intelligence or factual
knowledge, but also on tacit knowledge (part of the practical intelligence described earlier in this
chapter).

In this model, overall, wisdom can be viewed as the balanced outcome between these different
tenets with both immediate and lasting effects. It comes with the recognition of intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and extrapersonal interests (that is, the needs of oneself, others, and the commu-
nity, respectively). In an individual, these combined characteristics define a person who most
likely possesses critical aspects of both intelligence and creativity. These are the differentiation

Wisdom, Creativity, and Intelligence 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.010 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.010


factors that separate those who are intelligent, creative, and wise from those who are intelligent,
creative, and foolish.

Next, Sternberg addressed all three constructs together in his WICS model (Wisdom,
Intelligence, and Creativity Synthesized), which was presented as a model of thinking processing
(Sternberg, b). Cognitive dimensions of processing are an individual’s ability to understand
life, comprehend significance, and appreciate deeper meaning, particularly regarding individual
and social matters (Ardelt, ).

This model considers cognitive ability beyond traditional standardized tests. In a similar way to
Sternberg’s earlier triarchic and successful intelligence theories (Sternberg, a, ), WICS is
grounded in the idea that intelligence must include creative abilities. A smart person needs to be
able to go beyond information presented in explicit terms, and imagine a new angle for the old
problem. The WICS model takes wisdom into account not as a bonus or supplemental construct,
but rather as an essential part of the ability to act pragmatically. It is applicable across a whole
range of contexts, such as gifted identification (Sternberg, a), gifted education practices (Dai,
), leadership (Sternberg, ), classroom settings (Sternberg, ), university admissions
(Sternberg et al., ), and awarding scholarships (Sternberg & Grigorenko, ), among
many others.

The WICS model systematically combines the above-mentioned areas, resting on the assump-
tion that someone who possesses and combines these attributes can use each area in a compre-
hensive fashion (Sternberg, b). Creativity can be used to generate depictions of and solutions
to problems. Intelligence (both analytic and practical) can help one to implement decisions and
persuade others of the intrinsic value of these choices. Wisdom is used to ensure that when one
uses intelligence and creativity to advance in life, the pathway chosen will be beneficial to the
global community.

Other theories of wisdom do not explicitly address intelligence and creativity, but include
related concepts. For example, the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm (Baltes & Smith, ) encompasses
factual and strategic knowledge about the fundamental pragmatics of life, which would likely
overlap with intelligence. Furthermore, the paradigm also includes the ability to manage the
uncertainties of life, which would require tolerance of ambiguity (which, as discussed earlier, is
related to creativity).

. Conclusion

Within both creativity and intelligence research and theory there are many models of different
domains, disciplines, and abilities. Within creativity, for example, there might be divisions
between art, writing, science, and business (e.g., Kaufman et al., ) or different stages of
creative problem solving (Mumford et al., ) or different levels of ability (Kaufman &
Beghetto, ). Both traditional (e.g., Schneider & McGrew, ) and more contemporary
models of intelligence (e.g., Sternberg, ) identify different abilities and processes that
comprise the larger construct.

Wisdom is a new way of potentially understanding the value of both creativity and intelligence.
The primary moderating variable that determines the manner in which someone uses their gifts is
wisdom (Craft, ). Isolated from context, creativity and intelligence are simply tools. Is a
hammer good or bad? It depends on whether the hand wielding it is building a house or attacking
someone. Wisdom can be that hand. Wise people would be able to use their creativity and
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intelligence to do meaningful things that contribute to society in some way. A very wise person
with less prominent levels of intellect or creativity can do more good than a creative and
intellectual genius with low wisdom.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Consider a situation involving an ethical dilemma. For example, imagine a situation in
which a person must break a common law so as to benefit another person or group (e.g.,
stealing to feed a hungry person), or perhaps a situation in which helping one disenfran-
chised group involves harming another group. Do you think that, in these cases, creative or
intelligent people might use their strengths to resolve such a conflict compared with a
situation in which no such ethical dilemma is involved?

() People can have different conceptions of wisdom. How do you imagine a wise person?
Imagine a highly wise person, a highly intelligent person, and a highly creative person. What
do these three individuals have in common? In what respects do they differ? Does your
image match with the perspectives of wisdom discussed in this chapter?

() As mentioned above, some scholars define creativity as being a construct that is only morally
good. Other scholars include the idea of malevolent creativity. Which idea makes more
sense to you? Can you think of a highly creative person from history or fiction who
intentionally harmed other people?

() In this chapter, the dimension of time and perspective were not necessarily considered in
relation to how we judge whether a certain behavior is more good or more evil. Can creative
or intelligent behavior that was once considered morally good come to be seen as malevolent
after a period of time? Similarly, can behavior that was seen as morally good by one group of
people be seen as evil by another group of people? Can you think of any examples?

() We have discussed studies that linked higher creativity with lower integrity and a more
flexible morality. Historically, Korean Buddhist monks fought on the battlefield to defend
their community, allowing themselves to violate their canonical rule, “Do not kill living
things.” How can you interpret such a violation of their own principles? Would you
consider the monks’ fighting behavior as an example of low integrity or creative justification?
Overall, would you consider their behavior to be a wise judgment? Do you think there are
circumstances in which it may be wise to kill someone?

() Do you think intelligence, creativity, and wisdom can be taught over time as in the WICS
model? If not, why do you think this? If you think they can be taught over time, how do you
think we can teach them?

. Investigations

James Kaufman, in collaboration with Hansika Kapoor, has proposed a model of dark creativity
that explores how people use their creativity to enable actions or produce artifacts that may be
considered malevolent or harmful. The relationship with intelligence and wisdom can be seen in a
set of individual mechanisms, which include both intellectual ability and values. Although higher
intelligence will often lead to malevolent creative acts that are more likely to have a negative
impact upon society (i.e., they are more likely to be successful and carried out on a grander scale),
wisdom (as represented by a component called “personal values”) is more likely to temper dark
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creativity. Two examples of wise values that may dissuade individuals from pursuing malevolently
creative acts are general benevolence and universalism (consideration for all people).

Dowon Choi, with James Kaufman, has focused on developmental and multicultural theoret-
ical perspectives to foster the creativity of all students (not only those who are academic high
achievers) in their own contexts, which may lead to an increased community level of wisdom.
Choi and Kaufman have also highlighted the interdependence between top-down leadership and
an individual's bottom-up leadership to govern their communities and live wisely for the benefit
of the world community. Recently, Choi collaborated with Alan Kaufman in a study of the
historical and contemporary vestige of the malleable nature of human intelligence in IQ tests.

. Practical Applications

Creativity is most commonly associated with the arts and science, but it can be found and
experienced everywhere. As discussed in this chapter, creativity broadly consists of two compo-
nents – novelty and usefulness. We can probably easily come up with a surprising situation that
requires our creative adaptation and modification of the environment (e.g., an unexpected
detour). In the future we can expect to have to deal with massive levels of changes (e.g., climate
change, pandemics, and shifts in global power) in a convoluted context. Intelligence, creativity,
and wise decision making will be critical if individuals and leaders are to navigate information
saturation, fast communication, and the emergence of brand-new problems. At an individual
level, wisdom may help to reduce the anxiety caused by this ambiguity and uncertainty, and
increase emotional equilibrium and well-being. At a community level, if individuals develop
intelligence to think critically, creativity to solve problems, and wisdom to incorporate intelligence
and creativity together, flexibly and prosocially, they may be able to make better collaborative
decisions that help all of us to coexist far into the future.

Glossary

constructs in psychology, tools for understanding psychological concepts and phenomena that
may not exist in a directly observable or measurable form. Examples of constructs include
intelligence, wisdom, self-esteem, creativity, and anxiety.

creativity the capacity of a person or thing to produce something that is both new and useful.
Since newness and usefulness can be judged differently in different situations, creativity is often
understood in context.

implicit theories ideas and opinions that people may hold without fully understanding why they
think that way; often people may not even know that they hold some beliefs.

intelligence this is conceptualized in many different ways, from a globalized cognitive ability to
perceive, process, and produce information, to the interactions of many different components.

long-term storage and retrieval the ability to remember previously stored information (e.g., a
friend’s name, an order of objects, or a short story) and then to produce this information when
it is needed.

psychometric relating to a field of study that focuses on measuring psychological constructs in a
relatively objective way, such as the measurement of intelligence, personality, knowledge/skills,
or clinically meaningful symptoms in tests or questionnaires.
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short-term memory the ability to maintain, momentarily manipulate, and immediately repro-
duce or focus on information within primary memory.

visual-spatial processing the ability to accurately and quickly identify, remember, manipulate,
and produce two-dimensional or three-dimensional visual information, including imagery.

WICS model a model (Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity Synthesized) that includes the
ethical components necessary to be successful in life.
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Wisdom, Morality, and Ethics

Judith Glück and Robert J. Sternberg

. Introduction

Box . presents a classical moral dilemma. What do you think about it?

Why is this a “moral” dilemma, and what does morality have to do with wisdom? Simply put,
morality is about what is right and what is wrong, and about how we can decide what is right and
what is wrong. According to Greene (), morality is the reason why humans do unselfish
things, even at a cost to themselves, for the benefit of a greater good. This chapter, and much of
the literature, uses the terms “moral” and “ethical” largely interchangeably, but one possible
distinction is that morality refers to the principles on which one’s judgments of right and wrong
are based, whereas ethics are principles of “right conduct.”

Moral dilemmas, such as the one outlined above, typically describe situations in which moral
rules clash. For example, it is wrong to steal, and it is wrong to let a person die. Is it right to steal
so that a person doesn’t die? Why exactly is one person’s life more valuable than another person’s
profit? What if it were not Heinz’s wife dying, but a stranger? What if it were Heinz’s dog? Why
does this make a difference? There is no objectively right answer to these questions, because they
all come down to values (see also Chapter ).

In our everyday lives, we often encounter moral dilemmas that are even less clear-cut. If your
friend tells you that she cheated on an important exam and you consider cheating to be deeply
wrong, what should you do? There are many different values involved here, some of which are
moral (you think it’s wrong to cheat, but you also think it’s wrong to betray a friend’s confidence),

Box . A moral dilemma (adapted from Colby et al., ).

Heinz’s wife is suffering from a rare and deadly cancer. As it happens, a druggist in the same town
recently discovered a drug that her doctors think might save her life. The drug is expensive to make, but
the druggist is charging ten times his cost. This is far more than Heinz can afford to pay, even after asking
all his friends for help. He desperately begs the druggist to sell him the drug at a lower price or to let him
pay the balance later, but the druggist refuses. Desperately, Heinz considers breaking into the drugstore
to steal the drug for his wife.

 Portions of this chapter draw on ideas earlier expressed in:
Sternberg, R. J. and Glück, J. (). Wisdom, morality, and ethics. In R. J. Sternberg and J. Glück, eds., The
Cambridge Handbook of Wisdom. Cambridge University Press, pp. –.
Sternberg, R. J. and Glück, J. (). Wisdom: The Psychology of Wise Thoughts, Words, and Deeds. Cambridge

University Press.
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while others are not moral but are still important to you (you don’t want to lose her as a friend;
you don’t want people to consider you a grind). How do you balance these different values so as
to make the best possible decision?

As we explained in Chapter , wisdom involves the ability to balance different intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and extrapersonal interests, considering both short- and long-term outcomes, so as
to optimize the outcome with respect to a common good (Sternberg, ). Clearly, then,
wisdom can help us to deal with moral dilemmas. However, surprisingly few studies have
examined the links between wisdom and morality. In this chapter, we shall discuss three aspects
of the relationship between wisdom and morality – how wisdom is related to moral reasoning and
moral intuitions, what moral values wise individuals hold, and how wise individuals may manage
to act ethically even in difficult situations.

. Moral Reasoning and Wisdom: Kohlberg’s Theory
of Moral Development

Lawrence Kohlberg was one of the first psychologists to study the development of moral reasoning
(Kohlberg, ). Participants were presented with dilemmas such as the story about Heinz and
asked questions about them. Should Heinz steal the drug? Why, or why not? Should he also steal
it for a stranger? Why, or why not? And so on. In a class on moral development that one of us is
teaching, students vote online in response to these questions. Typically, a large majority (but by
no means all) of the students think Heinz should steal the drug. The majority is much smaller
when students are asked if Heinz should steal the drug for a stranger. Only a minority of students
think Heinz should steal the drug for a dog. What do you think, and why? In Box . is a list of
possible arguments why Heinz should or should not steal the drug for his wife. To what extent
does each of these reasons sound convincing to you? Indicate how much you agree with each
statement on a scale from  (= not at all) to  (= very much).

You probably noticed that the arguments in Box . represent quite different ways of thinking.
Kohlberg distinguished three basic levels of moral reasoning, each consisting of two stages. We
shall describe them very briefly here.

The first level, usually seen in children, is preconventional morality. Preconventional morality is
essentially selfish, and assumes that people should only follow rules when it is to their benefit.
Responses () and () in Box . would be preconventional. They only look at the outcome for
Heinz; no one else’s interests or more general moral values are considered.

The second level is conventional morality. People at this stage consider morality as a matter of
conformity, norms, and mutual expectations. Responses () and () in Box . are examples of
conventional morality. Participants at this stage consider it essential that people follow the rules.
Response () is not about Heinz’s wife’s right to live – it is just about Heinz’s obligations toward
her. Response () is typical of the so-called the “law and order” stage of conventional morality.
People at this stage consider laws and rules as absolute, with no exceptions.

The third level is post-conventional morality. At this stage, people see the importance of social
contracts, but they also know that rules are not absolute. They understand that some values, such
as individual rights to life or liberty, should be protected independent of the circumstances. They
know that there are situations where rules clash, they know that people differ in their needs and
value orientations, and they know that weighing different ethical aspects against each other can be
difficult. A postconventional person might say that the right of Heinz’s wife to live is more
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important than any law about stealing, but that once she is saved, Heinz should have to
compensate the druggist even if it takes many years to do so. If a law violates universal ethical
principles, postconventional individuals will not follow that law.

.. Wisdom and Kohlberg’s Levels of Moral Reasoning

What stage of moral reasoning would you expect a wise person to be at? As you have read in earlier
chapters, wise individuals think deeply about complex issues, care about the wellbeing of others, and
are motivated to achieve the best possible outcome for the community, so most people would
probably expect wise people to be at the postconventional level. Only one study to date has
investigated the relationship between wisdom and Kohlberg’s levels of moral reasoning. Pasupathi
and Staudinger () found that about  percent of their postconventional participants were also
among the top  percent of scorers in the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm (Baltes & Staudinger, ;
see Chapter ). In other words, postconventional moral thinkers were indeed likely also to be wise.

. Beyond Moral Reasoning: Moral Intuitions

There is one problem with Kohlberg’s approach – it is somewhat theoretical. When you were
reading the Heinz dilemma at the beginning of this chapter, how did you decide whether or not
Heinz should steal the drug? Did you make a long list of pros and cons in your head, weigh them
carefully, and then decide? If you are like most people, you didn’t. You probably had an
immediate “gut feeling” about what Heinz should do. Only if someone had asked you why
exactly Heinz should do what you thought he should do would you have searched for rational
arguments supporting your position.

The moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt and others have shown that our moral judgments
rarely arise from conscious moral reasoning (Haidt, ). People often have immediate intui-
tions about what is right or wrong, and then construct rational arguments to support their gut
reaction: “When faced with a social demand for a verbal justification, one becomes a lawyer trying
to build a case rather than a judge searching for the truth” (Haidt, , p. ).

Consider, for example, the story in Box ..

Box . Some arguments concerning the Heinz dilemma.

() Heinz should not steal the drug because he might get caught – it’s not worth it if his wife gets well
again, but he is in prison!

() Heinz should steal the drug because when he got married he promised to take care of his wife. He is
bound by that promise.

() Heinz should steal the drug both for his wife and for a stranger, because a person’s right to life is
worth more than the druggist’s right to profit.

() Heinz should not steal the drug. What would happen to our society if everybody just stole what
they need?

() Heinz should steal the drug because if he doesn’t, his wife might die and that would be very sad
for him.

() Heinz should steal the drug and then confess and accept his verdict. That way, he will have
followed his conscience, even if it is against the law.

   ü    . 
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Most people feel strongly that it was wrong for Mark and Julie to make love. A typical dialogue
between an interviewer and an interviewee might go like this:

 : Why was it wrong?
 : Well, Julie might get pregnant, and the baby might be sick, or handicapped.
 : The story says she couldn’t possibly get pregnant.
 : Okay, but it might destroy their relationship as brother and sister.
 : The story says it didn’t.
 : But . . . it’s still wrong. I can’t explain why, but it’s wrong. It’s just disgusting for a brother

and sister to have sex.

If you have siblings of your own, you may also have a strong gut feeling that sex with a sibling
would be disgusting. These gut feelings are clearly quite different from a rational consideration of
different pro and con arguments.

So, are we helpless victims of our moral intuitions, using seemingly rational arguments only to
support our gut feelings? Why, then, is it sometimes possible to convince someone to change their
mind about a moral issue? Haidt () argued that conscious reflection, especially when it
involves taking the perspective of others, can sometimes overrule or change moral intuitions, but
he considered this to be a relatively rare case. However, other researchers believe that people quite
regularly rely on both intuitions and reasoning in their moral judgments.

. Greene’s Dual-Process Model

According to the philosopher and psychologist Joshua Greene, people can make moral judgments
in two different ways (Greene, ). There is the fast, intuitive, effortless way to form judgments
that you may have experienced when you were reading the story about Julie and Mark, but there
is also a slower, conscious, effort-requiring process of reflection. If you are faced with a dilemma
for which you do not have a strong gut feeling or for which you do not trust your gut feeling, you
may actually try to collect information and weigh arguments rationally. The same distinction
between “fast,” intuitive and “slow,” reflective thinking has been made for judgment and decision
making in general (for an overview, see Kahneman, ).

In an interesting experiment, Paxton et al. () told participants Haidt’s story about Julie
and Mark, followed by either a weak argument or a strong argument that went against their
immediate disgust reaction. The weak argument was that making love is always a good thing. The
strong argument explained that the disgust reaction stemmed from ancient times, when incest
might indeed have had negative consequences, but that it was no longer relevant because the
siblings used multiple means of contraception. After reading the strong argument and thinking

Box . The Story of Julie and Mark (Haidt, , p. ).

Julie and Mark are siblings. They are traveling together in France on summer vacation from college. One
night they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They decide that it would be interesting and fun if
they tried making love. At the very least it would be a new experience for each of them. Julie is already
taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom, too, just to be safe. They both enjoy making love,
but they decide not to do it again. They keep that night as a special secret, which makes them feel even
closer to each other. What do you think about this? Was it OK for them to make love?
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about it for two minutes, participants judged the siblings’ behavior as more acceptable than did
participants who read the weak argument or were not given time to think.

How are the two processes related to wisdom? No research has investigated this question
directly, but reflectivity – the willingness and ability to question one’s own beliefs and take
different perspectives – is an important cornerstone of wisdom (e.g., Ardelt, ; Baltes &
Staudinger, ; Glück & Bluck, ; Sternberg, ; see Chapter ). Wise people are
unlikely to base their moral judgments solely on intuitions, because they aim to consider others’
perspectives and needs, long-term as well as short-term outcomes, and the role of context in
human behavior (Baltes & Staudinger, ; Grossmann, ; Sternberg, ).

In addition, wise people may have different moral intuitions from most of us. Experts in any
field typically make quick and intuitive judgments in the domain of their expertise – for example,
a chess master may grasp the whole layout on a chessboard with a single look, and immediately
know the best move. This intuitive reaction is not innate, of course, but based on thousands of
hours of practice. If wisdom is expert knowledge in matters of life (Baltes & Staudinger, ), it
would be plausible that wise people do not just reflect more wisely on their intuitions – they may
also have wiser intuitions than most people.

. Moral Foundations Theory

Why do people have such different moral intuitions? Why do we have strong feelings about moral
issues at all, especially if they do not concern us personally? Many people are willing to take to the
streets and stand up for the rights of others. Why do we care so much about morality? Haidt
() argued that our moral feelings stem from the evolution of humanity – people are
biologically predisposed to find certain things disgusting and deeply morally wrong. Prehistoric
humans who did not have a predisposition against incest, for example, would simply have become
extinct because their offspring would have been genetically compromised. And the incest taboo is
not the only case of an evolved moral intuition. In other words, the foundations of our moral
intuitions are much older than our modern brain’s ability to think rationally about
moral questions.

Haidt’s Moral Foundations Theory (Haidt, ) proposes that six evolved mechanisms
underlie most of our moral intuitions. However, due to differences in cultural background and
upbringing, people differ greatly in how important each of the foundations actually is to them.
Before we describe each of the six foundations, fill out the brief scale in Box . to find out how
much each of the considerations matters to you.

() Care

Items  and  in Box . refer to people’s innate desire to care for and protect others in need,
especially helpless creatures such as children or young animals. Humans everywhere in the world
feel compassion for innocent victims of disaster, often combined with anger at those who caused
them harm. The human capacity for empathy and compassion is larger than that of most animals,
and is probably an important factor that kept early human communities functioning, although
animals have shown impressive acts of compassion (de Waal, ).

   ü    . 
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() Fairness

Items  and  in Box . refer to the universal human desire for fairness and justice. Many people
engage themselves in righting injustices done to people they don’t even know personally. We also
become genuinely angry with people who cheat or exploit others. Research using economic games
shows that many people are actually willing to pay a share of their own profit to get “freeriders”
punished (Fehr & Gächter, ). If every person were only interested in their own profit, that
behavior would be completely illogical. However, according to Haidt, humans have an innate
desire for fairness – we want the rules to be the same for everyone.

() Loyalty

Items  and  in Box . refer to loyalty – standing up with and for the groups to which you feel
you belong, which may include your family, your community, your political party, or your
nation. Humans (and chimpanzees; see de Waal, ) have a strong need to belong to a group,
which is why many of us identify as fans of sports teams, fashion brands, or influencers. Once
people feel that they are part of a group, they tend to like other group members more than
people outside the group – even if they have never met any of those people (Brewer, ).
This is obviously a dubious side of our nature, and individuals and communities differ greatly
in how much they value loyalty. The human desire to be part of a group has often been
exploited by leaders fomenting nationalism or racism. From an evolutionary perspective, it
makes sense that early humans who protected their group members against outsiders had a
survival advantage.

Box . Sample items from the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham et al., ).

When you decide whether something is right or wrong, to what extent are the following
considerations relevant to your thinking? Please rate each statement using a scale from  = “not at all
relevant (this consideration has nothing to do with my judgments of right and wrong)” to  = “extremely
relevant (this is one of the most important factors when I judge right and wrong).”

______() Whether or not someone suffered emotionally.
______() Whether or not some people were treated differently than others.
______() Whether or not someone’s action showed love for his or her country.
______() Whether or not someone showed a lack of respect for authority.
______() Whether or not someone violated standards of purity and decency.
______() Whether or not someone violated another person’s personal freedom.
______() Whether or not someone cared for someone weak or vulnerable.
______() Whether or not someone acted unfairly.
______() Whether or not someone did something to betray his or her group.
______() Whether or not someone conformed to the traditions of society.
______() Whether or not someone did something disgusting.
______() Whether or not someone oppressed someone else.
Source for items – and –: https://moralfoundations.org/questionnaires/.

Items  and  were designed by the authors of this chapter.
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() Authority

Items  and  in Box . refer to people’s innate willingness to respect and obey authorities,
hierarchies, and traditions. As with loyalty, views on authority vary widely across modern cultures
and subcultures. When you ask people which values they want to convey to their children, their
responses may cover the whole range from “obedience and discipline” to “the courage to stand up
to authorities.” It is not entirely clear how hierarchical human societies are by nature.
Chimpanzees are closely related to us and live in more hierarchical structures than we do.
Bonobos are equally closely related to us and much more egalitarian (de Waal, ).
Interestingly, human hunter-gatherer societies seem to be quite egalitarian. Some archeologists
argue that human societies became more authoritarian when humanity took up agriculture
(Boehm, ).

() Sanctity/Purity

Items  and  in Box . refer to purity. Purity is closely related to disgust at things or practices
that people view as unclean. In fact, the emotion of disgust evolved because it prevents people
from getting sick or poisoned (which is why we find the smell of feces or rotten food disgusting).
Interestingly, it seems to be relatively easy to teach humans to find things disgusting that are not
really harmful, such as foods that a culture considers to be unclean. As a modern example, many
vegans experience strong disgust when they imagine eating meat. Cultures differ in the extent to
which they value virtues such as chastity and temperance and practices intended to keep one’s
body and mind clean.

() Liberty

Items  and  in Box . refer to the sixth moral foundation, liberty, which was added by Haidt
in . Across cultures, people have a strong desire for physical as well as psychological freedom.
Humans may obey bullies who oppress the freedom of others, but they usually do not do so
happily. Dictatorships that use draconian measures to oppress people’s freedom often end because
some citizens are willing to risk their lives to free their country.

As mentioned earlier, the moral foundations are considered to be evolution-based pre-
dispositions of human beings. At the same time, people differ considerably in the extent to
which they endorse each moral foundation. The environmental and cultural influences of our
upbringing influence how important the foundations become to us. If you want to test this
out, present the scale in Box . to people with different ideological orientations. You may be
able to replicate the findings of Graham et al. (). They reported that liberals tend to
strongly endorse care and fairness, but not the other three foundations (liberty had not yet
been added to the list in ), whereas conservatives also endorse care and fairness, but
consider loyalty, authority, and purity as almost equally important. This finding explains why
liberals and conservatives tend to view each other as immoral. Conservatives may think it is
very important to teach children to respect and obey authorities, whereas liberals may think
that children should be taught to speak up against authorities in order to protect weaker
members of society.
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. Wisdom and Moral Values

Why are we talking about the moral foundations in a book about wisdom? Moral Foundations
Theory is essentially a theory of people’s moral values, suggesting that people differ in how much
they endorse each of them. So which values do wise individuals care about? Box . shows a list of
values. First, use a scale from  (= “not at all important”) to  (= “extremely important”) to
indicate how important each value is to you. Then use the same scale to rate how important you
think each value is to a very wise person.

The values in Box . are based on Shalom Schwartz’s theory of basic human values (Schwartz,
). Schwartz’s research has shown that these values matter to people all over the world, but
both cultures and the people within each culture differ in how much they care about specific
values. Some of the values are moral values, as they go beyond the individual’s own interests,
especially benevolence, universalism, and tradition. Other values, such as power and achievement,
may actually come at a cost to other people.

What values do wise individuals endorse? From a theoretical perspective, we would expect
them to care particularly for the moral values. Most wisdom theories include concern for the
wellbeing of others or a larger common good (e.g., Ardelt, ; Sternberg, ). In addition,
wise people are assumed to be tolerant of worldviews different from their own (e.g., Baltes &
Staudinger, ; Grossmann et al., ), so they might also care about self-direction. In an
expert survey, wisdom researchers considered both concern for a common good and value
relativism and tolerance to be closely associated with wisdom (Jeste et al., ).

Box . Basic human values according to Schwartz (); adapted from Sternberg
and Glück ().

Value
Personal

importance
Importance for a

wise person

Self-direction: making my own choices and thinking
independently.

— —

Stimulation: having excitement, novelty, and challenges in my life. — —
Hedonism: experiencing pleasure or positive sensations. — —
Achievement: being successful because of my competence and

performance.
— —

Power: having prestige and status, having dominance over people
and resources.

— —

Security: being safe and secure, living a stable, harmonic life. — —
Conformity: following social expectations and norms, not doing
things that might upset or harm others.

— —

Tradition: being respectful, committed to, or at least accepting of
the customs and ideas of my culture or religion.

— —

Benevolence: engaging myself for the welfare of the people I know
or the people of my group.

— —

Universalism: caring about the welfare of all people, nature, and the
world at large.

— —
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But maybe that is just because the wisdom researchers who came up with those theories of
wisdom care about those same values. Would an individual who cares a lot about power believe
that wise people also care a lot about power? In a recent study, we asked participants to fill out
value questionnaires for themselves and for a wise person, as you did in Box ., and to report
their political orientations (Glück et al., ). With respect to people’s own values, conservatives
cared more about security, conformity, and power than did liberals, and liberals cared more about
universalism than did conservatives. (Both liberals and conservatives cared a lot about benevo-
lence.) However, the main question was whether conservatives and liberals would also differ in
their ideas about wise people’s values. In other words, do people generally believe that wise people
have the same values as themselves? Or do even people who care very little about, say, univer-
salism, believe that wise people care about universalism?

The results were somewhere in between. Conservatives thought that wise people care more
about security, conformity, and power than liberals thought they do. Liberals thought that wise
people care more about universalism than conservatives thought they do. At the same time,
virtually everyone thought that wise people cared less about security and power and more about
universalism than they themselves did. Across several studies, participants felt that the three values
most important to wise people are benevolence, universalism, and self-direction. In two of the
studies, we also measured wisdom and analyzed whether wiser participants actually endorsed
specific values. Just as people had thought, wisdom was positively related to benevolence,
universalism, and self-direction, and negatively related to power and security.

Other studies have found similar results. Kunzmann and Baltes () and Webster ()
reported that wisdom was positively correlated with other-oriented values (wellbeing of friends,
societal engagement, and ecological protection) and with striving for self-understanding and
personal growth, and that it was negatively correlated with striving for a pleasurable life. In
summary, wise people do seem to care more about ethical values – concern for members of one’s
own “tribe” as well as for all of humanity and nature – than other people do. They also care a lot
about self-direction – thinking for themselves, making their own choices, and living the life that is
right for them. Note that these results were obtained from studies in “Western” countries. In
more traditional, hierarchical cultures, the results may be different (see, for example, Asadi et al.,
). However, regardless of culture, it seems unlikely that a wise person would mindlessly
submit to an authority that harms others. When you look at the popular wisdom exemplars that
studies have identified (see Chapter ), quite a number of them are associated with standing up
for justice and against suppression (e.g., Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, or Martin Luther
King; see, for example, Paulhus et al., ; Weststrate et al., ). Importantly, these wisdom
exemplars did not just stand by their cause, but they did so by peaceful means, and they
succeeded. Typically, the hardest part of living a moral life is not the theoretical endorsement
of moral values, but actually acting according to those values when things get difficult.

. Wisdom and Ethical Behavior

Have you ever faced a difficult moral dilemma yourself? If so, do you feel that you acted in
accordance with your own values? Research on moral behavior shows that people often do not
act according to their own values. In , Bibb Latané and John Darley opened up a new field of
research by investigating what people actually did when faced with a person needing help, rather
than what they said they would do (Latané & Darley, ). These researchers had found that
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when someone was in trouble, such as a person having an epileptic seizure (Darley & Latané,
) or falling and crying out in pain (Latané & Rodin, ), bystanders often did not
intervene. Many did not intervene because they thought someone else might do so, or because
they did not feel competent to help. Darley and Batson () even showed that divinity students
on their way to give a lecture on the parable of The Good Samaritan often did not stop to help a
person lying on the ground in clear need of precisely that – a good Samaritan!

.. An Eight-Step Model for Ethical Behavior

Why do people who consider themselves to be good often do something bad? Obviously, it is
much harder to actually act ethically than one would expect given the rules that we are taught by
our parents, school, and religious training. Sternberg () has proposed a model of ethical
behavior that can be applied to a variety of ethical problems. According to Sternberg, people must
go through a series of eight steps if they are to actually act ethically, and each step is a challenge in
itself. In the following account we shall describe the eight steps in detail, using an example from
university life as an illustration.

Importantly, no research has yet shown that wise individuals actually use these steps more often
than other people do. Nevertheless, we have included them here because we believe that it is
important for psychologists to look more at what people actually do than at what they think they
might do (Baumeister et al., ). Living up to one’s values is an important part of wisdom that
should be investigated more in the future.

() Recognize that there is an event to which to react.

Laura is an associate professor at a university. She loves to teach and has a good relationship with her
students. At some point, students tell her that an older professor in her department is treating some students
badly. They say that this professor uses language suggestive of prejudice and gets very angry in class when
students have difficulty understanding her ideas. Some students are deeply scared of that professor and
afraid to speak up in class, as it seems that the professor laughs openly at students who make mistakes.

Should Laura do anything about this situation? Often we do not even notice (or we choose not to
notice) other people’s unethical behavior. Humans tend to mind their own business and let others
mind theirs, which is usually a good rule, but it can become a bad rule when someone is doing
something unethical. People may be particularly willing to accept unethical behavior from leaders if
they have been taught not to question authority. Sometimes it can actually be quite appealing to
hand over responsibility to political, educational, or religious leaders. Wise individuals take respon-
sibility for their own life. They would want to stand up to leaders who abuse their power.

Laura is shocked by what the students tell her. It fits into a more general pattern. The same professor
has been aggressively criticizing other people in department meetings, and two members of her team
have recently quit their jobs. So there indeed seems to be a problem. But is it an ethical problem, and
does Laura have a responsibility to act?

() Define the event as having an ethical dimension.

People differ in the extent to which they see an ethical dimension in everyday life. Some people
consider the decisions to eat meat, to cheat in an exam, or to challenge one’s boss about one’s
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salary as moral questions, because these decisions involve the needs and rights of other beings.
Other people do not think about ethics with respect to the same issues – they do what they
consider as good for themselves without thinking much about it. Wise individuals are attentive to
the potential moral impact of their own or others’ behavior.

Ethical standards are very important to Laura. In fact, the conversation with the students took place
after her class on moral psychology, in which she had talked about the importance of standing up against
injustice! She feels that the students are hoping for her to do something about the situation.

() Decide that the ethical dimension is significant.

Even if people see an ethical problem with someone else’s behavior, they may still decide to do
nothing about it because they consider the situation to be relatively harmless, or they feel that
other benefits outweigh the ethical aspects. Sometimes, economic or strategic advantages can be
gained from acting unethically. In other situations, people calm their conscience by telling
themselves that “everyone else does the same thing.”

The more she thinks about it, the more Laura feels that the problem with her older colleague is
significant. Clearly, this is not just about different personal styles – two people have given up their
academic career because of the professor’s behavior, and students have been hurt emotionally. But is it
really Laura’s job to do something about it? The whole department has witnessed the professor’s behavior
in meetings, and nobody ever said anything. In a way, the professor is actually profiting from her
aggressiveness, as few people are willing to stand up to her.

() Take responsibility for generating an ethical solution to the problem.

As mentioned earlier, decades of social psychological research have shown how adept people are at
looking away and waiting for someone else to take responsibility when something bad is
happening. This is particularly the case if people regard the person who is acting unethically as
a good friend, or if that person is superior to them in an institutional hierarchy.

Laura is not directly working with the professor who may have been acting unethically. However, she
worries that if she takes action, other senior members of the department may consider her to be a
troublemaker. She talks to a colleague who is, like her, in a junior position. That colleague cautions
Laura against doing anything. She feels that the senior professors in the department are all good friends
and will not tolerate someone “attacking” one of them. The colleague also tells Laura that the professor
in question is having some serious problems in her personal life. She has recently been going through an
unpleasant divorce.

() Figure out what abstract ethical rule(s) might apply to the problem.

One difficult problem with ethical rules is that often more than one of them applies, and they
tend to be in conflict with each other. For example, most of us have been taught as children to be
honest. However, many of us also have childhood memories of adults either bursting into laughter
or being horrified because we said something perfectly honest to the wrong person in the wrong
situation. Clearly, in some cases, the rule about not hurting someone else’s feelings takes
precedence over the rule about not lying. In difficult situations, we need to make explicit for
ourselves which ethical rules are actually relevant to a problem.
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Laura is trying to figure out which ethical rules matter for her problem and how she should weigh
them. The professor is struggling with personal troubles, and one should not hurt someone who is already
hurting. But then, students and co-workers have been hurt by the professor’s behavior. Laura wonders if
she is maybe overestimating her own importance. After all, there are other places the students can turn
to. Maybe she should just tell them to seek help from the university’s student council or human resources
department. But then, the consequences for the professor may be even harsher than if the issue stays
within the department. Laura also wonders whether she should completely believe the students’
accusations. Maybe they are exaggerating. Is it right to give the students so much power?

() Decide how these abstract ethical rules actually apply to the problem
to suggest a concrete solution.

It is often difficult to weigh and balance different ethical rules with respect to a specific situation.
Even people who are highly trained and skilled in working with ethical and judicial rules, such as
judges and pastors, find this difficult, especially in situations where they themselves or their
personal relationships are involved. As discussed in Chapter , wisdom researchers have been
discussing why it is sometimes so much harder to show personal wisdom (wisdom realized in
one’s own life) than to show general wisdom (wisdom applied to other people’s lives) (see
Staudinger, ). Sometimes it helps to imagine looking at the situation from an outside
perspective (Kross & Grossmann, ).

Laura has decided that she needs to do something. Students have told her that last week a student left
class in tears after the professor yelled at him and told him he was too stupid for this university. In
combination with the other things Laura has heard, she feels that the professor’s transgressions are too
severe and consistent to be justified by her personal troubles. Laura wonders if she should talk to another
senior professor within the department whom she considers to be trustworthy and caring.

() Prepare for potential adverse consequences of acting.

As discussed earlier, one characteristic of ethical acts is that the person doing them does not stand
to gain anything from them. In fact, acting ethically can have negative consequences. Sometimes
doing the right thing may mean standing up against someone in public, which means that
everybody will know who was responsible. This action may earn some people medals of honor,
but more often it will earn them a lot of trouble. People who point out the unethical behavior of
others may lose friends, be viewed as traitors themselves, or become the target of revenge by the
people whose unethical behavior they uncovered. Whistleblowers often lose their jobs eventually.

Laura is quite worried that she may be wrong about the professor to whom she wants to talk. Perhaps
his loyalty to the other professor goes further than Laura thinks. In any case, if the professor faces serious
consequences for her behavior, she or other people in the department may find out that it was Laura
who started the process. Laura is very worried about what this may mean for her position in the
department and her relationships with her colleagues.

() Act.

Even after they have determined that they indeed need to do something, people sometimes end
up not doing anything. They may just convince themselves that other things are more important.
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They may never master the courage to actually do what they think is right, especially when
negative consequences are likely. They may simply wait too long for the perfect moment, which
somehow never comes.

Laura makes an appointment with the older professor. She asks him to treat the conversation as
confidential and makes it clear that she is not sure whether she is doing the right thing, but then she tells
him the whole story. The professor listens carefully. He says that Laura did the right thing. Similar
things have happened before and he knows how to deal with them. He is going to work with the
department head and the human resources department. They will talk to the professor about the
allegations without giving away either Laura’s name or any students’ names. The professor will get a
serious admonition and will be warned of consequences if she does not change her behavior. However,
she will also be offered counseling to deal with her personal problems and develop her teaching strategies.
A few weeks later, her students tell Laura that the professor’s behavior has noticeably changed.

. Conclusion

This chapter has summarized the theoretical and empirical relationships between wisdom and
morality. Wise individuals are able to think carefully and rationally about moral dilemmas,
recognizing their own intuitive impulses but not necessarily following them in making decisions.
As they think about complex moral dilemmas, they aim to balance the different perspectives,
interests, and needs optimally. Their value orientations are focused on a greater good that does not
just include members of their own family or group, but humanity and the world at large. Because
they are good at thinking about moral issues and dealing with the emotional and social aspects of
complex situations, they are likely to also act ethically in difficult situations. Many of the great
wisdom exemplars in history stood up for a just cause and accomplished major societal changes by
peaceful means. We believe that the ethical aspect of wisdom is particularly important at a time
when the world needs good decisions that do not focus on the needs of any particular nation or
group. If we want to overcome serious world problems, such as climate change, global pandemics,
and rising inequality, we need ethical and wise leaders.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Try to think of a difficult moral dilemma that a person might be facing nowadays – a
problem that involves conflicting moral rules and that requires people to balance their own
needs with those of others. How would people at the three levels of Kohlberg’s model of
moral reasoning think about that dilemma?

() Are there domains in which you have strong moral intuitions – things that people may do
that just feel deeply wrong to you, where even the thought of people doing them makes you
deeply angry or disgusted? Try to think of an example. Where do you think these moral
intuitions come from? Are they related to your upbringing, your cultural background, or
specific experiences of your own, or could they be evolution-based?

() Can you remember a situation in which you had a strong moral intuition but then changed
your mind – perhaps because you found out more about the issue or someone convinced
you of a different view? To what extent do you typically question your immediate intuitions?

() Which values from Schwartz’s model do you consider as most important for yourself? Are
they moral values? Do you consider being an ethical person as a central part of your identity?
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Why do you think you have these values, and why is being an ethical person so central or
not central to your identity?

() Can you recall a moral dilemma that you have faced in your own life? Did you end up doing
what you thought was right? Go through Sternberg’s eight-step model and try to reconstruct
whether and how you took each step. If you ended up not doing what was right, on which
step did you stumble? If you did what was right, who or what helped you to do so?

. Investigations

Judith Glück’s main topic of research is wisdom psychology. Having been trained in psychomet-
rics, she has a strong interest in developing new ways to measure wisdom. She is also interested in
the development of wisdom through an interplay of life experiences and internal and external
resources, factors that influence wisdom in professional contexts, ways to foster wisdom through
interventions and through changes in structures and systems, the relationship between wisdom
and morality, and people’s conceptions of wisdom in different cultures.

Robert J. Sternberg studies wisdom, as well as intelligence and creativity. His major current
concern in his research is with these processes as they apply in the everyday world. Too often tests
are rather artificial, and give an impression of how people think they should answer the test
questions, rather than how they would actually handle the situations in everyday life. Thus his
current research presents real-world problems, asks participants how they would address those
problems, and rates the responses for their wisdom in terms of the balance theory of wisdom.

. Practical Applications

Judith Glück’s work is relevant to many areas of everyday life. Ways to foster the development
and manifestation of wisdom seem very important for today’s world. Although research on
measuring wisdom may seem less directly relevant than applied research, we need to provide
the best tools for measuring wisdom if we want to study the factors that influence whether people
grow toward wisdom and display wisdom in their everyday lives.

Robert J. Sternberg’s research is oriented toward practical wisdom in the sense of understand-
ing and assessing how people solve real problems. His research is maximum performance based –

it looks at people’s actual solutions to everyday problems and how effective those solutions are.

Glossary

evolution the process of change that all forms of life undergo over generations. Biological
populations evolve through genetic changes that correspond to changes in the organisms‘
observable traits. Genetic changes include mutations, which are caused by damage or replica-
tion errors in organisms’ DNA. As random genetic variations occur in a population over
generations, natural selection gradually leads traits to become more or less common, depending
on the relative reproductive success of organisms with those traits.

expertise the broad and deep competence in terms of knowledge, skill, and experience that
distinguishes the best performers in a domain. Experts have acquired their skill and knowledge
through long-term experience and practice.
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intuitions the feelings or thoughts that people have about something without knowing why they
feel or think that way – so-called “gut feelings” or “hunches.” Intuitions are a function of the
unconscious mind – those parts of one’s brain/ mind (the majority of it, in fact) that one
cannot consciously control or perceive.

moral behavior people’s actions based on moral values and standards. Moral behavior is
often equated with prosocial behavior. Typical examples of moral behavior include sharing,
helping, cooperating, expressing sympathy, and standing up for the rights and needs
of others.

moral dilemma any situation in which two moral values are in conflict and it is not clear that one
of them should override the other. Any choice made by someone facing a moral dilemma will
violate one moral value. Therefore they need to decide which value is more important in that
situation, and which harm will have to be accepted as a consequence.

Moral Foundations Theory a social psychological theory that aims to explain the origins of and
variation in human moral reasoning on the basis of innate, modular foundations. It was
proposed by the psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his colleagues. Haidt’s social intuitionist
approach to morality assumes that moral judgment is caused by quick moral intuitions that are
grounded in human evolution. The current version of the theory proposes six foundations:
Care/Harm, Fairness/Cheating, Loyalty/Betrayal, Authority/Subversion, Sanctity/
Degradation, and Liberty/Oppression.

morality those intentions, decisions, and actions that people view as right and those which they
view as wrong. Morality can refer to principles prescribed by a culture, religion, or philosophy,
or it can be the set of principles that an individual person decides to follow.

moral reasoning the conscious thinking process by which people try to use logic to determine
what is right and what is wrong with respect to a given problem.

values individuals’ broad preferences concerning appropriate or desirable outcomes or courses of
action. Values influence people’s attitudes and behavior by guiding their choices according to
their basic principles of right and wrong and their personal priorities.
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Wisdom, Personality, and Well-Being*
Monika Ardelt and Stephen Pridgen

. Introduction

Is wisdom a state, comparable to a momentary feeling of happiness when one sees an old friend or
has a delicious meal, or a more enduring trait-like personality quality, such as being an introvert or
an extrovert? The answer to this question depends on how wisdom is defined and assessed. Wise
advice, wise reasoning, and wise decision making depend on a person’s specific wisdom-related
knowledge and expertise, and might easily change from one context or situation to the next
(Grossmann, ; Grossmann et al., ; Santos et al., ). However, if wisdom is defined
as a personality quality, then it is likely to be relatively stable, at least in the short term (Ardelt,
, ), without precluding the possibility of change in the long term.

This does not mean that a person with a wise personality will always act wisely, just as a
person with an introverted personality might sometimes be quite outgoing among a small
group of friends or in professional settings (Cain, ). Yet, on average, an individual with a
wise personality is expected to behave in a way that is consistent with definitions of personal
wisdom across situations and over time (cf. Chapter ). Specifically, when confronted with
hardship, life crises, or circumstances that do not have a clear course of action, people with a
wise personality are more likely to act wisely than those who lack this quality (Ardelt, ;
Plews-Ogan et al., ).

Consider the life stories of two men, Charles Howard and John Palmer, who participated in
the Longitudinal Study of Adult Development (Ardelt & Vaillant, ). The two men belonged
to a study cohort of  Harvard college sophomores who were selected from the graduating
classes of –. All of the selected men had a satisfactory freshman academic record and no
history of physical or mental illness. As students, the men were studied by an interdisciplinary
team of internists, psychiatrists, psychologists, and anthropologists, and the students’ parents were
interviewed to obtain the family’s social and medical history. Subsequently, mail questionnaires
were sent to the men repeatedly over the course of their lives, and qualitative in-depth interviews
were conducted when the men were approximately , , , , and  years old (Vaillant,
, , , ).

Mr. Charles Howard was born in  to a stockbroker father and a homemaker mother who
was also active in social service work. While growing up and then throughout his life,

* We are very grateful to George E. Vaillant for access to the two case studies. The case study comparison was supported
by a previous grant from the John T. Templeton Foundation. Many thanks are due to Judith Glück, Robert
J. Sternberg, Rasee R. Bhoola, and Gabriel A. Kaul-Ardelt for helpful comments and suggestions on an earlier draft
of this chapter.

 All names are pseudonyms, and some of the demographic information has been altered to protect the men’s identity.
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Mr. Howard had a warm and loving relationship with his close-knit extended family and
especially his father, his mother, and his sister, who was three years younger than him.
Although the family was wealthy and owned three houses, his father had started out with nothing
and worked his way up the social ladder. Yet Mr. Howard’s father was not distant, but made sure
that he spent time with his family. At the age of , Mr. Howard said of his father, “We do
everything together, practically” and of his family, “We all get along beautifully together.” Mr.
Howard’s mother described her -year-old son as “very affectionate, sensitive but with a great
deal of courage and determination.” This positive family environment was repeated in Mr.
Howard’s own family when he married at the age of  and later had three children. In mail
questionnaires that he completed between the ages of  and , he always wrote very positively
about his wife and children, making clear that he was very fond of them.

Mr. Howard worked hard in a variety of jobs throughout his life, and found meaning in
whatever he did. Work was not seen as a necessity to pay for other needs, but as meaningful in
itself. At the age of , he wrote in a questionnaire:

The monetary end interests me but little. . . . My work means the full enjoyment of life, my children
and my wife. It means the fulfillment of man’s desire to better himself and those about him. My work
means living life and not working at it.

In his thirties and forties, Mr. Howard worked in various jobs in industry and business, climbing
the corporate ladder. Although he considered these jobs interesting and lucrative, he was not really
satisfied with this work because, as he wrote in a questionnaire at the age of :

I feel I am making so little contribution to the world. Too little time is spent helping people and too
much time spent on relative trivia. I realize my community activity has helped a few. Keeping our
business or company going and prospering will give people jobs and security. But it’s all so confining.
I feel wasted and unused.

At the age of , Mr. Howard left his company job and bought and ran two small businesses.
However, this career move did not benefit his marriage. At the age of , after  years of
marriage, his wife divorced him. Even though the divorce was hard on him, he did not have any
bad feelings toward his wife, and he understood the reasons why she wanted to leave him. In fact,
he was very happy that she ended up marrying one of his close friends. At the age of , Mr.
Howard wrote in a questionnaire:

Very amicable divorce after a long period of unhappiness for her and same for me. We just wanted
different lifestyles. I guess I exhausted her. Her drinking and jealousy were real problems for me. As
for me, I guess I didn’t love her enough. She is a wonderful person but so negative with everything.
I saw life as beautiful and joyous and was terribly active with children and people. She wanted a comfy
home life with trips with a few close friends. When her best friend committed suicide, she wanted to
marry her husband who was one of my dear friends. As they are perfectly suited, I was most happy.
They are to be married in three weeks and I couldn’t be more pleased for them. They are two very
nice people who have found happiness together.

Of course, Mr. Howard’s contentment with his ex-wife’s new marriage was not completely
selfless. He realized that his love for her had waned and that he was attracted to other women.
In the same questionnaire, he mentioned two younger women with whom he fell in love. At the
age of , he married the widow of his business partner who had committed suicide a year earlier.
In the questionnaire of this year, he wrote:
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[She] and her children had only me to turn to in their tragedy. Also, she was now my business partner
in our two companies. We were together constantly. She loved me very deeply [as] I soon
discovered. . . . We decided there was no point in waiting. She is a true love. The children needed
me very badly. . . . It has been perfect for me. No one has ever healed me with such love. And in
return I have come to love her completely. We have been enormously happy.

Mr. Howard’s second wife was not only his marriage partner but also his partner in the many
businesses that he pursued during the second half of his life. Even after “retirement” at the age of
, he and his wife continued to engage in several business activities and served as volunteers in
various positions. At the age of , Mr. Howard wrote, “I love my wife more! She is totally loving
to me.”His wife expressed the same sentiments. When Mr. Howard was  years old, his wife was
asked by an interviewer how her relationship to her husband had changed over time. She
answered, “Well, it’s just gotten more so, stronger, definitely stronger.” To the question asking
what the best things were about being in this marriage, she responded, “Oh heavens, where to
begin? Just about everything. I can’t think of anything that hasn’t been positive about being in
this relationship.”

Now compare the life story of Mr. Howard with that of Mr. Palmer. Mr. John Palmer was
born in  to a middle-class family. His father was a technician and his mother was a
homemaker. He had one sister, who was five years younger than him. Unlike Mr. Howard,
Mr. Palmer did not have a close relationship with his family. At the age of , he said, “I really
don’t think I know either of my parents very well. Father is kind of quiet and has never had much
to say to me, but I know he thinks a heck of a lot of me and is proud of me.” About his mother he
said, “I can talk to her better than I can to my father, but even at that I don’t feel too close to her.”
His relationship with his sister was also quite distant. He said, “I treat her sarcastically and I used
to tease her. Now as we have grown older we have grown apart a little.” In addition, he reported
that all the members of his family suffered from “mood swings.” Similarly, Mr. Palmer’s mother
described her son as “a moody person and I think he enjoys his moodiness.”

At Harvard, Mr. Palmer suffered from social insecurities, anxiety, and low self-esteem, because he
felt that he did not quite belong to the Harvard community as a scholarship student from a middle-
class family. After graduating, he worked as an architect for several companies in New York until his
retirement at the age of . It appears, however, that he did not obtain much satisfaction from his
career. When asked at the age of  to rate in a questionnaire his career over the past two decades
compared with his college classmates, he reported that he felt “less” satisfaction in terms of
achievement on the job and enjoyment on the job, “less” success and achievement on the job in
the eyes of others, and “less” benefit or service to others in the course of the job.

At the age of , Mr. Palmer married a fellow architectural student who was of higher social
standing than he was. His wife also had a sizeable trust fund and stocks for investment, so that
their income, particularly in the early years, was considerably supplemented by his wife’s dividend
income. Yet after only three years of marriage, Mr. Palmer sought help for unsatisfactory sexual
relations with his wife and a lack of warmth in the relationship. The marriage remained childless,
and the marital problems continued over the years. At the age of , Mr. Palmer revealed in a
questionnaire that his wife had been diagnosed with a serious mental illness and had spent over a
year in a psychiatric hospital four years earlier. He wrote:

With the help of my own psychiatrist I have long since gotten rid of my own guilt feelings about [my
wife’s] problems and also any feeling that [my wife] is responsible for what is happening to her.
However, living with her day-to-day is exasperating and frustrating. . . . Realistically I think the
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marriage is finished but I can’t as yet face the idea of breaking up, especially because I seem to be the
only one she can trust, but also because I am lonely and somewhat afraid myself. No matter how
hollow a marriage may be, it still gives one a home and a place in society.

The marriage continued to deteriorate. During a qualitative interview at the age of , Mr. Palmer
admitted that he had had two extramarital affairs, but he still did not want to divorce his wife,
because, as the interviewer noted:

. . . with old age coming on and having his heart flutter he saw himself being old and alone with no
money, and he pointed out to me [the interviewer] that [his wife] did have money. He said “The
thing about marriage, it gives me a place” and that despite “even some hatred, it’s easier to suffer with
[his wife] than without her.” . . . He said he perceived divorce as an excruciating expense and
damned difficult.

A couple of months later, Mr. Palmer’s wife died of lung cancer, which most likely allowed him to
inherit his wife’s assets. After her death, he dated several women his own age, because “they were
so grateful for any attention that you paid them,” but he was able to resist the many women who
wanted to tie him down in another marriage, as he remarked in an interview at age . However,
at the age of , Mr. Palmer remarried a wealthy widow of relatively high social standing whom he
had known for  years.

The marriage appeared to give him social and financial security, and he judged this to be the
happiest period of his life in subsequent questionnaires. Yet, in an interview at the age of , he
revealed that he and his wife began fighting as soon as they got married. He also stated that his
biggest worry over the past year was “the underlying meaning of life,” and minor worries were that
they were not entertaining enough, because he still had social aspirations. Even at the age of ,
Mr. Palmer was concerned about his social standing. His insecurities also continued, and he did
not seem to be capable of sexual intimacy with his new wife.

. Wisdom as a Personality Quality

For Socrates (– BCE) and the ancient Greek philosophers, the goal of philosophy was not
just to think deeply about life, but also to become aware of one’s unconscious beliefs and values
and consciously create new habits of thinking, feeling, and acting to become a wiser person and
live a fulfilling and flourishing life (Evans, ). Hence, philosophy was perceived not just as an
intellectual endeavor but also as a practice. Theoretical wisdom (sophia), which is an under-
standing of timeless, universal truths, is attained through contemplation. However, these insights
only contribute to a good and flourishing life if they lead to practical wisdom (phronesis), which
is a deep and valuable understanding and practice of how one should live and conduct oneself
(Curnow, ; Schwartz & Sharpe, ; Swartwood & Tiberius, ). Practicing practical
wisdom requires the strengthening of rational thinking to control one’s impulses so that one can
live a wise and virtuous life.

Mr. Howard’s practical wisdom became evident when he was asked in a questionnaire at the
age of  to share his wisdom, rules of life, or “pearls” that he had gathered during his lifetime that
might be valuable to the next generation. He wrote:

No one listens but here goes. Be less concerned about yourself. Relax and enjoy life as it comes to you.
Don’t be so serious about the big problems of life. Get the damned facts on anything and don’t go off
on emotion. Try to like and love people as they are. You sure can’t change them! Accept us all as we
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are. You can’t be expected to like and love everyone or even many, but that’s no reason not to be
pleasant. Giving of oneself may not be appreciated, but it will sure make you happier and a nicer
person to be around. Achievement is all in fashion, but if you can achieve the above, the world will be
a better place for us all.

These are great words of wisdom, but much easier said than done. However, Mr. Howard
appeared to have lived according to his own maxims. He had discovered one of the paradoxical
truths – that caring about the well-being of others rather than exclusively about oneself leads to
a happy life. Contrast this with the answer given by Mr. Palmer who, when asked at the age of
 whether he could give an example of some wisdom he had acquired as he grew older, wrote,
“I am a fatalist, resulting from experience and observation.” This response signifies the
powerlessness that the Harvard-educated, financially well-off Mr. Palmer felt to get what he
wanted throughout most of his life. Whereas Mr. Howard was striving to be a better person for
the greater good, Mr. Palmer was disappointed that he was unable to bend the world to his
liking. Mr. Palmer exemplified the first two Noble Truths the Buddha taught – that life is
suffering, because we desire something we do not have and become miserable if we do not get it
or, if we do get it, we soon desire something else, continuing the cycle of suffering (Armstrong,
; Ñanamoli, ).

Following the ancient Greeks, Fischer (, p. ) described wisdom as “knowledge of the
fundamental truths in the domain of living well.” If this kind of knowledge helps people to live
wisely, it will affect their personality by developing wise personality qualities. However, if the
knowledge remains theoretical, they might be able to reason wisely or to give wise advice, but it
will not change them personally (Ardelt, ). As Blanchard-Fields and Norris (, p. )
emphasized, “wisdom is not simply one aspect of knowledge, but knowledge is only one aspect
of wisdom.”

One can have wisdom-related knowledge without having a wise personality, as was illustrated
by Mr. Palmer when he described the qualities of a wise man as “Perspective, sense of the larger
context of life, realization that there are two sides to everything, nothing is black and white.
Patience. Sense of the irony of life.” This description covers lifespan contextualism, value
relativism, and a recognition of uncertainty, which are elements of general wisdom-related
knowledge (Baltes & Smith, ; Baltes & Staudinger, ). However, this wisdom-related
knowledge did not help Mr. Palmer to live a good and flourishing life. According to Moody
(, p. ), “one can have theoretical knowledge without any corresponding transformation of
one’s personal being. But one cannot ‘have’ wisdom without being wise” (emphasis in original).
Therefore it makes sense that having wisdom refers to specific personality qualities that are
relatively stable(Glück et al., , ; Jeste et al., ; Lee et al., ; Staudinger &
Kessler, ; Sternberg, ).

We present three conceptualizations of a wise personality – wisdom as an integrative personality,
as optimal personality development, and as a self-transcendent personality. These three conceptu-
alizations are not mutually exclusive, but emphasize different aspects of a wise personality.

.. Wisdom as an Integrative Personality

Many wisdom researchers define wisdom as an integration of cognitive, reflective, and benevolent
personality qualities (Ardelt & Oh, ). After reviewing the scientific wisdom literature, Meeks
and Jeste () concluded that wisdom is most often described as a combination of () prosocial

Wisdom, Personality, and Well-Being 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.012 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.012


attitudes/behaviors, () social decision making/pragmatic knowledge of life, () emotional
homeostasis, () reflection/self-understanding, () value relativism/tolerance, and () acknowl-
edging and dealing with uncertainty/ambiguity. Although the emphasis on these wisdom qualities
might differ according to culture, with Western cultures focusing more on the cognitive, analytic
aspects of wisdom, and Eastern cultures synthesizing both cognitive and non-cognitive wisdom
components (Takahashi & Overton, ), a substantial overlap exists in depictions of wise
individuals. For example, similar to Western conceptions of a wise person, a wise Sharia judge in
Islam is described as being knowledgeable, understanding, compassionate, virtuous, patient, and
humble (Woerner-Powell & Edmondson, ), and a wise leader in Indian Vedanta philosophy
tends to be characterized as insightful, practical, compassionate, virtuous, mindful, and humble
(Tahora et al., ).

The Three-Dimensional Wisdom Model (D-WM), consisting of cognitive, reflective, and
compassionate dimensions, tries to integrate the essential qualities that are necessary but also
sufficient for a person to be considered wise (Ardelt, , , ). All other qualities of a
wise person, such as virtue, humility, patience, humor, and coping skills, are considered pre-
dictors, correlates, or effects of three-dimensional wisdom. This relatively parsimonious model
originated in research by Clayton and Birren (), and is compatible with many wisdom
definitions across cultures (Ardelt et al., ; Weststrate et al., ; Yang & Intezari, ).
Compared with the review of the wisdom literature conducted by Meeks and Jeste (), the
cognitive dimension of the D-WM encompasses pragmatic knowledge of life, value relativism/
tolerance, and acknowledging and dealing with uncertainty/ambiguity. The reflective dimension
includes emotional homeostasis and reflection/self-understanding, and the compassionate dimen-
sion incorporates prosocial attitudes and behavior.

The deeper insight, knowledge, and understanding of the intrapersonal and interpersonal
aspects of life of the cognitive wisdom dimension are obtained through the process of perspective
taking, self-reflection, and self-examination that defines the reflective wisdom dimension.
Perceiving phenomena, events, and oneself from multiple perspectives leads to a reduction in
self-centeredness, subjectivity, and projections (the tendency to blame other people or circum-
stances for one’s own shortcomings). The process enables deeper insight into reality, including
acceptance of the positive and negative aspects of human nature, the inherent limits of knowledge,
and life’s unpredictability and uncertainty. It also increases understanding and tolerance of others,
resulting in the sympathetic and compassionate love that describes the compassionate wisdom
dimension. The D-WM can be assessed by the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale (D-WS,
Ardelt, ) or cognitive, reflective, and compassionate items from existing scales or ratings
(Ardelt, ).

In the Longitudinal Study of Adult Development, three-dimensional wisdom at midlife
(around the age of  years) was measured mainly by the absence of cognitive, reflective, and
compassionate personality qualities selected from the Lazare–Klerman–Armor Personality
Inventory (Lazare et al., ). Three-dimensional wisdom in old age (around the age of 
years) was assessed as the presence of cognitive, reflective, and compassionate personality qualities
selected from the Gallup Wellsprings of a Positive Life Survey (Ardelt et al., ; Isaacowitz
et al., ). Mr. Howard scored in the top  percent of three-dimensional wisdom at midlife,
and had the highest three-dimensional wisdom score in old age. By contrast, Mr. Palmer scored in
the bottom  percent of three-dimensional wisdom at midlife, and had the second lowest three-
dimensional wisdom score in old age.
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.. Wisdom as Optimal Personality Development

If wisdom is understood to be a lifelong developmental process, the focus is on the processes
through which people evolve emotionally and socially to grow wiser. Erik Erikson’s stage theory
(Erikson, , ) is an example of psychosocial development toward wisdom. According to
this theory, psychosocial growth takes place through the resolution of eight age-appropriate
developmental tasks. During midlife, the seventh psychosocial task is to overcome self-absorption
and develop generativity. A generative person cares about the success and well-being of younger
generations beyond their own children and grandchildren, often through personal mentorships
and teaching, but also by promoting environmental or social policies that benefit younger
generations.

The eighth psychosocial task of old age consists of the tension between ego integrity and
despair. To achieve ego integrity, older adults need to accept their past life course as a whole,
including failures, missed opportunities, and disappointments, and to come to terms with the
many losses that accompany old age without succumbing to despair over the inalterability of the
past, the physical frailties of an aging body, and the nearing of death. The virtue that arises if this
psychosocial task is resolved successfully is wisdom, which Erikson (, p. ) defined as
“detached concern with life itself in the face of death itself.”

Similar to Erikson’s model of psychosocial development, Webster’s H.E.R.O.(E.) model of
wisdom focuses on wisdom as optimal personality development based on life experiences. The
model is assessed by Webster’s Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale (SAWS) (Webster, , ), and
portrays a wise person as an individual who has Humor, has Experienced critical (i.e., difficult,
morally challenging, and/or profound) life events, engages in self-Reflection and life review, is
Open to all kinds of experiences, and regulates negative Emotions. As expected, the SAWS was
positively correlated with generativity and ego integrity.

Although ego integrity was not assessed in the Longitudinal Study of Adult Development,
two independent staff members judged whether the men had achieved generativity at
midlife based on the men’s qualitative interviews up to the age of . Of the two men, only
Mr. Howard was rated as having achieved generativity at midlife. When asked, at the age
of , what he would leave as a “legacy” or most lasting accomplishment from his career,
Mr. Howard wrote,

I feel I will have or have accomplished the following:

. Salvaged several floundering companies and kept them going.
. Established several small companies and kept them going.
. Taught a lot of men and women economics and business administration, and helped them along

in their careers.
. Helped bring up and get started in life five children and a good number of foster children.
. Started a number of local land trusts, which have preserved a great deal of land for future

generations to enjoy.
. Have had some influence in helping many others in seeing the other person’s point of view,

tolerance, and understanding.

Points – of Mr. Howard’ six legacies clearly depicted his generativity, and even the remaining
three points might have had generative elements if the companies that he salvaged or founded
were passed on to the next generation, and his mediation skills improved interactions between
members of different generations. Mr. Howard’s care for younger generations was evident not
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only through his professional and private mentorship of young people, but also through the
establishment of local land trusts, which preserved nature for future generations. By contrast, at
the age of , Mr. Palmer stated that his “legacy” or most lasting accomplishment from his career
was “Years of hard work and loyalty to the company.” This self-referential answer lacked any
concern for future generations.

Although both Mr. Howard and Mr. Palmer experienced critical life events and reflected on
their lives, only Mr. Howard appeared to have reached ego integrity and approached life with
humor as gauged by the questionnaire entries. He fully accepted and embraced his life, and
grew more open to experiences with age. By contrast, Mr. Palmer always had the nagging
feeling that life was unfair to him. He became fatalistic and less open to experiences with age,
and was unable to regulate his emotions, as evidenced by his lifelong struggle with social
insecurity and anxiety.

.. Wisdom as a Self-Transcendent Personality

One aspect of wisdom is self-transcendence, which entails both liberation from self-centered
concerns and the development of a unitive or cosmic consciousness that dissolves the boundaries
between self and others (Aldwin et al., ). This conceptualization of wisdom as self-
transcendence (Levenson, ; Levenson & Aldwin, ), assessed by the Adult Self-
Transcendence Inventory (ASTI) (Levenson et al., ), derived from the review of Western
and Eastern wisdom philosophies by Curnow ().

The development of self-transcendence occurs in four stages and starts with the question “Who
am I?” (Aldwin et al., ; Levenson & Aldwin, ). During the first stage, the sense of self is
tied to a person’s social roles, relationships, achievements, beliefs, thoughts, and feelings, and is
strictly separated from “the other.” During the second stage, individuals realize that social roles,
relationships, achievements, beliefs, thoughts, and feelings are not fixed and stable but transient
and changing, which results in a detachment from external definitions of the self. During the third
stage, a dissolution of separate “inner selves” occurs, with all aspects of the self, including negative
and problematic aspects, integrated into a unified self that encompasses the whole person. The
acknowledgement of all positive and negative aspects of the self opens the path to an understand-
ing and acceptance of our common humanity – that all humans struggle with conflicting inner
selves. This shift from a self-centered to an observer stance dissolves the boundaries between self
and other, and leads to self-transcendence and a unitive consciousness during the fourth stage.
The developmental process toward self-transcendence is recursive rather than linear, and is
supported by self-reflective examination practices such as meditation, contemplation, and journal
writing. These foster self-knowledge and self-insight and weaken self-centered emotional reactions
that constrain and limit the self, such as fear, anxiety, shame, anger, hatred, jealousy, lust, and
greed, allowing a liberated (or “freer”) form of consciousness to emerge.
As a consequence of this process, people with a self-transcendent personality are less concerned

about their own individual successes than with the promotion of the greater good. For example,
when asked in a questionnaire at the age of  what he was most proud of, and for what he
wanted to be remembered, Mr. Howard answered:

I don’t give a damn if I’m remembered for anything. I’ve enjoyed my life and had a hell of a good
time. I’m more proud of those times I’ve helped others. No fanfare or trawlers needed.
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At the age of , Mr. Palmer replied to the same question:

Receiving a Harvard scholarship, coming east while gradually ridding myself of family prejudices and
obsolete ideas (while still loving them and admiring their good qualities), achieving a certain amount
of acceptance as a Johnny-come-lately, as an easterner.

Whereas Mr. Palmer was proud of his personal achievements and his acceptance into high society,
Mr. Howard’s answer shows that he did not care at all about personal accolades. He had
transcended self-centered concerns in favor of other-centered accomplishments.

. Evidence for Wisdom as a Personality Quality

If wisdom can be conceptualized as an integrative personality, as optimal personality develop-
ment, or as a self-transcendent personality that is relatively stable in the short term across different
contexts and situations, assessments of these wise personality qualities should consistently corre-
late with other measures of personality. Moreover, if a wise personality results in a fulfilling and
flourishing life, it should correlate with measures of psychological and subjective well-being. This
section will test these hypotheses.

.. Wisdom and the Big Five Personality Traits

The most widely used classification of personality is the Five Factor Model (FFM) of
personality, which sorts a diverse set of personality facets into five overarching “Big Five”
personality traits. These are emotional stability (the opposite of neuroticism), openness to new
experiences, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and extraversion (Costa & McCrae, ;
Goldberg, ; McCrae & Costa, ; McCrae & John, ). Individuals with a wise
personality would be expected to be more emotionally stable, rather than neurotic (i.e., anxious,
hostile, depressed, self-conscious, impulsive, and vulnerable), because they are able to regulate
their emotions and know how to deal with crises and obstacles in their life (Ardelt, ; Plews-
Ogan et al., ). Openness to experiences has been proposed as a predictor of wisdom (Ardelt
et al., ; Glück et al., , ; Helson & Srivastava, ; Staudinger & Kunzmann,
; Wink & Staudinger, ), as growth in wisdom requires a willingness to change and to
be open-minded rather than closed-minded. The prosocial and compassionate aspects of
wisdom suggest that a wise person would be agreeable (i.e., forgiving, straightforward, altruistic,
compliant, modest, and tender-minded) rather than antagonistic. The discipline and effort
required to develop wisdom through self-reflection and self-examination would necessitate a
personality that is conscientious, self-disciplined, deliberate, and dependable, rather than
heedless, careless, or negligent. The personality facets of extraversion include “warmth” and
“sociable,” which might correlate positively with the compassionate quality of a wise person,
but the extraversion facets of “excitement-seeking” and “assertiveness” might be counter-
indicative of wisdom. Therefore extraversion might be unrelated or have a less strong positive
correlation with a wise personality.

Figure . shows the bivariate correlations between different measures of wisdom and the Big
Five personality traits. As expected, wisdom, defined as integrative or self-transcendent person-
ality qualities and assessed by the D-WS and the ASTI, respectively, was consistently and
moderately positively correlated with emotional stability, openness to experiences,
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Figure . Correlations between wisdom and the Big Five personality traits
Note: * p < .. D-WS, Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale; ASTI, Adult Self-Transcendence Inventory; SAWS, Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale;
SWIS, Situated Wise Reasoning Scale; BWP, Berlin Wisdom Paradigm. All correlations r > . are statistically significant at p < . except

for the correlation between the D-WS and conscientiousness at . due to the small sample size (n = –).
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agreeableness, conscientiousness, and extraversion in diverse samples of high-school principals
(Chima, ), military officers (Zacher et al., ), and the general population (Glück et al.,
; Levenson et al., ). One study of college students only correlated the three dimen-
sions of the D-WS with the five personality traits (Neff et al., ). In accordance with
theoretical reasoning, this study revealed that the cognitive wisdom dimension was most
strongly correlated with openness to experiences, the reflective wisdom dimension was most
strongly correlated with emotional stability and conscientiousness, and the compassionate
wisdom dimension was most strongly correlated with agreeableness and extraversion. It was
not surprising that wisdom, conceptualized as optimal personality development and measured
by the SAWS, was most strongly associated with openness to experiences – a personality quality
that is one factor of the SAWS (Glück et al., ). However, the SAWS was also positively
correlated with emotional stability and extraversion, while agreeableness and conscientiousness
were not included in the study (Webster et al., ).

By contrast, wisdom measures that do not assess wisdom as a personality quality, such as wise
reasoning and wisdom-related knowledge (see Chapter ), would not be expected to be consis-
tently correlated with the Big Five personality traits. This is exactly what was found. Wise
reasoning, assessed as a rating measure, was significantly related to greater agreeableness only
(Grossmann et al., ). However, wise reasoning, measured by the Situated Wise Reasoning
Scale (SWIS), correlated positively with openness to experiences and extraversion but not with
agreeableness, emotional stability, or conscientiousness (Brienza et al., ). Similarly, wisdom-
related knowledge, assessed by ratings of the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm (BWP), was positively
associated with openness to experiences in three studies (Glück et al., ; Pasupathi &
Staudinger, ; Staudinger et al., ), and negatively associated with extraversion in one
study (Staudinger et al., ), but unrelated to all five personality traits in the sample of military
officers (Zacher et al., ). Except for the relatively consistent correlation between the BWP
and openness to experiences, measures of wise reasoning and wisdom-related knowledge were
either uncorrelated or inconsistently correlated with the Big Five personality traits.

The personalities of the men in the Longitudinal Study of Adult Development were first rated
by the clinical study staff when the men were  years old. These personality assessments were
later weighed and factor analyzed to conform to Costa and McCrae’s Big Five personality traits
(Soldz & Vaillant, ). The original Big Five personality traits were measured when the men
were around  years of age.

At the age of , Mr. Howard and Mr. Palmer received similar personality ratings on openness
to experiences and agreeableness. Mr. Howard was rated at the median on openness and in the
top  percent on agreeableness, and Mr. Palmer was rated in the top  percent on openness and
the top  percent on agreeableness. However, the men were markedly different in terms of
emotional stability, conscientiousness, and extraversion. Mr. Howard was rated in the top
 percent and Mr. Palmer in the bottom  percent on emotional stability and conscientious-
ness. Interestingly, Mr. Howard received the second lowest rating on extraversion, while
Mr. Palmer was rated in the top  percent on this personality characteristic.

Around the age of , Mr. Howard’s score on emotional stability was still in the top  percent.
His relative scores on agreeableness (top  percent) and conscientiousness (top  percent) were
slightly lower than at age , but his extraversion score increased dramatically from the second
lowest in young adulthood to the top  percent, and he had the highest score on openness to
experiences. By contrast, around age , Mr. Palmer scored in the bottom  percent on emotional
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stability, in the bottom  percent on agreeableness, in the bottom  percent on conscientious-
ness and extraversion, and in the bottom  percent on openness. Mr. Howard became more
outgoing and open to new experiences from age  to age , relative to his study peers, due to his
interests in others and developing self-transcendence. However, Mr. Palmer was less agreeable and
open to new experiences and more introverted in old age than in young adulthood, and his scores
on emotional stability and conscientiousness remained low. While primarily concerned about his
own social standing and success, Mr. Palmer’s interest in the wider social world seemed to have
shrunk and this, paradoxically, might have prevented his acceptance into the desired social circles.

.. Wisdom and Well-Being

Based on the ancient and modern wisdom literature from both the East and the West, one of the
hallmarks of wisdom is knowing how to live a good and flourishing life, which leads to
eudaimonia, or psychological well-being (Ardelt, ; Curnow, ; Kekes, ;
Swartwood & Tiberius, ). Similarly, Ryff () argued that successful human development
results in psychological well-being, consisting of self-acceptance, positive relationships with
others, environmental mastery, purpose in life, a sense of autonomy, and an orientation toward
further personal growth, rather than subjective well-being, such as feelings of happiness and
satisfaction. Yet, empirically, indicators of psychological and subjective well-being are positively
correlated and appear to be intertwined (Ryff, ; Ryff & Keyes, ).

Although some have cautioned that “it takes extraordinary effort and most likely pain to
progress on the road toward wisdom or personality growth” (Staudinger & Kunzmann, ,
p. ), and that the greater insight that wisdom entails might come with the realization that life
involves suffering, wise teachers, such as the Buddha, also taught a way out of suffering
(Armstrong, ; Ñanamoli, ). Even if “ignorance is bliss” in the short term, in the long
term a deeper understanding of life and the human condition and the development of compassion
will help wise individuals to cope with the vicissitudes of life – including change, adversity, loss,
and mortality – with equanimity and calmness rather than anxiety and despair. This will have the
effect of preserving both psychological and subjective well-being.

Hence, if wisdom is the apex of successful human development that results in a flourishing life,
measures of wisdom would be expected to correlate with greater psychological and subjective well-
being. However, this is only the case if wisdom is assessed as a personality quality. In several
studies, measures of wisdom as an integrative or self-transcendent personality or as optimal
personality development were consistently positively correlated with indicators of psychological
well-being (i.e., self-acceptance, positive relationships with others, mastery, purpose in life,
autonomy, and orientation toward personal growth) and subjective well-being (i.e., general
well-being, life satisfaction, happiness, positive emotions/affect and the absence of negative
emotions/affect, depressive symptoms, and alienation). These significant correlations were found
both cross-sectionally (for a review, see Ardelt, ) and, in a study with the D-WS, also
longitudinally (Ardelt, ). By contrast, wisdom assessed as general and personal wisdom-
related knowledge or wise reasoning was either uncorrelated or inconsistently correlated with
indicators of psychological and subjective well-being (Glück et al., ; Grossmann et al., ;
Kunzmann & Baltes, ; Mickler & Staudinger, ; Staudinger et al., ). Hence,
possession of wisdom-related knowledge does not necessarily lead to well-being and a
flourishing life.
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Mr. Howard’s most striking characteristic was his positive personality disposition throughout
his life. He consistently declared himself “very happy” in his responses to questionnaires, except
during the year when his wife divorced him. For example, when he was asked at the age of  to
rate the best and worst periods of his life on a scale of  to , he rated his whole life as a “,” and
commented:

I have been greatly blessed. I had an incredibly happy childhood, school years, college years and
career. I loved my own business. I love my two and three children and both wives. Why I have been so
lucky, I do not know. At times I feel there must be something wrong with me. My friends seem to
have so much unhappiness and so many problems. Sure, my father was an alcoholic but I loved him
and stuck with him and helped get him with AA. I’m sure I could drum up some problems but I guess
I forgot them.

Two years later, he wrote in a questionnaire, “Every period in my life has been happy. . . . I’ve
loved my life. I’m only sad when I hurt somebody or make them unhappy.”

By contrast, Mr. Palmer’s lifelong quest for higher economic and social standing and
acceptance into high society caused him much mental anguish and prevented his development
toward self-transcendence. He suffered from many psychosomatic and mental health problems,
and his life appears to have lacked a deeper meaning. He often attributed his setbacks, such as
difficulties in his job or his wife’s mental illness, to “bad luck” and saw himself as the victim. His
anxiety and depression, which were prevalent during his college years, remained with him
throughout his life, although Mr. Palmer was in regular psychiatric therapy from the age of ,
and received antidepressive medication from the age of  and probably until his death at the
age of . He was also drinking alcohol on a daily basis throughout his adult life, maybe in an
attempt to self-medicate. At the age of , Mr. Palmer scored in the bottom  percent on a
measure of subjective well-being, whereas Mr. Howard had the highest possible score (Ardelt
et al., ).

. Wise Personality, Wise Behavior, and Wise Personality Development

Unless individuals are completely wise – that is, unless they have overcome all self-centeredness
and self-serving biases, impulses, and motivations, which often unconsciously guide a person’s
behavior (Staudinger, ) – it is unlikely that they will always act and behave wisely. Yet even a
person with underdeveloped wise personality qualities might sometimes behave in a wise way,
although the underlying motivation for this behavior might be self-centered and self-serving – for
example, attempting to make a good impression on others rather than acting out of compassion
and good-will. Therefore, although Mr. Howard possessed wise personality qualities whereas
these qualities were underdeveloped in the case of Mr. Palmer, this did not mean that Mr. Palmer
never acted wisely or made a wise decision, or that all of Mr. Howard’s actions and decision were
wise. For example, Mr. Palmer engaged in altruistic volunteer activities in midlife that brought
him much more pleasure and satisfaction than his private and professional life. After interviewing
Mr. Palmer at the age of , the interviewer noted:

[Mr. Palmer] said his greatest interest . . . was that he had become president of the Home for the
Aged, and that he was amazed at the amount of energy he was able to put into that and how creative
he felt, especially in the last eight months. . . . He felt that he genuinely had been able to help the
residents gain a better quality of life.

Wisdom, Personality, and Well-Being 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.012 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.012


Although Mr. Palmer might have liked the social prestige that came with such a position, this other-
centered work clearly made him happier than his pursuits of higher economic and social standing
ever could. Yet he did not seem to realize this, and he never gave up his economic and social
ambitions, even though they exacerbated his pervasive feelings of anxiety, insecurity, and depression.

It is also true that Mr. Howard sometimes acted unwisely. When asked in a questionnaire at
the age of  what he most regretted in his life, he wrote:

My only true regret[s] are the times I have hurt someone. I have spoken too hastily or been too
much of a smart ass. I struggled hard with my first wife’s alcoholism but I guess I may have been
partly responsible. . . . Also, I think my sense of humor hurts some. I just can’t get so serious
about life.

Mr. Howard was able to be self-critical and admit his own shortcomings, while still being at peace
with who he was. This is another indication of his growth toward self-transcendence. By accepting
both the positive and negative aspects of his personality, he also appeared to have developed
compassion and tolerance toward the imperfections of others. Moreover, and in contrast to Mr.
Palmer, Mr. Howard learned from his failures and weaknesses. At the age of , he admitted,
“Due to my own selfishness I’m sure, my relations with my wife have not been all that great.”
A year later, he had a “very amiable divorce” from his wife and was very happy when she married
one of his dear friends. He still felt that she was a wonderful person, but he had been unable to
love her enough due to their different lifestyles, which might have contributed to her alcoholism.
At the age of , Mr. Howard wrote in a questionnaire:

I feel a marked change has come over me [between the ages of  and ]. I have learned to be more
kind, have more empathy. I have learned to be tolerant. I have a much better understanding of life, its
meaning and purposes.

By becoming more compassionate, patient, understanding, tolerant, and other-centered, Mr.
Howard was able to grow wiser. This demonstrates that wisdom can develop and change with age,
similar to changes in personality over long periods of time (Ardelt, ; Roberts et al., ).
Individuals might grow in wisdom when confronted with crises and hardship in life (Glück &
Bluck, ; Glück et al., ; Plews-Ogan et al., ), a process that is known as stress-related
or posttraumatic growth (Park et al., ; Tedeschi & Calhoun, ). It might not have been a
coincidence that the “marked change”Mr. Howard referred to happened during a time of marital
crisis. In fact, the first shift toward other-centeredness occurred when he was in his twenties and
his father developed a drinking problem. At the age of , he reported in a questionnaire that
between the ages of  and :

I became a father, which is a sobering enough experience. My father’s alcoholism gave me a better
insight into the true values of life. I changed in a short space of time from a spoiled S.O.B. to one with
a good deal of responsibility. I learned humility and how to work hard and to dedicate myself to
others. I learned to love.

At the age of , he stated in a questionnaire:

I guess the alcoholism of my father had the greatest single impact on my life. I’m sure I was spoiled
and immature up to that time. But I sure grew up in a hurry. I never turned my back on him. I just
tried to get him to AA and on his feet. It taught me patience, the value of love, the meaning of
frustration. You plug along with a sense of humor and do the best you can.
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Mr. Howard started to transcend his self-centeredness and understand the true meaning of love
through his father’s alcoholism. This shift toward greater other-centeredness, compassionate love,
kindness, tolerance, and understanding appeared to have continued throughout his life, with
another acceleration during the time of marital distress.

However, crises and hardships do not automatically result in greater wisdom (Ardelt, ;
Glück & Bluck, ; Glück et al., ). Mr. Palmer did not grow wiser as a result of his
personal and marital difficulties, although he sought help and guidance through psychiatric
therapy throughout his life, starting at the age of  at the advice of the study psychiatrist. Yet,
even after many years of therapy, Mr. Palmer failed to overcome his self-centeredness and develop
a wise personality. At the age of , he mentioned in an interview that he had enjoyed seeing his
psychiatrist, but his psychiatrist had gotten bored and impatient with him and felt that he could
not do anything more for him.

Crises and hardships are not the only ways to increase wisdom. A supportive childhood
environment appears to be a good foundation for the development of competence in adoles-
cence, which is positively related to emotional stability in early adulthood, generativity in
midlife, and wisdom in old age (Ardelt et al., ). Mr. Howard’s childhood environment was
rated as thoroughly positive by the study staff, whereas Mr. Palmer’s childhood environment
was rated as non-nurturing. Moreover, individuals can purposefully attempt to grow wiser
through the practice of meditation (Levenson et al., ; Williams et al., ), contempla-
tion (Aldwin et al., ), or mindfulness (Beaumont, ; Sharma & Dewangan, ;
Whitehead et al., ). It is also possible that schools and university classes can promote wise
personality qualities through their curriculum and through assignments that ask students to
practice various forms of wise living and to reflect on their experiences through journal writing
(Ardelt, ; Bruya & Ardelt, a, b, c; Ferrari & Kim, ; Ferrari &
Potworowski, ; Miller, ; Rooney et al., ; Sternberg & Hagen, ; Sternberg
et al., ).

Positive events, such as parenthood, might also contribute to wise personality qualities (Glück
& Bluck, ; Glück et al., ). For example, when Mr. Howard was asked, during an
interview at the age of , what he had learned from his children, he replied without hesitation:

Oh my gosh. An infinite amount. Much, much more than they’ve learned from me, I’m sure.
Children show you different aspects of life, different aspects of human nature. They’re fascinating.
You don’t always have to like them, of course. I’ve learned so much from them – their problems, their
hopes, their dreams. They keep me up to date, they keep me young. I’m infinitely grateful to them for
keeping me on the positive side of life.

Mr. Howard’s children strengthened the reflective dimension of wisdom by showing him
different aspects of life and human nature, which likely deepened his understanding of life and
increased his tolerance, empathy, and compassion. By contrast, Mr. Palmer and his first wife
could not have any children, which contributed to his marital problems and might have precluded
an opportunity to reduce self-centeredness and practice generativity through being concerned
about the next generation (Vaillant, ; Westermeyer, ). Of course, parenthood is not a
prerequisite for generativity. However, there is no indication that Mr. Palmer engaged in any
generative activities, such as mentoring younger architects or contributing to the well-being of
future generations.
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. Concluding Remarks

Wisdom is key to successful adult human development and a flourishing, happy, and satisfying
life that benefits oneself, others, and the larger community. Although we are not born wise, a
benevolent and supportive childhood appears to be a good foundation for fostering wisdom
(Ardelt et al., ). However, a nurturing childhood is neither necessary nor sufficient for the
acquisition of wisdom. Growth in wisdom occurs through the practice of reflection and self-
reflection, which provides deeper insight into the intrapersonal and interpersonal aspects of
human existence, reduces self-centeredness, and increases sympathy and compassion for others.
If wisdom is to have a consistent positive influence on daily life, it needs to become part of a
person’s personality that manifests in behavioral tendencies and correlates with other positive
personality characteristics, such as emotional stability, openness to experiences, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, warmth, and sociability. Yet the notion of a wise personality is an “ideal type”
in the sense used by Max Weber (Weber, ), and not many individuals, if any, might be
considered completely wise. However, we can determine how close people come to this “ideal
type” by assessing to what extent they have developed wise personality qualities.

After reading through Mr. Howard’s questionnaires and interview transcripts, a cynic might
object that he is “too good to be true.” In fact, after a face-to-face interview with him at the age of
, the interviewer wrote in her “reflections”:

Reading through Mr. Howard’s file before I met him, I had found him quite tedious. In every
questionnaire, exclamation points cheered his enthusiasm for his good fortune in leading such a
wonderful life. In her  interview, [the interviewer] described him as the “master of suppression,”
which seemed a fair assessment. . . .
But in fact, my experience with him was delightful. From the moment I stepped out of the car into

those sunny gardens, I found him to be interesting and interested, gracious, charming, engaged. . . .
Though he didn’t really claim it for himself with words, he had a sort of mystical/spiritual energy
which gave him a sort of “in but not of this world” detachment. I believe he actually experiences his
life with the exclamation points he uses to describe it. He drinks (to use one of the Study’s favorite
expressions) a lot of sweet lemonade.

Both Mr. Howard and Mr. Palmer were highly intelligent, highly educated, and financially
successful. In fact, Mr. Palmer was one of five men who had the highest IQ scores in the study in
young adulthood, whereas Mr. Howard scored only in the top  percent. The major differences
between the two men were their emotional upbringing, and the contrast between Mr. Howard’s
loving, giving, and generous attitude toward others and Mr. Palmer’s concern for his own well-
being and social and economic standing. Whereas Mr. Howard saw life as beautiful and appeared
genuinely happy throughout most of his life, Mr. Palmer experienced lifelong feelings of anxiety,
depression, and insecurity. Paradoxically, it was Mr. Howard’s concern for others rather than Mr.
Palmer’s self-concern that led to growth in wisdom and greater personal well-being.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Think about a person who is very knowledgeable. What are the characteristics that make
this person knowledgeable? Think about a person who is wise. What are the characteristics
that make this person wise? What are the major differences between the characteristics of a
knowledgeable person and a wise person?
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() Compare and contrast the lives of Mr. Howard and Mr. Palmer. How did Mr. Howard’s life
exemplify practical wisdom? What could Mr. Palmer have done to lead a more
flourishing life?

() Why might psychiatric therapy not have helped Mr. Palmer to alleviate his anxiety and
depression? What might have prevented Mr. Palmer from experiencing contentment and
growth in wisdom?

() In what ways do practical wisdom and a wise personality contribute to human flourishing
and a good life?

() Do you believe that prosocial behavior and compassion are integral aspects of wisdom?
Explain why you do or do not believe this.

() Do you believe that wisdom is a quality of old age or do you think that individuals have the
ability to be wise earlier in life? Explain why you do or do not believe this.

() What is the importance of humor in life? Create one scenario that illustrates the concept of
approaching life with humor, and one scenario without humor. Compare and contrast the
two scenarios. What are some ways that we can incorporate humor into our lives?

. Investigations

Monika Ardelt developed the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Model (D-WM) and the Three-
Dimensional Wisdom Scale (D-WS) to study the predictors, correlates, and effects of three-
dimensional wisdom across the adult life course, and how wisdom contributes to a flourish-
ing life, aging well, and dying well. Recently, she has become interested in organizational
wisdom.

Stephen Pridgen’s research has focused on the areas of wisdom development over the life
course, and the practical use of wisdom to challenge anti-intellectualism worldviews. He is
currently investigating the application of wisdom-based teaching and learning strategies within
organizational structures and the classroom.

. Practical Applications

Not everyone is gifted with wise personality qualities and a wisdom-fostering environment early in
life in the way that Mr. Howard seems to have been. Yet it appears that the ancient Greeks,
Buddha, Confucius, Lao-Tzu, and spiritual mystics were correct – one can become wiser through
practice (Ardelt, ; Evans, ). There are many practices that develop the cognitive,
reflective, and compassionate dimensions of wisdom and foster self-transcendence, including
meditation (Levenson et al., ; Williams et al., ), contemplative prayer (Aldwin et al.,
; Bourgeault, ), and mindfulness (Beaumont, ; Sharma & Dewangan, ;
Whitehead et al., ). However, it is also important that schools and universities try to foster
the development of wisdom rather than focusing solely on the intellectual development of their
students (Ardelt, ; Bruya & Ardelt, c; Ferrari & Kim, ; Ferrari & Potworowski,
; Miller, ; Rooney et al., ; Sternberg & Hagen, ). An increasing number of
schools and universities are acknowledging that wisdom is needed to promote the common good
and the well-being of all, although implementation challenges remain (e.g., Grunwald &
LaMontagne, ).
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Glossary

Five Factor Model (FFM) of personality a model based on the “Big Five” personality traits,
namely neuroticism, openness to new experiences, agreeableness, conscientiousness,
and extraversion.

practical wisdom (phronesis) a deep and valuable understanding of how one should live and
conduct oneself in order to live a good life.

psychological well-being a state characterized by self-acceptance, positive relationships with
others, environmental mastery, purpose in life, a sense of autonomy, and an orientation
toward further personal growth.

subjective well-being a state of general well-being that is characterized by the presence of life
satisfaction, happiness, and positive emotions/affect, and the absence of negative emotions/
affect, depressive symptoms, and alienation.

theoretical wisdom (sophia) an understanding of timeless, universal truths about life that is
attained through contemplation.

Three-Dimensional Wisdom Model (D-WM) a model that defines wisdom as the integration
of cognitive, reflective, and compassionate dimensions.
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The Wisdom in Emotions

Ute Kunzmann

. Introduction

Wisdom is a human characteristic that many – researchers and laypeople alike – have considered a
resource for well-being and growth (e.g., Baltes & Smith, ; Clayton & Birren, ; Erikson,
; Labouvie-Vief, ; Sternberg, , ). The notion is thus that wisdom has
beneficial effects for the person who is wise as well as for the people who may turn to the wise
individual for advice and support. Although different researchers have proposed different defini-
tions of wisdom (e.g., Ardelt, ; Baltes & Smith, ; Grossmann, ; Staudinger &
Glück, ; Sternberg, ; see Chapter ), at a more abstract level of analysis, these definitions
have a common core. More specifically, wisdom is different from other human strengths in that it
facilitates a holistic and integrative attitude toward life and all the phenomena we may encounter
as human beings. Importantly, wisdom does not mean that one does not have problems or
difficulties, because these are simply part of life. Rather, what constitutes wisdom is the attitude
toward difficulties. According to many definitions of wisdom, a wise person does not see a
problem in isolation, but acknowledges that the causes and consequences of life problems are
typically complex, and that one problem rarely occurs in isolation. A wise person does not usually
take sides, but considers different points of view – for example, when mediating a conflict
between two people or two groups. This does not mean that there are not also situations in
which a wise person takes a stand – for example, in response to the violation of human rights.
However, the attitude of a wise person is one that seeks to balance and reconcile opposing stances.
Finally, a wise person is aware that they cannot know and control everything, and that in fact they
often can control very little (Ardelt, ; Baltes & Smith, ; Staudinger & Glück, ;
Sternberg, ).

Together, these core features make a wise person someone who thinks things through, who can
see behind the obvious, who humbly acknowledges the limits of their knowledge, and who can see
what is important in the midst of uncertainty. This often results in highly balanced judgements
and advice that focuses on the good of each individual, or what has been called the “common
good” (Sternberg, ).

The situations in which we long for a wise counselor rather than a counselor who is an expert in
a particular field are typically those in which we are dealing with a very difficult problem – a
problem for which there seems to be no clear right or wrong solution. Often it is even difficult to
grasp the problem fully, and we do not understand why we, of all people, need to experience the

 Portions of this chapter draw on ideas expressed in Kunzmann, U. and Glück, J. (). Wisdom and emotion. In R. J.
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problem and not someone else. It challenges our long-held beliefs about who we are. Simply put,
the problem is existential. Prototypical examples of existential problems include accepting the end
of a romantic relationship, resolving an entrenched conflict among friends, learning that a person
to whom you feel close is suffering from a terminal illness and will soon die, or being betrayed by a
close friend whom you have always trusted.

Obviously, what such situations or problems have in common is that they are highly emo-
tional, potentially eliciting a wide range of negative emotions such as fear, sadness, and despair,
and also sometimes anger, frustration, guilt, shame, and embarrassment. The list of emotions that
we can experience in difficult situations is long. Some researchers argue that negative emotions,
whatever they may be, can mislead and interfere with rational thinking just when we need it
most – when we are faced with a difficult problem. In fact, at first glance, negative emotions,
which often narrow the view to one or a few aspects of a problem, may seem at odds with wise
judgment or advice, which is definitely not one-sided, but balanced and well thought out. Why
do we have negative emotions, if they are only harmful and lead us astray? As we shall see,
emotions – whether they are positive or negative – are very useful in many situations. When we
experience them ourselves, they can give us important clues about the causes of a problem and
what the problem means to us. If we can identify negative emotions correctly in another person,
they can help us to better understand and support that person.

Seeing emotions in this light, how do you think a wise person deals with their emotions? How can
they use their emotions without being overwhelmed by them? To begin to address these and related
questions, we shall first define the terms emotion and emotional competence. We shall then discuss
the role that emotions and emotional competence play in current psychological models of wisdom.
Finally, we shall discuss research on emotions as correlates of individual differences in wisdom-related
knowledge. What this chapter is trying to convey is that wisdom has a lot to do with whether we are
open to our emotions and how we deal with them, because there is wisdom in emotions. In other
words, emotions are part of our human nature, and as such they are part of wisdom.

. The Wisdom in Emotions

Emotions such as joy, fear, anger, or sadness are fast and short-lived reactions to events that are
important to our personal goals and well-being. Emotional reactions can be observed at various
levels, and involve certain cognitive appraisals, specific action tendencies, patterns of physiological
activity, configurations of facial expressions, and inner feelings (e.g., Ekman, ; Frijda et al.,
; Levenson, ). Functional approaches to emotion assume that negative emotions evolved
during evolution because they offer adaptive solutions to specific imbalances between the
individual and the environment (e.g., Lazarus, ; Levenson, ). For example, sadness
facilitates goal disengagement in the face of irreversible loss, and it signals to the self and others the
need for social support and comfort. By contrast, anger facilitates sticking to one’s goals in the face
of obstacles, and it signals to the self and others the need for control and self-assertion. Seen in this
way, negative emotions are an inherent part of human life and they contribute to long-term well-
being rather than hinder it. Certainly, negative emotions may be unpleasant, but they signal to the
individual that there is something wrong, and they motivate cognitive and behavioral processes
that help to regain a balance between the person and the environment.

In this respect, it is important to keep in mind that discrete emotions such as sadness, fear, or
anger are short-lived phenomena that are coupled with specific situations. It is only if such
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emotions become chronic, decoupled from concrete situations, and thus generalized, that they
can become dysfunctional – for example, leading to the onset of physical and mental illness
(Kunzmann & Wrosch, ; Kunzmann et al., ). Thus longer-term and more generalized
emotional traits such as depression or generalized anxiety need to be differentiated from specific
short-term responses to circumscribed emotion elicitors.

As an example of this difference, imagine a student who is one week away from an important
exam and who definitely feels a moderate level of anxiety at the thought of it. The exam is
important, and the fear helps him to prepare and study well. After the exam, the fear disappears or
is replaced by feelings of relaxation and perhaps pride if the exam went well. But what if the
anxiety persists and the student worries about all sorts of study-related things, even things that
other students would see as a positive challenge? Then we would be talking about generalized and
chronic anxiety, which is probably not helpful and in fact causes harm.

According to functional approaches to emotions, similar arguments hold true for positive
emotions, which are not only pleasant but also adaptive. Certainly, in contrast to negative
emotions, positive emotions occur in situations that are safe and that typically do not require a
specific course of action, such as preparing very well for an important exam that you anxiously
await, as in the above example. However, past theoretical and empirical work strongly suggests
that positive emotions broaden people’s momentary thought–action repertoires, which in turn
help to build their long-term resources. More specifically, Fredrickson states in her broaden-and-
build theory of positive emotions that “joy produces the urge to play, interest, the urge to explore,
contentment, the urge to savor and integrate, and love, a combination of many of these urges”
(Fredrickson & Branigan, , p. ). Over time and as a product of recurrent play,
exploration, and integration, positive emotions have the effect of building a person’s social,
physical, and personal resources (e.g., recurrent exploration increases a person’s knowledge base;
see also Fredrickson, , ). Empirical evidence consistently suggests that people who
experience positive emotions will more often process information in new, creative, and integrative
ways (Isen, ), and are more likely to help other people in need (Isen, ) and contribute
resources to the self and others (Kunzmann et al., ).

Although both positive and negative emotions are often our best allies, helping us to respond
effectively to the opportunities and difficulties that we encounter, in many situations it is
necessary to regulate our spontaneous action impulses so that they will not hurt us or others, or
become chronic and decoupled from concrete and immediate causes. For example, in many
societies it is considered inappropriate to experience or express anger about one’s professor’s
behavior in their presence, or pride in one’s own achievement in the presence of others who have
failed, or to experience recurrent episodes of intense fear although the actual threat no longer
exists. As these examples illustrate, the ability to regulate positive and negative emotions is one
central aspect of emotional competence (e.g., Salovey et al., ).

At an abstract level of analysis, emotional competence can be understood as the ability to “work”
with our own and others’ emotions in ways that help us to make progress toward our immediate
and longer-term goals and maximize our own and others’ well-being. At least three different types
or components of emotional competence can be differentiated. We have already thought of a first
component, emotion regulation – that is, the ability to regulate emotions so that the emotions fit
situational affordances and facilitate our goals. We often down-regulate our negative emotions in
social contexts (e.g., perhaps we do not want to show our anger toward a professor, or we do not
want to appear anxious in an exam). However, emotion regulation can also refer to up-regulating
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negative emotions (e.g., when we want to put someone in their place and therefore show our anger,
or we want to better understand our negative feelings and therefore trace them). Finally, it is
important to keep in mind that not only negative but also positive emotions are regulated (e.g.,
when we want to motivate others and therefore express our anticipation of a joint activity
particularly strongly, or share another person’s pride about their success).

In order to regulate our emotions successfully, we can resort to quite different strategies. For
example, we can focus our attention on specific aspects of the situation, we can try to think about
the situation in a new way (e.g., by looking at the situation from a neutral point of view), or we
can try to change a situation or avoid it altogether (e.g., by avoiding a person when a conflict with
them is imminent). Some of these strategies are easier to implement than others. For example,
distraction typically requires fewer cognitive resources than the elaborate reassessment of a
difficult situation. However, strategies that are easy to implement are often less sustainable and
thus less effective in the long run (Sheppes et al., ). Thus emotion-regulation strategies have
benefits and costs, and whether or not they best serve our goals depends on whether their use is
context-sensitive and flexible.

A second component of emotional competence is emotional understanding. There are many
definitions of emotional understanding in the literature (e.g., Castro et al., ), but researchers
agree that emotional understanding in adults requires knowledge about the nature of emotions,
including their causes, temporal dynamics, and consequences. Some researchers have also
highlighted the fact that emotional understanding can refer to how well we understand our
own emotions, how well we understand emotions in a specific other (e.g., a friend, parent, or
teacher), and how well we understand emotions in the general population (e.g., someone we do
not know). A person who knows a lot about emotions is aware, for example, that even the most
intense grief can pass (they have knowledge about the temporal dynamics of emotions). This
person knows that one feels fear if one is exposed to a threat (they have knowledge about the
causes of emotions), that fear shows itself in certain wrinkles in the face and certain body gestures
(they have knowledge about the outward signs of emotions), and that fear is associated with
escape impulses (they have knowledge about the behavioral consequences of emotions). All of
these examples demonstrate that knowledge about emotions is multifaceted and can be very
helpful in concrete situations for understanding oneself or others better.

A third component of emotional competence is empathy – that is, the ability to accurately infer
others’ emotions and share their feelings. The ability to infer another’s emotions accurately has
been labeled “empathic accuracy,” and is the cognitive component of empathy. It is closely related
to fluid and crystallized cognitive abilities, including processing speed, logical thinking, and verbal
fluency (Kunzmann et al., ). The sharing of another’s feelings has been labeled “emotional
congruence,” and is the affective component of empathy. Sharing another person’s feelings (e.g.,
their sadness or guilt) can help us to understand the other person even better, and closeness can
develop. However, it is important to keep in mind that these are not our own feelings, but rather
those of the other person, so that the shared feelings do not become too strong. When shared
emotions (e.g., sadness, fear, or anger) become very strong, it is quite likely that we will become
preoccupied with regulating our own emotions and will no longer be able to devote ourselves to
the other. Because it is so hard to find the right level of emotional congruence, some have
described it as a double-edged sword that is only helpful if coupled with sympathy – that is, a
feeling of warmth and compassion toward the other person. In an advice-giving situation, all of
these components – empathic accuracy, emotional congruence, and sympathy – typically interact
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with and facilitate each other. As a result, a person in need feels that they are taken seriously and
accepted, and realizes that they are not alone, but they have an adviser who understands them
intellectually, accepts them emotionally, and is there for them.

The three dimensions of emotional competence – emotion regulation, emotional understand-
ing, and empathy coupled with sympathy – have been thought to facilitate individual and social
well-being across the entire lifespan, including old and very old age (e.g., Carstensen et al., ;
Kunzmann & Wrosch, ; Labouvie-Vief, ). Given the increasing number of theoretical
and empirical studies that support the idea that emotions and emotional competence are major
contributors to developmental growth, the question arises as to which aspects of emotion and
emotional competence may be typical of wisdom. In Section . we shall discuss the existing
definitions of wisdom and explore which aspects of emotion and emotional competence have
been considered to be elements of wisdom.

. Emotions in Wisdom

There have been two ways of studying wisdom in psychological research (e.g., Ardelt, ;
Glück, ; Baltes & Kunzmann, ; Staudinger & Glück, ; see Chapters  and ). One
approach has been to focus on the personality traits of wise individuals. This work is grounded in
research in social and personality psychology (e.g., Ardelt, ; Erikson, ; Webster, ;
Wink & Helson, ). A second approach has been to define wisdom as a body of highly
developed knowledge and reasoning skills. This line of work has conceptualized wisdom in the
context of models of intelligence and cognitive functioning (e.g., Baltes & Staudinger, ;
Grossmann., ; Sternberg, ). The first approach has considered emotions and emotional
competence to be elements of wisdom (i.e., part of the wise personality). The second approach
views emotions and emotional competence as closely linked to wisdom-related reasoning and
knowledge (e.g., as resources for the acquisition of wisdom-related knowledge). We shall discuss
both approaches.

.. Personality-Based Approaches to Wisdom: Two Representative Examples

... The Three-Dimensional Wisdom Model
Consistent with the idea that wisdom entails integration and a holistic attitude toward life,
Monika Ardelt has defined wisdom as the integration of reflective, cognitive, and affective
characteristics (e.g., Ardelt, ; see Chapters  and ). Ardelt views the reflective dimension
as a prerequisite for the acquisition of the cognitive and emotional elements during development.
According to Ardelt, reflection primarily refers to a person’s willingness and ability to overcome
subjectivity by looking at phenomena and events from different perspectives. Seen in this light, a
person who has the potential to become wise one day is someone who is very interested in all
aspects of life, especially why people experience themselves in the way that they do and why they
behave the way they do. It is someone who asks a lot of “why” questions and can see the aspects
that are not obvious to everyone.

What would be a good example of such a reflective attitude? Imagine that you hear about two
friends who are having a terrible argument about how one of them is always late and even often
leaves the other stranded. A pragmatic – not to say superficial – attitude to this problem might be
to think that the unreliable friend is the culprit, and to advise the other person to find another
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friend. A more reflective approach would be to first find out the reasons for the unreliability, to
bear in mind that the seemingly innocent friend may also have a stake in the situation, and to
consider whether the friendship can be sustained – in other words, to work out how the needs of
both individuals might best be met. Thus a reflective attitude entails first looking beyond the
obvious and thinking extensively about the reasons that may lie behind the experience and
behavior of the people involved.

Ardelt defines the cognitive element of wisdom as a person’s ability to understand life – that is,
to comprehend the significance and deeper meaning of life experiences, of course without
neglecting the highly subjective nature of any search for meaning, as the deeper meaning of a
particular life experience can vary for different individuals. This component of wisdom refers to the
depth and breadth of the individuals’ knowledge. It is difficult to determine the domain to which
this knowledge refers, but it includes knowledge about human emotions, motives, strengths, and
weaknesses. This type of knowledge can be very concrete and specific, or abstract and generalized;
it encompasses knowledge about facts as well as knowledge about how to apply knowledge and give
advice to others. A counselor with high levels of wisdom-related knowledge will also have a wealth
of experience. With this combination of knowledge and experience they are well placed to classify
the problems of a person seeking advice. It is important that their knowledge and wealth of
experience relate not to specialized knowledge (such as would be acquired through reading or
academic study) but rather to life itself – its meaning and conduct.

According to Ardelt, the affective component of wisdom refers primarily to how we relate
emotionally to others. She posits that a wise person relates to others with compassion and empathy
rather than with indifference or even with negative emotions. Thus the emotional elements that
Ardelt included in her model are the absence of negative emotions (see Chapter ) and the presence
of sympathy and compassion. Although wisdom does entail sympathy and compassion, the idea
that wisdom excludes certain negative and perhaps positive emotions may require important
qualifications. More specifically, and as discussed above, emotions (both positive and negative)
are part of life. As long as a wise person is alive, they will experience emotions. Even “enlightened”
people, in the Buddhist sense, experience emotions (e.g., Kramer, ). From this point of view,
it is important not to reduce wisdom to “vicarious” emotions.

Wise individuals have their own history and therefore their own emotions. How would they be
able to have knowledge about emotions if they could not experience any emotions themselves? As
Ardelt and many other wisdom researchers have postulated, the wise person has deep knowledge
about human nature, and this includes emotions. A critical question, of course, is how wise
individuals deal with their emotions and regulate them. We can assume that wise people are
particularly good at acknowledging their emotions and then letting them go again, so that the
emotions do not become chronic and decoupled from the relevant situations. We shall now take a
closer look at a definition of wisdom in which the ability to regulate emotions is rightly considered
to be a central component.

... The HERO(E) Model of Wisdom
Webster (, ) introduced a definition of the wise personality. Based on his review of the
literature, he defined wisdom as “the competence in, intention to, and application of critical life
experiences to facilitate the optimal development of self and others” (Webster, , p. ). In
contrast to Ardelt (), who identified three dimensions of the wise personality, Webster
(, ) stated that his literature review suggested that the wise personality has five
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dimensions, namely critical life experience, reminiscence and reflectiveness, openness, emotion
regulation, and humor (see Chapter ).

At first sight, what Webster has labeled as emotion regulation refers to how individuals
manage and deal with their own and others’ emotions when confronted with emotionally
charged events. However, a closer look at how Webster defines emotion regulation suggests that
he is not referring to emotion regulation per se and as defined by emotion researchers (e.g.,
Gross, ), but rather to emotional sensitivity, emotional understanding, and the ability to use
the information inherent in emotions. He writes: “The emotional dimension of wisdom involves
an exquisite sensitivity to the gross distinctions, subtle nuances, and complex blends of the full
range of human affect. Recognizing, embracing, and employing emotions in a constructive way
is a benchmark of wisdom” (Webster, , p. ). Consistent with this definition, the items
that measure emotion regulation cover a range of emotional competencies, including the ability
to recognize one’s own emotional state accurately, and the tendency to empathize with others
without becoming overwhelmed by one’s own negative feelings.

The second emotional dimension in Webster’s wisdom model is humor. As the author
observed, not all forms of humor are typical of wisdom – examples of this include sarcasm and
caustic humor. However, humor can reflect the ability to distance oneself from certain point of
views, the recognition of irony, and the ability not to take oneself too seriously. In this sense,
Webster views humor as resulting from cognitive flexibility, playfulness, and an openness to ideas,
and in addition he points out that humor can be used to strengthen emotional bonds with others,
and thus to reach out to others and contribute to their short-term happiness as well as their
longer-term development and well-being (e.g., Webster, , p. ).

Thus, according to Webster, the wise personality is sensitive to emotions, and recognizes,
embraces, and uses emotions in constructive ways to facilitate other people’s well-being and
contribute to their development. Webster’s general approach to identifying the emotional aspects
of the wise personality is extremely useful. However, his ideas about emotion regulation are
somewhat vague, and his definition of emotion regulation does not align with established
definitions of this term (e.g., Gross, ). In addition, it is not entirely clear why he focused
on humor as a positive emotion, but did not consider other positive emotions that could be
characteristic of the wise personality (e.g., curiosity, gratitude, and serenity).

.. Summary and Conclusions: Emotions in Personality-Based
Approaches to Wisdom

As highlighted by the two definitions of the wise personality introduced by Ardelt and Webster,
researchers who support this school of thought agree that the wise personality possesses a range of
distinct, highly desirable traits. However, the two definitions have focused on slightly different
components of the wise personality, making it difficult to draw firm conclusions about its exact
nature and structure. Importantly, for the purposes of this discussion, according to both
definitions, wisdom has cognitive, reflective, and emotional elements. With regard to the
emotional elements, there is a consensus that wise individuals are empathic toward others and
exhibit compassion and sympathy when giving advice. In addition, although only hinted at in
Ardelt’s wisdom model, there seems to be agreement that the wise individual has a comprehensive
understanding of emotions, and can use them in constructive ways. According to Webster, humor
is particularly significant because it can facilitate bonding, self-distancing, and creativity.
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Crucially, it is apparent that the theoretical ideas about the emotional traits of wise individuals
have remained relatively abstract and vague. For example, based on what the authors who support
this approach have written, it is difficult to understand how the wise personality reacts to concrete
emotionally laden events, regulates their own and other people’s emotions, or uses knowledge
about emotions during judgment and decision-making processes or when giving advice to others.
In part, this vagueness is due to the trait approach to defining the wise personality and the
associated global nature of self-report questionnaires. For example, items such as “If I see people in
need, I try to help them in one way or another” or “I am good at identifying subtle emotions
within myself” assess participants’ beliefs about the degree to which general traits and competen-
cies are typical of them (i.e., apply to them in most situations for most of the time). Such items do
not relate to situation-specific behaviors or states, and thus do not address how people specifically
deal with emotionally challenging situations, express and regulate their emotions, or use their
emotions during advice-giving and decision-making processes (see Chapter ).

. Emotions and Emotional Competencies as Correlates of Wisdom

A growing number of empirical studies have addressed a range of person-related characteristics as
antecedents, concomitants, and consequences of wisdom. Thus, in much of this work, emotions
and emotional competencies are not regarded as elements of wisdom, but rather as person
characteristics that contribute to (or hinder) wisdom (see also Chapter ).

.. Emotional Antecedents and Correlates of Wisdom: The Berlin
Wisdom Model

In the Berlin Wisdom Model, wisdom has been defined as expert knowledge about the funda-
mental pragmatics of life (Baltes & Smith, ; Baltes & Staudinger, ; see Chapter ). To
assess wisdom that is based on performance rather than self- or other reports, study participants
read short vignettes about difficult life problems (e.g., “Someone receives a phone call from a good
friend who says that he cannot go on anymore and wants to commit suicide.”) and then think
aloud about what one could think and do in such situations. The test takers’ responses are
recorded, and after the test session the audiotapes are transcribed by research assistants. The
written texts can then be coded by trained raters according to the degree to which they match
several criteria that the researchers have identified as defining elements of wisdom. For example, to
rate the criterion “relativism,” the raters have to find out whether the test takers demonstrate in
their answer that they are tolerant of the values of others and can view the situation from their
perspective, even if these values differ from their own. To rate a second criterion, “management of
uncertainty,” the raters evaluate whether the test takers are aware that they do not know
everything, but that they can find the best possible way of dealing with a problem despite the
uncertainty. A third criterion is “lifespan contextualism,” for which raters evaluate whether the
test takers can grasp the complexity of a life problem, and thus not consider it in isolation. This
paradigm was the first to assess wisdom-related knowledge that is performance based, and it is still
influential, given how many researchers in this tradition have adopted modified versions of it (e.g.,
Grossmann, ; Mickler & Staudinger, ).

How does wisdom-related knowledge relate to emotions and emotional competencies? In other
words, do individuals who differ in their level of wisdom-related knowledge also differ in their
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affective experiences or in the way in which they recognize, regulate, and use emotions (e.g., when
being confronted with a challenging stressor, or when giving advice to someone in need)? These
issues have not yet been extensively studied. However, there is some evidence that wisdom-related
knowledge does indeed have an impact on emotional well-being and the way in which we interact
emotionally with others.

To this end, several studies have suggested that individuals with high levels of wisdom-related
knowledge are more emotionally stable (i.e., less neurotic in the psychometric sense) than
individuals with low levels of wisdom-related knowledge (e.g., Staudinger et al., ; Wink &
Staudinger, ). In addition, wisdom-related knowledge has been shown to be positively
associated with certain positive feelings, particularly interest, curiosity, and inspiration (e.g.,
Kunzmann & Baltes, ). Finally, people with high levels of wisdom-related knowledge
typically report that they are compassionate, interested in other people’s thoughts and feelings,
and willing to help others to develop themselves (e.g., Kunzmann & Baltes, ; Staudinger
et al., ; Wink & Staudinger, ). Further research is needed that is more process oriented
and that observes individuals with high levels of wisdom-related knowledge in concrete situations.
How do they react emotionally to stressors? How do they deal with their own and other people’s
emotions in situations where they are experiencing emotional arousal? To what extent do they
take into account their own emotions and those of the other person in their decision making?

.. Emotional Antecedents and Correlates of Wisdom: The MORE
Life Experience Model

The MORE Life Experience Model (Glück & Bluck, ) is a theoretical account of how
wisdom develops. In short, it proposes that life challenges – experiences that overthrow a person’s
worldviews, which include many negative events but also positive ones, such as having one’s first
child – are the main catalysts that can foster the development of wisdom (see Chapter ).
However, not everyone who goes through such challenges grows wiser. For example, the experi-
ence of going through a difficult divorce may teach some people that no one should be trusted, and
the experience of serious illness may lead some people to optimize their life with respect to their
own needs without consideration of others. According to the MORE Life Experience Model, only
individuals who have the following four intrapersonal resources are likely to gain wisdom-relevant
insights from life challenges (e.g., Glück & Bluck, ). The first resource is the ability to manage
uncertainty and uncontrollability. This includes not only an awareness of the highly limited
amount of control that people have over their lives, but also the ability to deal with uncontrolla-
bility constructively. The second resource is openness to new ideas and viewpoints, which includes
a high level of tolerance of diverging perspectives. The third resource is reflectivity, which is a
willingness and ability to think about complex things in a complex way, and typically includes self-
critical reflection. The fourth and fifth resources, which most relevant to the current topic, refer to
emotional competencies, namely emotion regulation and empathy.

Thus the MORE Life Experience Model considers similar emotional competencies to the two
personality-based models of wisdom discussed earlier. However, in contrast to those two models,
these emotional competencies are not viewed as wisdom elements but rather as predictors of wisdom.
A test of these alternative views would clearly require longitudinal studies, in which each person is
examined several times over a period of many years with regard to their wisdom-related strengths. In
the context of such studies, one could, for example, examine whether emotional competencies in
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adolescence predict wisdom-related knowledge in middle adulthood, or whether emotional compe-
tencies and wisdom-related knowledge develop in parallel. To date, empirical studies of the associ-
ations among variables inherent in or related to wisdom have been cross-sectional – that is,
individuals take part in one session during which all wisdom-related variables are assessed.

One such cross-sectional study, conducted by Judith Glück and her colleagues (Glück et al.,
), is particularly interesting because the authors assessed wisdom by means of self-report and
performance-based measures. The performance-based measure was based on the Berlin Wisdom
Model, and the self-report measures were based on the models of wisdom offered by Ardelt ()
and Webster (), and described earlier in this chapter. In addition, the authors assessed
emotional resources via standardized self-report scales as well as open-ended measures. The
findings suggested that, independent of whether self-report or performance-based measures were
used, the two emotional resources – emotion regulation and empathy – were positively associated
with the wisdom measures.

Given that Ardelt’s and Webster’s wisdom measures include items that assess emotional
competencies, these positive relationships may not be surprising, and may be partly due to
conceptual overlap between the wisdom measures and emotional measures. However, the positive
associations between wisdom and emotional measures were also evident in the analyses of () a
self-report wisdom measure that does not include emotional competencies and () the Berlin
Wisdom Model measure that focuses on wisdom-related knowledge. Thus the evidence strongly
supports the theoretical idea that wisdom is more than knowledge, but may best be conceptual-
ized as the integration of cognition and emotion. Further research will be necessary to elucidate
how wise people achieve this integration in concrete situational contexts.

A first step in this direction has been made by Igor Grossmann and his colleagues (Grossmann
et al., ), who used a daily-diary approach to study the extent to which wise reasoning is
coupled with certain emotional resources when individuals are confronted with daily stressors.
Over a period of  days, participants completed online assessments each morning in which they
were asked to recall a stressful situation from the previous day. They were guided through a
detailed reconstruction of the circumstances of the event and their thoughts and feelings during
the event, including thoughts that can be considered to be wisdom related because they reflect
intellectual humility (i.e., an awareness of uncertainty and the limits of one’s knowledge), self-
transcendence (i.e., a distanced attitude), and perspective taking/a search for compromise (i.e., the
willingness to adopt different perspectives and integrate them) in the situation.

A major finding of this study was that when the study participants reported higher levels of wise
reasoning than they did on average, they also reported a greater diversity of affective feelings and
greater use of adaptive emotion regulatory strategies. These findings are of major significance
because they focused on the covariation between cognitive and emotional processes within
individuals as they experienced different types of stressors in their daily life, whereas previous
studies, such as the one conducted by Glück et al. (), assessed the covariation between
cognitive and emotional traits across individuals.

.. Summary and Conclusions: Emotions as Correlates of
Wisdom-Related Knowledge

A small but growing number of studies confirms that wisdom as knowledge and reasoning is
positively related to emotional stability, certain positive emotions, emotion regulation, and a
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compassionate attitude toward other people. It should be noted that previous research has largely
conceptualized emotional processes and outcomes at a trait level. To date, only one study has
tested cognitive and emotional processes in concrete situations (Grossmann et al., ).

. General Conclusions and Directions for Future Research

As discussed above, researchers in the field of personality research have conceptualized wisdom as
a resource or personal characteristic that encourages the experiencing of certain emotions (e.g.,
humor, sympathy, and compassionate love), discourages the experiencing of other emotions (e.g.,
anger, hostility, and rage), and involves certain emotional competencies (e.g., emotion regulatory
skills and emotional understanding) (e.g., Ardelt, ; Webster, ). Researchers in the field
of intelligence research have focused on the cognitive processes that are typical of wisdom, and
have viewed emotions and emotional competencies as factors that can both foster and hinder
wisdom-related thoughts and knowledge.

There is clearly a need for further research that addresses the emotional aspects of wisdom more
comprehensively and systematically. In this way, functional approaches to emotion could serve as
a useful background for wisdom research, because these approaches can distinguish between
different types of emotions (e.g., sadness, anger, fear, joy). Thus functional approaches go beyond
models of emotion that have merely viewed emotions as being either pleasant or unpleasant, and
so not provided an ideal starting point for theoretical ideas about the arguably complex emotional
experiences and expressions of wise individuals, and how those experiences and expressions
are balanced.

With regard to emotional competencies, contemporary standards in emotion research suggest
that one should consider at least three sets of abilities, each of which is itself multidimensional,
namely emotion regulation, emotional understanding, and empathy. Although a range of
existing models of wisdom clearly suggest that these competencies are involved in wisdom,
the models differ in the exact number and definitions of emotional competencies considered. In
addition, all of the models of wisdom that have been reviewed in this chapter encompass
somewhat abstract and vague ideas about how wise individuals apply their emotional compe-
tencies in concrete situations, and how these emotional competencies interact with their
cognitive and reflective abilities.

Many exciting questions remain for future research. One of them is whether wise people
actually welcome all of the emotions that can be experienced in a concrete situation. Proponents
of functional emotion theories would certainly agree with this idea, because from their point of
view every emotion has a meaning, and no emotion is dysfunctional per se, because they provide
us with important information and can motivate adaptive behavior. At the same time, according
to wisdom theories, wise people would not be likely to lose themselves in their emotions, so that
short-term feelings (e.g., anger or dislike) would not turn into chronic or extreme feelings (e.g.,
hatred or aggressiveness). Through this process of being permeable to emotions – of being open to
them without becoming attached to them – wise people may use the information inherent in their
emotions in the best possible way for their own good and that of other people. This, of course,
requires a repertoire of efficient strategies of emotion regulation, which wise individuals can
implement flexibly and in accordance with situational demands.

Seen in this light, the idea that emotion and cognition are antagonists can be safely shelved.
Emotions can serve as an important basis for decision making, and this is true not only in
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situational contexts that require immediate action or that are ill-defined, but also in all situational
contexts in which individuals deal with existential problems and questions related to the meaning
and conduct of life. At the same time, emotions often need to be regulated. This requires the
flexible use of emotion-regulation strategies – a process that can be highly cognitively demanding,
as can the processes of recognizing emotions in the self and others, understanding emotions, and
using emotions in decision-making processes (e.g., Gross, ; Kunzmann et al., ; Salovey
et al., ).

However, with regard to wisdom research the question remains to what extent emotions and
emotional competencies actually belong to the core of wisdom, or instead are factors that are not
themselves part of wisdom and are merely closely linked to it. This intriguing question cannot be
answered by previous studies with their cross-sectional and correlative research designs. Instead we
need longitudinal research (e.g., studying whether early emotional competencies predict later
wisdom-related knowledge), intervention research (e.g., studying whether emotional competency
training has an impact on how wise people can think about life problems), or experimental
research (e.g., studying whether the activation of wisdom-related knowledge can cause people to
react differently to emotional stimuli to the way they react in the absence of activation). At a
conceptual level, I have argued in this chapter that emotions and emotional competencies are
inherent in wisdom, as are certain cognitions and knowledge contents. Why should such a useful
part of human nature not be a core element of wisdom? If wisdom is among the highest virtues,
and if it is truly integrative and holistic, then it does not exclude one faculty of the mind.

Thus, if you had a major problem that you were stuck with, would you turn to a person with a
lot of life experience and knowledge but without special emotional competencies, or would you
turn to someone who has both life experience and knowledge, and is emotionally responsive and
very emotionally competent? In this chapter, I have argued that a wise adviser is particularly
reflective, experienced, and knowledgeable, and at the same time pays attention to your feelings,
shows feelings him- or herself, can regulate his or her feelings, and considers your feelings when
giving you advice.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() What emotional competencies were mentioned in this chapter? Describe them again in your
own words.

() Describe in your own words the two wisdom models proposed by Ardelt and Webster. Then
discuss the similarities and differences between these two models. In your view, is one model
more useful than the other? Give reasons for your answer.

() Can a person be very wise and yet often experience strong and prolonged negative emotions?
Give reasons for your answer.

() In your view, what are the emotional competencies available to a wise person? Are there also
emotional competencies that are completely atypical of a wise person? Give reasons for both
your answers.

() Gather arguments for and against the position that emotions and emotional competencies
are correlates of wisdom, but not elements of wisdom.

() Think about what resources a person needs in order to become wise over the course of a
lifetime. How important do you think emotional competencies are?
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. Investigations

Ute Kunzmann is a lifespan development psychologist who studies social, emotional, and
cognitive development from adolescence up to very old age. Her research interests include age
differences in emotional competencies such as emotion regulation and empathy, processes of
successful development, and the psychology of wisdom. With regard to the psychology of
wisdom, her main interests are the measurement of wisdom in psychological research, the
interplay of cognitive and emotional qualities in wisdom, and the translation of wisdom as
knowledge into wisdom as action.

. Practical Applications

Ute Kunzmann’s wisdom research has practical relevance to the application of wisdom in daily life
and in concrete counseling situations. The insights into how wise people give advice, and which
emotional competencies they use during the advice-giving process, can be directly translated into
interventions to make counseling fruitful, by adopting a holistic and integrative approach that is
characteristic of wisdom.

Glossary

cross-sectional referring to a study design in which the participants are tested only once – that is,
all variables are assessed at one point in time. This design allows the analysis of correlations
among wisdom-related knowledge, and can thus be used to test the idea that people who score
high (or low) on some wisdom components (e.g., knowledge) also score high (or low) on other
wisdom components (e.g., emotional competencies).

emotion any fast, short-lived reaction to events that are important to our personal goals and well-
being. Positive emotions are experienced in situations that are safe, whereas negative emotions
occur in situations in which there is an imbalance between the individual and the environment.
Functional approaches to emotion emphasize the adaptive value of emotions, because they help
to regain a balance between the individual and the environment, and to build resources in the
longer term.

emotional competence the ability to work with our own and others’ emotions. At least three
different components of emotional competence have been identified. The first component is
emotion regulation – that is, the ability to regulate emotions so that they fit situational
affordances and facilitate personal goals. The second component is emotional understanding –
that is, knowledge about emotions, including their causes, temporal dynamics, and conse-
quences. The third component is empathy – that is, the ability to infer other people’s emotions
accurately, share their emotions, and feel sympathy.

longitudinal referring to a study design in which the participants are tested several times – that is,
all variables are assessed at multiple points in time. The retesting intervals can range from very
short (e.g., in daily-diary studies) to very long (e.g., in long-term longitudinal studies that can
last for one or two decades). This design allows the analysis of the temporal order of wisdom
components, and is better suited to addressing the question of whether some competencies
(e.g., emotional competencies) are precursors of others (e.g., cognitive competencies).
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wisdom a multidimensional concept that has several distinct components. Wisdom models differ
in the number and exact nature of these components. Wisdom as studied in the field of
personality research includes cognitive, reflective, and emotional components.
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The Development of Wisdom

Judith Glück

. A Little Interview Project

Why do some people become incredibly wise in the course of their life – the mentors we turn to
when we are struggling, and the models of how to live a life that is good for themselves and
everyone around them – while so many other people do not quite get there? Most people manage
to live largely satisfactory and happy lives, but few people develop extraordinary levels of wisdom.
Where does wisdom come from? This chapter describes a broad developmental framework for
wisdom, then focuses more specifically on how people gain wisdom from life experiences, and
finally takes a look at the empirical evidence for relationships between age and wisdom.

. A Broad Developmental Framework for Many Individual
Pathways to Wisdom

Wise people are not born wise. They may be born with some qualities that make it easier for them
to gain wisdom, but for the most part, wisdom is learned from life. The interesting question is,
then, why some people learn things from life that make them wiser, while other people may go
through very similar experiences without gaining any wisdom.

To understand which factors may contribute to the development of wisdom, let us first draw
on the Berlin Wisdom Model proposed by the late Paul Baltes and his colleagues (Baltes & Smith,
; Baltes & Staudinger, ). As discussed in Chapter , the Berlin Wisdom Model defines
wisdom as expert knowledge about the “fundamental pragmatics of human life” – that is, being an
expert about the big questions of our existence. Baltes and his colleagues used the term “expert
knowledge” for good reasons. At the time when they first proposed the Berlin Wisdom Model,

 Portions of this chapter draw on ideas expressed in Sternberg, R. J. and Glück, J. ().Wisdom: The Psychology of Wise
Thoughts, Words, and Deeds. Cambridge University Press.

Box . Interviewing a wise person about where wisdom comes from.

Who is the wisest person you know personally? Ask this person where they think their wisdom comes
from. Did they gain insights from specific life experiences? Did they learn wisdom from other people?
What else in their life story contributed to their wisdom? Are there certain life phases from which they
think they particularly learned and grew? As you read this chapter, think about which of the
developmental influences that are discussed apply to “your” wise person. The path to wisdom is highly
individual, so it is unlikely that all of the influences mentioned will apply to every wise person.
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many researchers were studying expert knowledge in domains ranging from chess to mathemat-
ics, and from music to sports. The question underlying their studies was why and how some
people develop extremely high levels of performance in a particular domain. The main factor that
those studies identified was called “deliberate practice” – that is, purposeful, focused training in
the domain, working especially on those parts that are particularly difficult. If you are learning to
play a musical instrument, for example, you may develop a certain level of skill by just playing
when you feel like it, for as long as you like, and focusing on those pieces that you find easy and
enjoyable to play. To become an expert, however, you need to practice a lot more, and you need
to focus much of your practice on precisely those pieces that you find difficult to play. Many
researchers cite the “, hour rule” (e.g., Ericsson, ), which asserts that to become an
expert in a field, you need to invest about . hours of deliberate practice (note that this is a
rule of thumb more than an actual rule – the main point is that it is a lot of time to invest in one
activity!). However, practice is not the only requirement. First of all, you need a lot of motivation
and determination to invest so much time in a type of practice that tends to be little fun. Then
you need an environment that supports your ambitious goals. You need a good teacher who will
show you how to best develop your skill. And so on. In any domain that you look at, many people
develop a certain basic skill level, but few people become true experts.

Baltes and Smith () applied the theory of expert knowledge to wisdom, and proposed a
broad framework of factors that contribute to the development of wisdom. Importantly, they
emphasized that there is no one single path to wisdom – very wise individuals differ considerably
in the experiences they have had and the way they learned from them. However, it is very likely
that at least some of the factors in the model have contributed to every wise person’s development.
They proposed three types of factors that foster the development of wisdom – person character-
istics, factors that generally foster the development of expertise, and experiential contexts that
facilitate the development of wisdom.

.. Person Characteristics

Baltes and Smith argued that certain personal qualities may make it easier for a person to become
wiser over time. For example, a certain level of intelligence is definitely helpful and probably
even necessary for the development of wisdom (see Chapter ). A person needs to be able to
grasp the complexity of a difficult situation and consider the various different aspects of it, as well
as to reflect on experiences in depth and gain insights from them. Baltes and Smith also argued
that creativity – the ability to think outside the box and come up with unusual but useful
solutions to problems – helps people to develop wisdom (see Chapter ). Openness to
experience is a personality characteristic that has often been related to wisdom (see
Chapter ). People with high levels of openness to experience are motivated to try out new
activities, curious about cultures and worldviews that differ from their own, willing to critically
reflect on their own behavior, and attentive to their own and others’ feelings, all of which should
help them to gain a broad range of insights and knowledge about life. Importantly, none of these
qualities by itself is sufficient for wisdom. There are people who are highly intelligent or highly
creative or highly open, but not particularly wise. It seems likely that a certain constellation of
personal qualities, combined with the other factors in the model, is needed. It is also important
to mention that each quality has a complex developmental background of its own. All of them
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have a certain innate component – both intelligence and personality have been shown to be
partly heritable. However, a nurturing childhood environment can foster qualities such as
intelligence, creativity, and openness independent of a person’s genetic makeup.

.. Factors that Generally Foster the Development of Expertise

Expertise research has identified a number of factors that contribute to the acquisition of expert
knowledge in any domain. The first factor is, obviously, life experience. If you don’t have the
opportunity to play chess, your chances of becoming a chess expert are zero. With respect to
wisdom, we probably all get our share of life experiences that could teach us something about life,
but some people just have more such opportunities – because they are interested in other people’s
experiences as well as their own, because they are more open to new experiences and therefore more
things happen in their life, or sometimes just because more things happen to happen in their life.
The second factor is having a mentor or trainer. If you have a wise family member or friend,
consider yourself lucky! A lot of wisdom can be gained from observing wise individuals as they deal
with life matters. In fact, having known a wise person may enable people to “channel” that person’s
wisdom in difficult situations, simply by imagining themselves discussing the situation with that
person (Staudinger & Baltes, ). The third important factor, as discussed above, concerns
motivation. Not everyone is equally interested in questions of life. Some people may be interested
in mathematics, information technology, or music. People on the pathway toward wisdom are
often driven by a deep curiosity about life (Ardelt, ). They want to understand themselves,
other people, and the world, not because they want to be able to manipulate others or to earn a lot
of money, but simply because they are fascinated by the “big questions” of our existence.

.. Experiential Contexts that Facilitate the Development of Wisdom

This type of factor concerns contexts and situations that provide people with either a particularly
large number of or particularly good opportunities for developing wisdom. For example, profes-
sional or social roles that involve advice giving or mentorship, such as being a pastor, judge, or
teacher, can provide people with many insights into life, people, and themselves. Many people feel
that being a parent has taught them a lot of lessons and given them many insights. Another
important contextual factor is the place and time in which a person lives. Cultural contexts and
historical periods have important influences both on the experiences that we have and on the
insights that we gain from them. It is an interesting question whether the time we are living in
right now, with global crises such as the COVID- pandemic, climate change, and global
inequalities will have a positive effect on the wisdom of individuals, communities, and nations.
Chapters  to  of this book discuss how wisdom may be implemented on a larger scale than
just within individuals.

Having distinguished between the three types of factors, it is important to point out that in real
life they are closely interrelated. To actually gain wisdom from the experiences that certain
contexts provide, a person probably needs () a certain mindset, as described by the general
person characteristics, () some of the expertise-conducive factors, such as a wise mentor, and ()
a certain amount of life challenges to enable them to actually develop and apply wisdom-related
insights.

The Development of Wisdom 
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. A Little Interview Study (Continued)

Box . asks you to apply Baltes and Smith’s three developmental factors to your interview
project.

. A Psychological Theory of the Development of Wisdom
from Experiences

Baltes and Smith’s framework describes many factors that play a role in how people develop
wisdom-related expertise. However, it does not explain how exactly individuals learn from
experiences. Which ways of dealing with and thinking about experiences can help people to
grow wiser? My colleague Susan Bluck and I drew on research from the fields of lifespan
psychology, wisdom, and stress-related growth to develop a model of how people gain wisdom
from life challenges. It is called the MORE Life Experience Model (Glück & Bluck, ;
Glück et al., a), although the name is somewhat paradoxical because the main point of the
model is that more life experience in itself does not make people wiser. It is the way in which we
think about the things that happen to us that can teach us wise insights. MORE stands for four
types of psychological resources that help people to become wiser from experiences: managing
uncertainty and uncontrollability, openness, reflectivity, and emotional sensitivity and
emotion regulation.

The MORE Life Experience Model proposes that while people on the way to wisdom are more
or less constantly learning, certain types of experiences are particularly likely to foster new insights
into life. Many people think that wisdom requires suffering – that in order to become truly wise, a
person has to endure severe hardship. Our research does not support this idea. As mentioned
earlier, many people feel that becoming a parent was () one of the best things in their life and ()
gave them many new insights – about what is really important in life, about unconditional love,
and even (in some cases) about their own limitations (e.g., when it comes to functioning without
sleep). Therefore we believe that the main characteristic of wisdom-fostering experiences is not
that they are negative, but that they change a person’s life or at least a person’s views about life. It
is certainly true that negative events – ranging from a global pandemic to a personal cancer
diagnosis, and from losing a job to losing a partner – can fundamentally shatter our worldviews.
However, highly positive events, such as the birth of one’s child or grandchild or winning the
lottery, can also give one a completely new outlook on life, as can more emotionally mixed or
neutral experiences, such as moving to another country or changing job. Any experience that
challenges a person’s views on life has the potential to open up new experiences, perspectives,
and worldviews.

Box . Applying Baltes and Smith’s three developmental factors to the interview.

How do the three factors identified by Baltes and Smith () – person characteristics, expertise-
fostering factors, and relevant experiential contexts – apply to the wise person you interviewed? Can you
identify any personal characteristics that may have helped them to gain wisdom? Were some of the
expertise-specific factors present in their life? Did certain experiential contexts contribute to their
wisdom?

   ü
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We all encounter such challenges, but not everyone grows wiser from losing a job or having a
baby. Most people have found ways to maintain a certain level of well-being in their life and are
able to return to that level of well-being even after difficult challenges. They find ways to adjust
their way of living to new circumstances, and then continue living their life. Ursula Staudinger
and Ute Kunzmann have called this way of adapting to challenges the “adjustment pathway”
(Staudinger & Kunzmann, ). Other people, however, take what Staudinger and Kunzmann
call the “growth pathway.” When they encounter a challenge, they actively try to learn from it.
They think deeply about what this experience means to them and what they can take away from
it. They try to integrate the event into the way they think about life in general. For example, if a
person on the adjustment pathway gets divorced, they might want to protect themselves from
some not-so-pleasant insights into themselves that the experience might bring. They may turn to
people who love them and care about them for comfort, and they may focus on getting over the
negative feelings quickly. A person on the growth pathway who gets divorced would want to
understand how it happened – what went wrong, what their own role was in the course of events,
and whether they and their partner could have avoided the divorce if they had done things
differently. Some of these reflections may be painful, as they might tell the person something
about their less positive sides. However, the reflections clearly also have the potential to teach
them important insights into themselves and other people. Clearly, people who take the growth
pathway are more likely to do just that – grow – as they explore the meaning of their experiences
in depth. Of course, people can alternate between the pathways throughout the course of their
life, or they may choose the growth pathway as they reflect on some events but prefer the
adjustment pathway for others. However, most people seem to have one preferred or dominant
pathway. There is also a timeline involved. In the midst of the emotional turmoil of divorce
proceedings, few people will be willing or able to explore their own mistakes in depth. However,
once the event is essentially over, the question is whether we just try to move on and forget, or
whether we look back and explore. In a study in which Nic Weststrate and I analyzed how more
wise and less wise people looked back on difficult experiences from their life (Weststrate & Glück,
), we found that people who showed a focus on adjustment (i.e., they emphasized that the
experience had been bad, but now it was over) tended to be happier than people who did not
focus on adjustment. However, people who showed a focus on growth by exploring the
experience in depth turned out to be wiser than people who did not focus on growth.

Box . shows a segment from an interview that we conducted in that study. Ms. Y was
nominated as wise to our project team. When the interviewer asked her to select a difficult event
from her life, she told the story of the birth of her first child, who was born with a severe brain
disorder. Maybe you would like to read Ms. Y’s narrative and mark the places where you see
aspects of wisdom in it. After that we are going to use her story to illustrate the components of the
MORE Life Experience Model. Ms. Y is not showing all of the components in this segment of her
interview, but she does show a considerable number of them. (The interview was conducted in
German and then translated into English.)

.. Managing Uncertainty and Uncontrollability

The “M” component of the MORE Life Experience Model describes how people on the pathway
to wisdom deal with the uncertainty and uncontrollability of our existence. Generally, most
people feel that they are largely in control over what happens in their life. They think that if they
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don’t drink and drive, they won’t have an accident – they do not consider the small but definite
possibility that some other drunk driver may crash into their car. In other words, people tend to
overestimate the amount of control they have over what happens in their life, and this feeling of
control goes along with emotional stability and well-being (e.g., Harris, ; Taylor & Brown,
). However, wise individuals have learned from life that our control is limited – that bad
things can and do happen. As Ms. Y says at the end of the interview, she did not expect her child
to have brain damage. She was expecting to have a healthy baby, and then bad news hit her out of
nowhere. However, as she observes, learning the hard way that bad things can happen at any time
has not made her anxious about the next thing that may come along. On the contrary, she feels

Box . A story from a life-challenge interview: Ms. Y talks about her life with her
handicapped daughter.

I often say that my oldest child is just my greatest teacher. When it comes to our everyday life, to how we go
through life . . . she lives differently, she needs more time. She needs time for many things. And so, I think about
how we often rush through things, how we go crazy about things that really aren’t that important. So, as
I observe her and have the chance to live alongside her, I’m in a continuous learning process. She is giving me a
totally new perspective on life. This has changed a lot in me, in my relationship to my husband, in our family,
in everything. I continuously get to reflect on what really matters in life or what’s important in life; so many
things lose importance as I observe how she lives. I think about why some things are so important to me and
whether they really are so important.
[Interviewer: How did you feel at the time, after your daughter was born?]
That’s complicated. On the one hand, I was like wrapped in cotton wool. I didn’t really have very intense

feelings, maybe because I was breastfeeding and the hormones absorbed some of the shock. But there was a
feeling of hopelessness, of having no way out, of being massively overburdened. At the same time, there already
was some hope, and I could actually feel a really strong will growing inside me, I felt a lot of strength. [cries]
I’m sorry, it still makes me cry when I think about those days, it was so intense.
[. . .] I definitely don’t want to judge how other people deal with having a handicapped child. I know what

an extreme challenge it is and that everyone copes with it differently, doing their best the way they can.
I’m working as a life coach. And what’s really important to me is, well, acceptance, that [the clients] are the

way they are and that that’s okay. That I’m trying not to judge, I’m not evaluating them. And that there
is some kind of love. That may sound a bit romantic or silly, but trying to look at a person with love, at what
they are.
[My daughter]’s  now, and that age naturally brings new issues into our life, and . . . and I’m still feeling

that there is an experience in my life that is sanding me, sanding, sanding me like a pebble in a creek – more
and more the edges are rounded and life is just pulling me through the sand. . . . The beginning was hard, and
there still are things that are just hard. The hardest part was certainly the insight, or the acceptance: this is how
it is. Because we didn’t expect anything like this to happen, it was just something that came into our life out of
nowhere.
[Interviewer: Would you say that you learned something from the experience?]
I’ve grown up, really grown up, in a positive sense. I’ve lost many fears. I’ve really begun to have trust in life.

That’s strange, because I often see the exact opposite happening – that people lose trust when they are confronted
with a handicapped life. But I just know that nothing can happen to us – everything has already happened!
And I’m continuing to learn.
[Interviewer: How do you feel about this experience now?]
Well, the first thing that comes to my mind is that I’m feeling grateful, that I just . . . well, grateful that

I was confronted with this, this challenge. It probably sounds strange, but I’m really grateful that I got a chance
to live through this, to master this, to still be mastering it continuously.
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that “nothing can happen” to her and her family – after all, “everything has already happened.”Of
course, she does not literally mean that nothing else is ever going to happen to them. What she
means is that she knows she will be able to deal with whatever happens. Her experience has given
her trust in her own strength and in life itself. According to the MORE Life Experience Model,
people on the path toward wisdom are fully aware of the uncertainty and uncontrollability of their
future, but they are not afraid, because they have also acquired trust in their own ability to handle
whatever happens. At the same time, they are not just passively waiting for what happens next –
they are fully willing and able to take control in those situations that they can change. As in
Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous “serenity prayer,” wise individuals have “the serenity to accept the
things [they] cannot change, the courage to change the things [they] can, and the wisdom to
know the difference” (Ardelt, ; Glück & Bluck, ).

.. Openness

Individuals on the pathway to wisdom share one basic personality characteristic – they are highly
open to new experiences, new ideas, and new ways of thinking. Consider the way Ms. Y talks
about the experience of living with her daughter. She does not just say that she has gained two or
three specific insights. She says that she is constantly learning – that her experience is changing all
the time as her daughter grows older and life confronts her with new experiences. And she seems
to enjoy this constant learning. Many people find it difficult to accept that our lives will never stay
the same, and they try to ensure that their life is as stable as possible. People on the growth
pathway view change as an opportunity for learning.

Openness also implies that people on the path to wisdom do not judge other people for being
different from themselves. They feel that they can learn a lot from others who see things
differently. Ms. Y says that she definitely does not want to judge how people deal with their
handicapped children. She understands that people are different because they have different
personalities and different backgrounds and upbringings, and not because some people are “good”
and others are “bad.” In her practice, she tries to look at everyone with love, accepting them as
they are.

.. Reflectivity

One remarkable feature of Ms. Y’s narrative is that she seems to be thinking a lot about her
experiences, and drawing insights and meaning from them. Seeing her daughter go through life
makes her think about how people tend to rush, pursuing relatively unimportant goals without
ever stopping and wondering how important those goals really are. Thus the experience of her
daughter being slower than other people prompts her to take a much broader view on what she
and other people usually do. Individuals on the path to wisdom try to understand experiences in
depth, whether it is something that happened to them or something that happened to a friend or
even just something they saw on TV.

Many people like simple explanations for complex issues, which is one reason why a lot of
people like populist politicians. When the COVID- pandemic began, many people were deeply
upset and scared, and some of them preferred politicians like Donald Trump, who essentially told
them it was no worse than the flu and would disappear in a few weeks, over politicians who told
the uncomfortable truth that there was (at that time) no effective cure or vaccine. However,
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problems that require wisdom – be they a pandemic, the global threat of climate change, or the
breakdown of someone’s marriage – tend to be highly complex (involving many different
perspectives and interests), highly uncertain, and may not even be clearly defined. There is no
simple solution, and probably not even an optimal solution, for such problems – any solution will
require trade-offs and compromises. People on the path to wisdom are undaunted by the
complexity of such problems. They ask many questions, try to take different perspectives, and
are wary of any “quick fix” that will only lead to superficial short-term improvements. In other
words, wise individuals are able to think about complex problems in all their complexity.

Thinking about matters in depth also involves questioning oneself. As mentioned earlier,
individuals on the pathway to wisdom are willing and able to take a critical look at their own
role in how, for example, a conflict came about. As described earlier, they are likely to engage in
exploratory reflection (Weststrate & Glück, ). As they learn more about themselves, they also
learn more about their own biases and blind spots. For example, they may learn that they can be
quite wrong when they think they know exactly how someone else feels. This insight may bring
them to the conclusion that it is important to listen to people with a truly open mind. Another
example of an insight reported by the participants in our study was that the things that we are
most critical about in other people may be the things that we don’t like in ourselves. Such insights
can help us to become less self-focused in the way we interact with other people.

.. Emotional Sensitivity

The MORE Life Experience Model should actually be named the MOREE Life Experience
Model, because the “E” resource consists of two interrelated components, but that doesn’t sound
quite so good! The first of the two E components is emotional sensitivity. It describes the extent
to which people pay attention to their own emotions, taking them seriously and regarding them as
potentially important information. Some people are taught from early on to essentially ignore
their own feelings, or at least not to show them to other people. People on the wisdom pathway
may not necessarily show every feeling they experience. However, they will acknowledge their
own feelings and try to understand them even if they are unwanted, complicated, or ambivalent,
because they know that feelings can tell them a lot about situations and about themselves
(Kunzmann & Glück, ; see also Chapter ). People on the pathway to wisdom are willing
to look into negative emotions. For example, Ms. Y cried when she was talking about the intense
first phase of her daughter’s life.

In a very interesting study, King et al. () interviewed parents about the time when they
first found out that their newborn baby had Down syndrome. They found that parents who
acknowledged the emotional turmoil and despair of those early days showed more growth and
learning from the experience. All of those parents were happy with their current life situation, and
many said they were grateful for the experience, but they did remember that the beginning had
been tough. If a person says about such an experience that they never had any doubts that
everything was going to be fine, the chances are high that they have never really explored the
emotional depths of the experience.

Of course, emotional sensitivity does not apply only to one’s own feelings. Wise individuals
know a lot about specific other people and about people in general, which enables them to be
excellent listeners and advice givers. People on the path to wisdom will take other people’s
emotions seriously. They know that it makes no sense to tell people that they shouldn’t feel the
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way they feel – feelings are feelings, and they are part of who we are. Importantly, people on the
path to wisdom are not just willing and able to understand and share the feelings of others, but
they also care about other people’s well-being and want to alleviate others’ emotional suffering.
Some people may be good at knowing how others feel, but use this knowledge for their own
purposes – to manipulate or exploit others. Wise individuals care about the needs of others and,
more broadly, about a common good, as we have discussed in Chapters  and  (see also
Sternberg, ).

Most of us are empathic and compassionate toward people to whom we are close, people we
like, or people whom we regard as similar to us. Wise people’s concern for others extends beyond
those groups. Wise individuals even try to understand the feelings of people with whom they have
a serious conflict. They care about the welfare and well-being of people everywhere, people whom
they will never meet personally. They also care about the welfare of animals and about the natural
resources of our world (Glück et al., b).

To summarize the component of emotional sensitivity, wise individuals are attentive to
feelings – their own feelings and those of other people. Paying attention to emotions fosters the
development of wisdom because emotions can provide us with insights into ourselves and other
people. Importantly, however, being attentive to feelings in itself does not make a person wise.
You probably know people who pay a lot of attention to feelings, especially their own, and
basically follow their feelings in everything they do. These people are not necessarily wise! Wise
individuals know that feelings are real inner states of a person, but that they do not necessarily
reflect an objective reality. For example, a person may be extremely jealous of their partner for
reasons in their own past that have nothing to do with their partner’s actual behavior. Someone
else may get angry very easily because they tend to interpret remarks or behaviors as insults that
are not even directed at them. People on the path to wisdom know that acknowledging and
accepting their own feelings does not necessarily mean acting on them. Although they take
feelings seriously, they have also learned to regulate them as each situation requires.

.. Emotion Regulation

The second part of the “E” component in the MORE Life Experience Model is emotion
regulation. Developmentally, although the foundations of our ability to empathize with others
are innate (de Waal, ), our ability to regulate our own and others’ feelings is acquired over
time as we learn to identify and deal with those feelings in ourselves and others. Both wisdom
researchers (see Chapter ) and people outside academia (see Chapter ) believe that equanimity
and peace of mind are highly typical of wise individuals. Although they will show a caring and
empathic attitude toward people in distress, they will also remain calm and take a broad, balanced
view of the situation. In other words, wise people are able to “take a step back,” or not even to
“step in” in the first place, even in emotionally challenging situations. Ms. Y is not directly talking
about emotion regulation in the interview segment in Box ., but you can imagine from the
way she describes being “sanded” by life like a pebble in a river that she probably does not get
worked up about small problems anymore, and that she is probably able to remain calm even in
the face of large problems.

Importantly, regulating emotions wisely does not mean ignoring or suppressing unwanted or
inappropriate feelings (see Chapter ). Wise individuals acknowledge and accept their own and
others’ feelings – as one participant said, “They are feelings, they can’t be wrong, they are just
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there.” However, wise individuals know that in many situations it is neither wise nor helpful to
act out one’s feelings. If someone’s way of talking to you drives you crazy, is that their fault or
yours? They may be unable to read your emotions, but you are responsible for how you react to
their behavior. A wise person would be able to communicate the problem to the person in a
friendly, constructive, and perhaps even humorous way.

. Wisdom and Age

How do you think wisdom is related to age? Box . shows an empty graph with age as the
horizontal axis and wisdom as the vertical axis (with  percent representing the maximum
possible wisdom and  representing no wisdom at all). Imagine a representative sample of, say,
 to  people, each of whom will be represented by a dot indicating the combination of their
age and their wisdom. Draw  to  dots (or more if you like) that show how you believe
wisdom will be distributed over the life course.

Figure . shows different possible patterns that you may have drawn. Panel A suggests an
almost perfectly linear relationship between age and wisdom – older people are generally wiser
than young people, which suggests that everyone becomes wiser as they grow older. Panel B still
suggests a linear relationship, but a far weaker one – on average, people in their eighties are wiser
than people in their twenties, but there is much more variation within each age group, and overlap
between the groups. Panel C suggests that there is no relationship at all – people at the age of
 years are no more or less likely to be wise than people at the age of  years. Panel D suggests a
“triangular” rather than linear pattern – people at the age of  years are generally low in wisdom,
while people at the age of  years cover the whole possible spectrum of wisdom. In other words,
wise people are generally old, but not all older people are wise.

Box . An empty graph of the relationship between wisdom and age.
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Figure . Four possible relationships between age and wisdom.
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Now what is the right answer? How is wisdom related to age? Given what we have discussed in
this chapter, you probably did not draw a strong linear relationship like the one in Panel A in
Figure .. If wisdom is a special kind of expert knowledge that requires certain ways of thinking
about experience, then it is quite obvious that not everyone would acquire this kind of expertise.
(Also, most of us probably know older people who are not particularly wise.) On the other hand, a
complete lack of relationship, as in Panel C of Figure ., also seems improbable. After all, in
order to gain wisdom-fostering insights from life-changing experiences, people need to have had a
number of such experiences, and that is statistically more likely for an -year-old person than for
a -year-old. Therefore Figures B and D seem like the most plausible candidates.

Empirical studies of the relationship between wisdom and age show once again that what one
finds out about wisdom depends, to some extent, on how one measures wisdom. However, in
recent studies, one pattern seems to be emerging across at least three different wisdom measures.
Figure . shows somewhat simplified results for (a) the Berlin Wisdom Model (combining data
from Pasupathi et al., , and Staudinger, ) and (b) the Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale (based
on Webster et al., ). Similar findings were also reported for the Three-Dimensional Wisdom
Scale by Ardelt et al. (). As you can see in Figure ., none of the drawings in Figure . got
it quite right. Scores in the Berlin Wisdom Model increase steeply and quite linearly between the
ages of approximately  years and  years, during late adolescence and into young adulthood
(Pasupathi et al., ). After that, there is a broad range of scores at any age, but the scores are
somewhat lower above the age of about  years than below that age. For the Self-Assessed Wisdom
Scale, no data from adolescents are available (generally, the figure shows that the distribution of
study participants over the age range was rather uneven, with many young participants around
 years of age, and few between  and  years of age), but the pattern of lower scores above the
age of about  years looks very similar. Ardelt et al. () reported a similar pattern with lower
scores above the age of about  years, especially for participants with little formal education.

These findings do not quite fit with what we discussed earlier in this chapter. If wisdom is
gained from experience, why would there be lower scores from a certain age onward? These lower
scores are also somewhat inconsistent with the views of most people. As reviewed in Chapter ,
there are a number of studies in which people were asked to name very wise persons – either
individuals they knew personally or public figures. The results of those studies show that most
“wisdom nominees” were in the second half of life, and many were well over  years old
(Weststrate et al., ; see also Chapter ). There are several possible explanations for these
findings, namely age-related declines in basic wisdom components, differences between wisdom
measures, positivity biases in old age, cohort effects, and differences between wisdom measures
and real-life situations that require wisdom.

.. Age-Related Declines in Basic Wisdom Components

First, the classic popular notion of the relationship between age and wisdom may be rather
outdated. The idea that wisdom is characteristic of very old people probably dates back to a time
when few people lived beyond about  years of age. Research suggests that there are good reasons
why very old people may have difficulty with measures such as the Berlin Wisdom Model. Some
components of wisdom decrease with age in the general population. For example, most people
become less open to new experiences and less able to think in very complex ways as they age,
because a certain amount of decline in working memory is very common in old age (Hertzog,

   ü
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Figure . Actual relationships between age and two measures of wisdom: the Berlin Wisdom Model (ages – years, based on
Pasupathi et al., , p. ; ages – years, based on Staudinger, , p. ) and the Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale (based on

Webster et al., , p. ).
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). To give a very wise response to a problem from the Berlin Wisdom Model, one needs to be
able to see the problem from many different perspectives. The mild declines in working memory
that we often see in very old people were rare in earlier times simply because most people did not
reach an advanced age, and those who did were exceptionally healthy.

.. Differences between Wisdom Measures

Second, it is important to note that relationships with age vary by wisdom measure. As we
discussed in Chapter , different measures of wisdom focus on different aspects of wisdom. Lower
levels of wisdom after the age of about  years were found for three measures, but different
patterns have been found for other measures. No age-related differences across adulthood were
found for the Adult Self-Transcendence Inventory, and the self-transcendence component of that
measure actually increases with age (Glück et al., ; Glück, ). Another study found that
wise reasoning about how political and intergroup conflicts might evolve was positively related to
age well into the participants’ nineties (Grossmann et al., ).

If a measure of wisdom emphasizes openness or complex thinking, it will show a decline in old
age. In fact, the decline from the age of about  years onward is particularly pronounced for the
Openness subscale of the Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale (Webster et al., ) and the cognitive
component of the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale (Ardelt et al., ). Other components of
wisdom, such as a willingness to compromise and to accept one’s own limitations, tend to increase
with age in the general population. Measures of wisdom that focus on these aspects will show
higher scores for older participants. In short, different aspects of wisdom have different relation-
ships with age in the general population, and the age relationships for any measure of wisdom will
depend on the wisdom aspects that the measure emphasizes.

.. Positivity Biases in Old Age

One reason why people in advanced old age may score lower in some measures of wisdom than
younger people is that many old people tend to focus on the positive aspects of life, and to ignore
or try to avoid negative information or emotionally challenging situations. Put briefly, socio-
emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., ) posits that as people feel that their remaining
lifetime is becoming more and more limited, they tend to focus on the positive things in life and
maximize their well-being. In other words, as they do not know how many days they have left,
they try to enjoy each day as much as possible. This makes a lot of sense but is not necessarily
conducive to wisdom, which involves engaging oneself with the sad, scary, and difficult aspects of
life. Therefore people in advanced old age might score lower in wisdom measures such as the
Berlin Wisdom Model, which involve thinking and talking about difficult life challenges, than
people in the earlier phases of old age.

.. Cohort Effects

The three explanations we have just considered all assumed that the folk conception that wisdom
peaks in very old age may be wrong. However, there are also reasons why current empirical studies
may give a somewhat inaccurate picture. The first of these reasons concerns cohort effects. The
large majority of the findings on the relationships between wisdom and age were obtained from
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so-called cross-sectional studies. For example, the dots in the left-hand panel of Figure .
represent data that were collected between  and . The participants in those studies
covered a wide age range – that is, they were born at very different times and therefore had very
different life histories. Therefore we do not know how wise the -year-olds in the figure were
when they were  years old. At the age of  years they were somewhat less wise, on average, than
the -year-olds in the figure, so we could conclude that their wisdom had declined. However, it is
possible that they had been even less wise when they were  years old, and had grown in wisdom
since then, or that they were just as wise at  years of age and their wisdom remained stable.

People who were about  years old in  were born around . The participants in the
Berlin study were German, so anyone born around  was born right after World War One and
came of age during the Nazi regime (–) and World War Two (–). Their
upbringing and early experiences were certainly very different from those of people born around
 and growing up in the s! Generally speaking, we cannot conclude that comparisons of
different age groups, such as those shown in Figure ., are accurate representations of individual
changes over time. We would need long-term longitudinal studies, which follow the same
individuals over decades, to find out how wisdom develops individually (two individual stories
from one such long-term study are presented in Chapter , but wisdom was not directly measured
during most of that study). A recent analysis of the long-term development of empathy (Oh et al.,
) found a very interesting result. While cross-sectional studies suggest that empathy decreases
as people grow older, the longitudinal data analyzed in that study suggest that it actually increases.
In cross-sectional analyses, the increase in empathy within individuals was completely masked by
the fact that the later in the twentieth century people were born, the higher was their average level
of empathy. At least in Western societies, empathy has become much more valued over the past
few decades. For that reason, an -year-old whose empathy has been steadily increasing may still
show a lower level of empathy than a -year-old. The same might be true for wisdom. Wisdom-
related qualities such as perspective taking, intellectual humility, or openness to new ideas may be
far more highly valued now than they were a century ago.

.. Differences between Wisdom Measures and Real-Life Situations
that Require Wisdom

There is one more reason why studies which show that wisdom peaks in late middle age may not
capture the whole truth about wisdom. It is that measures of wisdom are not perfectly represen-
tative of wisdom in real life. As discussed in Chapter , describing oneself as highly wise in a self-
report wisdom scale or giving a highly wise response to a problem from the Berlin Wisdom Model
does not necessarily require precisely the same qualities as acting wisely in a difficult, emotionally
challenging real-life situation. For example, responding wisely to a problem from the Berlin
Wisdom Model, such as “A -year-old girl wants to move out of her family home immediately,”
requires a lot of cognitive resources. To obtain a high score, a participant needs to discuss many
different perspectives and possibilities concerning the problem. In real life, a person faced with
their neighbor’s angry -year-old teenager and the teenager’s crying mother and yelling father
may need somewhat different qualities. To calm the family down and get them to sit around her
kitchen table, she may rely on emotion-regulation capacities that she has learned and automatized
earlier in life. She may know a lot about the family already, so she does not need much working
memory to process many details. Her personal relationships to each family member may be an
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important foundation for working with them in a wise way, which obviously cannot be captured
by standardized wisdom measures. As she is looking back on the experiences of a long life, she
may have a clearer view of what is really important than would younger people. In short, real-life
wisdom may be less affected by age than are measures of wisdom.

To summarize, we actually know relatively little about the general relationship between wisdom
and age. Although there is a lot of heterogeneity between studies, there seems to be converging
evidence that individual “peaks” of wisdom are most often reached around the age of  years. As
people enter advanced old age, they may lose some of their wisdom. Generally, as wisdom is a rare
quality, the most interesting question may not be how it develops on average, but which factors
contribute to its development in an individual. It is probably more important to understand how
and why high levels of wisdom emerge in some people, as discussed in Section . of this chapter.
If we gain a better understanding of the factors that contribute to individual wisdom development,
we may be able to find ways to teach wisdom in schools and to emphasize wisdom in parenting.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Summarize, in your own words, the most important psychological and situational resources
that help people to grow wiser.

() Think about the resources you have identified in your answer to Question . If our goal is to
make people wiser, could there be ways to foster some of these resources (a) through
parenting, (b) in schools and other educational contexts, and (c) in wisdom interventions
for adults? Choose one resource and outline some ways in which it could be fostered.

() Go back to the wise person you interviewed for Box .. Ask them to tell you the story of a
challenging experience they have had in their life. Can you identify some of the MORE
resources in the way they talk about that experience?

() Think about a recent difficult event (such as a conflict) from your own life, and how you
dealt with it. Could you have handled that event better if you had used the MORE
resources? Or did you use some of them anyway?

() What are the most important insights you have gained from your own life experiences?
What would the developmental trajectory of your own wisdom look like?

. Investigations

Judith Glück’s main topic of research is wisdom psychology. Having been trained in psychomet-
rics, she has a strong interest in developing new ways to measure wisdom. She is also interested in
the development of wisdom through an interplay of life experiences and internal and external
resources, factors that influence wisdom in professional contexts, ways to foster wisdom through
interventions and through changes in structures and systems, the relationship between wisdom
and morality, and people’s conceptions of wisdom in different cultures.

. Practical Applications

Judith Glück’s work is relevant to many areas of everyday life. Ways to foster the development
and manifestation of wisdom seem very important for today’s world. Although research on
measuring wisdom may seem less directly relevant than applied research, we need to provide
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the best tools for measuring wisdom if we want to study the factors that influence whether people
grow toward wisdom and display wisdom in their everyday lives.

Glossary

cohort effects the effects that occur in studies when people of one age group differ from those in
another age group not because of their age, but because of common influences in their
life history.

creativity the ability to create something – such as an idea, an object, or a theory – that is new and
original, but also valuable and useful in that it fulfills a purpose or solves a problem.

emotion regulation people’s ability to exert control over their own emotional state. Emotion
regulation can involve seeking out or avoiding certain situations, reinterpreting situations,
suppressing or hiding certain emotions, or consciously focusing on experiencing
certain emotions.

expert knowledge the body of broad and deep knowledge and skills that people develop when
they engage in training or education and extensive deliberate practice in a specific field.

intelligence there are a number of different definitions of intelligence. One definition is that it
comprises the mental abilities that people need in order to deal with novel problems, including
verbal skill, logical reasoning, mathematical and spatial abilities, and memory. Other defini-
tions put more emphasis on also including people’s accumulated knowledge and skills.

mentor a person who acts as an adviser or coach for people who are less experienced or advanced,
providing expertise, professional knowledge, and support.

motivation the reason why people (or animals) initiate, continue, or stop a certain activity at a
particular time. Motivations can range from physiological needs, such as hunger or fatigue, to
psychological needs, such as a desire to understand life.

openness to experience a personality characteristic that is found in people who are not afraid of
novelty and change, who are curious about cultures and worldviews that differ from their own,
and who are eager to learn new things and gain new insights.

working memory the cognitive system that enables us to hold a limited amount of information in
our mind for a limited amount of time. Working memory is needed, for example, when we try
to remember an address or when we memorize a list of words or numbers.
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Interventions for Developing Wisdom

Michel Ferrari, Juensung J. Kim, and Stephanie Morris

. Development and Teaching for Wisdom

In the schools of antiquity philosophers aspired to impart wisdom, in modern colleges our
humbler aim is to teach subjects. The drop from the divine wisdom, which was the goal of the
ancients, to text-book knowledge of subjects, which is achieved by the moderns, marks an
educational failure, sustained through the ages.

Whitehead (/, p. )

Wisdom is defined in many different ways, but scientists generally agree with Grimm (), who
says that wisdom is knowledge of how to live the best life – for yourself and others, now and into
the far future (see Chapter ). When asked what exactly that means, many people will point to
specific exemplars, some of which are culturally iconic, such as Jesus or the Buddha, and some of
which are personally known, such as a family member, mentor, or friend.

However, let’s be honest – people continue to debate who is wise, how to live the best life, and
how to teach people to do so. Anyone who claims to have the final answer does not deserve to be
taken seriously. So let us say up front that we do not have the final answer about how to teach for
wisdom. However, we hope that this chapter helps to point to and synthesize a few interesting
current directions on how to help the next generation to gain some wisdom through
their education.

. Teaching for Wisdom in Schools

Learning can happen in many places. We learn informally from our families (through story-
telling, advice, and observation) or from personal exploration, and through non-formal educa-
tional opportunities provided by religion or therapy (Commission of the European
Communities, ; Coombs & Ahmed, ). Although all three kinds of learning are
important for gaining wisdom, this chapter will focus on formal public education that is
designed to cultivate wisdom.

There are ancient examples of curricula designed to educate for wisdom all around the world.
Consider three of the most well known. According to Diogenes Laertius (– CE), the
education of Roman Stoic philosophers (literally, “lovers of wisdom”) – from slaves to emperors –
included three interconnected aspects: () patterns in nature that justify thinking and acting in a
certain way (metaphysics), () how best to think and act in particular circumstances (ethics), and
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() analysis of how best to think and act (logic). Perhaps the most famous example is the Roman
Stoic School of Epictetus in Nicopolis. The conversations of Epictetus with students and visitors
were written down by Arrian and later circulated as the Discourses. A classical neo-Confucian
education, canonized by Zhu Xi (–), included practicing the arts, and mastering
classical Confucian texts about humane and virtuous character. A Buddhist education, most
famously in Indian Buddhist monastic universities such as Nalanda (c. – CE), included
debates about Buddhist concepts, and trained the mind to be tranquil and focused, before
directing attention to deeper reality and social harmony.

These three ancient traditions focused on developing students in ways that are still championed
in teaching for wisdom today, through training in critical thinking, character education, and
mindfulness. We believe that integrating them is essential to fully teaching for wisdom.

.. Wisdom Connections

What general principles underlie these ancient programs? We believe that they are the same ones
that are needed to become a balanced, fully functioning person. To better articulate what this
requires, we build on the work of Jack Miller, according to whom six connections underpin
holistic education, namely lived body–mind connection, earth connection. soul connection, commu-
nity connection, thoughtful connection, and subject connection (Miller, ).

We further group these six connections into inner and outer expressions of being, feeling, and
thinking (see Figure .), and consider them integral to becoming a wise, fully functioning
person:
() Inner being (Miller’s lived body–mind connection) involves the connection to one’s body,

understands the body as the medium through which we connect to the world and its beauty,
and so it must stay healthy and be listened to. Too many students experience a disconnect
between mind and body.

() Outer being (Miller’s earth connection) involves one’s connection to the physical environ-
ment that sustains the body. Education should encourage students to see their relationship
to the Earth and its processes, and beyond to the “big history” of the cosmos and our
relationship to it (Christian et al., ).

() Inner feeling (Miller’s soul connection) involves one’s connection to one’s own emotional
processing, teaching that one’s feelings must be listened to, accounted for, and balanced.

() Outer feeling (Miller’s community connection) involves understanding that we are part of a
community of other people who have valid experiences of the world that may differ from
our own but that are no less interesting or important, and who must sometimes be informed
or persuaded.

() Inner thinking (Miller’s thoughtful connection) involves a mindful connection to effective
forms of critical reasoning, teaching that the human mind is a powerful tool that (like any
tool) requires skill to use properly. It is also a connection to the psychological conditions that
allow for skilled thinking, openness to experience, and reflection. The linear, analytic
(rational, logical) thinking favored by today’s schools must be complemented by and
integrated with intuitive, creative thinking (through imagination and metaphor).

 The contemporary Naropa University in Colorado (named for the eleventh-century Buddhist sage Naropa, an abbot of
Nalanda) was founded in  by the Tibetan Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa in a similar spirit to Nalanda.
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() Outer thinking (Miller’s subject connection) involves connection to complex problems,
understanding that they are not usually as simple as they initially appear, and that there are
many approaches to solving them. It also includes a deep and systemic understanding of
how different subject areas relate to each other.

These six connections integrate and harmonize several common scientific approaches to
wisdom (see Chapter ) and others that are rarely considered, such as indigenous wisdom
(Narvaez, ; Turner et al., ). Ideally, we can imagine an education for wisdom that
leads to students who are physically confident, emotionally sensitive, and critically informed
about issues that extend beyond themselves to their social and even physical environment –
people who emulate the sages of antiquity. Realistically, teaching for wisdom will not consistently
produce exemplary sages like Confucius, Socrates or the Buddha, any more than the mathematics
curriculum will consistently produce exemplars like Fermat or Fourier.

In this, we can learn from Confucianism. The goal of a classical Confucian education was not
necessarily to produce a supremely wise sage (shengren, 聖人) – that is, a perfected human being
with penetrating insight and universal benevolence – but rather to produce lesser stages of
sagehood, students who were: cultivated/noble (junzi, 君子), superior (xianzhe 賢者), or schol-
arly (shi 士) (Kim, ). This point was also made by Karami and Ghahremani () in
relation to Iranian understanding of wisdom. Rather than failing if it does not produce a sage
every time, an education for wisdom has succeeded if students are wiser than they might have
been without it – that is, if they are more fully functioning human beings who are better
connected in the six ways described earlier.

Figure . Educating for wisdom: summative model.
Adapted from Miller’s six connections of holistic education (Miller, )
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.. How to Foster the Six Wisdom Connections

Porter () provides a summary of methods used to teach for character education that we
believe also applies to teaching for the above-mentioned six wisdom connections:

() crafting an educational environment
() discussing exemplars (who show these ideas in action)
() teaching strategies to emulate exemplars (e.g., journaling)
() direct instruction in concepts related to these six wisdom connections, and the good life in

general (e.g., mindfulness)
() “therapeutic intervention” to cultivate students’ self-image, self-efficacy, attributions, etc.

that impact their motivation to develop wisdom; this is no small task, and is sometimes
perhaps beyond the scope of teachers, requiring the intervention of other school personnel,
such as school psychologists and social workers.

These five aspects of educating for wisdom are not mutually exclusive and must be combined,
with a different emphasis for different learners.

• For preschool children, when intuitive learning is strongest (and learning can best be achieved
through play and direct imitation), educating for wisdom should emphasize well-crafted
educational environments in which they can learn these six connections through exploration
of the world around them.

• For elementary school children, educating for wisdom can refer to exemplars combined with
explicit instruction in specific concepts, within the standard curriculum.

• As they begin to think about their own identity, high-school students can be encouraged to
reflect on exemplars and wise people they know personally, and to test strategies for
emulating them.

• College students can debate what it means to be wise in pursuit of a particular career and way
of life. As emerging adults, and later as lifelong learners, these students can be encouraged to
take full control of their own development through self-examination of their beliefs, articu-
lation of their values, deliberate self-development, self-reflection, and perspective taking that
strives for a common good (Bruya & Ardelt, a). After college, the most interested and
talented can study further with teachers who have devoted themselves to particular
wisdom traditions.

Therapeutic intervention to recalibrate students’ self-image and engage them in the learning
process happens at all levels.

.. Examples of Teaching for Wisdom Connections in Schools Today

Some alternative schools explicitly claim to be “wisdom schools.” For example, Waldorf schools

established by Rudolph Steiner – who developed and taught a path of “spiritual research” he

 Linden and colleagues (Arnold & Linden, ) have developed a “wisdom therapy” based on the Berlin Wisdom
Model that helps to reframe bitter life experiences by adopting different roles and perspectives about unsolvable life
problems. However, any therapeutic intervention that fosters wisdom-related knowledge and resources can help to
develop wisdom, hopefully, even from traumatic life experiences (Blevins & Tedeschi, ).

 www.waldorfeducation.org/waldorf-education
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called anthroposophy (or human wisdom) – have been operating for over  years. Likewise, the
“Living Wisdom School,” in California, was inspired by similar schools in India established by
the Hindu monk, yogi, and guru Parmahansa Yogananda (–). These alternative schools
for wisdom typically champion some form of wisdom from the Indian subcontinent (i.e., a
Hindu, Buddhist, or Jain understanding of wisdom). However, their claims about how to teach
for wisdom are echoed in mainstream public education efforts to teach for wisdom connections
mentioned earlier, and these will be the focus of our chapter.

Some wisdom education in mainstream schools is considered to be a special case of character
education. For example, Kristjánsson (, ) proposed an “Aristotelian character educa-
tion” that teaches for practical wisdom (in Greek, phronesis), integrating intellectual and ethical
virtue (important to Greco-Roman philosophical education), in contrast to the typical character
education in schools, which is often organized around an ethical “virtue of the month” (Berkowitz
& Bier, ). For the ancient Greeks, virtue was synonymous with excellence – intellectual
virtues are excellent ways to think, and ethical virtues are excellent ways to act. For Kristjánsson,
fully developing practical wisdom involves more than habitual character traits and skills. It
involves direct instruction in concepts implicated in what a good life requires – a “blueprint for
flourishing” (in Greek, eudaimonia).

Some scholars have attempted to develop curricula specifically to teach for wisdom, and have
evaluated their efficacy. It is to these that we shall now turn.

.. Teaching for Wisdom Connections in K-: Philosophy for Children

Matthew Lipman (–) developed Philosophy for Children,, a curriculum designed for
children aged – years, and modeled on Plato’s Socratic dialogues, to provide teachers with
curriculum manuals that explain how to use the Socratic method in the classroom for each
chapter of his novels, along with lesson plans that explain the story and discussion questions about
the story characters that encourage students to explain their actions. Materials in the primary years
(grades K–) are designed to help students develop their language skills, while in the junior and
intermediate grades (grades  and ) students begin to develop both “formal” and “informal” logic
skills, with “philosophical specialization” increasing in the upper grades and throughout high
school (Lipman, , ; Lipman et al., ). For example, Harry Stottlemeier’s Discovery,
Lipman’s junior and intermediate novel, is about how a young student accidentally discovers how
logic works. By reversing one of his sentences, he realizes that he has made it false (Lipman ).
Importantly, this novel integrates many fundamental concepts in language arts and mathematics.

The goal of Philosophy for Children is for children to create a community of inquiry where
students can ask more questions, construct better arguments, engage in reasoned discussion, and
generally promote cognitive improvement and self-confidence: Typically, the teacher and students
gather in a circle to read something (a book, poem, or article) or watch video clips.

Originally piloted in a low-income, inner-city, mostly African-American school in New Jersey,
Philosophy for Children has grown into an international educational movement. At the Institute
for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children (IAPC) in New Jersey, Lipman’s followers

 https://livingwisdom.org/school/  Philosophy for Children (www.pc.com)
 See Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children (http://cehs.montclair.edu/academic/iapc/index.shtml)
 A play on Aristotle.
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continue to educate teachers who want to learn this method. A recent program in the UK (Gorard
et al., ) found that disadvantaged students particularly benefited from this method. For
example, students with behavioral problems learned to control their behavior and reason through
problems (see also the BBC documentary on the use of this method; Lipman, ).

Philosophy for Children has been explicitly adapted to teach Islamic wisdom at an international
secondary school in Malaysia. Like Philosophy for Children, the Hikmah Program aims to
develop critical, creative, and ethical thinking, and finding meaning in experience, but incorpo-
rates an Islamic worldview by having students reflect on Qur’anic verses, the actions of the
Prophet Mohammed, and local Malaysian traditions through teaching material written for this
purpose for primary school students. A qualitative study found that students enjoyed the classes
more, were more knowledgeable about Islamic concepts, and improved their thinking and their
confidence compared with students in traditional classes (Hashim et al., ) .

.. Teaching for Wisdom in University: “Philosophies of Life” Course

Brian Bruya and Monika Ardelt adapted an introductory-level “Philosophies of Life” course to
teach for wisdom, and examined the difference between a standard course delivery (control
condition) and two wisdom-fostering curricula – one with more traditional exercises and exams,
and a second curriculum that encouraged self-reflection and development of a personal philoso-
phy of life (Bruya & Ardelt, b). Interestingly, students in the control curriculum lost wisdom
by the end of the term (maybe due to stress), no change was observed for the first experimental
curriculum, and students in the second experimental curriculum increased their wisdom slightly.
For this reason, we shall focus on the second wisdom curriculum.

Inspired by Philosophy for Children, Bruya and Ardelt considered it essential to craft an
educational environment in which the class became a “community of inquiry” debating the
significance of classic narrative or didactic texts in the light of their core values and beliefs about
metaphysics; society and politics, psychology, ethics, aesthetics, and self-cultivation (Bruya &
Ardelt, b). Drawing on three ancient wisdom texts and their associated traditions – Stoicism
(Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations), Confucianism (Analects of Confucius) and Buddhism (Buddha’s
Dhammapada) – students debated the importance of key concepts from each tradition (e.g., Logos
[discourse], ren [benevolence], and dukka [suffering/dissatisfaction], respectively) and their rele-
vance to their own emerging life philosophy. In addition to these philosophical readings, they
used journal exercises to better understand and test the value of these concepts. Students also
debated moral dilemmas (e.g., if someone’s fiancé became an invalid before the wedding, should
they still get married?) and justified their positions on them.

.. Educating for Wisdom in Other University Curricula

Philosophies of Life specifically claims to educate for wisdom, but the question arises as to
whether any other courses can also educate for wisdom connections. Ardelt () examined
changes in wisdom and psychosocial growth in service-learning classes, and found that students in
the control courses lost wisdom by the end of the semester, whereas students enrolled in the
service learning courses showed an increase in both wisdom (as assessed by Ardelt’s three-

 “Hikmah” is the Arabic word for wisdom.
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dimensional wisdom scale) and psychological well-being. Ardelt also investigated changes in
purpose in life, sense of mastery, orientation toward growth, and self-acceptance, but found little
significant difference at the end of the semester. These findings are in line with the ideas of Brown
(), who found that undergraduate education had led students to develop wisdom.

Some educational programs not specifically billed as educating for wisdom are designed to
achieve outcomes that were mentioned earlier in relation to educating for wisdom connections,
including connections to students’ lived environment that extend beyond the concepts and
strategies discussed by Bruya and Ardelt or Philosophy for Children. For example, Education
for Sustainable Development (https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development)
is a UNESCO initiative that teaches for a sustainable future through lesson plans that require
students to do assignments that mirror real-world issues such as global citizenship, environmental
challenges, and sustainable infrastructure. However, a recent survey shows that these ideas are still
not widely integrated into public education worldwide (UNESCO, ).

. Augmenting Education for Wisdom

.. Education for Mindfulness

Mindfulness has been essential to efforts to educate for wisdom in alternative “wisdom schools”,
as well as in the Buddhist tradition explored in Philosophies for Life. Sharma and Dewangan
() used mindfulness, narrative simulation, and journaling to develop wisdom in a university
leadership course. They found that although students in this program became more aware of their
emotions and habits, they showed no significant change in wisdom (as assessed by Ardelt’s scale)
over the  weeks of the intervention. (Unfortunately, this study did not contain a control group.)

Mindfulness has also been used in more nuanced ways in many other educational settings
(Schonert-Reichl & Reiber, ). For example, MindUP™, developed by the Goldie Hawn
Foundation, uses mindfulness and other social, emotional, and attentional self-regulatory strate-
gies and skills to cultivate student well-being and emotional balance. Research shows that this
program improves self-reported empathy, optimism, emotional control, focused attention, and
collaboration in class (Schonert-Reichl et al., ). Rechtschaffen () has identified four
types of mindfulness lessons, namely embodiment, focused attention, heartfulness, and intercon-
nection. Embodiment is the language of the body. When students learn the language of the body,
they can focus their attention on sensory phenomena (such as breath or movement), cultivating
internal physical connections. Heartfulness is developed by students understanding the affective
language of their body and learning to regulate their emotion, cultivating internal feeling
connections. Interconnection occurs when students develop awareness of their heart, mind, and
body, cultivating inner feeling connections, and also when they imagine increased compassion,
forgiveness, and gratitude in their lives, cultivating outer feeling connections. Simple practices
derived from mindfulness-based interventions help students to develop the necessary skills in each
of these four areas – a sort of imagined behavioral experiment as described next.

.. Behavioral Experiments

Much as the ancient philosophers engaged in “spiritual exercises” in order to grow in wisdom,
curricula and assignments can make use of what are known as “behavioral experiments” in
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psychotherapy. For example, the Oxford Guide to Behavioural Experiments in Cognitive Therapy
(Bennett-Levy et al., ) describes examples of homework that is sometimes given to help
develop cognitive strategies for coping with day-to-day anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem.
For instance, a fear of making mistakes may be “experimentally tested” by asking students to keep
a journal of other people’s mistakes, and to note whether or not this made them like or respect
that person any less. Here, too, embodiment exercises can help students to assess their avoidance
of emotions –strengthening inner physical and inner feeling connections, and encouraging greater
outer feeling connections with their community through greater emotional engagement with
others. Although teachers should be cautious about using these clinical techniques outside of a
therapeutic context, Philosophies for Life and many other character education or positive
education programs invite students to engage in behavioral experiments (e.g., exploring dukkha
in their own life). Our point is that existing programs to teach for wisdom can refine these efforts
(and highlight potential risks for students) by enabling an understanding of how behavioral
experiments are used in clinical settings with more vulnerable populations.

.. Practical Challenges

These are just a few examples of the kinds of programs and practices which are already in place
and that can be used to teach for wisdom, and how to improve them by bringing in research
finding on mindfulness and behavioral experiments. Used together, they target all six wisdom
connections. Nevertheless, some readers may wonder whether teachers, especially those who have
very rigid views about education, would ever agree to implement these practices. The simple
answer, we think, is that this curriculum can accommodate a range of teaching philosophies, since
it is teachers themselves, or school systems, that will determine the exemplars, concepts, and
strategies that they feel are integral to living a good life. The goal of educating for wisdom should
not be to provide answers, but rather to provide students with the flexible imagination and critical
reasoning skills necessary to think about difficult questions. In all cases, students need to become
mindful of the value of these concepts and see them work in action through behavioral
experiments. Thus all educators, in principle, should endorse these six connections and some
version of these wisdom curricula, if delivered in an effective way, while at the same time being
alert to individual differences or vulnerabilities that can undermine the pedagogic aim of activities
that supposedly teach for wisdom.

For example, journaling activities can sometimes cause problems. Sin and colleagues found that
“best possible selves” journaling increased positive feeling for up to  months, but “count your
blessings” journaling became less effective if it was practiced more than once a week (Sin et al.,
; see also Bono & Froh, ). These researchers also found that that unhappy students
actually felt worse immediately after writing a gratitude letter (although if they expected to benefit
from this exercise, they felt a little better  weeks later). These findings clearly demonstrate that
programs designed to cultivate wisdom need to carefully scaffold their activities, and perhaps aim
to cultivate practical wisdom (i.e., phronesis, cf. Kristjánsson, , ) as a “master virtue” that
coordinates all the others (Schwartz & Sharpe, ).

Admittedly, regardless of one’s teaching philosophy, this ideal is difficult to achieve. Modern
educational environments often stress evaluation based on competitive standardized testing of
individual subjects more than cooperation between learners, and even between subjects. This may
work against students developing the flexible, interconnected base of skills that would facilitate
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wisdom education. To address this, improved teacher training is required, and this will be
considered next.

. Institutional Support to Better Teach for Wisdom

.. The Wisdom of Teachers

One of the few empirical studies of teachers’ wisdom (Marchand, ) found that teachers are
no wiser than anyone else. This is not surprising, since teacher training and the daily life of a
mainstream school teacher are not oriented toward developing wisdom. Teachers’ identities and
experiences shape their pedagogical strategies (Kosnik et al., ), and teachers can best deliver
the lessons expected of them when they have mastered both the pedagogical content and how to
teach it (Shulman, ). According to Shulman, pedagogical content knowledge makes instruc-
tion more flexible, by using a wide range of metaphors, examples, phrasings, and demonstrations
that build students’ knowledge and skills – what Shulman () called the wisdom of practice.
As teachers experiment along with their students, the classroom becomes a living laboratory where
teachers “experiment with truth” of their pedagogical practices to apply them in new and
potentially more effective ways. However, some teachers do not see themselves as tasked with
educating for wisdom, while others lack pedagogical content knowledge about how to do so – nor
are all teacher-candidates equally wise (Ferrari & Guthrie, ).

According to the Prosocial Classroom Model of Jennings and Greenberg (), deficits in
teacher social–emotional competence and well-being can lead to burnout that affects classroom
relationships, classroom management, and climate. Therefore they emphasize the importance of
cultivating teacher and student social–emotional competence and well-being through improved
relationships, classroom management, and social–emotional learning.

In a longitudinal study of graduates from a teacher certification program at the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education, Kosnik and colleagues explored how to better prepare student
teachers for the challenges of their early years of teaching (Kosnik et al., ). They found that
new teachers struggled with program planning and developing a vision of teaching that encour-
aged broad, long-range strategizing to achieve particular goals effectively and flexibly. These goals
could include supporting their own and students’ mental health.

New teacher training is particularly needed for school programs that emphasize contemplative
education and mindfulness (for a review, see Emerson et al., ). At the University of Toronto’s
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), Geoffrey Soloway and his colleagues devel-
oped a program for teachers in OISE’s initial Teacher Education Program, called Mindfulness-
Based Wellness Education (MBWE) (Soloway, ), in the context of a course on “Stress and
Burnout.” It included instruction in how to integrate mindfulness into the classroom and into the
participants’ own lives through “reflection in action” to cultivate greater inner and outer feeling
connections.

As in Bruya and Ardelt’s Philosophies for Life class, they were asked to write weekly reflections
on various aspects of wellness that helped teacher candidates to increase their self-knowledge and
gain insight into their deeply held values and beliefs, as well as their emotional responses in the
classroom. In particular, teacher candidates were taught to become mindful of their experience of
failure with acceptance and self-compassion, not as a final assessment but as a “teachable
moment” for their own practice. The class also encouraged teacher candidates to reflect on their
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identity – that is, how they wanted to be perceived and how they perceived themselves – in the
classroom and in their professional identity as a teacher. Soloway interviewed  teacher candi-
dates in the MBWE program over three consecutive semesters, and found that these practices had
a profound effect both on their classroom practices and on their professional identity as teachers
(Soloway et al., ).

This is consistent with findings from Taiwan. When interviewed, educators who were wisdom
nominees cited eight factors that help to develop wisdom, namely work experiences, life experi-
ences, social interactions, observations, family teachings, professional development, religion, and
reading considered necessary but not sufficient for wisdom (Chen et al., , ). They also
identified four core components of wisdom, namely intrapsychic integration, actions in service of
problem solving and ideal implementation, positive results, and feedback and adjustments.
Importantly, experience was found to be necessary, but not sufficient, for wisdom, which suggests
that expecting teachers to develop wisdom “in the field” without support is unrealistic, and
perhaps unfair.

.. Assessment

Beyond teacher education, we also need to adapt student assessment to measure for wisdom. The
Kaleidoscope Project at Tufts University offered prospective students the option of completing an
admission test based on the WICS model (WICS is an acronym for Wisdom [analytic, creative,
and practical], Intelligence and Creativity, Synthesized) in addition to the Scholastic Aptitude
Test/American College Test (SAT/ACT). One wisdom-related item asked students to write about
how to transform a high-school passion into a project that would benefit society (an external
feeling connection); such items might be adapted to assess all six wisdom connections.
Kaleidoscope test performance predicted students’ engagement in student life and their academic
performance in their first year of university more accurately than did SAT/ACT alone
(Sternberg, ).

Although wisdom is difficult to evaluate directly, we can assess students’ understanding of
concepts related to the six wisdom connections, and design assignments to cultivate skills
associated with these (perspective taking, integrative thinking styles, reasoning ability, reflective-
ness, etc.). Commensurate with dynamic assessment, students’ mistakes can reveal which con-
nections have not yet been made. New technology-rich learning environments seem especially
promising for dynamic assessment of these six connections in person-centered ways (Hu et al.,
; Jang et al., ; Shute et al., ).
Of course, efforts to assess these six connections may not be welcomed by all teachers, especially

those with a very traditional conception of what it means to be a teacher. In this regard, the most
important avenue for cultivating teaching for wisdom may require changes to educational policy.

.. Policy

Policy can orient teacher education and assessment and by extension all six wisdom connections
into the broader educational system. The approach taken by the Garrison Institute to promoting
contemplative education and mindfulness training can be extended to teaching for wisdom. Since
its founding in , the Garrison Institute has provided a collaborative hub for those pursuing
high-quality, evidence-based research in this area. In , it published a survey that mapped the
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https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.016 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.016


field, identified emerging practices, and provided a preliminary theoretical framework (Garrison
Institute, ). This was called the CARE (Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education)
program. It offered a teacher training curriculum based on current research on the neuroscience of
emotion that introduces emotion skills instruction to promote understanding, recognize and
regulate emotion, and promote empathy and compassion through caring practice and mindful
listening. Although the Garrison Institute focuses primarily on elementary and secondary school
education, the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE) advocates
for contemplative practice in higher education, to encourage new forms of inquiry and imagina-
tive thinking, and educate citizens who will actively support a more just and compassionate
society. We suggest that a similar institute is needed to promote education for wisdom.

. Conclusion

Educating for wisdom means teaching to promote a deep understanding of what is important for
a meaningful life for oneself and others, how to achieve such a life, and where people currently
stand in relation to such a life (Grimm, . Expanding on the work of Jack Miller (Miller,
, ), we propose that six wisdom connections need to be cultivated in order to enable
students to thrive physically, emotionally, and intellectually. We believed that this approach can
be adapted to conservative and liberal teaching philosophies, both of which seek to cultivate some
degree of balance between personal flourishing and civic engagement.

However, teaching for wisdom not only needs a curriculum that cultivates these six connec-
tions, but also requires the appropriate teacher training, relevant assessment tools, and other
institutional infrastructure mandated by educational policies. Far from being utopian, we believe
that teaching for wisdom is a realistic goal for public education. In this chapter we have suggested
a few programs that seem promising (e.g., Philosophy for Children, Philosophies for Life,
Education for Sustainable Development), but we invite others to place their favorite programs
within this frame, or to expand and improve upon the frame itself. Indeed, we hope that this
chapter can be a catalyst for a more wide-ranging discussion about () how to help schools and the
school system to teach for wisdom, and () how to find ways to overcome the practical obstacles
to making teaching for wisdom integral both to teachers’ identity and to educational policy.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() What does it mean to successfully teach for wisdom? How will these students be different
from those who have received a typical education? (This chapter provides some suggestions,
but include your own thoughts on the topic as well.)

() What are some factors that can help teachers to develop wisdom? Have you had a wise
teacher? What do you think made them wise?

() Are there any students whom teachers should avoid teaching for wisdom in a typical
classroom setting (e.g., people who have had traumatic life experiences). Should they be
taught in this way, or do they need clinical support to develop wisdom?

() Are wisdom education programs more likely to be successful in early education, or at
university level? In other words, are elementary students better able to develop the six wisdom
connections, because they are young and still developing? Or are university students better
candidates, because they are capable of more abstract thinking and personal reflection?
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() Is it really the place of mainstream schools to be teaching for wisdom, or is this something
that requires alternative educational schools, or maybe clinical therapy? Suggest some
arguments both for and against these ideas.

. Investigations

Michel Ferrari directs the Wisdom and Identity Lab, which explores personal wisdom as an ideal
aspiration of personal development in typical and atypical populations in different countries
around the world, including people of different ages and people with autism. Among recent major
projects, the Lab has led an international study exploring the relationship between wisdom,
motivation, and virtue in younger and older adults of different faith traditions in Canada and
South Korea. Our most recent project is a government-funded investigation into how wisdom
helps new immigrants and refugees to acclimate to life in Canada.

Juensung J. Kim is a PhD candidate at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the
University of Toronto. His research focuses on investigating tools, practices, and experiences that
facilitate intentional self-transformation, particularly the cultivation of wisdom and self-
transcendence. Currently, he is conducting exploratory research on the influence of esoteric
spiritual practices on wisdom.

Stephanie Morris is a PhD student at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the
University of Toronto. Her research focuses on investigating how interacting with narratives and
storytelling can influence the cultivation of wisdom and creation of identity. Currently, she is
conducting research on teachers’ personal wisdom and well-being.

. Practical Applications

Our research contributes to a broader understanding of the role of wisdom in the pursuit of a
good life in many contexts. We study the influence of wisdom on post-traumatic growth,
immigrant and refugee well-being, and student mental health, as well as the aspiration to
cultivation of wisdom. Focusing on participants’ lived experience, our mixed-methods approach
integrates statistical and narrative analysis from self-report questionnaires and face-to-face inter-
views. These data help to develop and evaluate programs, predominantly in schools, that support
efforts to develop wisdom in pursuit of a good life.

Glossary

behavioral experiments deliberate efforts to document people’s own actions and the actions of
others, in order to enable them to better understand themselves and their relationship to others.

educational settings education can occur in three different settings: formal education in main-
stream schools (e.g., specific curriculums), informal education (e.g., familial stories or personal
exploration), and non-formal education (e.g., religion or therapy).

holistic education a form of alternative education in which the generation of an integrated and
personally meaningful understanding is the goal of education.

mastery a personal understanding of what one can and cannot control, both within oneself
and externally.
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mindfulness an idea based on Buddhist practices, that refers to a state or skill of being attentive to
one’s present feelings, sensations, and surroundings.

openness to experience the possession of high levels of tolerance for ways of life that differ
from one’s own. In personality psychology, openness to experience is considered to have six
facets or dimensions, namely active imagination, aesthetic sensitivity, attentiveness to inner
feelings, preference for variety, intellectual curiosity, and challenging authority. People high in
openness like to seek out new experiences and engage in self-examination.

practical wisdom wisdom that is involved in making judgements about what to do in specific
concrete circumstances.

reflection the process of contemplating a specific experience in order to gain a better under-
standing of the event itself, as well as its impact on oneself and those around one.

service learning a form of education in which learning takes place through an experiential cycle of
action and reflection. It enables students to gain a deeper understanding of civic responsibilities
by engaging in actions of community service that integrate personal and communal meaning,
and it results in a strengthening of the wider community.

Socratic method a method of teaching in which the instructor focuses on providing students with
questions, not answers, in order to foster their critical thinking skills.

WICS model a model of wisdom proposed by Sternberg (); WICS is an acronym for
Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity, Synthesized.

wisdom of practice wisdom that people develop as they become intuitive experts, able to discern
how best to teach particular students, under particular circumstances.
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Wisdom in the Professions
Barry Schwartz and Kenneth E. Sharpe

. Introduction

Professionals – such as doctors, nurses, lawyers, judges, teachers, and social workers – are
indispensable to our modern society. They have important skills, and they aim to use those skills
in the service of others. They keep us healthy, help us to navigate disputes, negotiate complexity
and crisis, and help us develop skills of our own. Writing about the promise and problems of
professionalism in modern America, William Sullivan pointed out the religious origin of the term
“profession”: “It derives from the act of commitment, the declaration to enter into a distinct way
of life, as in the profession of monastic vows. It was, at least in theory, a response to the belief that
one had received a ‘call,’ not an action imposed by economic or other necessity. Profession
entailed a commitment to embody the virtues needed to realize the community’s highest
purposes” (Sullivan, , p. ). To be deemed to act “professionally” is high praise in any
situation – one of the most damning epithets that can be hurled at politicians, financiers, and
athletes by their critics is the charge of being “unprofessional.”

What does it take to be a respected professional? It takes more than just learning a good set of
rules and following them. Experienced professionals know that rules can only take them so far.
Rules might be useful guides, but they are not subtle and nuanced enough to tell professionals
how to make the important decisions at the heart of their work – decisions that demand the
balancing of competing considerations and the constant interpretation of the specifics of a
context. Doing that not only requires wisdom, but a very particular kind of wisdom. It demands
wisdom that is practical. Wisdom must be practical because professionals are asking themselves
“What am I to do, right here and right now, with this student, client, or patient who is in front of
me, awaiting my advice?”

Professionals earn a living (sometimes a very good one) from the work that they do. They are
frequently afforded status and respect in their community. They often wield power as a result of
their income and their prestige in their community. However, their critical marker as “professionals”
is that they aim to be excellent in serving others. Making money, gaining glory, and wielding power
are not the aims of their profession. In fact these rewards, if not reined in, can be a threat that
undermines the central aim of service – teachers educating their students, doctors, nurses, and other
medical practitioners caring for the well-being of their patients, judges meting out justice, lawyers
counseling and advocating for clients, police even-handedly enforcing laws and protecting the safety
and well-being of their community, soldiers serving in the defense of their nation, or financial
advisers guiding their clients toward long-term financial stability. Thus professionals are motivated
primarily not by the prospect of some financial reward or status gain, but rather by the desire to do
what being a good teacher or a good doctor, or a good whatever, demands.
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In this chapter, we shall look more carefully at the choice-making capacities and motivations
that professionals need. We shall see that it takes good judgment – indeed wisdom – to make
good decisions, and that rules, even good ones, fall short. And we shall see that financial incentives
and the prospect of gains in status or power are poor motivational substitutes for doing the right
thing simply because it is the right thing.

. Practical Wisdom: What Can Judges Teach Us?

Writing , years ago, the Greek philosopher Aristotle argued in the Nicomachean Ethics that
practical wisdom, which he called phronesis, was a necessary attribute of all the key citizens of his
time – statespeople, navigators, doctors, builders, and legislators (Aristotle, ). He surely
would have included all of today’s professionals. Three of the aspects of practical wisdom that he
directed us to look at are these: () that the practitioner knows and aims to deliver the service that
their profession demands; () that the practitioner has the practical knowledge and skills (not just
the academic or theoretical knowledge) to make the appropriate choices to serve their public; and
() that the practitioner is motivated to do the right thing for the right reasons, and feels the right
way about it.

The reason why practical wisdom is needed is that, in real-life choice making, no one size fits
all. Context is crucial. Exceptions to rules or standard operating procedures are often required.
The decisions that professionals make about how to serve others occur in conditions that are
complex, uncertain, ambiguous, or contradictory, and where good and ethical purposes are often
in tension with each other and need to be balanced. Practical wisdom is what enables professionals
to negotiate the varied circumstances that they encounter as they practice their professions.

In this chapter, we shall emphasize two components of practical wisdom. The first component
is the skill to size up a situation, to understand it, and to choose well. Important here are the
capacities for perception (to listen and observe well), for reflection, and for deliberation. The
second component is the will, the character traits – the habits and dispositions – that motivate one
to act. Motivating behaviors are not financial incentives or threats of punishment, but rather they
are virtues such as courage, patience, self-control, empathy, and anger at wrongdoing. Because of
these virtues of character, practically wise professionals want to do the right thing, even when no
one is watching and no threat is looming.

Consider Judge Lois Forer. “Michael’s case appeared routine,” explained Judge Forer (Forer,
). When Michael was brought before the Criminal Division of Philadelphia’s Court of
Common Pleas, he was a typical offender – young, black, and male, a high-school dropout
without a job. The trial itself was a run-of-the-mill event. Michael had held up a taxi driver while
brandishing a gun, and had taken $. He was caught and tried. There was no doubt that
Michael was guilty, but Forer needed to mete out punishment. She turned to the state’s
sentencing guidelines. They recommended a minimum sentence of  months. The law seemed
clear, but then Forer looked at the particular circumstances. The gun that Michael had brandished
was a toy gun. Furthermore, this was his first offense:

Although he had dropped out of school to marry his pregnant girlfriend, Michael later obtained a high
school equivalency diploma. He had been steadily employed, earning enough to send his daughter to
parochial school—a considerable sacrifice for him and his wife. Shortly before the holdup, Michael
had lost his job. Despondent because he could not support his family, he went out on a Saturday
night, had more than a few drinks, and then robbed the taxi. (Forer, , pp. –)

      . 
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Judge Forer thought that the -month sentence was disproportionate. However, the sentenc-
ing guidelines allowed a judge to deviate from the prescribed sentence only if she wrote an opinion
explaining the reasons. “I decided to deviate from the guidelines,” she explained, sentencing
Michael to eleven and a half months in the county jail and permitting him to work outside the
prison during the day to support his family:

I also imposed a sentence of two years’ probation following his imprisonment conditioned upon
repayment of the $. My rationale for the lesser penalty, outlined in my lengthy opinion, was that
this was a first offense, no one was harmed, Michael acted under the pressures of unemployment and
need, and he seemed truly contrite. He had never committed a violent act and posed no danger to the
public. A sentence of close to a year seemed adequate to convince Michael of the seriousness of
his crime. (Forer, , pp. –)

Forer was clearly aiming at justice and fairness in Michael’s case. From the perspective of
practical wisdom, here are some things to note about Judge Forer’s decision making.

Deliberating about difficult choices is at the heart of what a judge – and all professionals – do.
Being able to deliberate well about choices, said Aristotle, was a central capacity of a practically
wise person. It was what enabled good judgment in complex and uncertain circumstances where a
simple rule or principle was not enough. This was the case with Michael. Forer needed to
interpret the general rules to fit Michael’s particular circumstances, and only then craft an
appropriate punishment. She needed to know whether and how to make an exception.
Wisdom is at the heart of what we expect of judges – the ability to exercise judgment. And
judicial wisdom is profoundly practical. Forer could not do her work well without it.

Finding a just punishment for Michael demanded that Forer reflect on the details of his case
and other cases like it. And she had to work out how to balance legitimate but competing aims of
the American court system – retribution, deterrence, and rehabilitation – in Michael’s particular
case. It was right that his punishment should fit the crime and that the community be protected
from any danger he might pose. However, it was also right that Michael be rehabilitated so that he
would not commit another offense upon release. And it was important that his sentence should
cause minimal harm to his wife and child, and to his chances of being reintegrated into the
community. To balance rightly in Michael’s particular case, Forer also had to reflect on the kind
of person he was, as inferred from his history and past actions. She had to reflect on whether he
was the kind of person who would continue to steal in the future (a continued danger to others).
And to do this, she also had to understand his particular context, his immediate circumstances
(the nature of his family life and relationships, his just having lost his job, and his severe worries
about how to feed his family). Figuring out who he was and understanding his life situation would
help her to deliberate about how likely it was that he would be a threat in the future.

In making her decision, Judge Forer was guided by rules – the laws specifying the appropriate
punishment for a given crime. However, rules were not enough. Because context, circumstances,
and the effect of the penalties on the accused are often complex, ambiguous, and uncertain, judges
frequently need to exercise discretion.

For Judge Forer to deliberate well in Michael’s case, so that she could balance the famous scales
of justice and mete out the appropriate sentence, she needed a capacity for noticing – that is,
perception. The ability to imagine well is an important element of noticing – perceiving through
imagination what has not yet happened, and so what is not yet available to the senses. Judge Forer
had to be skillful at imagining how Michael was likely to act with his family and the community
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in the future. To interpret the law in Michael’s case, she also needed to create an accurate
narrative that made sense of his actions and his intentions in the light of his character and
circumstances – his stable family and work history, the job crisis he was going through, the nature
of the crime and choice of weapon, and the harm done – to enable her to imagine as accurately as
she possibly could what would be the likely outcomes from the various sentences she was
considering. To notice what was most important about Michael’s motives and future actions,
she had to draw on her own past experience by interpreting the similarities and differences he
shared with other alleged perpetrators she had judged.

According to Aristotle, “in matters concerning action and questions of what is beneficial, the
agent must consider on each different occasion what the situation demands, just as in medicine
and in navigation” (Aristotle, , book , ch.  [a]). “A man of practical wisdom,” he
argued, “[must] take cognizance of particulars.” Particular facts are the “starting points,” and, in
order to deliberate well, “one must have perception of particular facts” (Aristotle, , book ,
ch.  [a–b]). Every day in court, Judge Forer had to sort through a deluge of
information about the lives of the defendants and the nature of their misdeeds. Determining
motives, parceling out responsibility, understanding how this crime was different from or similar
to others, and determining the future danger to the community all required her to have an ability
to select what was significant from a lot of background noise. These tasks demanded an ability to
see the nuance – the gray – of a particular situation, and not simply the black and white of the
rules that distinguished legal from illegal.

One kind of imaginative perception that was important for Forer and is particularly important
for professionals in general is empathy. Empathy involves both cognitive skill (the ability to
imagine the situation as it is perceived by another) and emotional skill (the capacity to understand
what another person is feeling). To find the right sentence, Forer needed empathy so that she
could put herself in Michael’s shoes and imagine the likely consequences of letting him work
outside of prison during the day. She asked herself the following questions: Was this an irrational
crime? Was there wanton cruelty? Is this a hostile person? Can this person control himself?

Emotional skill is critical in another way. Reading the facial expressions, body language, and
tone of voice of another person alerts us that something may be wrong and that we need to make
choices about how to respond. Our own feelings of anger, guilt, compassion, or shame signal to us
the need to pay special attention to what is happening. This may sound obvious, but all too often
the rules that govern our lives are aimed at removing emotion from our decision making. The
rules are in fact teaching us not to trust the signals we send ourselves. There is good reason to be
suspicious of our emotions. They can certainly lead us astray. The error, Aristotle might say, is to
focus on eliminating emotions from decisions, rather than schooling them.

Astute perception about Michael’s character and circumstances and clear deliberation about
how to balance the competing ends of justice were critical capacities that enabled Forer to exercise
good judgment in this case. However, they were not enough. She had to move from thought to
action. She had to be able to do the right thing, not just to think the right thing. What
motivations did she need to act wisely? This might all seem straightforward – she was motivated
by the very purpose of her profession, her deep commitment to justice and fairness and the rule of
law. And acting might seem straightforward – all she had to do was write down her judgment and
submit it to the appropriate authorities. However, it was not that easy.

Forer was under tremendous pressure to do something else. In the early s, prosecutors and
legislators were rapidly rolling out new get-tough-on-crime laws. When Forer sentenced Michael,

      . 
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she knew that there were two standards that could be applied. There were the state’s sentencing
guidelines, which gave her the discretion she used, but there was also a new  statute that
required a mandatory minimum of five years for a serious offense committed in or near a public
transportation facility. Making punishments mandatory took discretion – that is, judgment –
away from the judges. The statute, said Forer, violated “the fundamental Anglo-American legal
principles of individualized sentencing and proportionality of the penalty to the crime.”
Mandatory sentencing laws, Forer concluded, wring the judgment out of judging. They create
a justice system “that operates like a computer—crime in, points tallied, sentence out—utterly
disregarding the differences among the human beings involved” (Forer, , p. ) .
For Forer to use her judgment under these circumstances required courage. She needed it again

two years later. By then, Michael had fully complied with her sentence. He had successfully
completed his term of imprisonment and probation. He had paid restitution to the taxi driver. He
had returned to his family and obtained steady employment. He had not been rearrested.
However, the prosecutor had insisted on appealing Forer’s sentence, and he won his appeal.
Pennsylvania Supreme Court required Forer to re-sentence Michael to a five-year minimum
sentence and put him back into jail. Forer said:

I was faced with a legal and moral dilemma. As a judge, I had sworn to uphold the law. . . . Yet five
years’ imprisonment was grossly disproportionate to the offense. The usual grounds for imprisonment
are retribution, deterrence, and rehabilitation. Michael had paid his retribution by a short term of
imprisonment and by making restitution to the victims. He had been effectively deterred from
committing future crimes. And by any measurable standard he had been rehabilitated. There was
no social or criminological justification for sending him back to prison. Given the choice between
defying a court order or my conscience, I decided to leave the bench where I had sat for sixteen years.
That didn’t help Michael, of course; he was resentenced by another judge to serve the balance of the
five years: four years and fifteen days. Faced with this prospect, he disappeared. (Forer, , p. )

. What Practical Wisdom Is: Lessons from Judge Forer

Judge Lois Forer made a wise decision in sentencing Michael. What components of wisdom can
we extract from her decision? The components of wisdom are listed in Table ..

() A wise person knows the proper aims (telos) of the activity in which they are engaged. They
want to do the right thing to achieve these aims.

() A wise person is perceptive, knowing how to read a specific context.

Table . Components of practical wisdom

() Having proper aims
() Perceptiveness
() Improvisation
() Ability to balance competing good aims
() Perspective taking and empathy
() Good listening
() Ability to balance empathy and detachment
() Emotional intelligence: making emotion an ally of reason
() Experience: we learn to be wise by making unwise decisions and learning from our mistakes.
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() A wise person is capable of improvisation, finding novel solutions to the novel problems
they face every day.

() A wise person knows how to achieve a balance among good but sometimes conflicting aims
as they face a decision (e.g., deterrence, public safety, and rehabilitation in the case of
Michael).

() A wise person knows how to take the perspective of another to serve that person’s interests –
to see the situation as the other person does and thus to understand how the other
person feels.

() A wise person is a good listener, able to learn deeply from the testimony of others.
() A wise person knows how to balance empathy with detachment, so that they can step back

from the needs and desires of those they serve and balance these with what is legal, right, and
fair (see Chapter ).

() A wise person knows how to make emotion an ally of reason – to rely on emotion to signal
what a situation calls for, and to inform judgment without distorting it. Often, they can
intuit the right thing to do, which enables them to act quickly when timing matters.

() A wise person is an experienced person. Practical wisdom is a craft, and craftspeople are
trained by having relevant experiences, making mistakes, and learning from those mistakes.
People learn how to be brave, said Aristotle, by doing brave things. People learn to be wise
by doing wise things – and learning how to do better when they fail.

. Wise Medicine

Like judges, doctors and nurses need practical wisdom to navigate the often difficult choices they
make to serve their patients’ healthcare needs in situations that are frequently uncertain, contra-
dictory, and ambiguous. Doctors, nurses, and other medical professionals have a public purpose
that is to care for those who are ill, to alleviate their pain and suffering, to promote their physical
and psychological health, and, when possible, to cure them. Central to medical practice is the
technical knowledge and expertise of medicine (what Aristotle called techne), and we rightly praise
remarkable, even dazzling advances in both diagnosis and treatment.

Unfortunately, medicine is in a quandary. Despite remarkable advances in both diagnosis
and treatment, there is a growing discontent with health care, both among patients and among
clinicians themselves. There is a sense that medicine, despite amazing advances, has in some
ways lost its footing. What is critical for doctors and nurses, aside from the technical expertise
that they deploy, is the practical wisdom necessary to make everyday decisions in messy
situations where technical expertise will not do the job. Medicine is about the health of people,
and human beings are not objects but choosers. Freedom and preferences are important.
Medicine is about quality of life and not just quantity of life. Increasingly, in the developed
world, medicine is about managing chronic conditions (e.g., heart disease, arthritis, hyperten-
sion) rather than curing acute diseases. And management of chronic conditions often requires
cooperation from the choosing patient (e.g., losing weight, taking more exercise, quitting
smoking, using less salt). How does an effective physician enlist the patient as a partner in
the pursuit of better health? Empathy and good listening are more likely to be helpful here
than knowing how to thread a catheter or read an EEG.

Take the common yet profound problem of delivering bad news to a seriously ill patient and
caring for that patient when medical treatments can no longer provide a cure. Jerome Groopman,
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a cancer specialist, faced Maxine, his -year-old patient (Groopman, ). He had to tell her
that the lump in her breast was malignant, and that the cancer had already spread to her spine and
liver. As she sat across the desk from him, accompanied by her parents and her fiancé, Groopman
had to tell her that she would probably be dead within two years. How was he to approach this?

On the one hand, the canons of medical ethics told him that he had to tell her the truth. On
the other hand, there are many different ways to tell the truth – and many different truths. What
Groopman said, and how he said it, might determine whether Maxine’s last months of life would
be full of hopelessness and misery, or whether she would have the strength to go through rigorous
treatment with some measure of optimism.

The aim of a professional medical practitioner is to deliver bad news in a way that encourages
the patient to pursue the best care possible. The professional should give the news in a way that is
honest, respects the patient’s dignity, and also encourages the patient to have the hope and
resilience to follow a treatment plan and to accept what cannot be controlled. It would be nice if
doctors like Groopman could merely follow a simple rule, such as “Always tell patients the truth.”
However, important as rules may be as scaffolds, they are not enough. That is what Groopman
had learned through earlier experiences. In one case, he was brutally honest with a patient who
ended up living in abject misery for a further four years. In reaction to that experience, Groopman
held back the truth from another patient, intubating him, supporting him on a respirator in the
ICU, and giving him numerous blood transfusions. Groopman never asked this patient what he
wanted. He stayed alive for more than a week on the respirator, with a catheter in his heart, tubes
in his throat, and unable to speak to his family and friends who had come to his bedside.

The problem here was not that Groopman did not want to do the right thing. The problem
was that the choices he and his patients, with his help, had to make were context dependent –
there was no clear rule for him to follow. The patients he cared for were different people with
different preferences with regard to what they wanted to know and when, and how they wanted to
hear it. The choices to be made were not simply technical. The outcomes were uncertain, and the
patients needed to figure out which risks to incur.

In his conversation with Maxine, Groopman began by reviewing the facts – the size and
location of the original tumor, and the evidence of spread. However, before complete hopelessness
set in, he advised Maxine that the cancer should be treated aggressively. “You stand a strong
chance of remission,” he told her.

When Maxine’s mother responded by asking “So that means she’ll be OK?,” Groopman
realized that he had to backtrack. He had to make clear that remission was not cure.
Treatment might make the current metastatic deposits go away, but they would almost certainly
come back, in other places. Treatment would be palliative.

So what did “palliative” mean? He went on to say “We can knock out the cancer with drugs.
Your bones and liver can heal. You can go back to living a normal life. And when the cancer
returns, we’ll work to knock it down again. Meanwhile, new treatments may emerge from
research that are far more effective than our current ones. So, at the very least, we’re buying time.”

Now what? Groopman had presented a best-case scenario, and their eyes were welling up with
tears, but he had to present a worst-case scenario, too. He had to let Maxine know that a point
might be reached at which treatments would no longer be effective. He had to say this both
because he owed his patient an honest assessment and because she would probably face decisions
about when to stop therapy that she should think about while she was still well enough to do
so coherently.
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Therefore Groopman presented the worst-case scenario as well. Maxine appeared to be satisfied
with his explanation. She didn’t seem to want to know any more. Throughout this painful
conversation, Groopman was aware that it was not just what he said that mattered, but how he
said it. If he hesitated for too long before answering a bleak question, no matter how encouraging
he was, they would think he was holding something back. If he was too upbeat in describing the
most positive scenario, they would leave the office with unrealistic hopes. For Groopman to pull
this off, both form and content had to be just right.

In writing about his delicate dance of a conversation with Maxine, and his earlier clumsy
attempts with other terminally ill patients, Groopman made clear how hard it is to get these
conversations right, and how inadequate current medical education is in training professionals to
do these conversations well. Success is never guaranteed. All one can hope for is that by wanting to
do the right thing, and learning from doing the wrong thing, one can get closer and closer to
hitting the mark.

. Wisdom and Choice Making for Doctors and Judges

The kind of choices that professionals like Dr. Groopman and Judge Forer have to make if they
are to practice well cannot simply be made by applying technical skills or following rules or
standard operating procedures. The specifics of the choices faced by Dr. Groopman in his
conversation with Maxine were very different from the choices that Judge Forer faced in handing
down a sentence, but there are important commonalities, too, and these are shared across virtually
all professions. What Forer and Groopman needed, and indeed what most professionals need, are
the attributes of practical wisdom that we outlined earlier – commitment to doing the right thing,
ability to improvise, perceptiveness, perspective taking, empathy, and ability to balance worth-
while but competing objectives.

In talking with Maxine and her family, Groopman had to balance being honest with being
kind. He had learned from past mistakes that Maxine and her family would need some hope. He
had to weigh Maxine’s preferences against what medical professionals think is generally best in a
case like hers. The medical literature refers to weighing the patient’s preferences as respect for
patient autonomy – the patient’s freedom of choice. The older and recently more criticized
tradition of “the physician knows best” is referred to as doctor beneficence, or paternalism. The
waters swirling around a patient’s autonomy and a doctor’s paternalism need constant navigation.

Before professionals like Judge Forer and Dr. Groopman can make the subtle judgments
necessary for them to make a wise decision about a case, they need to be able to see the case
clearly. The starting point might be the general knowledge the judge has about the infraction
and the law, or the doctor’s skilled diagnosis of and standard treatments for this kind of cancer.
However, the decision as to which law or treatment to administer will depend on the
particularities of the defendant or the patient, the context in which they are living, and the
imagining of the yet unseen consequences of a particular course of action. Such good choice
making, according to the philosopher Martha Nussbaum, depends on the “priority of the
particular” (Nussbaum, ).

A wise professional needs to know how much information is too much information. At the
meeting with Maxine, her fiancé asked Groopman, “What are the exact odds for a remission . . .

I mean, how many patients like Maxine stay in remission and for how long, on average?”
Groopman noticed that Maxine looked sharply at her fiancé and said, “Dr. Groopman said that
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there is every reason to think I’ll go into remission. What more do we need to know now?” She
then turned to Groopman, her face full of uncertainty. “I sense[d],” remembers Groopman, “that
she preferred neither the extreme of ignorance nor the extreme of excruciating detail, but some
middle ground.”

. Practical Wisdom in Other Work Contexts

We have illustrated the importance of practical wisdom in judging and healthcare. Is there
something special about these professions? In the two examples we described, the stakes are
extremely high – freedom and incarceration, and life and death – so in that sense the answer is yes.
However, in virtually all work settings that involve interactions with other human beings,
practical wisdom is valuable – maybe even essential – if those interactions are to go well.

.. Practical Wisdom in Law

It might seem at first that no profession could be further from the practical wisdom we expect
judges and doctors to exercise than the profession of lawyering. Lawyers are often depicted as
being little more than hired guns for their clients – the client wants a particular outcome, and the
lawyer is paid to get it. The so-called zealous advocacy of such hired-gun lawyers is antithetical to
the practical wisdom that judges bring to their practice. However, although this characterization is
sometimes true, it misses the extraordinary practical wisdom that many lawyers need – and
exercise – to do their work well.

All lawyers are supposed to be zealous advocates, fighting for what a client wants. However,
they are also supposed to be wise counsellors, advising, urging, or nudging a client to think
differently about what is in his or her best interests. So when should you advocate for what the
client wants and when should you counsel the client to want something different?

The stereotypical view of the lawyer-as-advocate is “the client proposes, the lawyer disposes.”
The client hires the lawyer as an advocate to defend their interests, or as a counselor to advise
them. What role the lawyer plays is up to the client. And if the client wants an advocate, then the
lawyer’s choice is simple – either represent the client zealously or decline the case. However, it is
frequently not this simple. The client’s objectives may be unclear, or even in conflict. The client
may be impetuous. The client may not be clear about the long-term consequences of the case. Or
the short-term and long-term consequences may be in conflict – as in many divorce cases, where
getting even or getting money may destroy the ongoing relationship needed to share in the
upbringing of the children in future years.

Mather et al. () argue that a good divorce lawyer is both an advocate and a counselor. The
lawyer helps clients to come to terms with the divorce and plan for a new life, and does this as part
of the job. They are constantly navigating the rocky shoals between advocacy and counseling as
part of the same commitment to helping the client. And it is their practical wisdom that allows
them to steer this delicate course.

Mather et al. () suggest that the media and popular culture depict the divorce attorney as
the “Rambo” lawyer “who files every conceivable motion, seeks everything and more from the
opposing side, refuses to cooperate in settlement, and argues vigorously and bitterly in a long,
drawn-out trial” (Mather et al., , p.). However, few of the lawyers whom Mather and
colleagues interviewed in their work fitted this stereotype. They educated their clients about what
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it was reasonable to expect, they balanced advocacy with education, and they counseled their
clients to think about their long-term interests.

In addition, wise lawyers need to be both empathic and detached, and to balance these two
competing virtues. They must be empathic enough to understand what their client is thinking
and feeling, and detached enough to distance themselves from unreasonable client demands so
that they can educate their client about what is reasonable (Kronman, ).

.. Practical Wisdom in Policing

Police are meant to keep citizens safe and preserve public order. When they are called to a
disturbance, they have a set of standard operating procedures to rely on. However, the extraordi-
nary complexities of particular contexts also demand that they be given some discretion to figure
out which problems to prioritize (e.g., a mentally ill teenager talking to herself on a street corner, a
child jumping a subway turnstile, a dark-skinned young man walking on a white suburban street, a
man selling loose cigarettes without a license) and how to act in those situations. This involves
working out how to balance their mandate to minimize the use of force and the legitimate concerns
for their own safety and that of others in a particular situation. And these situations are complicated
by the emotions and implicit biases that officers inevitably bring to their work (e.g., Eberhardt,
). Body cameras and prohibitions on chokeholds are rules that offer important checks and
restraints, but no amount of standard operating procedures will be sufficient to answer the context-
specific questions that police officers face all the time. How dangerous is this particular distur-
bance? Is confrontation called for? Can the threat be de-escalated by conciliation rather than
confrontation? Police often have to act quickly, the stakes can be high, and they do not usually
know the parties involved, so mistakes can easily be made. However, mistakes are even more likely
to occur if police ignore the particulars of a given situation and treat all such disturbances alike.
Thus if they are to make good decisions, police officers need practical wisdom – the skills of
listening well, noticing, empathizing, reflection, and deliberation, and the character traits of
courage, honesty, patience, perseverance, and fidelity to the goals of service, to name just a few
(Delattre, ; Kennedy, ; Sparrow et al., ) .

.. Practical Wisdom in Cutting and Styling Hair

It is not just police and lawyers who need the wisdom to counsel. Such wisdom is needed by almost
anyone who works on another’s behalf. Take the hairdressers who Mike Rose studied in his book,
The Mind at Work (Rose, ). Rose found that they were constantly serving clients who came in
with a picture clipped from a beauty magazine and told the stylist, “This is the look I want – cut
my hair like this.” A stylist could just do the cut, take the money, and tell the customer that she got
exactly what she asked for. But the good stylist knows that what a customer thinks she wants is
often not what she really wants. The “look” in that picture will frequently not be the “look” on this
particular customer. Rose found that most of the stylists he studied wanted to do a good job, and
those who succeeded knew that the job was not just about perfectly executing the cut that had been
requested. It is a challenge, explained one stylist, because you “don’t assume you know what they
want, because they may not know what they want” (Rose, , p. ).

The hairdressers’ technical expertise and their experience of styling hair gives them some of
the knowledge they need. They know how the face and bone structure and the condition of the
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hair – its density, texture, and wave pattern – will change the look in the client’s favorite picture.
They also know, or quickly find out, some basic things about their client, such as how she
manages her hair between visits – or doesn’t. However, good hairdressers will not just let the
client choose for herself, nor will they simply tell her what is best and do it. Good hairdressers
have the skill to help the client to figure out what she really wants. They know how to listen to the
client – to hear what she is thinking and feeling. They know how to ask questions to help the
client to decide what she wants. The conversations are a delicate interplay of talking and listening,
and of subtle interpretations – almost an improvised dance by which each partner steers the other
in the right direction. Being a good hair stylist requires the wisdom to be a good counselor.

.. Practical Wisdom in Working in Retail

Consider the job of a retail clerk in a shopping mall store. This clerk’s supervisor instructs him to
sell as much as he can, as fast as he can. He is also to convince the customer that the high-end
computer is the right choice, no matter what the customer intends to use it for. He is to convince
the customer to buy three storage bins rather than two, because “we all know how junk tends to
accumulate.” This is one view of the task of retail salespeople. Now imagine a different view:
“Everyone who comes into the store has a problem. I’m the expert. I know what we have and
what it can do. My job is to help the customer solve his problem, even if it means selling cheaper
goods – indeed, even if it means selling nothing (‘I think the computer you already have will meet
your needs; you just have to clean out your hard drive and install a new operating system.’).”Wise
salesclerks will diagnose the customer’s problem and craft a solution that is right for that
customer. Imagine how much more satisfying working in retail might be if employees saw their
jobs as solving dozens of small problems in a way that made customers’ lives better each and every
day. Of course, as we shall discuss below, there are risks involved in being such a salesperson. The
customer might be satisfied, but the salesperson might lose his job! For wisdom to be nurtured
and deployed, organizations must be structured to allow people, and even encourage them, to do
the right thing.

Our point here is a simple one. Countless times every day, across a vast array of different
occupations, which require very different levels of training and skill, it is practical wisdom, and
not just technical skill or detailed “standard operating procedures,” that can make the difference
between success and failure – between a satisfied customer, client, patient, student, or citizen and
a frustrated, dissatisfied one. The need for practical wisdom is pervasive.

Professionals become practically wise as they learn to aim at the appropriate purposes of their
practices, gain the ability to balance competing objectives, develop the know-how to counsel and
to help clients make decisions that are appropriate to them in their specific circumstances, gain the
perception skills needed to notice and discern what is relevant in a particular case, and develop the
habits and character traits that motivate them to want to do the right thing. Being practically wise
is not easy. No one is born wise, but we can all become wise, with the right encouragement,
experience, and feedback.

. Threats to Practical Wisdom in the Professions

The aim of this chapter so far has been to provide you with an understanding of the role that
practical wisdom plays in a variety of different occupations, professional and otherwise. “Practical
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wisdom” is our term – and Aristotle’s term – for a large collection of skills and virtues. As we have
discussed, to be wise is to be perceptive, to be a good listener, to be flexible and able to improvise,
to be empathetic, to be reflective, and to be able to balance competing objectives. To be wise is to
be honest, compassionate, and fair. To be wise is to be humble enough to keep learning from
experience – both one’s own and that of other people. To be wise is to know whether, when, and
how to deviate from the rules – the standard operating procedures. And, critically, attributes such
as these are not merely “nice” to have. They do not merely turn good practitioners into great ones.
They are essential if one is to minister the sick, educate the young, advise those with legal
challenges, or sit in judgment on the actions of others, but they are also needed in many other
occupations – for example, if one is to cut people’s hair or work in retail. Taken together, these
attributes comprise what we might call the skills that make up practical wisdom. However, they
are only a part of what wisdom demands.

Just as important is what we might call will. The doctor must want to cure the sick, because
that is what good doctors do. The teacher must want to educate the young, because that is what
good teachers do. The lawyer must want to advise and advocate, because that is what good lawyers
do. In other words, wise practitioners want to do the right thing because it is the right thing – not
because they will get a bonus or promotion for doing the right thing, and not because they will get
fired or demoted for doing the wrong thing. The desire to do one’s work well is baked into what it
means to be wise.

However, there are two serious contemporary problems for the professions in the USA.
Increasingly, the major institutions in which most professionals practice – schools, medical
institutions, and law firms – have substituted a set of rigid rules to be followed for the skill and
judgment that practitioners need. As a result, practitioners are denied the opportunity to
develop or deploy these skills. We might say that we are now living in the midst of a “war on
skill.” In addition, these institutions design systems that seek to influence professional decision
making with either overweening punishments for straying from standardized rules and pro-
cedures, or a reliance on incentives to induce practitioners to follow the rules. We might call
this a “war on will.” Underlying the logic of these developments is the belief that rewards,
punishments, and rules can be substitutes for good judgment and good purpose in
shaping choices.

We have described this “war on wisdom” in detail elsewhere (Schwartz & Sharpe, ). Here
we shall illustrate it with examples from one profession, namely teaching, and one institution,
namely public schools.

.. How Educational Institutions Undermine the Wisdom of Teachers

When schools throughout the USA embraced standardized, heavily scripted curricula tied directly
to high-stakes standardized tests, the aim was to improve education through “scientific” manage-
ment. “High stakes” means that schools and teachers are rewarded (with more money) or
punished (by having funds denied, schools closed, or staff dismissed or reassigned) based on
student test performance. Most states have such systems, and the No Child Left Behind Act of
 required all states to administer standardized reading and math tests in third and eighth
grade, and risk losing federal funding if students consistently failed to meet the standards.
Standardized tests led to standardized, scripted curricula. If schools and teachers would be rated,
funded, or paid based on student test performance, it made sense to mandate that teachers use
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materials explicitly designed so that students could pass the tests. In fact, novice teachers – quite
reasonably – often appreciated the scripts. If they and their students were to be judged by test
scores, here was a set of routines that promised to make their students better test takers.

Many educators who valued guidelines and innovative curriculum materials that helped
teachers to learn about content, pedagogy, and the different ways in which students learned
were critical of the new rules requiring that all teachers use these rigid curriculum materials.
They warned against a one-size-fits-all pedagogy shaped by rules and incentivized by punish-
ments or rewards (e.g., Kohn, ; Koretz, ). Teachers needed to have the autonomy to
develop the practical wisdom to adapt the curriculum to the needs of the particular students in
their classes and in their communities. However, this was rarely an option. Most schools simply
purchased standardized materials from private vendors, complete with texts, lesson plans, and
lockstep scripts, along with the standardized tests coordinated with these materials (Steinberg,
, p. ):

On “Day ,” Ms. Jabbari joined all the other kindergarten teachers in the Chicago system in
teaching the letter b to her students. The binder she used identified the section of the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills to which that day’s lesson plan corresponded and provided step-by-step questions and
conversation starters.
Script for Day: 
TITLE: Reading and enjoying literature/words with “b”
TEXT: The Bath
LECTURE: Assemble students on the rug or reading area . . . Give students a warning about the

dangers of hot water. . . . Say, “Listen very quietly as I read the story.” . . . Say, “Think of other
pictures that make the same sound as the sound bath begins with.”
Her students sat cross-legged on a corner rug. The children’s book The Bath was not available, so

Ms. Jabbari chose Jesse Bear, What Will You Wear? But no matter. She still began with the script,
reminding them: “It’s always safe to have an adult around when you take your bath.”

Supporters of lockstep curricula and high-stakes standardized tests were not out to undermine
the wisdom, creativity, and energy of good teachers. The scripted curricula and tests were aimed at
improving the performance of weak teachers in failing schools. If lesson plans were tied to tests,
teachers’ scripts would tell them what to do to get the students ready. If students still failed, the
teachers could be “held accountable.” In some systems, teachers’ annual evaluations, and even
their pay, were based on their students’ performance on standardized tests, and the scripted
curricula were written to prepare students to pass these tests. Equality would seemingly be
achieved (i.e., no child would be left behind) by using the same script, thus giving the same
education to all students. However, this also meant that all teachers, whether they were novice or
expert, or weak or strong, would be required to follow the standardized system for all students,
weak or strong.

Teachers on the front lines often point to the considerations that are left out of the teach-to-test
paradigm. Tests are only one indicator of student learning, and there are many other causes of
poor performance on tests apart from poor teaching – for example, poorly funded urban schools,
students from poor or immigrant backgrounds with few resources at home and sometimes little or
no English, overcrowded classrooms with not enough teachers, poor facilities, lack of books and
equipment, and students with learning problems or other disabilities.

Beyond all these problems, one of the chief criticisms made by many teachers is that the system
within which they are forced to work is dumbing down their teaching. It is deskilling them. It is
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not allowing them – or teaching them – the judgment they need to provide good teaching. They
are encouraged, says education scholar Linda Darling-Hammond, “to present material that [is]
beyond the grasp of some and below the grasp of others, to sacrifice students’ internal motivations
and interests in the cause of ‘covering the curriculum,’ and to forgo the teachable moment, when
students [are] ready and eager to learn, because it [happens] to fall outside of the prescribed
sequence of activities” (Darling-Hammond, , p. ). Sooner or later, turning out kids who
can turn out the right answers the way you turn out screws, or hubcaps, comes to seem like
normal practice. Worse, it comes to seem like best practice (Darling-Hammond, ).

It is not just the skill of teachers that is being undermined, but also their motivation – their
will. Mrs. Dewey teaches third grade at Beck Elementary School in Texas (Booher-Jennings,
, ). Many of the students are economically disadvantaged, and most are Hispanic –

longtime residents of Texas as well as first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants. The
principal wants to raise the test scores, and so do the teachers. Scores on these high-stakes tests
are the metric of evaluation under the Texas Accountability System. Since , Beck Elementary
has been performing adequately, but only adequately. The state rates it “acceptable,” but the
administration and most of the teachers are anxious to achieve the more prestigious “recognized”
status, which requires that more than  percent of the students pass the state tests. The system is,
in the words of administrators, “data driven,” and there is only one kind of data that ensures
officially sanctioned success – scores on a standardized test. All third-grade students must pass the
reading test to move on to fourth grade. The teachers regularly administer “practice” tests
throughout the year. The goal is to get  percent of the students to pass the test, moving the
school from “acceptable” to “recognized” status.

Mrs. Dewey, a -year veteran, listens as a consultant hired by the district explains how to use
the data from practice tests:

Using the data, you can identify and focus on the kids who are close to passing. The bubble kids. And
focus on the kids that count—the ones that show up after October won’t count toward the school’s
test scores this year. Because you don’t have enough special education students to disaggregate scores
for that group, don’t worry about them either. (Booher-Jennings, , p. )

To make this concept tangible for teachers, the consultant passes out markers in three colors –
green, yellow, and red. Mrs. Dewey hears someone mutter, “What is this? The traffic light theory
of education?”

Take out your classes’ latest benchmark scores and divide your students into three groups. Color the
“safe cases,” or kids who will definitely pass, green. Now, here’s the most important part: identify the
kids who are “suitable cases for treatment.” Those are the ones who can pass with a little extra help.
Color them yellow. Then, color the kids who have no chance of passing this year and the kids that
don’t count—the “hopeless cases”—red. You should focus your attention on the yellow kids, the
bubble kids. They’ll give you the biggest return on your investment. (Booher-Jennings, , p. )

Mrs. Dewey stares blankly into the hallway. Focus on the bubble kids. Tutor only these
students. Pay more attention to them in class. This is what most of her colleagues have been
doing, and test scores have gone up. The community is proud, and the principal has been
anointed one of the most promising educational leaders in the state. At every faculty meeting the
principal presents a “league table,” ranking teachers by the percentage of their students who have
passed the latest benchmark test. And the table makes perfect fodder for faculty-room gossip:
“Did you see who was at the bottom of the table this month?”
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Mrs. Dewey has made compromises, both large and small, throughout her career. Every educator
who’s in it for the long haul must. But this institutionalized policy of educational triage weighs heavily
and hurts more. Should she really focus only on Brittney, Julian, Shennell, Tiffany, George, and
Marlena—the so-called bubble kids—to the exclusion of the other seventeen students in her class?
Should Mrs. Dewey refuse to tutor Anthony, a persistent and eager little boy with no chance of
passing the state test this year, so that she can spend time with students who have a better shot at
passing? What should she tell Celine, a precocious student, whose mother wants Mrs. Dewey to
review her entry for an essay contest? Celine will certainly pass the state test, so can Mrs. Dewey afford
the time? What about the five students who moved into the school in the middle of the year? Since
they don’t count toward the school’s scores, should Mrs. Dewey worry about their performance at all?
(Booher-Jennings, , p. )

In her angrier moments, Mrs. Dewey pledges to ignore this test-centered approach and to teach
as she always has – the best way she knows how. Yet, if she does ignore it, she risks being
denounced as a traitor to the school’s effort to increase scores. This is what stings the most.

Importantly, it is not just that these particular incentives are demoralizing for Mrs. Dewey. The
danger is that these incentives can undermine other, better motives to do the right thing. Teachers
like Mrs. Dewey spend their day figuring out how much time to spend with each student and
how to tailor what they teach to each student’s particular strengths and weaknesses. They are
continually balancing conflicting aims – to treat all students equally, to give the struggling
students more time, and to energize and inspire the gifted students. Making these choices well
demands practical wisdom. Along comes the incentive to increase the school’s test scores, and the
scripts to follow to do so, and all the nuance and subtlety of Mrs. Dewey’s moment-by-moment
decisions fly out of the window. Some might say that the problem in this Texas school is not the
use of incentives, but the use of “dumb” incentives. Smarter incentives will get us what we want,
but what “smarter” incentive can replace judgment in making sensitive choices in a complex and
changing context like a classroom (see Schwartz & Sharpe, ; Schwartz & Wrzesniewski,
)?

. Conclusion

What is true of teachers in schools is also true of professionals in other institutions. Psychology
shows us that it is a fact that you can change people’s behavior either by brandishing sticks or by
dangling carrots in front of their noses. We can “motivate” lawyers by offering bonuses when they
win their cases. We can motivate prosecutors by rewarding them for the number of convictions
they chalk up, or police for the number of arrests made or tickets issued. The leaders of
commercial companies can win massive bonuses if the company’s stock price goes up. The use
of incentives like these is all around us – arguably, it is the way the world works. However, if these
incentives come to dominate professional choice making, they will destroy the professions.
Lawyers will cut ethical corners, doing whatever it takes to win. Teachers will teach their students
how to take the tests so that the students get higher scores, but the students will not learn how to
think, reflect, deliberate, and use their judgement. CEOs and corporate boards can raise the price
of a stock – and stockholder profits – by trading away long-term success for impressive short-term
numbers while eroding the trust and health of their clients, their employees, their communities,
and the environment. Any incentive scheme can be gamed, except one – the desire to do the right
thing precisely and only because it is the right thing.
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Practical wisdom is a combination of skill and will, but of a different kind to the skill and will
needed for riding a bike. The skill and will that constitute practical wisdom are moral skill and
moral will. Unlike bike riding, the core activities of doctors, lawyers, teachers, and most if not all
other professionals are morally significant acts. They have effects on the well-being of other people
who come to professionals in need of their services. Wise people are good people, if not in all
aspects of their life, at least in the discharge of their profession (Schwartz and Sharpe, ,
pp. –).

Rules and incentives will never disappear from institutions such as schools, hospitals, medical
organizations, law firms, and police forces. No organization can run without them. However,
when they dominate professional practice, they threaten to squeeze out the good judgment and
motivation that is the heartbeat of professional life, especially when the goals that they pursue run
counter to the goals they should pursue. A central challenge for those concerned about protecting
and nurturing practical wisdom in the professions is to work out how to design the curriculum of
professional schools and the organization and management of professional institutions so as to
protect and nurture the practical wisdom of current and future practitioners.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() Among the wisdom skills that professionals need to do their work well are the capacity for
perception, empathy, reflection, and deliberation. From your reading or your own experience
with professionals, give a concrete example of why each of these is important in the everyday
decisions that a professional has to make.

() Among the character traits or habits that professionals need to be motivated to choose well
in their work with clients, patients, or students are courage, patience, self-control, empathy,
anger at wrongdoing, loyalty, and caring. From your reading or your own experience with
professionals, give a concrete example of why each of these is important in the everyday
decisions that a professional has to make.

() In figuring out how to balance autonomy and paternalism, how, if at all, should a
professional consider factors such as the culture the patient comes from, their gender, their
class, and their race?

() When you have to make a moral judgment, people commonly say “Forget your feelings, be
objective” or “Don’t let your feelings interfere with your judgment” or “Be rational, don’t be
emotional.”Why does such advice limit good decision making by professionals? Give at least
one example.

() For professionals to be able to help their clients, patients, or students make good decisions
about their health or well-being they often have to balance the ethical principle “Always be
honest” with the need to give their client, patient, or student hope. Why is this often
difficult? What are some of the skills or character traits of practical wisdom that enable a
professional to get the right balance between honesty and hope?

() Professionals need to respect the freedom of choice of their clients, patients, or students
(client “autonomy”), but they also want to use their expertise to service their clients’,
patients’, or students’ best interests (professional “beneficence” or paternalism). Give an
example of why it is so difficult to balance these two positive aims. What are some of the
skills or character traits of practical wisdom that enable a professional to get the
balance right?
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() For lawyers there is often a tension between being an advocate for a client and counselling
them. Explain why this is so, by giving an example. Why is practical wisdom critically
important for resolving this tension? Can you think of a similar tension in other professions
or in your own life?

() Institutions such as schools are in a bind – they need rules, standards, common curriculum,
and testing to direct the activities of teachers and students. Yet these very rules and
structures can discourage or erode the practical wisdom that teachers and students need to
do their work well. Explain this bind and give an example. Can you think of ways to
ameliorate this tension?

() Teachers like Mrs. Dewey have to continually make tough decisions about how to distribute
their scarce time among their students. Why is this difficult? What are the kinds of things
that a good teacher needs to balance? How does the emphasis that this school system places
on “bubble kids” undermine Mrs. Dewey’s ability to exercise practical wisdom? Can
teachers “fight back”?

() Professionals, like people in many other lines of work, earn money, gain power and
influence, and achieve glory or prestige. Choose one of these three major human motiva-
tions with regard to work – monetary gain, power, or glory – and explain how this aim can
potentially undermine the very purpose of a professional’s work. Illustrate this with an
example or a story.

. Investigations

Barry Schwartz and Kenneth Sharpe have together conducted extensive research on the role of
practical wisdom in various professions, the psychological processes that make wisdom possible,
and the threats to the development and deployment of practical wisdom in modern American
society. The results of their research are gathered in their book, Practical Wisdom. In addition,
Kenneth Sharpe’s recent research focuses on how to design institutions and organizations that
encourage practitioners to learn practical wisdom. He has helped to design a program for such
learning for college teachers and for a law school, and he is currently studying ways to encourage
the learning of practical wisdom as part of the design of education in medical schools and in the
palliative care service at a major hospital. Barry Schwartz, at the Haas Business School at
University of California Berkeley, has explored the role of practical wisdom in all aspects of the
world of business.

. Practical Applications

Any organizations where professionals practice – law firms, medical organizations, schools, social
service agencies, and engineering firms, to name just a few – need to structure their workplaces to
encourage professionals to continually learn practical wisdom and to exercise it in their daily
practice. Examples of the practical application of these principles can be found in organizations
that have created a wisdom learning environment by, for example, creating safe spaces for people
to learn through trial and error, encouraging good listening and noticing, reflecting together on
what is working and what needs to work, deliberating together about how to do better, and
encouraging ongoing coaching and mentoring.
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Glossary

deliberation the thought required to tailor an action to the particular situation (patient, client,
student, or customer) before you. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to the challenges that
professionals confront, so deliberation is required.

good listening the ability to hear and understand what your patient, client, or student is telling
you, sometimes with facial expressions and gestures rather than with words.

improvisation the ability to develop novel solutions to the novel problems one faces because each
patient, client, or student is different.

moral skill and moral will moral skill is the ability to work out what a particular situation
requires; moral will is the motivation to do the right thing in a situation just because it is the
right thing. Moral skill and moral will together make up practical wisdom. They are moral
because they guide actions in ways that have profound effects on other people.

perception the ability to notice often subtle aspects of the situation and the person one is
confronting in an effort to find the unique solution to the unique problems that this person
and situation are presenting.

perspective the ability to see a situation as the other person (patient, client, or student) sees it.
A solution to a problem that might be right for you might not be right for the person whose
problem you are trying to solve.

practical wisdom (phronesis) the combination of moral will and moral skill that inspires one to
want to do the right thing and enables one to work out what is the right thing to do in the
specific situation that one faces.

proper aim (telos) in Aristotle’s view of the world, each activity had its own proper goal or
aim (telos). This concept still applies today. For example, the aim of medicine is to cure the
sick, the aim of law is to achieve justice, and the aim of education is to awaken young
minds. People may earn a living and attain glory, status, or fame from their professional
activities, but the pursuit of money, status, and glory are all improper aims of
professional practice.

reflection unique situations require unique solutions, which in turn require one to imagine the
consequences of possible actions, take the perspective of the person one is trying to serve, and
balance a number of often competing goals. Deploying these skills commonly requires
reflection. Actions taken also require reflection about what has worked and what has failed in
the past, so that practitioners can learn through their mistakes.
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Wisdom and Leadership
David Rooney and Bernard McKenna

. Introduction

The ancient Greek philosophers often referred to wisdom as a way of being – that is, wisdom as a
way of conducting oneself in life that is built on particular attitudes or orientations to the world
and one’s place in it. The ancients also maintained that wisdom is a disposition that one develops
through learning, discipline, and cultivating virtuous habits. Wise leaders therefore need to have a
cultivated set of dispositions, values, and ideas that lend themselves to acting wisely in the course
of doing their job. Consequently, wisdom requires more than wise thoughts – it requires wise
actions because it is something that you do.

Although leadership is widely researched and the leadership literature provides a great deal of
theory and data, we continue to see too many unwise leaders in the world. Why is it, then, that
despite having a large body of research evidence and theory that explains what excellent leadership
is, leaders are not better at their jobs? This problem has not yet been solved, but we can unravel
the problem using wisdom theory.

This chapter will first explain what leadership research tells us about good and bad leaders, so
that we can build up a picture of excellent leadership. It will then discuss practical wisdom
theory and explore how a person could become a wise leader. This includes considering what
practical wisdom is as a social practice and how we think about wisdom and leadership
development. Finally, the practical implications for leadership development and leader selection
will be discussed.

. Leadership

Because wisdom is the embodiment of excellent social practice, it can inform leadership theory
and practice. We begin this chapter by evaluating leadership research to understand what it says
about good and bad leaders. Leaders exist in every sphere of life. Some are given formal leadership
roles, while others take on informal leadership roles – for example, through starting a community
wildlife protection group. The word “leader” therefore refers to someone who guides or shows the
way or directs us. Anyone can be a leader depending on the circumstance and the type of
attributes needed – for example, a surgeon in a hospital theatre requires different leadership
attributes from a negotiator settling differences between warring groups.

The three most prominent (business) leadership theories are transformational leadership,
servant leadership, and authentic leadership, each of which we shall discuss in turn. Before doing
so, however, it is useful to describe notable aspects of traditional, authoritarian leadership.
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Traditional leaders are directive and often authoritarian. Leadership researchers typically call
them command-and-control, transactional, heroic, or authoritarian leaders. Transactional leaders
are so called because they direct their followers to do things by using rewards or punishments,
depending on how well those people follow orders. Followers do not normally question or enter
into any kind of dialogue with this kind of leader about his or her decisions. Although such
leadership is appropriate in certain circumstances. such as crises (e.g., siege, rescue operations,
trauma emergencies), it is generally considered to be ineffective, and even potentially dysfunc-
tional. This is because it is ineffective in promoting necessary change, it makes leaders unac-
countable to followers, it fails to enable experienced and qualified employees to contribute their
ideas and insights to important decision making, and it makes these organizations unattractive to
young, educated, and motivated potential employees.

Transformational leadership theory was the first significant attempt to move away from the
traditional, invariably masculine understanding of leadership, which was characterized by charisma,
forcefulness, and an authoritarian approach. In contrast, transformational leaders inspire followers to
strive to become better and more fulfilled workers or followers, and to be leaders themselves. These
leaders are extraverted, open, agreeable, and conscientious (Bono & Judge, ). Implicitly ethical,
transformational leadership theory focuses on respectful and growth-oriented relationships with
followers. Thus the four characteristics of transformational leadership are:

() ideal influence (the leader is an excellent role model)
() inspirational motivation (the leader inspires followers by providing an attractive vision for

the organization’s future)
() individualized consideration (the leader pays personal attention to the development, well-

being, and goals of followers to help them to fulfill their potential)
() intellectual stimulation (the leader provides followers with meaningful challenges) (Bass &

Riggio, ).

Authentic leaders incorporate the qualities of the transformational leader, but are distinguished
particularly by their moral character. Because followers see them as legitimate leaders, they want
to be led by them. Although the authentic leadership construct is still being refined and developed
(Avolio et al., ), its original four characteristics remain relatively unaltered. That is, authentic
leaders:

() use balanced reasoning
() maintain transparent relationships by openly sharing their thoughts and feelings
() are self-aware
() have a sound moral compass (Walumbwa et al., ).

For a person to be an authentic leader, it is vital that either their personal values align with those
of the organization, or the leader modifies their organization’s values.

Servant leaders are selfless leaders who serve the needs of their followers. Robert K. Greenleaf
developed the original idea of servant leadership (Greenleaf, ) while working as a manager, so
it is a theory that was initially based on his practical experience rather than on empirical research.
Servant leadership theory is much harder to define than transformational leadership because
Greenleaf’s definition was vague, leading researchers to develop competing versions of the concept
(Van Dierendonck, ). A range of scales that reflect different definitions have been developed
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to measure servant leadership (Barbuto & Wheeler, ; Liden et al., ; Reed et al., ;
Sendjaya et al., ). However, to summarize, servant leaders:

() have a pastoral concern for followers
() are service oriented
() are motivated by their spirituality (which is not necessarily religious) and a sense of having a

calling
() are trustworthy
() have impeccable integrity
() are emotional healers
() empower their followers (Parris & Peachey, ).

Servant leadership theory is probably the most extreme theory of leadership – the leader is part
priestly guide, part social worker, and part teacher – because it is so counter-intuitive to historical
perceptions of what a leader should be.

It is safe to characterize leadership theory today as heavily values based, although we suggest
that a better term is “virtues based.”However, viewed from a wisdom perspective, it is concerning
that none of these theories has much to say about how to become the kind of idealistic leader that
is represented in the theories. If you studied any of those theories, it would be difficult to see what
you would need to do to reach the standards of practice they describe.

Other problems also exist in less prominent leadership theories. Spiritual leadership theory,
for example, has been criticized for omitting contemplation (Case et al., ), which raises the
question of how spiritual it actually is. Furthermore, there is no evidence that increased
spirituality leads to increased wisdom (Jeste et al., ). There are problems in mindful
leadership research, too. Mindfulness theory used in business school is criticized for being
superficial, and has even been called “McMindfulness” (Purser & Loy, ). The
McMindfulness critique is also linked to a broader problem with how psychology research
(mis)understands mindfulness, which is a spiritual, ethical, contemplative, and wisdom devel-
opment practice. Some prominent psychologists, such as Ellen Langer (Langer, ; Langer
et al., ), seem to reject any ethical, spiritual, or wisdom connotations in mindfulness
theory, and Langer’s scale does not measure what we traditionally understand as mindfulness,
but instead measures something like general awareness.

A further and related problem is when authentic leadership theory pays insufficient regard to
defining what authenticity means. Authentic leaders must, by definition, avoid any tendency to
become overly self-absorbed and narcissistic (Guignon, ). The ancient philosophers devel-
oped practices that promote authenticity as a civic virtue rather than a private one (cf. Guignon,
). This has little to do with the popular contemporary understanding of authenticity as an
overly self-obsessed (bordering on narcissistic) rather than civic concern. Consequently, this
understanding of authenticity is inconsistent with leadership, authenticity, and wisdom theory –
self-obsessed leaders are problematic in practice and in theory.

The overly rosy picture of leadership (Alvesson & Einola, ) that paints transformational,
authentic, and servant leadership as morally heroic (Manz & Sims Jr, ) is under challenge
(Ryömä, ). Critics of these theories are concerned that they almost lapse into fantasy, which
can lead to three problems. First, the unreal goodness presented in them can make leadership
appealing to narcissists, egotists, and highly conceited people – precisely the people that these
theories would tell us to avoid. Second, the literature might wrongly convince some perhaps

     

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.019


humbler or introverted people that they could never develop the right qualities to be a leader. If
so, this would reduce the pool of available people. Third, and significantly, research indicates that
they will also reduce the number of women and minority group members who take on leadership
roles (Hogue & Lord, ; Rosette et al., ).

If we consider idealized models of excellent leadership, we should also examine the dark or toxic
side of leadership practice. Understanding this kind of leader takes us some way toward under-
standing what needs to be done to get better leaders.

.. Toxic Leadership

An important recent branch of leadership research focuses on bad leaders, including narcissistic
leaders (Chatterjee & Hambrick, ; Ouimet, ; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, ), psycho-
pathic leaders (Boddy, ; Landay et al., ), and otherwise toxic and destructive leaders
(Einarsen et al., ; Padilla et al., ; Pelletier, ; Schyns & Schilling, ; Sternberg,
; Thoroughgood et al., ). Because such leaders are manipulative and unethical, they can
seriously damage the organizations that they work for and individuals within those organizations
(Schyns & Schilling, ). It remains clear, however, that these kinds of leaders find work in
leadership roles far too easily, and that those who hire them are often slow (at best) to react and
remove them once it becomes clear that they hired the wrong person (Boddy et al., ; Landay
et al., ; Sheehy et al., ; Valentine et al., ).

This built-in bias toward appointing extroverted, confident, competitive, grandiose, and
power-focused (often male) leaders is a problem that hirers need to be aware of (Berger et al.,
; Fahy, ; Oc et al., b). Although clinical and sub-clinical narcissists and psycho-
paths are over-represented in leadership roles (and prisons) (Boddy, ; Schouten et al., ),
we keep hiring them because they fit our unconscious biases about what leaders look like (Hogue
& Lord, ). We all have unconscious or implicit biases – that is, unconscious beliefs or
stereotypes that we are (by definition) not aware of. These could also be gender biases or specific
culture- or ethnicity-related biases that drive our spontaneous reactions and gut feelings about
people. A person’s unconscious biases will have an impact on them at work, including when
making decisions about whom to hire and whom not to hire, because we use these biases as ways
to quickly organize how to think about the social world and groups within it. If we did not do this
we would overload our brain with thinking. We all have unconscious biases – this is inevitable –
but they lead us astray. Some biases such as ageism and gender bias are probably familiar to you.
These and other biases, such as overconfidence bias (a person’s overestimation of their capabil-
ities), beauty bias (the belief that attractive people are more competent), and name bias (a
preference for people with familiar, usually Anglo-origin names), can lead us to want to hire
the wrong people. If you are aware of your biases you can be reflexive when making these choices,
but you need to be determined and persistent in detecting your bias in practice. Research suggests
that you need to develop awareness skills and undertake diversity skills training (in which you
practice or simulate being inclusive, aware, etc.), and that you must work at these over the long
term (from  months up to  years) (Bezrukova et al., ). Cognitive learning (in which you
have to think and analyze facts and experiences in a focused way using formal concepts or
models), training that is integrated or embedded (in a larger curriculum) rather than being taken
as a one-off workshop, and educational training (at school and at university, rather than at work)
are vital, according to a major meta-analysis (Bezrukova et al., ).
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There is no need to assume that organizations just have to put up with bad leaders. Today there
are much better ways to select people for leadership roles than has historically been the case.
Screening for toxicity during the selection process by using psychometric tools (see Moshagen
et al., , ) as well as by talking frankly to previous employers are obvious starting points.
However, it is important to emphasize here that bad leadership is not solely the domain of people
with psychopathologies. Abusive and otherwise obnoxious leaders may not meet the full diag-
nostic criteria for psychopathology, but can still be deeply problematic; in fact many problematic
leaders have subclinical psychopathology (Boddy, ; Schouten et al., ).

There are two important messages from this research that we should keep in mind. First,
although researchers know the psychological warning signs of problem leaders, most managers do
not, and second, leadership research has little to say about how to become a good leader. Practical
wisdom places the process of becoming excellent – that is, learning to embody wisdom – at the
center of leadership development. However, those who are ill suited to leadership, because it is a
craving rather than a calling, will probably not welcome the need for participation in long-term
and focused wisdom development processes. But what is wisdom?

. Wisdom

The Greek word “philosophy” means love of wisdom; philosophers in ancient Greece loved
wisdom so much that seeking it was, as we suggested earlier, a way of life for them. There are two
important things to note about this. First, philosophy did not just involve doing philosophical
analysis (as happens in modern universities). Second, ancient philosophers deliberately and
systematically practiced becoming wise in order to live a philosophical life. Thus a philosophical
life was explicitly a practically wise life that was lived in the routine of a typical social existence,
immersed in everyday life as a virtuous citizen. Aristotle called this “practical wisdom.” Our
understanding of wisdom is an extension of practical wisdom, called social practice wisdom
(SPW) (McKenna et al., ; Rooney et al., ). We summarize this view of practical wisdom
as the pinnacle of social excellence that is focused on the greater good. Wisdom is therefore a
social or civic virtue.

.. Wisdom Virtues

Aristotle outlined five intellectual virtues, namely scientific knowledge (episteme), applied techni-
cal knowledge (technē), practical wisdom (phronesis), mental agility and judgment (nous), and
conceptual or contemplative wisdom (sophia). In simple terms, a leader needs to be knowl-
edgeable generally and in their disciplinary specialization (e.g., accounting, nursing, engineering)
so that they are able to make decisions based on their ability to integrate their knowledge, ethics,
conceptual ability, judgment, and experience. This raises important questions in business. Does a
CEO of a pharmaceutical company need to be qualified in pharmaceutical science, or should they
rely on the second rung of experts, such as the Chief Scientific Officer or Chief Information
Officer? And how much general knowledge, including understanding of the human condition and
the different contexts in which people live, should they have?

Realistically, the larger and more complex the company, the more unlikely it is that the CEO
will have sufficient knowledge of the technological aspects as well as expertise in the financial,
marketing, and human resource management aspects. However, a high-quality CEO will need
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sufficient intelligence to understand sophisticated briefings by specialists so that they can properly
understand the various problems that they face. Technical expertise is useful for leaders, but it is
usually not the most important thing for them.

We need to turn to the other intellectual virtues to consider what else a wise leader would need.
Conceptual and contemplative wisdom is crucial because it refers to perceptive and insightful
ways of thinking and deciding. For example, a leader who displays sophia would be able to draw
on general principles of fairness, justice, and honesty in making decisions, knowing that acting
fairly may involve contravening some degree of honesty, in order to save embarrassment – for
example, when replacing a less capable, but decent, section head with a more capable person. That
is, when faced with a practical problem such as the poor performance of an organizational section,
a wise leader filters their technical understanding through the prism of moral principles and the
ultimate good of the organization, or sometimes of society. These moral principles and abstract
beliefs are a highly developed way of governing how one thinks about things (Curnow, ,
p. ). Conceptual wisdom – metacognitive and contemplative faculties – matters because
underlying all practical decision making is a set of beliefs and understandings held by the decision
maker (Trowbridge & Ferrari, , p. ). Reassuringly, a leader’s ability to contemplate a
decision and metacognitive capacity are learnable. Metacognition operates at a level above
cognition (hence meta). It is a conscious process by which people can regulate the way that they
think. This happens in three ways. First, having declarative knowledge, a person has the
metacognitive ability to articulate the beliefs underlying their decision or judgment. Second, a
person has the ability to understand their feeling when dealing with a particular issue or type of
issue – for example, they may or may not feel confident about a topic or a line of reasoning.
Third, they consciously deploy cognitive strategies that they know work for them to monitor and
regulate their thinking (Efklides, ). Contemplation is understandable as a practice, and even
as a habit, of stopping to think carefully (Trowbridge & Ferrari, , p. ). Conceptual wisdom
also draws on a person’s ability to empathize and to feel a sense of responsibility for the
environment, as well as their ability to apply moral principles in their workplace.

In addition to these intellectual virtues, Aristotle stated that a wise person needs moral virtues
and the ability to work out what is right. Perhaps the most important of these moral virtues is
humility, which is also positively correlated with good leadership (Collins, ; Oc et al.,
a). A humble person is able to accurately assess their personal strengths and weaknesses by
accepting feedback and criticism. Humble people also acknowledge their own capabilities and can
feel satisfaction in that. However, they do not consider that they are entitled to privilege, special
treatment, or excessive deference – that is, they lack conceit. Such a person is also much more
likely to display intellectual humility by acknowledging the limits of their own knowledge and
understanding, seeking out alternative viewpoints, and trying to understand the cultural, psycho-
logical, and logical reasons underlying other viewpoints. However, there are two caveats. First, not
all decisions can be or need to be informed by multiple viewpoints, as swift decision making is
often needed. Second, a good leader’s intellectual humility will not undermine their ability to
make a decision or lead them to indecision, or “paralysis by analysis.” Having engaged in
dialogues with diverse viewpoints, a leader must show resolve in making a judgment, must
explain that judgment, and must acknowledge to those whose viewpoints were not adopted that
their views are still valued. Humility of this sort is not to be confused with automatic self-
deprecation. Undermining one’s own knowledge by being automatically self-deprecating would
not be wise.
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Courage, temperance, generosity, magnanimity (avoiding gloating or hubris when things go
well), truthfulness, gentleness, and agreeableness were identified by Aristotle () as virtues linked
to wisdom. Significantly, contemporary psychological research has confirmed many of Aristotle’s
claims (Glück & Bluck, ; Jeste & Vahia, ; Sternberg, ; Webster, ). Moral and
ethical reasoning to find out what is right for a particular situation is a core aspect of practical
wisdom, and some business people are better at it than others. Being a moral business leader is
difficult. To be fair, when the economic and political environment is founded on principles of
materialism, growth at any cost, self-interest, and global competitiveness, even fundamentally decent
people are often forced by shareholders and “market forces” to make judgments that clearly are not
guided by ethical integrity. This tells us that the developmental path to wise leadership must treat
ethical reasoning as something that it is important to learn (Ditto et al., ).

Furthermore, it is well understood that different moral principles may be incompatible. In his
book The Crooked Timber of Humanity, the philosopher Isaiah Berlin, who borrowed this phrase
from Immanuel Kant, argues that the ideal values of a humane society cannot always coexist in a
sometimes harsh world. For example, although this was not well publicized, during the COVID-
 pandemic in certain countries, such as Italy, India, and some US states, doctors made decisions
not to admit some elderly or frail people to intensive-care units in order to give younger, healthier
patients access because of a shortage of ICU beds. What is noteworthy is that such decision
making when moral principles are incompatible will be based on the decision maker’s knowledge,
values, and morals.

Aristotle also argued that, although mental agility and judgment are deeply connected to intuition
and wisdom, but that they are not formally learned. Intuition is holistic because it integrates a set of
diverse cues into a spontaneous sense of right and wrong (Pretz et al., , p. ). Intuition allows
the wise person to skip over the formal processes of reasoning, but to do so only because they
“know” what is the right thing to do using heuristics or rules of thumb (Piętka, , p. ). Keep
in mind, though, that rules of thumb might be a kind of common sense, and that an important
difference between common sense and wisdom is that wisdom includes the ability to think and act
post-conventionally (González, ), whereas common sense is defined by its adherence to
conventional ideas and actions. Although common sense and intuition are useful, intuitive judg-
ment is prone to error due to cognitive biases (Tversky & Kahneman, ). Clearly, intellectual
humility should curb excessive confidence in one’s intuitive judgment.

Importantly, then, practical wisdom is the executive function that integrates the intellectual
and moral virtues. The word “executive” literally means “to carry out,” but it also implies that
some psychological processes underpin this process of wise executive functioning, and that these
processes are integrative. However, this raises the following question: how does one “do” this
executive integration to produce wise action?

. Leaders Applying Rules and Laws

Invariably leaders will need to apply and enforce rules and laws. A wise leader does not simply
apply “the letter of the law” with no consideration of context or the intended purpose of a rule, as
this can lead to perverse outcomes. An example of a perverse outcome arising from a mindless
application of the law occurred in the  Christopher Ratte case. Ratte, a University of
Michigan archaeology professor, bought his -year-old son a lemonade at a Detroit Tigers game,
unaware that it contained alcohol. The state’s Child Protective Services accused the father of
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negligence and forced the son into foster care. Bureaucrats and judicial officers acknowledged the
unfairness, but claimed they had to “follow procedure” (www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?
storyId=). Not one person had the courage, insight, or wisdom to say that it made no
sense to rigidly apply the law in this case, despite the profoundly traumatic outcome.

By contrast, in an Australian court, when a former Australian international sportsman ended up
in court yet again after a string of offences, the judge sensed that something was not right. He
called the prisoner aside, saying “You need to give me something because I’ve got nowhere to go
but incarceration. What’s going on with you?” The footballer told him how he had been sexually
abused at school by his religious school teachers, and how this abuse had destroyed his life, his
marriage, and his business, leading to depression and potential self-harm. The judge clearly
displayed intuition in sensing that something was not right. He also displayed post-conventional
thinking in looking for the ultimate purpose of the law he was administering – not just to punish,
but also to attempt rehabilitation. Furthermore, he used creative intelligence and knowledge to
find a just outcome specific to the particulars of the case.
Wise leaders display insightful or compassionate actions through discretion, tolerance, mercy,

and understanding when applying rules or norms. However, as Aristotle stated, tolerance and
understanding must be balanced. An excess of tolerance and consideration can cause considerable
organizational harm. For example, a person’s behavior might be condoned because he “has
problems” or she “has always been like that.” Because the role of the leader is to ensure workers’
right to a safe and respectful workplace, a wise leader must confront the person about their poor
behavior and require appropriate behavior. If the person reveals that they are going through a
crisis or have a chronic problem, the wise leader can direct them to seek professional assistance
while still requiring behavioral change.

Having described the important foundations of wisdom, we shall now move on to discuss the
social practice aspects of wise leadership.

. Things You Can Do

In this section we shall consider what you can do to develop yourself as an excellent leader. Although
education at all levels tends to neglect components of wisdom such as self-awareness, self-transcen-
dence, character development, contemplative skills, and reflection, there is much that you can do
yourself. We can add to this list of developable wisdom components things like emotion regulation,
open-mindedness and curiosity, clarity about what your values are, intellectual humility, and critical
thinking. What is increasingly clear is that aspects of intellectual and moral virtue, contemplation,
and ethical action can be changed with appropriate guidance. In the following paragraphs we shall
outline some practical things that you can do on your own or with others.

.. Changing Behaviors

Because values are very abstract, you should try to make them more concrete. For example, the
value of generosity might turn into being generous with your time for others, if being generous
with your time is the most meaningful way for you to embody that value. In our classes, we would
design a behavioral experiment for the student (for additional ideas, see Bennett-Levy et al., )

 www.abc.net.au/news/--/former-wallaby-tony-daly-speaks-about-sexual-abuse-rugby-union/
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based on being generous with their time. You can design a -week or longer experiment in which
you attempt to do things on a daily basis which honor that value. For example, you might decide
to try spending  minutes (uninterrupted) with an elderly relative every day, or you might spend
an hour each week simply listening to what your best friend is concerned about in their life.

Simultaneously, you would keep a daily journal reporting on your experiences, including
failures, feelings, and worries. Finally, you can write yourself a considered report that also links
to the relevant research literature and that provides you with your personal detailed leadership
development plan for the next  years. In creating the plan, you should also report on the results
of any other relevant psychometric assessments that you have undertaken.

.. Mindfulness

Our students have used mindfulness meditation to find ways to calm their minds. In some classes,
we simply provide calming music to assist people in letting go of the stresses they bring with them
into the classroom. Your university may even have mindfulness teachers on campus. Making wise
decisions and doing difficult things effectively so that you achieve wise outcomes requires mental
discipline, such as being able to calm your mind so that you have more emotional control and
clearer thinking.

Reflexivity is a contemplative process that involves reassessing and, if need be, changing your
values and assumptions so that you can make personal changes. These changes are equivalent to
growth rather than simply adjusting what you already think and do. Reflexivity, then, involves
calmly inspecting your values and actions and then changing your habits where necessary.
Purposeful and disciplined access to your habits of mind is possible using mindfulness meditation
(see Rooney et al., ). It is possible to mindfully reassess basic assumptions, values, and
behaviors, as we have done this with thousands of business school students, not only through
mindfulness training but also through self-critique and reflection. One disciplining practice that
some of our students undertake is not to touch their smartphone during the first and last hours of
the day. Those who are uncomfortable with meditation could also employ daily journaling, and
have a mentor or coach to help them through the process. Leadership, executive, and life coaches
specialize in doing this (King, ; King et al., in press).

You might also visit the Ethics Unwrapped website at McCombs Business School, University
of Texas, Austin, which provides an impressive array of short videos and other resources with
which you can learn about the psychology of everyday ethics.

.. Wise Habits

The processes that we have just described will begin to instill wise habits in you. These are best
thought of as the habits of mind and body that you have, but may not be aware of. We can
become habituated to wise ways of being if we develop wise habits of mind and body (Rooney
et al., ). To develop wise habits you must work systematically at developing them over time.
Much of this development involves psychological growth for wisdom and maturity rather than
mere adjustment (cf. Glück & Bluck, ; Glück et al., ). Aristotle proposed an idealized
notion of acquiring wisdom from childhood by book learning and being mentored. Of course,

 https://ethicsunwrapped.utexas.edu/
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such an upbringing is highly desirable, but it does not guarantee wisdom, partly because it may
never involve serious dilemmas or trauma from which we can grow and learn. Conversely, having
an emotionally and physically disturbed upbringing does not preclude people from becoming
wise. For example, in her book Educated, Sara Westover describes how, in the home of religious
fanatics, she not only survived a violent and exploited childhood without education, but also went
on to complete a PhD at Cambridge University (Westover, ).

To do this required her to think outside the repressive confines of her life as a child. This is not
easy, because a child’s reality is strongly framed by their parents, who in this instance prevented
their children from engaging with other people, and forced them to do dangerous and physically
demanding work on the farm. So powerful was this emotional and physical control that Westover
was still racked by guilt and doubt despite intellectually understanding the corruption of her
upbringing. Also vitally important was the love and care shown by a grandmother and some
friends who helped her understand that it was safe to abandon the life she was enduring. Thus she
came to a deep understanding of the complexity of human life, but it did come at enormous cost,
and she needed the kindness of others to help her to freedom. A significant wisdom researcher,
Jeffrey D. Webster, has shown that posttraumatic growth is positively correlated with wisdom
(Webster & Deng, ).

. Concluding Thoughts

It is one thing to develop your own wisdom, but the other side of the coin is to ask what your role
is in making sure that bad leaders do not get into influential roles in business or politics. The
research on toxic leaders that we have discussed tells us much that is useful in this respect. Our
main point is that toxic leaders may be manipulative, charming, and grandiose, but it is other
people (possibly including you) who put them in positions of power. Because such leaders
overstate their accomplishments, skills, and knowledge, and because of their charm and skill at
being manipulative, it is easily possible to become alert to them. Grandiosity is easy to spot
because grandiose people will seem too good to be true. Very often leaders’ self-confidence is so
seriously misplaced and so obviously defies reality that it should sound alarm bells immediately. It
takes a commitment to developing your own wisdom skills and knowledge of leadership research
such as we have presented in this chapter to alert yourself to people who are too good to be true,
and to trigger you to look more carefully at them as potential leaders.

It is our collective responsibility to put different and better people in place to lead us. We all
need to ask ourselves why it is that so often we don’t pick up on those signals. You should ask this
question of yourself. One reason relates to your unconscious biases. You can work to change your
unconscious biases, assumptions, beliefs, stereotypes, and other habits of mind so that you are
better able to see these leaders coming.

Finally, wisdom is something in which we all have a stake, and so we all have responsibility for
fostering it. We may not be especially wise ourselves, but if we are one of the people involved in
selection or leadership development processes, shouldn’t we be wise enough to at least inform
ourselves? The informed citizen with a cultivated mind and character is after all central to the
ancient concepts of wisdom and democratic leadership. If we consistently fail to do such things
then there is something missing in our education and adult development. Wisdom is both an
individual quality and a collective responsibility. Even if you are not able to be a wise leader you
can help to create the right conditions for one to exist, and everyone will benefit from that.
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. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() How could someone convince you that they know how to be wise, and how would you
assess them?
() To what extent should leaders develop self-awareness and self-knowledge? Why?
() Do some leadership theories present leaders as too good to be true and, if so, what problems
might the too-good-to-be-true situation cause?
() What would you need to work on to become a wise leader?
() How could leadership research address the lack of leadership diversity? Do you think that
leadership theory and practice hinder or advance women and members of minority groups?

() How should organizations deal with psychopathic and narcissistic leaders? What problems
would you anticipate when dealing with them?

. Investigations

David Rooney is Honorary Professor of Management and Organization Studies at Macquarie
Business School, Macquarie University. He has researched, taught, and published widely in the
areas of wisdom, leadership, business ethics, corporate social responsibility, the knowledge-based
economy, and creative industries. His current research focuses on leadership and wisdom develop-
ment, what organizational structures and processes support employees’ wisdom, and examining
whether ancient wisdom practices can be incorporated into contemporary education and training.

Bernard McKenna is Honorary Associate Professor of Management at the University of
Queensland Business School. He has researched, taught, and published widely in the areas of
wisdom, leadership, communication, business ethics, critical studies, and research methods. He co-
authored the bookWisdom and Management in the Knowledge Economy, and has published in major
academic journals. He is particularly interested in dealing with organizational paradox and incom-
mensurability, and has also collaborated with Iranian scholars on wisdom in Shi’a Islamic societies.

. Practical Applications

This chapter has focused on practical wisdom, which is a way of acting in the world – wisdom as a
social practice, if you like. Much of what wise social practitioners can do is learnt. Wise social
practitioners have over time developed good mental and bodily habits that make their wise action
in life consistent. When you come to this view of wisdom, the process of becoming wise seems less
intimidating. If you can organize yourself to authentically answer and act on the following four
questions you will make progress toward being wiser. Who are you? What do you stand for?
Where are you going in life? How will you get there?

Glossary

conceptual or contemplative wisdom (sophia) the ability to think and draw conclusions by
using intuitive understanding, contemplation, wise reasoning, theory, and scientific knowl-
edge. Also called theoretical wisdom, this way of thinking about wisdom is most closely
associated with Plato.
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embodiment the daily enactment of a person’s moral and epistemic knowledge, which is achieved
after learning and understanding within a particular community. In short, the way we behave
in daily practice is an embodiment of our tacit knowledge and our morals. An accountant who
has a good knowledge of their profession and acts according to morals based on honesty and
fairness would display certain habits and behaviors that are quite different from someone who is
equally knowledgeable but immoral. In the context of ethics, embodiment is a visible display of
one’s morals and values through one’s behavior (e.g., whether one walks past a person in
distress, or stops to assist them).

ethics the ability to reason and decide about what is right and wrong, good and bad, and desirable
and undesirable. In practical wisdom, an ethical thinker uses moral principles as decision-
making tools with which to determine what they ought to do. Ethics helps us to solve problems
in positive ways that support a flourishing world.

follower a person who is subordinate to or voluntarily takes direction from a leader. Many people
are simultaneously followers (taking direction from an authority figure) and leaders (supervising
people who are subject to their authority).

morals the standards of what are widely accepted as principles that guide good behavior. They
prescribe how people ought to act. For example, morals may relate to welfare (not harming
others), or justice, as well as preserving the beneficial aspects of social institutions such as family
(broadly defined) and community to produce a common good.

practical wisdom (phronesis) the ability to integrate the intellectual and moral virtues. It is often
referred to as an executive function that decides what is the wise thing to do, as well as the
capacity to do it. Practical wisdom is most closely associated with Aristotle’s ideas about virtue
and character. The measure of practical wisdom is one’s ability to do things that contribute to a
flourishing world.

social practice wisdom (SPW) an extension of the concept of practical wisdom that includes
influences from Eastern philosophy and contemporary social science and neuroscience research.
This view of wisdom makes more explicit the role of context and social dynamics in
wise behavior.

values fundamental beliefs about what people consider to be desirable. Values act as guiding
principles that motivate decision making and action. They specify how a person and their goals
are related. Some values are concerned with positive relationships of self to others (e.g.,
benevolence), which might also be viewed as “moral.” Other values express self-interest (e.g.,
power seeking, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction). Thus values are not the same as morals.
For example, a self-achievement value might sometimes conflict with values of benevolence.
One’s primary values are likely to determine whether a behavior is oriented toward one’s own
benefit and happiness or toward the greater good.

virtues good character traits; virtues are the opposite of vices (bad character traits). Virtuous
people not only know what is good in a moral and ethical sense, but they also go beyond this to
commit themselves to producing socially positive outcomes. A virtuous person habitually or
spontaneously acts rightly because they have an embodied virtuous disposition.
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Wisdom and Social Policy
Don Ambrose

. Introduction

The governing of nations has always been complex and difficult, but is becoming even more so as
the world deals with large-scale problems that are not confined within national borders. The ways
in which nations are governed vary considerably from one region to another (Croley, ;
Hacker & Pierson, ; Levitsky & Ziblatt, ; Snyder, ). Some nations provide
maximal freedom to economic actors while ensuring that government regulation has very little
influence. Other nations employ more government regulation and provide their citizens with
stronger social safety nets. The ways in which national governments are designed to operate
determine their impact on the well-being of their citizens, including the ways in which economic
resources are distributed and laws are designed and implemented.

This chapter will explore the extent to which wisdom guides the leaders and policymakers in
governments as nations attempt to grapple with large-scale problems such as climate change and
pollution, resource shortages, the widespread erosion of democratic governance, the growth of
severe economic inequality, the harmful aspects of rapid developments in technology, and the
dangers posed by global pandemics. Although there are other twenty-first-century problems, these
examples provide windows into the connections between wisdom and governance.

If political leaders are wise, they will deal with these problems more effectively than if they are
weak-minded and/or corrupt. Therefore this chapter will also explore some of the causes of large-
scale twenty-first-century problems, and it will propose some ways in which citizens and societal
leaders can inject more wisdom into policy making and other actions of governments.

. Recognizing Wisdom and Its Absence in Social Policy Leaders

If we want leaders and policymakers to use wisdom when they are dealing with twenty-first-
century problems, we must first understand what wisdom is. Those who are wise have the ability
to see beyond their own needs and wants and appreciate the common good (Ambrose & Cross,
; Sternberg, , , , ; Sternberg et al., ). They are able to escape the
hyperindividualism that tends to saturate the economic and political systems of some societies,
especially in the USA.

Hyperindividualism arises from rational actor theory, which has dominated mainstream
economics. According to this theory, humans are extremely rational individuals who use complete
information sets to make decisions for selfish purposes. Supposedly, the actions of millions of
these selfish individuals come together to create a prosperous society. However, this theory has
several serious flaws (Ambrose, , a, b, ; Freedman, ; Madrick, ;
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Quiggin, ; Stiglitz, , ). Humans are not extremely rational, they seldom have access
to complete information about complex issues, and they are not entirely selfish (with the
exception of psychopaths, who make up a small percentage of any population). The flaws in
the theory tend to create or aggravate some of our twenty-first-century problems, especially
the erosion of democracy and the worsening of severe inequality (Ambrose, ; Stiglitz,
, ).

To escape the severe damage caused by these misconceptions about selfish individualism, we
must seek out and support wise political and economic leaders. The WICS (wisdom, intelli-
gence, and creativity synthesized) model of leadership (Sternberg, , ) can help us do
this. Individuals who are lacking in wisdom, intelligence, and creativity to varying degrees cannot
do much in terms of generating new ideas or products or intelligently judging and refining ideas
or products created by others. Other individuals may be intelligent but not very creative or wise.
They can effectively judge and practically refine ideas and products, but they cannot readily
create anything new and useful. And if they do come up with something that has some small
impact on the world, it may cause harm due to lack of wisdom, which is in part the ability to
appreciate and address the needs and wants of other stakeholders in a situation. Other individ-
uals may be creative but not very intelligent or wise. They may be able to come up with new and
useful ideas, but they cannot intelligently refine or implement them. And again, if they do
achieve some sort of impact on the world, this may be harmful due to their lack of wisdom. More
dangerous is the combination of creativity and intelligence without adequate wisdom.
Individuals who have these characteristics can produce ideas with high potential and intelligently
refine them to make them work effectively. Consequently, their ideas and products can have a
large impact on the world. However, the lack of wisdom means that these ideas could potentially
cause severe damage. The creatively designed, intelligently refined and implemented innovations
in the financial industry that did severe damage during the economic collapse of  are
examples of this (see Ambrose, ).

. A Brief Overview of Major Twenty-First-Century Problems

Major problems have plagued humanity for thousands of years. While we have solved or escaped
some of these (e.g., large, predatory animals are no longer a threat to us), others have been
worsening in recent decades, and new problems are emerging.

Due to global networking through new technologies, some of these worsening and emerging
problems have reached massive proportions. They have been called macroproblems because they
are international (i.e., they cannot be solved from within the borders of a single nation),
interdisciplinary (i.e., they cannot be solved by experts within a single profession or field), and
long-term (i.e., they took years, decades, or even centuries to emerge, and are likely to take
significant amounts of time to solve) (see Ambrose & Sternberg, a, b). The following
are examples of twenty-first-century macroproblems (for further details, see Ambrose &
Sternberg, a, b; Lopez-Claros et al., ; Wiegandt, ).

.. Climate Change and Environmental Devastation

The ongoing destruction of the ecosystems that support life has been taking place for centuries.
It accelerated considerably with the Industrial Revolution, but has now reached the point where
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disastrous events are occurring more frequently and with greater severity in the twenty-first
century (Wiegandt, ). Just some of the damage includes severe, lengthy droughts in dry
parts of the world, more frequent hurricanes and flooding in other regions, rising sea levels,
massive wildfires, air that is becoming extremely unhealthy in an increasing number of locations,
massive dumps of toxic chemicals and plastics, mass extinctions of animal populations, and the
emergence of desperate environmental refugees in growing numbers. Climate change and envi-
ronmental destruction have become so devastating that environmental scientists say we are in a
new era, which they have termed the Anthropocene (Lewis & Maslin, ; Purdy, ).
This macroproblem has the potential to destroy the environment necessary for the sustenance of
life on earth.

.. Resource Shortages

The twenty-first century has brought forth a looming shortage of resources such as arable land,
fresh water, minerals, and hydrocarbons (Daly & Farley, ; Ember et al., ; Friedrichs,
; Klare, ; Prior et al., ; Rockström et al., ). Consider the following example of
a reaction to a resource shortage. Extraction industries, such as oil drilling, are being encouraged
to take greater risks that threaten the environment. For example, highly destructive deepwater
drilling, hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”), and tar-sands mining have led to widespread, long-
lasting environmental destruction. The oil and gas industries have always been environmentally
destructive, but these more risky extraction initiatives have exacerbated the situation. There is also
a danger that this trend will increase the likelihood of international military conflict as nations
compete for ownership of the resources.

.. Eroding, Disintegrating Democracies

Governments that are healthy democracies tend to be ethical enough to push much of the
decision-making power down into the hands of citizens. Undemocratic, totalitarian governments
are dominated by a few powerful, selfish individuals and/or groups that make and harshly enforce
laws that primarily benefit themselves. Governments that are not democratic include dictatorships
(where there is dominant rule by a powerful individual) and oligarchies (where there is dominant
rule by and for a small number of extremely wealthy, powerful individuals and groups).
Governments that are midway between democracy and totalitarianism reserve most of the power
and benefits of government for elites, but provide some benefits and some minimal decision-
making power to the masses (Ambrose, ; Hacker & Pierson, ).

Whereas democracies were emerging and growing stronger in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century, that pattern has recently been reversed. Democracies have been disintegrat-
ing while authoritarian leaders have been claiming power by using divide-and-conquer techniques
to deceive the masses into supporting them (Kirchick, ; Mounk, ; Snyder, ). Those
leaders recognize that most of the citizens in their nations would not tolerate being oppressed and
exploited if they were more aware that the totalitarian regime in which they are living is the true
reason for their suffering. Therefore the corrupt leaders choose a population within the nation
that they can blame for the ills of the majority (see Bermeo, ; Fording & Schram, ). The
selected victims are usually members of minority groups, such as people of specific minority races,
ethnicities, or religions, as well as immigrants.
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There are a number of other strategies that are used by totalitarian leaders and oligarchs to
protect and increase their power. They take control of or eliminate voting systems so that they can
ensure that the will of the people is suppressed as much as possible. They also undermine, directly
attack, or take over the national and local media so that they can disseminate self-serving,
deceptive propaganda instead of the accurate reporting that comes from objective, investigative
journalism (Roper et al., ; Starkman, ). The propaganda enables them to drive wedges
between population groups and political parties so that they can increase the power of their
political operations above that of their competitors.

This set of operations tends to create polarization, in which followers of different belief
systems move away from each other toward opposite extremes. In this way, the totalitarians or
would-be totalitarians reduce any possibility of compromise on important issues (Bermeo, ;
Galston, ). This polarization usually results in one side or the other becoming far more
powerful and pulling the system down toward an even more toxic form of totalitarianism
(Ambrose, ). Historical examples of these collapses into totalitarianism include the left-
wing dominance that accompanied the rise of Communism in the Soviet Union and under Pol
Pot’s rule in Cambodia, and the right-wing dominance that occurred in Nazi Germany and under
Pinochet’s rule in Chile.

While these extreme forms of democratic disintegration have been taking place in various
nations, such as Hungary, Turkey, and Brazil, supposedly powerful, long-standing democracies
have also experienced significant erosion. In one notable example, the United States Supreme
Court struck a serious blow to American democracy with its Citizens United decision, which gave
large corporations and extremely wealthy individuals the right to undermine democracy by
essentially purchasing and controlling politicians (see Hasen, ).

.. Severe Inequality

Economic inequality has waxed and waned over the decades. At times throughout the world,
societies became more egalitarian. They still had rich, poor, and middle-class groups within their
populations, but the differences were not so extreme. At other times, inequality intensified
considerably as the rich captured and hoarded almost all the wealth while the poor were reduced
to life-threatening desperation. We are now living in one of the most extremely unequal eras in
modern history (Payne, ; Scheidel, ; Temin, ; Wilkinson & Pickett, , ).
The devastating era of inequality that currently plagues us emerged from the above-mentioned

undermining of democracy, and a decades-long push toward an extreme form of corporate
capitalism (see Dayen, ; Mattli, ; Piketty, ; Stiglitz, ). In its moderate form,
capitalism is a beneficial way for a society to operate its economic system. Innovation and diligent
work are rewarded, and the society becomes more prosperous. However, when capitalism is
pushed too far and takes an extreme form, corporate monopolies arise, tax dodging becomes
commonplace, and government programs for the masses are undermined and dismantled.

In addition, severe inequality causes most of the population to suffer from chronic stress, which
makes societal problems far more severe (Payne, ; Wilkinson & Pickett, , ). There
are damaging increases in mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, violence, and incarceration.
Furthermore, trust diminishes, educational performance suffers, and social mobility (the
likelihood that children will surpass their parents’ level of wealth when they become adults)
is suppressed.
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The chronic stress also causes mental abilities to decline in much of the population, due to the
biological grind that it produces (Sapolsky, ). Along with increasing rates of heart disease
and diabetes, the brain–mind system comes to operate at a lower level than it would in a more
egalitarian society. According to Sapolsky, severe inequality suppresses cognitive functioning in a
number of specific ways: prefrontal cortex impairment reduces executive functioning, which
hinders planning, decision making, and impulse control; hippocampus suppression hinders
learning and memory; and decreased connections between neurons impair thinking capacity.
Of course, this seems to run counter to the Flynn effect, which indicates a long-term elevation of
IQ scores (Flynn, ). Clarification of these conflicting findings will require more interdisci-
plinary research that enables the linking of insights from psychology, social epidemiology, and
neuroscience.

.. Double-Sided, Rapidly Advancing Technology

Throughout human history, advances in technology have often generated both significant
benefits and serious problems. The human penchant for creative technological development
has proved to be something of a two-sided coin, with a macroproblem side and a macro-
opportunity side. The mass production of steel allowed for industrial advances as well as
larger-scale conflicts enabled by more sophisticated weaponry. The discovery of nuclear energy
led to the production of both beneficial and harmful nuclear power plants, as well as nuclear
weapons that could deter enemy nations from continuing major wars, but could also potentially
destroy life on earth (Ferguson, ).

The emergence of artificial intelligence (AI) is an especially intriguing example of this
phenomenon. Artificial intelligence promises to make the economy far more productive and
efficient, potentially enriching societies in ways that were never conceived of before. It also brings
with it some serious dangers. The combination of growing knowledge bases in artificial intelli-
gence and the biological sciences could facilitate devastating biological warfare (Jordan et al.,
). The confluence of these knowledge bases can simultaneously strengthen cybersecurity
while giving cyber attackers more powerful tools (Truong et al., ). It promises to improve
medical diagnoses considerably while also creating more opportunities for corrupt, unethical
dealings in the domain of finance (Meissner, ). It is the unpredictable nature of this
macroproblem that makes it both intriguing and threatening.

Careful investigation of the nature and dynamics of these various forms of twenty-first-century
technological developments is essential if we are to protect humanity from the dangerous face of
the double-sided coin. If thoughtful, purposeful attention is not given to them, one or more of
these existential threats could seriously disrupt life on Earth (Ord, ).

.. Pandemics

For some time, the predominant assumption was that massive pandemics were a thing of the
past. The increasing knowledge base and sophistication of healthcare in the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries supposedly built an imposing barrier between humanity and deadly
diseases such as the  so-called “Spanish flu,” which spread around the globe in multiple
waves. killing tens of millions of people and infecting about a third of the world population
(Spreeuwenberg et al., ). However, the COVID- pandemic recently spread around the
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world largely unchecked in many nations, putting to rest the notion that this was a problem of the
past. Some prominent leaders and policymakers failed to contain the outbreak in its early phases,
and they did not learn from the events that had unfolded during the spread of previous viruses
(MacKenzie, ). It is essential that the prominent decision makers of the future listen carefully
to medical experts and think both critically and creatively in order to make plans for staving off
the next dangerous pandemic (Edwards & Lessler, ). This critical and creative thinking must
take into account the fact that the economic interactions and widespread travel generated by
twenty-first-century globalization facilitate and accelerate the international spread of these diseases
(Goldin & Mariathasan, ).

. Causes of Macroproblems

Macroproblems arise and plague us for a wide variety of reasons, far too many to address
adequately here. However, there are some underlying phenomena that initiate and energize most
of them. A primary cause of the rising number of macroproblems is dogmatism, which infects the
minds of virtually all of us to some extent, but some far more than others. Dogmatism is any
blend of narrow-minded, superficial, shortsighted, rigid thinking (Ambrose & Sternberg, ;
Ambrose, Sternberg & Sriraman, ).

Arguably, dogmatism is the world’s worst macroproblem because it causes and/or substantially
fuels most of the others. People with a dogmatic mindset tend to hold unwaveringly to a
particular, often simplistic, flawed belief system, regardless of any new evidence that might
challenge it. When they are narrow-minded and rigid, they will reject ideas that come from
beyond their usual sources. For example, if they work in a particular profession, they either cannot
understand or refuse to tolerate new ideas that come from other fields. When they are excessively
short-sighted, they cannot perceive any of the long-term implications that are embedded in most
macroproblems. When their thinking is superficial, they do not even think about digging deeper
beneath the surface of complex issues to discover what the underlying causes of a macroproblem
might be.

Mass deception is another primary cause of our vulnerability to macroproblems. This is
especially the case when citizens and their leaders are dogmatic. Populations become more
vulnerable to mass deception when the media is not doing an effective job of investigating and
rooting out corruption in government and the economy (allowing the erosion of democracy), and
when electronic communication pathways are deluged with conspiracy theories (see Borel, ;
Spinney, ).

Clearly, the above-mentioned lack of wisdom in the face of twenty-first-century macropro-
blems creates very threatening conditions for humanity to deal with in turbulent times. The
question of what can be done will be discussed next.

. Specific Ways to Inject More Wisdom into the Creation
and Implementation of Policy

.. Emphasize Panoramic Scanning

We have already discussed the WICS model in detail. Another construct that can be helpful is
panoramic scanning, which is the ability to see with long-range and broad-scope vision
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(Ambrose, , ). Panoramic scanners can perceive and consider the long-term implications
of issues and actions, as well as the immediate ones. For example, they can remove themselves
from the chains of quarterly reports in business, which encourage leaders and employees in
corporations to focus only on the next few months rather than on what might take place years or
decades from now. Panoramic scanners will think in the long term and design their actions
accordingly. Obviously, the long-range nature of macroproblems such as climate change requires
this kind of thinking.

At the college level, it is possible that careful choice of resources for students could aid the
development of panoramic scanning. For example, the astronomer Martin Rees produced a
compelling argument for the need for more interdisciplinary, long-range, optimistic thought
and action so that humanity has a better chance of surviving in the midst of twenty-first-century
existential threats (Rees, ). Another resource could extend students’ thinking far beyond even
the timeframes considered by panoramic scanners. An analysis by Marcia Bjornerud (), a
leading geologist, illustrates how most people have a very limited view of the future and the past.
She uses a metaphor that shows how humanity is trapped on the island of now, which represents
the present, the very near future and the very recent past, with large seas separating us from the
landmasses of the far future and the distant past. Her metaphor, along with other elements of her
analysis, shows how we tend to ignore the well-being of future generations in order to capitalize
on short-term materialistic gains.

.. Release Education from Corrupt Accountability Handcuffs

As well as contemplating the expansion and refinement of thinking at the college level, we must
free K- education from the chains imposed by superficial accountability systems. For several
decades, education in the USA and a few other developed nations has been undermined and
controlled by influential, narrow-minded, sometimes even corrupt, self-appointed reformers
(Berliner, ; Berliner & Glass, ; Costigan & Grey, ; Koretz, ; Ravitch, ,
). They tend to dislike public education and promote the control and punishment of
teachers and students by imposing excessively mechanistic measures of achievement through
standardized testing. If citizens and policymakers were to become more aware of the narrow-
minded nature of these accountability systems, they might be able to expand their vision of
educational purpose (Sternberg, ; Zhao, ). They would be better able to perceive and
appreciate the outstanding examples of highly creative teaching that can be found in American
schools, even in the face of the severe constraints imposed by reformers. Some of these examples
can be found in an analysis by Dintersmith (), which described the inspiring results of a
search throughout the nation for impressive teacher innovation.

.. Use a Spectrum of Human Capacities to Highlight Ethical Abilities

Metaphor is an effective tool for either confining or shifting minds. For example, Lakoff and
Johnson (, ) showed how root-metaphorical worldviews trap most thinkers within one
of four conceptual frameworks – mechanism (reality as machine-like), organicism (phenomena in
the world as holistic and integrated), contextualism (focusing on contextual influences and the
unpredictable emergence of novelty), or formism (emphasizing patterns of similarity).
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Here is an example of the entrapment caused by these metaphors. Mechanistic thinkers
emphasize precise measurement and predictability, while ignoring holistic interconnections and
contextual influences. Consequently, they produce and enthusiastically embrace simplistic mea-
sures of highly complex, integrated phenomena, such as the workings of the economy and
educational processes. Excessive faith in precise, often simplistic measurement, which has been
called sterile certainty by the mathematician William Byers and the tyranny of metrics by the
historian Jerry Muller (Byers, ; Muller, ), has led to over-reliance on gross domestic
product as the measure of economic success in a society (Coyle, ), while also promoting blind
faith in standardized testing as the measure of educational success (Sternberg, , ). No
single root metaphor is superior to the others. Thinkers do far better work in the world by
navigating through the four perspectives than by locking their minds inside one of them.

Knowing the power of metaphor, we can contemplate the use of another one to expand our
thinking about human abilities and thus emphasize those pertaining to ethical thought and
action. The spectrum of human capacities (Ambrose & Ambrose, ) is based on a metaphor
derived from the electromagnetic spectrum, which shows various forms of energy arrayed along
the electromagnetic frequency continuum. ROYGBIV (the colors of the rainbow) show up as
visible light in the middle of the continuum, where the human sensory apparatus can detect them.
Other frequencies that are much less perceptible, but very important, include ultraviolet, infrared,
gamma rays, X-rays, long radio waves, microwaves, and more.

Based on this metaphor, the spectrum of human capacities model shows superficial, narrow
IQ and standardized achievement test scores as the easily visible light in the middle. These
scores are visible because they are easily detected through mechanistic measurements. However,
there are other abilities that are less visible because they are complex, less measurable, and often
hidden from view. Here are just a few examples of the abilities beyond the precise, visible
middle of the spectrum: the above-mentioned panoramic scanning; the visual-metaphorical
insight used by Einstein to develop his theories of relativity; aesthetic appreciation, which lies at
the core of scientific and technological innovation; intellectual humility, which prevents
individuals from being dogmatically overconfident about their ideas; altruism; and the WICS
model mentioned earlier.

Highly effective leaders often employ compelling metaphors to rally their followers around a
common purpose. For example, Martin Luther King Jr. used powerful metaphors in his “I have a
dream” speech to capture the imagination of millions and significantly expand the power of the
civil rights movement (Ambrose, ). Intelligent, ethical leaders who perceive the ethical
problems and opportunities of the twenty-first century could use something like the spectrum
of human capacities to help their colleagues, employees, and followers to discover, appreciate, and
develop the ethical abilities that are needed to address them. For example, they might recognize
and promote individuals with intellectual humility, WICS, and panoramic scanning abilities. In
another example, they might find individuals with strengths in visual-metaphorical insight and
encourage them to develop metaphorical concept cartoons, which are analogous to the political
cartoons that often make readers think a little more deeply about issues. In essence, the spectrum
of human capacity, or other metaphors that leaders might create, can help all of us expand our
vision of what is possible, and what should be done about complex problems. Such metaphors
align with recommendations from Maxwell (), Sternberg (, , , , ),
and Wexler-Sherman et al. () that educational institutions should expand perceptions of
ability so that humanity can more effectively address complex issues in a turbulent world.
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.. Move Away from Individualistic Materialism and Focus
on Societal Needs

The harmful effects of severe socioeconomic inequality on the well-being of populations were
described in Section .. of this chapter. Extreme inequality also makes large numbers of
people adhere to excessive materialism because the importance of social comparisons in their
societies compels them to catch up or get ahead of neighbors, friends, and relatives who are
perceived as economic competitors (Payne, ; Wilkinson & Pickett, , ). In an
example often used by Wilkinson and Pickett, imagine yourself pulling up to a stoplight in your
new Mercedes. You feel pretty good about yourself, until a chauffeured Bentley pulls up beside
you. Then you feel terrible.

Those trapped in the game of excessive materialism spend most of their lives chasing money so
that they can buy the symbols of high status. They are never truly self-fulfilled. According to
Gewirth (), self-fulfillment has been attained when we can look back at the path we
followed and say, “Mine has been a life well lived.” It’s a rather intangible concept, but a very
important one.

Fortunately, economist Daniel Cohen and political philosopher Michael Sandel have devel-
oped compelling arguments for the need to back away from an over-emphasis on material gain so
that we can move toward bigger-picture, more ethical goals both as individuals and collectively.
According to Cohen (), we can make the world a better place by shifting away from
materialistic competition and paying more heed to the world’s big problems. According to
Sandel (), creating a more thoughtful, less materialistic vision of success could enable us to
produce more humility and awareness of the common good. If socio-political leaders could
embrace these visions of ethical, less materialistic self-fulfillment, they might be able to encourage
their colleagues, employees, and followers to at least consider doing the same.

.. Generate and Use New Creative and Critical Thinking Strategies

While thinking about complex, twenty-first-century social policy issues it is useful to consider
Maslow’s comment: “I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat
everything as if it were a nail” (Maslow, , p. ). In order to successfully grapple with twenty-
first-century ethical problems, we will need to get beyond the hammer and find or develop some
additional cognitive tools.

Some of those tools were mentioned earlier in this chapter, but we can do more. There are
many thinking strategies that are being used in education and business. For example, the creative
problem-solving strategy was designed to help participants to clarify the nature and extent of a
problem and then develop various approaches to solving it through a step-by-step process
(Treffinger et al., ). Individuals or groups who are determined to inject more wisdom into
social policy can try out these strategies.

They can also create their own strategies and test their usefulness with real-world issues. Based
on many excursions into the conceptual terrain of more than  academic disciplines and
professional fields, the author of this chapter has been borrowing concepts and turning them
into new creative and critical-thinking strategies (Ambrose, unpublished research). Some of them
are applicable to ethical issues. Here are brief glimpses of a few of these strategies and how they
might help to strengthen wisdom in social policy analyses.

Wisdom and Social Policy 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.020 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.020


... Undermining Your Own Position
Given the dogmatism and extreme polarization that plague social-policy leaders and citizens of the
twenty-first century, we need ways to recognize our own biases and correct them. This strategy
engages participants in exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of a position that they hold
strongly on an issue or problem. After building the strongest possible argument, they reverse
course and seek out evidence and arguments against their own position. After that, they use those
discoveries to revise their original position, or reject it and develop a new one. The result is a
clearer, stronger position on the topic, as well as more opportunity for developing compromise
and collaboration with those previously perceived as enemies.

... Panoramic Timeline Impact Analysis
Due to the long-term nature of twenty-first-century social-policy macroproblems, this strategy
helps participants to develop the long-term, broad-scope vision that enables them to understand
complex problems. It helps them to develop the panoramic scanning mentioned earlier in this
chapter. To carry out the analysis, participants map a long-term issue (e.g., the evolution of
capitalism, the growth of social media) onto the vertical timeline showing the years, decades, or
even centuries in which the emergence and development of the issue have taken place. While
carrying out research into the evolution of the issue, they map its positive effects with a line graph
extending to the right of the vertical timeline, and the negative effects with a line graph extending
to the left side. The more extreme these effects, the further the line stretches out away from the
center timeline. When complete, the graph shows a big picture about the issue and how beneficial
or harmful it has been at various times, and over the long term. Decision makers can then propose
some ways in which policymakers and citizens can deal with the issue.

... Moral–Legal Overlap Analysis
Many citizens and policymakers assume that laws are designed to encourage ethical awareness and
moral actions. Ideally, they will be so designed. However, there are instances in which immoral
actions are legal and moral actions are illegal. And many other cases fit into the gray areas between
morality and immorality, and legality and illegality.

In this strategy, participants create a square figure and place actions or phenomena onto it
according to their moral–legal nature. The horizontal dimension of the square represents legality,
with extremely legal actions residing on the far right-hand side and extremely illegal actions
residing on the far left-hand side. The vertical dimension of the figure represents morality, with
the most positive moral actions at the top and the most immoral actions at the bottom.
Participants must go through some intensive creative and critical thinking as well as discussion
to make these placement decisions. For example, they might end up deciding that the civil-rights
actions of Nelson Mandela belong in the upper-left corner of the square because his actions were
deemed illegal by the corrupt, racist government of his nation, but nevertheless, he was doing
work that was extremely positive in a moral sense. Meanwhile, another group might decide that
the US Supreme Court Citizens United decision (mentioned earlier in this chapter) fits in the
opposite, lower-right corner because it was extremely legal, designed by the Supreme Court after
all, but quite immoral because it undermined democracy.

Possibly the strongest wisdom-generating aspect of this strategy is the discussion and argument
it can generate. For example, while one group might decide the Supreme Court Citizens United
decision was immoral, another group might conclude the opposite. The ensuing discussion
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promoted by the strategy could force either or both groups further into dogmatic positions, or
encourage them to develop more nuanced insights into the issues. Of course, the issues that fall
into the gray area somewhere near the middle of the square are the most complex and intriguing
to deal with, and will probably generate the most argument. Those who use the strategy have the
opportunity to understand the ideas of others more clearly, and to think more critically about the
nuances of complex problems.

Here are the names of some other strategies in the collection that can strengthen awareness of
social-policy issues. There isn’t room in this chapter to describe them in detail, but their names
provide some hints about their uses: Altruistic Analysis, Aggressive–Assertive–Passive Analysis,
Macroproblem Analysis, Intellectual Spectrum Analysis, WICS Analysis, and Personal
Responsibility Determination.

. Concluding Thoughts

Based on an interdisciplinary analysis of twenty-first-century pressures, it became evident that
humanity has to make a substantial leap upward above the predominant level of cognitive skill
and ethical awareness (Ambrose & Sternberg, a, b). In the interdisciplinary exploration
that provided the focus for these international, collaborative investigations, the situation was
portrayed as humanity marching toward the massive wave of twenty-first-century globalization.
On top of the wave were macro-opportunities such as international scientific networking and
exciting new developments in technology. On the underside of the wave were macroproblems
such as climate change, looming resource shortages, the erosion of democracy, and severe
socioeconomic inequality, among others. It was proposed that the development of new, ethical
thought processes could enable humanity to make the leap to the crest of the wave and enjoy the
macro-opportunities, which could lead to unprecedented self-fulfillment for all. Without this
leap, humanity would trudge forward into the “Hobbes trap,” which positions billions under-
neath the descending wave of macroproblems where lives will be poor, nasty, brutish, and short
(based on ideas generated by the pessimistic seventeenth-century philosopher, Thomas Hobbes;
Hobbes, /). While these explorations of twenty-first-century issues were probably overly
optimistic, based on the backward nature of human evolution since  (e.g., accelerating
erosion of democracy, insufficient attention to climate change, etc.), the argument about the need
for the upward leap to the crest of the wave is even more pressing in today’s environment. If we
are to survive and thrive, we have to get sociopolitical and economic leaders to develop ethical
awareness and strengthen their capacities for wisdom.

. Comprehension and Discussion Questions

() What are the twenty-first-century macroproblems and macro-opportunities that social
policy leaders and citizens need to address?

() What are some of the causes of twenty-first-century macroproblems?
() What are some important characteristics of wise minds?
() How can citizens and socioeconomic-political leaders come to understand the twenty-first-

century context and ensure that their decision making becomes more ethical and effective?
() How can we use creative and critical thinking strategies to strengthen our wisdom?
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. Investigations

Don Ambrose is an international leader and gatekeeper in the field of gifted studies. His
scholarship involves interdisciplinary exploration that provides new perspectives on ethical crea-
tive intelligence by connecting giftedness, talent development, and creativity with relevant
research and theory in diverse academic disciplines and professional fields. He has led numerous
interdisciplinary collaborative projects on ethical awareness, involving eminent researchers and
theorists from gifted studies, education, creativity studies, cognitive science, ethical philosophy,
psychology, political science, economics, law, history, sociology, theoretical physics, and critical
thinking. His other work includes the invention of wisdom-strengthening creative and critical
thinking processes derived from constructs in various disciplines.

. Practical Applications

There are a number of steps that can be taken to inject more of the W (wisdom) element into
policymakers and citizens who are creative, or intelligent, or creative and intelligent, or even those
who have fallen prey to mass deception. We can make the leaders of our institutions more aware
of this dilemma and the desperate need for more wisdom. And we can give them some practical
tools to use themselves, and with their employees, colleagues, and students (in the case of K-
and college institutions).

More specifically, we can strive to make our education systems pay more attention to WICS
(wisdom, intelligence, and creativity synthesized) and long-range, broad-scope vision. This would
involve an expansion of our ideas about human potential and talent development. We can
promote a more ethical balance between individual and societal needs. Finally, we can use some
creative and critical thinking strategies that are designed to strengthen ethical awareness and
expand our thinking.

Glossary

Anthropocene a new geological epoch in which the actions of humanity have been the primary
influences on climate and the environment.

artificial intelligence (AI) the simulation of human intelligence in machines.
biological grind the process through which the human brain–mind system and the body are

worn down and damaged over the long term due to chronic stress.
capitalism an economic system based on private ownership and minimal government regulation.
climate change large-scale changes in weather patterns and overall global warming.
cybersecurity systems designed to protect computer networks from theft of information and

damage to hardware and software.
dogmatism a form of closed-mindedness generated by any blend of narrow-minded, shortsighted,

superficial, rigid thinking.
erosion of democracy the disintegration of governance by and for the people, which produces a

descent into totalitarianism.
globalization large-scale economic and communicative networking around the world.
individualism a political and economic belief system that magnifies the importance of the

selfish individual.

  

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.020 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009085724.020


Island of now a metaphor that portrays how humanity is trapped in short-range vision; the island
represents the present and the near future and recent past, while the distant future and distant
past are landmasses across large seas.

journalism the production and distribution of information based on the search for, and discovery
of, facts that are supported by evidence.

legality the state of being in conformity with guidelines produced by legal systems.
macroproblems enormous, international problems that develop over the long term and require

interdisciplinary collaboration for their solution.
mass deception the use of inaccurate, distorted messaging to trick large numbers of minds into

embracing inaccurate, often unethical beliefs.
materialism a belief system that elevates material possessions above all other considerations in

terms of importance.
moral actions actions that are guided by accurate knowledge, empathy, courage, and purpose so

that we can do the right thing.
moral–legal overlap analysis a creative and critical thinking strategy that enables participants to

determine the extent to which actions in the world are legal and moral, illegal and immoral,
illegal and moral, or legal and immoral.

oligarchies systems of government in which small numbers of privileged, powerful people retain
and exercise most or all of the decision-making power for their own benefit.

pandemic an infectious disease epidemic that spreads far and wide geographically and affects large
numbers of people.

panoramic scanning the ability to think about issues and problems over the long term, and in
broad-scope, interdisciplinary ways.

panoramic timeline impact analysis a critical thinking strategy that enables participants to
analyze the positive and negative impacts of a trend or issue over years, decades, or
even centuries.

polarization the ideological separation of large numbers of people in a society, leading to
perception of those on the other side as profoundly ignorant and harmful.

policy making the process through which political parties or governments formulate and
implement new policies to provide regulations for guidance of activities in a society.

propaganda misleading, biased information that is designed to promote a particular viewpoint or
political agenda; it is usually spread through unethical media sources.

rational actor theory the dominant theory in mainstream economics, which portrays humans as
highly rational individuals using near-perfect information sets for selfish purposes.

self-fulfillment the feeling of satisfaction that comes from achieving one’s ambitions and hopes,
which are based on long-term aspirations.

socioeconomic inequality substantial differences in the resources owned by members of a
society; in its severe form, small numbers of the very rich own most of the resources, while
the vast majority of people are impoverished and desperate.

spectrum of human capacities a metaphorical portrayal based on the electromagnetic spectrum,
showing easily measurable as well as less detectable, highly important human abilities.

standardized testing the use of tests that are designed and assessed in the same way for all test
takers in a particular population; it usually measures academic achievement.

sterile certainty a descriptor that shows how the surface of mathematics is highly visible and precise
while the inner core is ambiguous, turbulent, highly complex, and aesthetically appealing.
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totalitarianism a dictatorial, centralized form of government that demands complete obedience
from citizens.

tyranny of metrics a term used for criticism of excessive faith in precise, mechanistic measure-
ment of important, complex phenomena such as the effectiveness of education, medical care,
and economic growth.

undermining your own position a critical thinking strategy in which participants analyze the
strengths and weaknesses of a position they hold on a complex, controversial issue.

WICS the ideal form of thought and action combining creativity, intelligence, and wisdom;
people with this ability can create original initiatives, practically refine and implement them,
and ensure that they are ethically positive.

wisdom the ability and willingness to guide one’s actions through knowledge, deep understand-
ing, fairness, altruism, and the disposition to transcend the self in order to work for the
greater good.

worldviews four very different metaphorical perspectives on reality, including mechanism
(reality as machine-like), organicism (emphasizing holism and integration), contextualism
(focusing on contextual influences and the unpredictable emergence of novelty), and formism
(highlighting patterns of similarity in diverse phenomena).
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