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Abstract 
 

This research addresses the notion of developing and fostering wisdom at an executive level 

within a business context - ultimately illuminating foundational business requirements supporting 

wisdom development practices and behaviours amongst business leaders. The research contributes to a 

wisdom development action framework designed to increase and support wisdom at the organizational 

and leader level as well as highlighting the complexity of researching the concept of wisdom within a 

business context. The literature supports the need for wisdom development within a business context.  

Designed as Abductive Phenomenological Comparative Case Study research, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with senior leaders currently working within, or recently retired from, 
Canadian organizations. Those interviewed have been identified as “wise leaders” by those who have 

witnessed and experienced their leadership in action. The study purpose was to explore and learn how 

these leaders saw their own wise leadership demonstrated, and to determine what could have 

contributed to their wisdom development. The study also considered other observations these wise 

leaders have about the development and fostering of wisdom based on their work with others. Selected 

from an extensive review of the literature on wisdom, the study was framed by wisdom definitions from 

Hays (2007, 2017) and Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013).  

A second source of data was the semi-structured interviews conducted with the referral sources 

of these ‘wise’ leaders. Behaviours, traits, and/or actions observed, and seen as adding to these leaders 

being referred to as wise were captured, such that nominees were confirmed to be wise relative to each 

other and as identified by the literature. 

This research supports intentional wisdom development, irrespective of the age or experience 

of the leader or potential leader. 

Keywords: wisdom, executive leadership, wise leaders, wisdom development, organizational wisdom, 

wisdom characteristics. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

“…as the power of technology increases, so too does the need for wisdom, and it is no exaggeration to say that 

humankind is in a race between sagacity and catastrophe” (Walsh, 2015b, p. 278) 

“The world needs wise leaders, but wisdom is clearly in short supply these days if the state of the world is any 

evidence” (Waddock, 2014, p. 129). 

Wisdom is a word seldom heard, much less identified as a desirable outcome, in the world of 

business. The concepts of wise leadership and wisdom development even less so. One is more apt to 

discuss knowledge acquisition, obtaining experience, and the development of leadership skills, when 

working at, or working towards, a senior leader position. We are living and operating businesses in an 

increasingly complex and fast changing world, a time of increased uncertainty and unpredictability 

(Maxwell, 2019), a time of organizational “functional stupidity” (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012), foolishness in 

many forms (Sternberg, 2019b), and “human overconfidence and managerial hubris” (Chia, 2013, p. xv). 

As such, the manifestation of wisdom and wise leadership in business is increasingly important and 

relevant. Wisdom is more than knowledge and experience, and leaders who acquire knowledge and 

experience are not necessarily wise. Leader development programs may or may not contribute to the 

development of wise leaders within an organizational context, and we cannot assume that leaders will 

become wise as a result of their education. While wisdom has been discussed in some form since the 

beginning of time, and the study of wisdom has increased significantly over the past 30 years in multiple 

disciplines, we know little about how wise leaders may have developed their wisdom within a business 

context. Nor do we understand especially how we might catalyze wisdom development among new 

generations of business leaders. 

The purpose of this research study is to explore and illuminate how wise leaders may see their own 

wisdom, or the wisdom of others, demonstrated within a business context at a senior/executive level. 

This study was also designed to capture thoughts these wise leaders may have about their own wisdom 

development, and how wisdom in leaders could be cultivated and developed. Existing definitions of 
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wisdom (Hays 2007,2017; Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013), that are applicable and relevant within a business 

context, were utilized in designing and conducting this research. In light of the current state of the 

knowledge of wisdom in a business context as nascent, an abductive comparative case study based on 

semi-structured interviews with senior/executive leaders currently working within, or retired from, 

Canadian organizations was completed.  Study participants were identified and nominated as “wise 

leaders” by those with whom they had worked. The term “worked with” is being used in a broad sense, 

in that nominators may have worked with nominees in the same organization, inter-organizationally, on 

boards and/or in other similar contexts. The intent was to understand how the wisdom of nominees was 

demonstrated within an organizational context, but wise leaders are wise where they are. Hence, the 

actions and behaviours observed by nominators, and referred to by the nominees themselves, were 

demonstrated within business organizations but also in non-profit organizations, on boards, and in 

educational organizations, wherever the nominees worked, volunteered, and/or were active.   

In order to amplify the likelihood that nominators would possibly consider nominees that reflected 

qualities that are broadly understood to be associated with wisdom, they were provided with two 

definitions selected from an extensive review of the wisdom literature. One definition, that particular to 

executive wisdom (Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013), was selected due to its possible relevance given the 

nature of this research project. The second, one that was more general in nature (Hays 2007,2017), was 

selected for its parsimony, or as I often describe it, its elegance. As is evidenced in the literature review 

in Chapter 2, wisdom is a complex concept defined in many ways, often with many descriptors. As I 

reviewed the wisdom literature, this definition spoke to me, perhaps because it distills the complexity of 

wisdom into words that most of use could aspire to. These definitions were interpreted by the 

nominators through their own experience of business leaders. Subsequently, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with nominators. Behaviours and/or actions that led to a given leader being identified 

as wise were captured. This step ensured that nominators were all speaking about the same domain of 
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leader qualities, and confirmed that nominated leaders demonstrate wise behaviours and/or actions as 

identified in the wisdom literature. Given the frequency of requests for my definition of wisdom when 

describing this research project even during the design phase, the same definitions were provided to 

wise leaders, the nominees as well. As with the nominators, these definitions were interpreted by the 

nominees through their own experience of business leaders. 

Key research queries focused on nominee understandings of wisdom, their perceptions surrounding 

development of their own wisdom, their thoughts on wisdom development, and the applicability of 

wisdom within a business context. 

My perspective in designing the study is consistent with philosophical pragmatism, thus having 

methodological implications for the research questions, the way in which participants were selected, as 

well as the choice of data collection processes, procedures and analysis (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). 

Methodologically my study was a phenomenological comparative case study. 

Research findings from this study have been configured into an action framework constructed to 

advance cultivation and development of wisdom, from both an organizational and leader perspective, 

within a business context. This action framework and recommendations are intended to aid in the 

intentional development of wisdom in business, irrespective of the age and experience of the existing 

and/or developing leaders. The action framework prompts further research to explore the relationships 

among its dimensions in practice as well as their impacts and outcomes, and its relevance across 

different social and cultural contexts. Distilling wisdom development into a straight causal framework is 

no doubt too reductive when considering a phenomenon as complex as wisdom, however, in the 

interest of increasing wisdom in business organizations and leaders, the attempt is worthwhile. While 

undertaking this research and developing the action framework, current recommendations in the 

literature with respect to wisdom development and cultivation were reviewed. Literature 
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recommendations were examined from a multi-disciplinary perspective.  Current leadership 

development efforts within organizations were also considered, as this may be a potential integration 

point for developing wise leaders.  

One challenge of executing intentional wisdom development for leaders, and cultivating wisdom 

within the organization as a whole, is to ensure that executives fully understand the benefits of these 

efforts, sufficient to assign funds and to allow time for this to be realized. In the rapidly changing and 

fast paced world of business, focus and funding is most often directed to areas where short- to medium-

term investments will result in bottom-line contributions that can be calculated by financial measures 

such as payback, return on equity, and return on investment. It will be imperative to articulate how 

wisdom development in leaders, and even wise actions themselves, could provide business benefits that 

may or may not be measurable using traditional accounting and/or more commonly used business 

metrics. Supplemental measures will likely be required. Perhaps this means that wise leaders 

themselves are needed to promote and advance wisdom development within organizations. The 

business operating environment is increasingly complex requiring wise leaders, and wise actions, calling 

out for the development, or at least the cultivation, of wisdom.  

To reduce repetition, the nominators are referred to as such, and the wise nominees, the wise 

leaders interviewed, are referred to as the nominees. As is demonstrated in Chapter 4, the nominees are 

confirmed to be wise, as such it is not necessary to refer to them as ‘wise’ nominees. Further, 

throughout this document the word, “wise”, is suggested as an outcome when discussing and making 

recommendations with respect to the development of wisdom, both in a leader and an organizational 

context. The word, “wiser”, is implied, in that being wise, becoming wise, as an individual or an 

organization, is incremental and never complete. As opposed to stating wise or wiser, the word wise is 

used. 
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Importance of Wise Leaders in this Historic Moment 
 

“Wise leadership is now becoming more critical to the future of our organizations, our environment, and 

our international societies. If we are to move leadership beyond the hierarchical model of authoritative 

power, control, and bottom-line results, we must come to understand what it means to live from value-

based perspectives that generate results for the greater and common good” (Spano, 2015, p. 64). 

 Wisdom and leadership have historically been linked (Solansky, 2014; Yang 2011a), so it is both 

logical and salient to research wisdom as it exists in senior business leaders. One of the challenges of 

this research is that not all business leaders are considered wise, hence the nomination process, with 

literature corroboration. As Small (2004) suggests, there is an urgent need to understand the nature of 

wisdom and “managerial wisdom”, because “people who are practicing management …seem to have 

very little grasp or understanding of what it means to be ‘wise’” (p. 752). There are, however, wise 

leaders in business and it is pertinent to investigate how the wisdom of these leaders may have been 

developed and/or fostered.  

There are many compelling reasons to consider means of advancing wisdom in leaders and 

organizations. The world population is expected to reach nine billion by 2044, an increase of 50% from 

the population of six billion in 1999 (United States Census Bureau), resulting in many global challenges, 

including food and water security, the incremental use of energy sources, and the resulting impacts of 

climate change (Emmott, 2013). Prior to the pandemic, The World Economic Forum (2020, January 15) 

stated, 

…. the past five years have been the warmest on record, and cyberattacks are expected to 

increase this year – all while citizens protest the political and economic conditions in their 

countries and voice concerns about systems that exasperate inequality. Indeed, the growing 

palpability of shared economic, environmental, and societal risks signals that the horizon has 

shortened for preventing -or even mitigating – some of the direst consequences of global risks. 

(p. 4). 
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The pandemic and the conflict in the Ukraine, have added to these “wicked problems”. “That the world 

needs more wisdom can hardly be doubted the moment one considers recent history and the global 

crisis we face” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 299).  Walsh (2015b) suggests, “…most major problems in our modern 

world reflect the need for wisdom” (p. 278). Kϋpers and Gunnlaugson (2017) remark, “We are living in a 

time to reorganize, for which we require wise thinking.” (p. 5), and Sternberg & Glϋck (2019c) comment, 

We live in a world that is in serious need of much greater wisdom than it now shows. It is a 

world of enormous economic inequality in the richest countries…. terrifying climate change that 

is being ignored by many governments and nuclear weapons that could bring destruction to the 

planet and most, if not all, of its human population (p. xiv). 

When organizations undertake an annual business risk review, population increases and related 

impacts, climate change, the impact of increasingly significant weather events, cyber security risks, and 

more recently, consequences of digital fragmentation and health system pressures, including, but not 

limited to, vaccine hesitancy and drug resistance, are all considered (World Economic Forum, 2020, 

September 22). Continuing pandemic concerns (including variants, supplying all countries with sufficient 

vaccine, vaccine resistance, and the more recent violence and frustration associated with both vaccine 

and public health requirements), as well as work force changes as a result of the pandemic, are both 

corporate and societal risks.  “Complexity lies at the root of the most burning issues that face us every 

day, such as hunger, energy, water, health, climate, security, urbanization, sustainability, innovation, 

and the impact of technology” (World Economic Forum, 2018a January, p.3). Wise leaders are, and will 

be, required to determine means to mitigate these risks, to successfully lead companies in this complex 

global environment, with extreme unpredictability and an increasing rate of change (Grossmann & 

Brienza, 2018; Intezari & Pauleen, 2014). Hays (2017) concludes, “New, diverse and complex wicked 

problems and the agile, learning mind they require, are the providence of wisdom” (p. 192).  
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Unfortunately, there are many examples of business actions that have turned out to be unwise 

(Small, 2004). Evidence includes actions that led to the 2008 financial crisis (The Economist, 2013, 

September 7) and the decision by Bombardier (Canada) in 2016 to distribute executive bonuses on the 

heels of receiving government money (Canadian Press, 2017, April 3). International examples include the 

Nestle baby formula scandal (Muller, 2013, February 13), the Facebook data use issue (Bloomberg, 2018, 

April 18), and the SNC Lavalin scandal (Canadian Press, 2020, June 19).  

Internet and social media, 3.8 billion in 2020 (Kemp, 2020, January 30) and estimated to grow to 

4.41 billion by 2025 (Clements, 2020, July 15), in conjunction with privacy demands and clarity with 

respect to data ownership, will continue to drive public and stakeholder expectations of business 

leaders and, at the very least, will increase public awareness of the decisions and actions of corporate 

executives, providing a platform for public commentary. Wise, and unwise, decisions (and the outcomes 

of these decisions) are more likely to be part of public discourse, and are more likely to be discussed 

over a larger geographical area, social media not adhering to country borders. 

Grossmann & Brienza (2018) draw attention to the increased focus on self, versus others, 

particularly by people with “higher socioeconomic status”, a status that most, if not all, senior/executive 

business leaders hold, suggesting, 

…as mainstream culture continues shifting towards greater self-focus and individualism, 

emphasizing uniqueness, individual achievement, and self-serving rationality…, it may 

inadvertently erode wisdom despite the growing complexity of our social world. More 

specifically, it suggests that people who are more likely to wield the executive power of 

leadership are especially in danger of making foolish decisions when faced with complex, ill-

structured situations (p. 8). 
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Fernandez (2010) states, “In the current business environment, where self-interest and immediate 

gratification have become the norm, moral responsibility, cooperation, and authentic leadership cannot 

continued to be ignored” (p. 484). Wise leaders are able to consider multiple perspectives, likely 

resulting in wiser decisions and actions when faced with “ill-structured” business situations, (problems 

involving trade-offs, incomplete or insufficient information for a decision, and/or having unclear goals 

(Brienza et al., 2018)). The narrative to develop wise leaders is compelling.  

The benefits of wisdom on personal wellness, specifically increased positive emotions, life 

satisfaction, well-being, and resilience, have been documented by several researchers (Bangen et al., 

2013; Grossman & Brienza, 2018; Jeste & Lee, 2019; Santos et al., 2017). Supporting wisdom 

development for business leaders could contribute to the leader’s personal wellness, in addition to 

increasing wisdom within the organization, possibly resulting in positive impacts within the leader’s 

spear of influence.  

Emmott (2013,) quoting Pavan Sukhdev (who was a senior Deutsche Bank economist at the time), 

comments: 

The rules of business urgently need to be changed, so corporations compete on the basis of 

innovation, resource conservation, and satisfaction of multiple stakeholders demands, rather 

than on the basis of who is most effective in influencing government regulation, avoiding taxes, 

and obtaining subsidies for harmful activities in order to maximize the return for just one 

stakeholder – shareholders (p. 200). 

Business executives manage significant assets and significant numbers of staff. According to Fortune 

(2020), in 2019, the world’s largest 500 companies generated $32.7 trillion in revenue and $2.15 trillion 

in profits. A 2018 list from NGO Global Justice (2018, October 17), that ranks the top 100 global 

economic entities by revenues, indicates that sixty-nine of the top 100 economies are corporations, 
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leaving only 31 countries in the top 100. The view is even more extreme when considering the top 200 

global economic entities, 157 of which are corporations. Business leaders have far reaching impact, 

often holding positions of influence on external boards and with non-profit organizations. If executive’s 

manifest wisdom in their own organizations, this will likely carry into other areas of their lives (Bangen 

et al., 2013; Ferrari & Weststrate, 2013; Yang, 2013). Focusing on wisdom development in business 

executives, given their span of control, perhaps will provide “the biggest bang for our buck”.  

 The assessment of leadership has changed over the years, moving from a focus on wisdom and 

being wise, to delivering on organizational results, such as maximizing corporate profits (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 2011; Solansky, 2014; Yang, 2011a). “In an era when discontinuity is the only constant, the 

ability to lead wisely has nearly vanished” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011, p. 59). While the bottom-line is 

important, shareholder profits alone are not a sufficient measure of organizational success. Employees 

want to be motivated and inspired, they seek to work for a company that has a meaningful 

organizational mission, providing a sense that they are making an impact and doing some good in the 

world (Goler, et al., 2018). This is particularly true for younger staff cohorts.  The Conference Board of 

Canada (2016, June 27) comments:  

Millennials and Generation Xers want to work for organizations that make a difference in their 

communities. They will be more willing to work for your organization if it is purpose-driven. 

(Purpose-driven companies aim to have a purpose beyond making money, such as helping 

people lead better lives.) (p.1) 

In an operating environment that includes increasingly complex work force management, wise 

organizations with wise leadership are, and will be, the desired employers. 

Wise leaders are cognisant of the impacts of business decisions beyond the business, looking to 

society and the operating environment. As Bassett (2011) states, “Wisdom is about human flourishing. It 
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is about having sufficient awareness in various situations and contexts to act in a way that enhances our 

common humanity” (p. 36). Supporting the development of wise leaders will result in businesses 

contributing in a more intentional and meaningful way to the society in which it operates. “It may be 

time to combine the doctrine of capitalism with the insights of wisdom and philosophy” (Czinkota, 2017, 

p. 227). Increasing senior business leaders’ awareness of the benefits of leader and organizational 

wisdom, and the ‘how’ of wisdom development is both relevant and important. 

Our current approach to leadership underplays the speed at which the world is changing and the 

reality that we are in a place of not knowing, with significant technical disruption and complexity (World 

Economic Forum, 2018a, January; 2018, February 7). The pandemic has surely emphasized this to 

leaders and organizations and has highlighted and accelerated the volume of technological changes, 

structural changes in the work force, and changes to the way work is undertaken. In tandem with 

population dynamics, the results are significant disruption and uncertainty in the business operating 

environment. Wise leaders recognize and acknowledge what is known and not known, they recognize 

and acknowledge complexity, interdependence, and the value and importance of relationships. This is a 

mind shift for many organizational leaders. Kϋpers (2007) suggests that “…wisdom becomes increasingly 

important for dealing with the challenges of current business contexts” (p.170).  Business success, in our 

VUCA reality, will require senior/executive leaders to take wise actions and decisions. 

Challenges in Designing Research Wisdom 
 

One challenge, specific to this research, is self-reporting of wisdom may not be the best process to 

determine leader wisdom. Often those who are considered wise by others, are humble with respect to 

their own wisdom (Bangen et al., 2013), quickly dismissing the observations of others regarding their 

wisdom. Redzanowski & Glϋck (2012) studied the relationships between three methods of measuring 

wisdom: self-ratings, peer ratings, and using self reporting scales, finding no statistical relationship 
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between the three methods, concluding that their data did not provide an answer to the question of 

“what is the most valid measure of wisdom?” (p. 393). Freund & Kasten (2012), who investigated the 

validity of self-estimates of cognitive ability (a component of wisdom) via a meta-analysis on 

accumulated evidence in the field, commented, “while people are somewhat capable of giving valid self-

estimates, especially under favourable conditions, the degree of accuracy is genuinely limited” (p. 316). 

Aldwin (2009) reports, 

Self-report measures can make people uncomfortable… [and] Given the understanding of the limits 

of their own knowledge and therefore modesty that is often associated with wisdom, it is unlikely 

that truly wise people would describe themselves as wise (p. 4). 

 Referral sources of ‘wise nominees’ were interviewed, as such wise behaviour and actions that were 

observed by the nominator were gathered. This included behaviour and actions that the wise person 

might not be aware of, or that they may have dismissed or diminished due to modesty or being humble.  

As Orwell & Perlmutter (1990) suggest, “…wisdom can be better understood by the intensive study of 

people believed to be wise” (p. 165). Confirmation of wise nominees was undertaken through a process 

of nominations, followed by corroboration of nominator observations with academic literature.  

Wise leadership is vital to business success, world stability, and sustainability in our increasingly 

complex and uncertain world. Wisdom also underpins leader wellness. It is past time to research a 

deeper understanding of wise leadership as it exists within a business context, and to determine if it 

may be possible to develop wise leaders within a business context, irrespective of the age and 

experience of the existing or developing leader. There is a compelling argument to do this work. 

Researcher Purpose 

 

When undertaking qualitative research, the researcher, is themselves an “instrument” (Lincoln et 

al., 2018), as such, researcher reflexivity is considered a fundamental part of the research process 
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(Corlett & Mavin, 2019). Reflexivity is differentiated from reflection (the words are often used 

interchangeably), in that reflexivity is “… conscious experiencing of the self as both inquirer and 

respondent, as teacher and learner, as the one coming to know the self within the process of the 

research itself” (Lincoln et al., 2018, p. 143). Corlett & Mavin, (2019) suggest considering reflexivity in 

researcher epistemological position, methodological choices, researcher motivations and the 

researcher’s role and identity. Researcher positionality in epistemology, methodology and axiology are 

discussed in Chapter 3. Discussions regarding researcher motivations, role and identity seemed a better 

fit in this chapter, connected to researcher rational. 

The research topic, study design, data collection and analysis methods, and therefore, the research 

results themselves, are influenced by my positionality, which includes my professional background, 

experiences, and perspectives. I have been employed in a variety of for-profit organizations ranging 

from mining to construction to finance, spending fifteen years in traditional accounting/finance roles, 

followed by twenty plus years in operations within a finance organization. As such, I bring a range of 

beliefs and philosophical assumptions to my research. My secondary formal education began in business 

school and continued on with training as a Chartered Professional Accountant. I am also a certified 

coach and I have completed a M.Ed. My education alone indicates bias towards formal education as a 

means of personal growth and development. My access to formal secondary education and other 

informal programming suggests I come to this research from a place of privilege. 

 My philosophy and beliefs directed me to this research, influenced the research questions 

themselves, and have also contributed to the lens through which I review the research (Creswell, 2013; 

Yin, 2016). I have chosen to study wisdom, and how wise leaders have developed their wisdom, because 

I believe there is a pressing need to foster development and enhance the wisdom of leaders in the 

context of business. I believe this is true for all leaders, and in all aspects of society (politics, 

government, not-for-profits, academia). However, as a result of my career background, and because of 
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the scope and influence of business leaders in today’s global reality, I have focused my research on 

wisdom in executive/senior business leaders.  

I believe that change, development in individuals, and ultimately wisdom, can occur for several 

reasons and through a variety of processes and practices – reflection on life events; formal education; 

support from a wise mentor, coach, and/or psychologist; and, choice, to name a few. I believe people 

are always developing, and in the absence of health challenges, can continue to develop throughout 

their lives. I believe that some people are more likely to become wise than others, because of their life 

situation and their interest and desire in developing. Knowledge and intelligence alone are not sufficient 

to be wise.  People cannot become wise through experience alone, and it doesn’t take ninety years of 

life to become wise.  I do not believe that all humans become wise as part of the aging process, nor do I 

believe that all youth are unwise. I imagine that wisdom development may be directly related to how we 

reflect, learn and incorporate our life experiences (and what we know and learn from the life 

experiences of others) in order to learn and grow, and to make changes in ourselves. While a few people 

may be more ‘naturally wise’ and recognized in historical literature to have been significantly wiser than 

others (Aristotle, Jesus, Confucius, Buddha, Mother Theresa, as examples), I hold that we all have the 

ability to cultivate, foster and develop our own wisdom. We also have the ability to use our wisdom to 

make decisions that are good for society, not just for ourselves, our businesses and those closest to us.  

The structure of today’s world, with so few people controlling so much of the world’s 

resources/wealth, means that it is vital for those of us who have/control the wealth to make wise 

decisions. This means business leaders must be wise. According to an Oxfam report (Pimentel et al., 

2018), forty-two people in the world own as much wealth as the 3.7 billion people who make up the 

poorest in the world. A further Oxfam report, (Ahmed et al., 2022) indicates that the ten richest men in 

the world own more than what is owned by 3.1 billion of the worlds poorest people. Since 1995, the top 

1% of the world’s population have captured nearly twenty times more of the global wealth than the 
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population that comprises the poorer 50% of the worlds people (Ahmed et al., 2022). I believe that this 

concentration of wealth is not healthy for the world nor her people, and the current state is not 

sustainable in that the poor and the hungry are more aware than ever of this economic unfairness. This 

knowledge, combined with unmet core needs (food, shelter, water) will lead to increased frustration 

and violence. Misplaced focus on wealth accumulation will also continue to contribute to the 

degradation of the world’s ecosystems, contribute to global warming, an increase in extreme weather 

patterns and a reduction in biodiversity in the earth’s wildlife, to name a few impacts. Ultimately what is 

happening in the world, impacts businesses and executive leaders. And conversely, the business world 

contributes one way or another to the broader world, either as a contributor to the problems, or as a 

part of the solution. To be part of the solution we need wise business leaders. 

Wisdom involves action. To incorporate a well-worn phrase, ‘to whom much has been given, much is 

expected’. There is a moral obligation to act in a wise manner when one has earned the privilege of 

holding a business leader role. It is possible that corporate culture plays a role in an executive’s ability to 

exercise their wisdom, and specifically the execution of wise decisions. Wise business leaders have 

sufficient influence to bring their viewpoint on the relevance and importance of wisdom to the 

boardroom table, and to act wisely. They also have the ability to intentionally define and influence the 

culture of the organization, which may also contribute to the wisdom and wise actions of the 

organization’s leaders. 

 I am ‘a little long in the tooth’, and I have been fortunate to travel, work in many different 

organizations (internationally publicly traded, small/medium/large, family owned, crown corporation), 

and have been fortunate to have been a formal leader for over thirty years. As such, I believe I have 

some life experience that has contributed to my ability to do this research. All this being said, I come to 

this research with a desire to gather real world data that could result in practical solutions to advance 

wisdom in the context of business.  
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To understand any area of social life, social scientists need to engage in the hermeneutic task of 

penetrating the mutual knowledge, the frames of meaning, used by social actors. This is 

achieved by immersion in that way of life. While it may not be necessary, or usually possible, for 

social researchers to become full members of any group or community, it is necessary to learn 

enough about a way of life to be able to participate in it at least to some degree (Blaikie, 2019, 

p. 7). 

I believe that my years of experience in the context of business, much of it spent at the leader table, 

may contribute positively to this research in several ways: an ability to access suitable nominators, and 

thus nominees, due to my personal business network and my own credibility as a business leader; an 

ability to relate to both the nominators and the nominee as experienced business people, and as such 

perhaps able to interpret and “pull” applicable data by asking probing questions, and; perhaps an ability 

to develop practical solutions resulting in an increased development of wisdom within a business 

context, integrating the research results and extant literature, and applying my overall business 

knowledge and experience. My preference when conducting this research was to meet in person with as 

many of the nominees as possible, to understand their view, for the most part, in their world (when 

geography, travel challenges and calendars permitted). This was in part possible because of my own 

travel schedule that involved business travel over much of the country, as such I was able to integrate, 

to a degree, travel for work with research travel. 

 The research design was developed to ensure active disconfirmation of my beliefs by having 

others chose the wise leaders via a nomination process, having open ended interview questions, and 

capturing and considering all responses, including those that were contrary. 

Organization of the Study 
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This dissertation is structured in a format documented by Murray (2011). This introductory chapter 

provides an overview description and general rationale for the study. Chapter 2 guides the reader 

through the academic literature, providing a summary of previous research that both informs and 

positions this research. The methodical approach to, and methods for, this research, are discussed in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 details the research findings and analysis, which includes the voices of those 

interviewed. Discussion and recommendations are included in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 provides 

suggestions for further research. 

Language and Meaning 

 

 One of the challenges of this research is the language used and the meaning ascribed to a 

particular word. Definitions from academic literature are utilized where possible in research results and 

discussions, to ensure a common understanding. Attempts have been undertaken to extract the 

intended meaning of a concept and/or series of words, understanding that what one individual 

describes as growth, as an example, could be described by another as development, and by yet another 

as learning. Taylor (2011) speaks to the challenge of words being used “differently and sometimes 

interchangeably, by different writers and practitioners” (p, 5), referring to the word “learning”, “a word 

for which there are several cognate terms – change, transformation, and transition” (p. 5). 

The notion of wisdom itself, and the many conceptions and nuances, adds complexity to this 

research. The reader will note that wisdom definitions provided by psychologists, social scientists, 

business and leadership experts, as well as philosophers, are referred to and utilized.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

 To make the argument for this research, the literature review is outlined in eight sections. The 

notion of wisdom, and the idea of wisdom development, are complex, and the literature contributing to 

this subject is vast. As such, this is a rather lengthy literature review. Wisdom theories, models, and 

definitions, representing the investigation of wisdom over the past thirty years, are discussed in Section 

One. This is followed by a review of the conceptualization of (practical) wisdom, specific to business and 

leadership, in Section Two, including executive wisdom. Section Three reviews the measurement of both 

individual and organizational wisdom, thought to be relevant given the business propensity to rely on 

and value qualitative measures as primary indicators of business success. The fourth section provides 

literature thoughts on wisdom and age, as it is often implied that one must be old(er) to be wise, and 

the fifth section discusses wisdom and knowledge, and wisdom and intelligence, discerning differences 

from, and contributions to, wisdom. 

Section Six encapsulates literature on the development, fostering and cultivating of wisdom, 

including how experiences and reflection are thought to contribute to wisdom development. Specific 

wisdom development practices identified in the literature are encapsulated in Section Seven. The final 

section provides an overview of pertinent research gaps identified in the literature. 

Section 1 – General Conceptualizations of Wisdom 

 

“The concept of wisdom dates back over 3500 years as a traditional, pragmatic or spiritual folk practice 

and distilled knowledge as well as profound sageness of countless generations” (Kϋpers, 2007, p. 172). 

Wisdom has been a topic of discourse throughout the ages. Conceptualizations of wisdom can 

be traced back to Ancient Greek philosophers, biblical and religious literature, with more recent notions 

in the contexts of philosophy, psychology, and business. From a philosophical perspective, wisdom is 

classified in the way it is applied. Wisdom as sophia (contemplative wisdom of those who search for 

truth), wisdom as episteme (scientific knowledge), and wisdom as phronesis (practical wisdom), with 
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practical wisdom (phronesis) distinguished as action oriented versus theoretical knowledge (theoretikes) 

(Robinson, 1990). 

 Psychological wisdom theories are considered implicit, those constructed in the minds of 

individuals and as such discovered rather than invented, or explicit, those based on data collected from 

individuals undertaking specific tasks, thus constructed by psychologists or other scientists (Sternberg, 

1985, 1998). Implicit theories discuss common-sense approaches to wisdom, considering wisdom as it is 

described in everyday terms, researching how wise individuals might be distinguished by others (Bangen 

et al., 2013; Intezari, 2016; Sternberg, 1998). Individuals possess implicit theories of intelligence, 

creativity and wisdom that are clearly discerned, and that can be accurately applied to themselves, and 

others (Sternberg, 1985).  

Seminal wisdom researchers Clayton & Birren, 1980, (cited by Ardelt, 2000), specified three 

distinct clusters of wisdom attributes: cognitive (pragmatic, observant, and intelligent), affective 

(peaceful, empathetic, understanding and gentle) and reflective (introspective and intuitive). Their 

research was followed closely by Holliday & Chandler (1986), who identified five distinct factors of 

wisdom: exceptional understanding (having learned from experience and understanding oneself); 

judgment and communication skills; general competencies (curiosity, intelligence, and self-

actualization); interpersonal skills (being fair, reliable, and kind); and social unobtrusiveness (discretion 

and being non-judgmental). There are three dominant conceptions of wisdom in the literature, the 

Berlin School (Baltes & Smith, 2008), Ardelt’s (2004) Three Dimensions of Wisdom, and the Balance 

Theory of Wisdom (Sternberg, 1998). 

 Paul Bates and colleagues established the Berlin Wisdom Project at the Max Planck Institute for 

Human Development in Berlin, working to “…integrate concepts of wisdom derived from philosophy 

with theories and methods derived from life span psychology” (Baltes & Smith, 2008, p. 57). The Berlin 
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Paradigm defines wisdom as an expert knowledge system with five wisdom criteria: rich factual 

knowledge (general and specific knowledge about life conditions and variations);  rich procedural 

knowledge (general and specific knowledge about strategies of judgment, advice and advice on matters 

of life);  life span contextualization (understanding life span development and life events in multiple 

contexts – family, education, work, play, etc.);  relativism (differences in individual and cultural goals, 

values and priorities);  and, the ability to understand uncertainty that underlies expert knowledge 

(Baltes & Staudinger, 2000).   

While Baltes & Staudinger (2000) define wisdom as expert knowledge, Monika Ardelt (2004) argues 

that wisdom should not be “reduced to expertise …and should be reserved for wise persons versus wise 

knowledge” (p.257: italics in original). She defines wisdom, informed by Clayton & Birren, 1980, as the 

integration of cognitive, reflective and affective dimensions. The cognitive dimension refers to an 

individual’s “ability to understand life, … comprehend[ing], the significance and deeper meaning of 

phenomena and events” (p. 278). The reflective dimension is thought to be a requirement for the 

development of the cognitive dimension, and includes reflection and consideration of multiple 

perspectives, ultimately resulting in the development of self-awareness and self-insight. Affect, the third 

dimension, is developed by understanding others’ perspectives, reducing one’s focus on self, and 

increasing empathy, caring, and “compassionate love”. The three wisdom attributes are thought to be 

interdependent, and all are necessary to be considered a wise person.  

Robert Sternberg, a prolific wisdom researcher, developed the Balance Theory of Wisdom, 

Sternberg (1998), defining wisdom as, 

… the application of tacit knowledge, as mediated by values towards the achievement of a common 

good through a balance among multiple (a) intrapersonal, (b) interpersonal, and (c) extra personal 
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interests in order to achieve balance among (a) adaption to existing environments, (b) shaping 

existing environments, and (c) selection of new environments (p. 347).    

Wisdom is considered a balanced output, understanding that individuals may differ in their responses 

and may also balance interests differently. Significantly, individual values are thought to be interlaced 

with wisdom. 

In an effort undertaken to build a fulsome view, Bangen, Meeks & Jeste’s, (2013) summarized the 

most commonly cited subcomponents of wisdom identified in the wisdom literature as, 

…(1) social decision making and pragmatic knowledge of life, which relates to social reasoning, 

ability to give good advice, life knowledge, and life skills; (2) prosocial attitudes and behaviours, 

which include empathy, compassion, warmth, altruism, and a sense of fairness; (3) reflection and 

self-understanding, which relates to introspection, insight, intuition, and self-knowledge and 

awareness; (4) acknowledgement of and coping effectively with uncertainty; and (5) emotional 

homeostasis, which relates to affect regulation and self-control (p. 1256: italics in original). 

Walsh (2015a) added perspicacity to this list to capture the deep insight, discernment and clarity of 

understanding that wisdom brings. Appendix A includes a summary of the most commonly cited wisdom 

components (Bangen et al., 2013) cross referenced with those identified by Glϋck & Bluck (2013), Walsh 

(2015a) and Walsh (2015b). Appendix B includes the qualities most often associated with wisdom as 

captured by Intezari (2016). 

 While wisdom is a multi-faceted and complex concept (Kessler & Bailey, 2007), defined in many 

ways (Ferrari & Weststrate, 2013; Warhurst & Black, 2017), there are succinct conceptions, that are 

both meaningful and relevant. Hay (2017) defines wisdom as “doing the right thing for the greater good, 

all things considered” (p.185).  Bassett (2011) suggests wisdom is “having sufficient awareness in various 

situations and contexts to act in ways that enhance our common humanity” (p. 36: italics in original).  
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Yang (2013), incorporating action, also thought to be a characteristic of wisdom, states, wisdom is “a 

real-life process that is manifested when a person integrates conflicting ideas and embodies those 

integrated ideas into actions that generate positive effects for oneself and others.” (p. 115). Rowley & 

Slack (2009) propose that wisdom is an interpersonal phenomenon (demonstrating intuition, 

communication, and trust), together with the demonstration of action and decision making, that 

involves the “…sophisticated or sensitive use of knowledge… exercising judgment in complex real -life 

situations … [while taking into account] ethical and social considerations” (p. 113-114). 

Bassett (2015) suggests four essential propositions about wisdom: wisdom is complex; wisdom 

is useful in our daily lives (in that we all have the ability to be wise); wisdom lies on a continuum (and is 

not rare); and that we can both enhance our own wisdom and encourage the development of wisdom in 

others. Wisdom can be defined as personal or general (Staudinger, 2013; Walsh, 2015b), with personal 

wisdom referring to one’s understanding, management and insight of self, and general wisdom referring 

to insight about life in general, and understanding life issues, which enables one to help others and give 

advice. In contrast, Yang (2013) suggests that wisdom exceeds personal boundaries and therefore 

cannot be only personal. 

A comprehensive and consensus definition of wisdom, developed at a July 2008 workshop under 

the direction of Dr. Judith Glϋck, with participation by Drs. Monika Ardelt, Michael Levenson, Irene 

Strasser, and Carolyn Aldwin, states: 

Wisdom is a practice that reflects the developmental process by which individuals increase in 

self-knowledge, self-integration, nonattachment, self-transcendence, and compassion, as well as 

a deeper understanding of life. This practice involves better self-regulation and ethical choices, 

resulting in greater good for oneself and others (Aldwin, 2009, p. 3). 
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In a similar pursuit, Karami et al., (2020), also asserting that no consensus definition of wisdom exists, 

systematically reviewed 50 peer-reviewed articles in the fields of psychology, management and 

leadership, and education, published between 2006 and 2018, resulting in the development of a 

consensus model, the Polyhedron Model of Wisdom (PMW). This model includes seven components: (1) 

knowledge-management - applying appropriate factual, procedural, conceptual, and meta-knowledge in 

a situation; (2) emotional self-regulation; (3) altruism and moral maturity; (4) openness and tolerance; 

(5) sound judgment and decision making; (6) intelligence and creative thinking; and, (7) dynamic balance 

and synthesis translated into action. 

Section 2 – Leadership and Organizational Conceptualizations of Wisdom 
 

“We are living in a time to reorganize, for which we require a wise rethinking. Such consideration of existing 

business, management, and further life-practices, implies that we both remember and reclaim the value of 

practical wisdom” (Kϋpers & Gunnlaugson, 2017, p.5) 

Wisdom as it relates to leadership, specifically to executive leadership, within a business 

context, is central to this research. Organizational wisdom is also relevant, as actioning wisdom and 

developing wise leaders within an organization that is, itself, not wise, or is at least interested in 

wisdom, may not be possible or sustainable. Wise organizations support wise leadership, and leaders 

are more likely to both enact and develop wisdom within a wise organization (Conger & Hooijberg, 

2007, p. 135). This being said, wise leaders within the organization, particularly at the leadership level, 

contribute to organizational wisdom (Jordan & Sternberg, 2007; Kessler, 2006). An organization will not 

become wise without the wisdom of individual’s being integrated and transferred to others in the 

organization (Bierly et al, 2000). 

Practical Wisdom         

 

“Practical wisdom (phronesis) is an ancient, enigmatic, and intractable notion yet the manner of its 

workings and its influence on public life, professional practice and civil society remains little understood” 

(Chia, 2013, p. xv). 
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“…practical wisdom is concerned with responding to modern individual, organizational, and societal challenges 

creatively, mindfully and proactively, and thus looks to draw on all sources of wisdom, including scientific 

knowledge, organizational practices, and the wisdom traditions.” (Dalal, Intezari, & Heitz, 2016, p. xvii). 

Wisdom as phronesis, is distinguished as the practical, experienced based, content specific and 

action-oriented wisdom of states people and political leaders (Bachmann, Habisch, & Dierksmeier, 2018; 

Bangen & Higgs, 2015; Bohlin, 2021; Kϋpers, 2007; Robinson, 1990).  Referencing Aristotle and Aquinas, 

Rocha & Pinheiro (2021), suggest that practical wisdom has three significant parts: knowledge (technical 

and practical); reasoning (understanding the essence of the situation, and possibilities), and; action (to 

achieve the common good) (p. 76). Wisdom as it manifests and develops within a business context is 

practical wisdom.  

Swartwood (2013) defines practical wisdom as the “…intellectual virtue that enables a person to 

make reliably good decisions about how, all things-considered, to live and conduct [themselves]” (p. iii). 

Rowley (2006b) defines (practical) wisdom as “the capacity to put into action the most appropriate 

behaviour, taking into account what is known (knowledge) and what does the most good (ethical and 

social considerations)” (p. 1250), providing a formula representation of wisdom: Knowledge + Ethics + 

Action = Wisdom (Rowley, 2006a). Schwartz & Sharpe (2019), referencing Aristotle, suggest that 

practical wisdom is about both choosing and acting, with a practically wise person having both the moral 

motivation and the moral will to “act rightly”. They suggest this requires certain character traits (those 

emphasized by Aristotle, along with other more contemporary suggestions): loyalty, courage, self-

control, patience, honesty, compassion, caring, forgiveness, humility and grit (p. 230). 

Conceptions of Practical Organizational Wisdom 

 

“… it is difficult to act wisely in an environment that is highly discouraging of wisdom” (Conger & 

Hooijberg, 2007, p.135). 

“A truly wise organization will be the one that contributes positively to the world while sustaining itself” 

(Hays, 2010b, p.55). 



36 

 

 

 

 

Organizationally, individual wisdom is gathered, transferred, integrated and stored through 

organizational structure, culture, processes and procedures, such that it is possible for an organization 

to be wise, in the absence of attributing wisdom to particular individuals (Bierly et al., 2000). This being 

said, wise leaders within the organization contribute to organizational wisdom (Jordan & Sternberg, 

2007; Kessler, 2006). Embedding wisdom into business practices and management behaviors is 

suggested as a means of contributing to organizational long-term success and profitability. This includes 

ensuring that both leaders and employees are aware of the organizational values, principles and 

priorities that guide actions, and that these are ethical and good for all of humanity (Jones, 2005). From 

an organizational perspective, Jones (2005) suggests that wise leaders are making similar choices to 

those made personally – choosing “what kind of business to be” (versus “what kind of person to be”), 

choosing the corporate operating philosophy, developing a culture of wisdom, choosing an 

organizational structure and role assignments, considering these through the lens of purpose, value, 

inclusiveness, and abundance. 

Rowley (2006b) defines organizational wisdom as: “[t]he capacity to put into actions the most 

appropriate behaviour for an organization, taking into account what is known and the legitimate 

concerns of various stakeholders”, with wisdom management involving “the influencing and directing of 

the processes that optimise the organization’s capacity for wisdom” (p. 1252).  

Organizational wisdom has been conceptualized as a framework, differentiating data, 

information, knowledge and wisdom (Bierly et al., 2000), as a system or heuristic model with elements 

operating holistically versus individually or sequentially (Gibson, 2008; Nonaka & Toyama, 2007), as a 

complex dynamic system, documented as a relationship map (causal loop diagram) comprising a number 

of elements (Hays, 2007, 2010a, 2010b), and as a series of principles or practices (Akgϋn, et al., 2019; 

Rooney & McKenna, 2007). Hays (2007, 2010a, 2010b) portrays organizational wisdom as a complex 

dynamic ecosystem of collective (versus individual) wisdom, documented as a relationship map (causal 
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loop diagram), comprised of 25 elements, suggesting that the manner in which the components of an 

organization are “arranged, fueled, and operate synergistically… explains how organizations learn (or fail 

to) and what they need to achieve greater levels of wisdom” (Hays, 2007, p. 78). The 25 components 

(Hays, 2010b), are divided into four subsystems (Dialogue, Communal Mind, Collective Intelligence, and 

Wisdom). The Dialogue subsystem includes the elements of dialogue, skills, confidence, trust and 

opportunity, which together suggests an “enhanced form of communication” (Hays, 2010b, p. 24). The 

Collective Intelligence subsystem includes the elements of: sharing, networks, library systems (inside 

information), and exogenous inputs (external information). The Communal Mind subsystem includes the 

elements of: citizenship, agency, the value of “us”, consideration of “us”, perceptions and realities, 

shared meaning, wins and power, and is similar to the concept of organizational culture. The Wisdom 

subsystem includes the elements of smart people, professional development, recruitment, orientation, 

learning, reflection, and the big picture. Components within the system are both unique and inter-

dependent. While many of these components already exist in many organizations, it is the manner in 

which the elements are linked, and the synergy between the elements that leads to wisdom. Moreover, 

a focus or desire to becoming a wise(r) organization may facilitate the “liberat[ion] and nourish[ment] of 

wisdom” (Hays, 2010a, p. 77).  

Several researchers suggest that individual wisdom is transformed into organizational wisdom 

though transformational leadership (Bierly et al., 2000; Hays, 2013), together with organizational culture 

and structure which are thought to be important conduits (Bierly et al., 2000; Hays, 2007, 2010a, 2010b; 

Conger & Hooijberg, 2007; Kessler, 2006). Bierly et al, (2000) suggest that organizational wisdom 

includes the “collection, transference and integration of individuals’ wisdom and the use of institutional 

and social process (e.g., culture and routines) for storage” (p. 597). Knowledge transfer, optimization of 

knowledge through wisdom, and dialogue are all re-occurring elements of wise organizational models 

(Bierly, et al., 2000; Hays, 2007, 2010a, 2010b). An organizational learning process that supports wisdom 
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development is also thought to be important (Rowley, 2006b). The Dynamic Model of Organizational 

Wisdom (Hays, 2013) expands on Hays’ earlier work, adding transformations required for wisdom: 

transformational leadership, transformational learning, and transformational organizational change 

(referred to as T1, T2 and T3), with transcendence (which Hays labels as “getting over ourselves”) as the 

key capacity. Each element of the model interacts individually with each other, and “needs to be 

operationalized as a system if leader and organizational wisdom are to be obtained” (p. 136). 

Akgϋn et al., (2019) define organizational wisdom as “a firm’s competence to use its stock of 

knowledge gained through people’s judgments, ethics, intuitions, virtues, emotions/feelings, and action 

for effective decision-making on organizational issues and events” (p. 58), operationalizing the five 

principles established by McKenna et al., (2009), relating wise leadership into five organizational 

practices, covering reasoning, intuition, virtuousness, prudence, and aesthetic practices, connecting 

wisdom to “established systems and behaviours that people have developed over time to do their 

jobs/duties in the organization” (p. 59). Similar to the systems referred to by Gibson, (2008), Nonaka & 

Toyama (2007) and Hays (2007, 2010a, 2010b, 2013), Akgϋn et al., (2019) suggest that these practices 

work together, as “co-variant variables”, to produce the phenomenon of organizational wisdom, the 

practices themselves not creating organizational wisdom, but rather acting like a bridge between 

individual (micro) wisdom and organizational (macro) wisdom, “remov[ing] the border between the 

individual and organizational levels of wisdom practices” (p. 59).  

Organizational benefits to becoming a wise organization include: (1) recognizing that a new 

manner of responding might be more successful than responding conventionally to a new and different 

problem; (2) taking the time to understand foundational issues, versus responding without 

understanding (risking responding to symptoms versus root causes); (3) pausing as oppose to reacting, 

and considering both long-term and short-term needs/results from decisions to be made, and/or; (4) 

taking time to learn, or unlearn, both of which may be required for wisdom (Hays, 2010a).  
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Limas & Hansson (2004) undertook empirical research to consider the value of wise people 

within organizations, identifying five broad domains: 

… suggesting that wise co-workers add value to organizations by: 1) providing stability to the 

organization; 2) providing unity under conditions of stress; 3) helping to create a civil and 

humane work place; 4) contributing to a culture of equity through their virtuous (and often 

unrecognized efforts); and 5) providing needed vision and leadership (p. 94). 

From an organizational perspective, the literature cautions of “disorienting grandiosity and 

remoteness” that could be associated with the pursuit of wisdom, and to also be aware of nostalgia 

suggested in the name of wisdom (Rooney & McKenna, 2007). Moreover, the reality of the scarcity of 

wise people, in conjunction with the observation that that wise people may not want to work in many of 

today’s organizations (Hammer, 2002), leads to recommendations for organizations to support both the 

development of wise individuals as well as the creating organizational structure, culture and practices to 

support organizational wisdom (Rooney & McKenna, 2007). This includes a system of retaining older 

wise leaders and a process to facilitate the transition of wisdom from retiring leaders to new(er) leaders 

(Hammer, 2002). 

Excellent communication is thought to be an important facet in organizational wisdom, including 

sharing of knowledge that will promote and generate “collective wisdom” (Hays, 2010b; Rooney & 

McKenna, 2007). A wise organization also encourages learning, understanding the connection between 

organizational learning and organizational success, allowing time for wise, practical judgments 

supported by reflection and grounded in wise qualities such as compassion, honesty, empathy, 

responsibility and commitment, and considering what is good and right for the environment and 

stakeholders. (Rowley & Gibbs, 2008, p. 364). Building on Senge’s (1990) five disciplines of a learning 
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organization, Rowley & Gibbs (2008) developed seven pillars of the practically wise organization, see 

Table 1. 

Table 1:  Pillars of a Practically Wise Organization (Rowley & Gibbs, 2008, pp.365-367). 

“Understanding dynamic 

complexity” 

Associated with systems thinking, “seeing the bigger picture”, 

and understanding interdependencies and complexities of 

relationships with all stakeholders. 

“Developing personal wisdom 

competencies” 

Includes personal mastery and acknowledging that the 

development of practical individual wisdom requires practice 

in considering the perspectives of others, minding both the 

short- and long-term view, and executing wise actions, 
decisions, judgments and other wise behaviour. Focuses on 

ethical and balanced behaviours and developing individuals 

who consider the impact of both their own and the 

organizations action on others are also included in this pillar. 

“Deliberating towards ethical 

models” 

Involves the re-assessment of mental models that are in place, 

with the consideration of both ethics and organizational 

impacts beyond the bottom-line. Requires the provision of 

both time and space, such that employees and leaders are 

able to reflect on, refresh, and continue to develop their own 

mental models. 

“Refreshing a shared sustainable 

vision” 

Building a shared vision, ensuring that the organizational 

vision is grounded in sustainability and consideration of all 

stakeholders, in balance with economic organizational goals. 
Requires an organizational culture, processes and procedures 

that are aligned to the organizational vision, and that continue 

to evolve. 

“Group wisdom dynamics” Group (team) learning, supports individual learning, and the 

development of individual practical wisdom, grounded in the 

shared organizational vision. 

“Deliberated praxis” Practical wisdom is actionable, and includes actioned wise 

decisions and judgments. 

“Embodied learning” Experiential development is foundational to the development 

of wisdom. 

 

Conceptualizations of Practical Leader Wisdom 

 

“One of the greatest challenges in applying the term wisdom to leadership is simply the wise variety of 

perspectives and therefore definitions of the term” (Conger & Hooijberg, 2007, p. 134). 

“Wisdom is the bedrock function in the leadership process, which enables leaders to balance the needs of 

the organization with the needs of its members” (Jones, 2005, p.368). 
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 Leadership and practical wisdom have long been connected (Bachmann, Habisch & Dierksmeier, 

2018; Yang, 2011a) and conceptualizations of wisdom as they relate to leaders within a business context 

is foundational to this research. Wisdom is critical to leadership (Bigelow, 1992; Boal & Hooijberg, 2000: 

Malan & Kriger, 1998; McKenna, Rooney, & Boal, 2009; Rowley, 2006b; Small, 2004; Yang, 2011a), and 

yet, as McKenna & Rooney (2019) point out: 

Leadership and management journals remain virtually bereft of articles that incorporate wisdom 

theory. Business schools throughout the world rarely have the words wise, wisdom, or prudent 

in their discourse. Thus, it would be fair to conclude that the notion of wise leadership is quite 

marginal in the business and organizational discourses of corporations and business schools 

(650: italics in original). 

Yang (2011a) asserts that wisdom is important to leadership in three ways: as a personal quality 

which is “an essential component of outstanding leadership”; as “an outcome of learning acquired from 

leadership experiences”; and as trait that “can be displayed through leadership” (p. 617: italics in 

original). Bigelow (1992) suggests wise leadership includes the components of both discernment and 

timing and Sternberg (1998) comments that wise leaders frame and solve problems with a “socially-

conscious values-oriented approach”. Wise leaders are able to provide broad thinking, relevant advice 

and prudent action that is in the best interest of the organization, as well as mentorship and 

development opportunities to staff.  They are trusted and can lean into their organizational experience 

while still considering new ideas and the perspectives of others (Hammer, 2002). Wise leaders 

demonstrate wisdom in action, with sophisticated and sensitive use of knowledge and good judgment 

(Rowley, 2006b) and are highly effective and ethical (Yang, 2011a).  

Wise leaders understand that making the “right” decision or taking the “right” action is not as 

simple as following a rule or a law, but instead requires an understanding of what is “good”. As such, 
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wise leaders have an understanding of their values and how these are shared with business 

stakeholders, along with the ability to discern the “right” action or decision while managing ambiguity 

(Freeman, et al., 2007; Nonaka et al.,2014). Wise leaders have a reflective practice (Waddock, 2010) and 

have insight into human nature and knowledge about themselves, but also understand the limits of their 

knowledge and how knowledge is translated into behaviours (Staudinger & Pasupathi, 2003).  Nayak 

(2016) speaks to “doing wise” versus being wise, capturing the action orientation of wisdom.  

Wise management requires perception, deliberation, experimental action and reflection 

(Freeman et al., 2007). While wisdom is action oriented (Nayak, 2016), wise leaders also understand the 

benefit of taking a “pause” and have the courage and the strength to do this in a business environment, 

which often pressures decisive and fast action. (Hays, 2010a). The reverse is also true. Wise leaders are 

also able to “see” connections (Waddock, 2010). Aspiring to be a wise leader is foundational to 

becoming one (Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2001). Solansky (2014) suggests that wisdom development is a 

journey, and that an understanding of how wisdom develops will support leader in their wisdom 

development and transformation. 

From an individual/leader perspective, Jones (2005) suggests that wisdom in innate, but buried 

deep within, as such, introspection, seeking to know oneself, is required. Intent is required to use 

knowledge, intelligence and experience for the common good. He identifies seven components 

identified in literature that are associated with wise leaders: learning from ideas and the environment; 

judgment or discernment as a choice for all; use of information in communication; social 

unobtrusiveness (keeping an open mind); seeking to reach a common good (inclusiveness when 

communicating and goal setting); balancing the interest of one’s self, others and the organization; and, 

reasoning ability.  From these components of wisdom, Jones (2005) identifies seven “internal state 

elements”: a high level of consciousness (awareness of one’s qualities, relationships, conduct and intent 

as one’s life evolves); recognition and accountability of one’s power of choice ; internal locus of control 
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(personal accountability for one’s life); awareness of self-fulfilling prophecy (we tend to look for 

information that confirms our own conclusions); inclusiveness (awareness of interconnectivity of all) ; 

belief in abundancy, that there is enough for all (versus scarcity); and, a decision process guided by 

honesty, logic, and reasonableness. 

Bachmann, Habisch, & Dierksmeier (2018) suggest a “conciliatory conception of the various 

features of practical wisdom in management” (p. 147) reconciling different approaches, methodologies 

and justifications for defining practical wisdom for management with eight features. See Table 2. 

Table 2: Eight Features of Three-Dimensional Conception of Practical Wisdom (Bachmann, Habisch, & 

Dierksmeier, 2018, pp.157-160). 

Integrative Practically wise leaders respond in a timely, open-minded and holistic fashion, 
understanding the situation from a holistic perspective. Thus, enabling a deliberative, 

appropriate, and “right” decision, judgment, or action. Practical wisdom does not 

assume a “one-size-fits-all” solution, rather, considers tensions, contradictions, and 

inconsistencies. Practical wisdom includes intentional critical reflection, with a 

capacity for “knowing how” rather than “knowing that”. 

Normative Practically wise individuals hold to, and are guided and motivated by, moral principles 

and values (Bluck & Glϋck, 2005), desiring a “good life” for both themselves and 

others. 

Sociality-

Linked 

Practically wise individuals “emphasize interdependence over independence” (p. 158), 

are able to lead through conflicting interests, seen as both rational and emotional, 

understanding and acknowledging both the “cultural and societal context” in which 

they, and their company, operate. 

Pluralism-

Related 

Practically wise individuals accept and understand the diversity that exists in today’s 

society, with competing values and viewpoints, and as such, are able to successfully 
lead in this complex environment. 

Personality-
Related 

Practical wisdom is linked to one’s personality, in the sense that practically wise 
individuals want to act wisely, desiring authenticity, in tandem with self-confidence 

and discipline. 

Cultural 

Heritage 

Historically, practical wisdom has been thought of as being passed from generation to 

generation through traditions, whether spiritual or secular. Studying wise people has 

been identified as a means of fostering practical wisdom, in conjunction with 

reflection on one’s own life and experiences. Although wisdom knowledge and 

transfer are historical in context, this is not considered a limitation, rather, an 

opportunity, to adapt learnings from the past, such that they are applicable today. 

Limitation-

related 

Practically wise individuals are humble in the face of their own accomplishments, 

experience and knowledge, and are aware of their own limits. While they strive for 

wisdom, there is an awareness that wisdom is not easily attainable, thus, wise 

individuals avoid overconfidence and hubris. 



44 

 

 

 

 

Action 

orientation 

Practical wisdom is actioned, rather than theoretical. 

 

McKenna & Rooney (2019) developed a Social Practical Wisdom approach to leadership based 

on earlier work (McKenna, Rooney & Boal, 2009; McKenna, Rooney & Liesch, 2006). See also McKenna, 

(2019). This approach assumes that wisdom is a “virtues-based practice” conducted in the messy real 

world. This multi-level framework of wisdom principles for leaders declares components that contribute 

to the wise practice of social wisdom in day-to-day practices, ultimately contributing to eudemonic 

outcomes (McKenna & Rooney, 2019, p.658). 

Table 3: Social Practical Wisdom (McKenna & Rooney, 2019, p. 658, pp. 662-665). 

Principles to guide leader conduct Characteristics of leaders who demonstrate 

Social Practical Wisdom 

“Qualities of mind and spirit”: includes 

awareness, compassion, humility and openness in 

tandem with “integrated habitus of dispositions” 
(p. 658) leading to “insightful and virtuous 

action”. Mindfulness and self-awareness are also 

important, to be aware of uncertainty, conflicting 

values, and less then perfect knowledge 

Virtue: considered to be a foundational 

characteristic of wise leadership. Wise leaders 

are thought to make decisions that contribute to 
the well-being of both their organization and 

their community, with community understood to 

be both global and local. 

“Agile, transcendent and reflexive reasoning”- 

leading to “insightful actions that transform 

situations” even when ambiguous and uncertain. 

Requires self-distancing, reflective integration of 

knowledge and information, and understanding 

perspectives of others 

Humility: thought to be “underlying most of the 

desirable cognitive and interpersonal traits” (p. 

663); includes self-knowledge (accurate self-

assessment), empathy and concern for others 

“Ethical virtuosity”:  includes courage, generosity, 

compassion, ethical competence, ego 

transcendence, insight and understanding to “do 
the right thing at the right time” (p. 658). 

Capacity for transcendence:  the ability to cut 

through one’s own “egocentric viewpoint”, 

considering multiple perspectives, supported by 
self-observation, self-knowledge, and the 

relinquishment of ego 

“Embodiment and Praxis (mastering wise 

action)”: drawing from one’s “habitus of 

dispositions” enacting wise skills based on 

experience and the current situation. Includes 

knowing how and why, when to make changes to 

the how and why and when to make trade-offs. 

The “art and craft of enacting wise social 

practice”. 

Personal Growth: growth in virtues such as 

insight, integrity, and those that contribute to 

subjective well-being and personal 

meaningfulness; constructively coping with 

adverse life experiences. “Wise people… are life 

long learners from life experiences, good or bad” 

(p. 664). 



45 

 

 

 

 

“Outcomes that improve the conditions of life”: 

“to effect virtuous change with exceptional 

outcomes” (p. 658). 

Tolerance of Ambiguity and Openness to 

Experience: recognizing and coping with 

uncertainty, openness to experiences, ideas and 

feelings 

 Capacity to Adapt to an Environment  

 

McKenna & Rooney (2019) also draw attention to mētis, sometimes referred to as political 

acumen, but in the case of wise leaders, using their creativity, intelligence and knowledge when either 

negotiating with those in power or when “navigating complex organizational practices within an 

organization to achieve a socially positive outcome” (p. 659).  

The WCIS (wisdom, creativity, intelligence synthesized) model of leadership (Sternberg, 2003), 

suggests that highly effective leaders require the three components of this model to operate in a 

synthesized manner. The intelligence component, which forms the base of this model, includes both 

academic and “practical” intelligence and leader wisdom ensures that intelligent and creative decisions 

and actions are “in the service of the common good” (p. 396). 

Contrary to the position that wisdom is about always doing the right thing, Nayak (2016) 

proposes that “…wisdom is more associated with deciding between better and worse wrongs; a winless 

situation” (p.1), he defines as “tragic”, suggesting that business leaders tend to avoid addressing the 

“tragic question” when making business decisions. This researcher also considers the connection 

between wisdom and emotion, commenting that “…emotions run contrary to our understanding of 

courageous, bold and action-oriented leaders” (p. 3).  

Bangen & Higgs (2015) comment, “For wisdom to manifest, business professionals and 

educators must take on a leadership role in influencing the organization to understand the impact 

choices can have on all organizational stakeholders” (p. 551). Warhurst & Black’s (2017) empirical 

narrative study of experienced middle manager over the age of 50, identified five attributes of wisdom 
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in the accounts of practices of said managers: “values informed practice … interpreted as the judicious, 

values-based, application of knowledge” (p. 421: italics in original); intuition, which “refers to a sense of 

what will work and why in the messy and complex situations that managers typically face” (p. 422); the 

“adoption of broader perspectives, whereby diverse points of view are considered resulting in seeing a 

bigger picture…and taking a long view” (p. 423); “meta-understanding: living with uncertainty and 

learning from life” (p. 423), which the authors comment leads to the demonstration of humility; and, 

“socially and contextually informed action” (p. 424). 

Executive Wisdom 

 

Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007) provide a framework for executive wisdom, focused on top managers, 

defined as being involved in the strategic management of the firm, and specifically setting business 

policy. They assert that wisdom is rare among top managers and also in the development of 

organizational strategy, suggesting that judgment is at the core of the notion of executive wisdom as a 

result of the decision making and action required at the executive level. Knowledge is considered a 

prerequisite to executive wisdom, and increasing knowledge or learning is a key component to 

enhancing this. Deep reflection of experiences of both oneself, and how one relates to the experiences 

of others, is required, and the outcome of executive wisdom is defined to be what is best for all, in 

consideration of all stakeholders versus giving into self-interest and ego. Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007) also 

argue that moral maturity, acting in a moral and just manner, including valuing the needs of others, is a 

requirement of executive wisdom. 

Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013) define executive wisdom as: 

The actionable ability of a top organizational manager to apply accumulated knowledge, 

embody moral maturity, manage uncertainty, and engage in reflective strategic decision-making 

processes that result in: (a) enlightened strategic judgments and (b) effective implementation of 
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principled actions that help to sustain long-term organizational effectiveness and positively 

impact a firm’s most salient stakeholders (p.5: italics in original). 

They suggest that wise executives require the ability to manage uncertainty, both externally and 

internally, including utilizing techniques such as developing general rules to simplify complex problems, 

developing flexible solutions, and relying on trusted employees, strategic partners and/or stakeholders. 

Wise executives are required to understand what is known and not known, to balance confidence and 

doubt, to question the validity of information, and to have courage (without being overly cautious). 

Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013)  argue that there are seven challenges inherent in executive wisdom: 

judgment (making appropriate organizational decisions and also understanding how best to implement 

these decisions); knowledge (accumulating and using relevant tactic and explicit knowledge); moral 

maturity (having a stable foundation for discerning right from wrong); reflectiveness (taking the time to 

deeply reflect on one’s own and others’ relevant past experiences); being able to manage ambiguity and 

uncertainties; strategic leadership (taking actions that reflect prudent stewardship of resources, being 

sensitive to impacts on human capital, being able to develop and effectively communicate a compelling 

strategic vision and modeling flexible and moral behaviours that others want to model); and, positively 

impacting their surroundings (including minimizing ego and self-interests and considering the common 

good). 

 Clearly there is interest in wisdom, specifically in the areas of leadership and the organization, 

given the volume of literature. Publication dates would indicate that this is a fairly new discussion in the 

academic literature, although wisdom and leadership have traditionally been linked thorough the ages 

(Solansky, 2014; Yang, 2011a). Wisdom has been substantially a conversation within an academic 

context as opposed to within a business context.   
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For the purpose of this research, Hay’s (2017) concise and relevant definition of wisdom, 

“…doing the right thing for the greater good, all things considered” (p. 185) as well as a definition of 

executive wisdom developed by Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013) discussed in this chapter (see also Appendix 

A) will be utilized. As discussed in Chapter 1, these definitions were chosen for applicability (the 

definition of executive wisdom) and parsimony (Hay’s definition). The most commonly cited wisdom 

subcomponents captured by Bangen et al. (2013), cross referenced with Glϋck & Bluck (2013) and Walsh 

(2015a, 2015b), will be used for the purpose of confirming wise qualities and behaviour (and hence 

overall wisdom) of the individuals referred to as wise (see Appendix B). Qualities associated with 

wisdom summarized by Intezari (2016) will also be incorporated into the analysis, see Appendix C. 

Section 3 – Measures of Wisdom 

 

“Attempting to measure all of these elements [of wisdom] is fraught with considerable complexity” (Biloslavo & 

McKenna, 2013, p.114). 

Given the business proclivity to measurement (“what gets measured matters”), a short 

summary of the wisdom measurement literature follows. As Glϋck, (2018) has summarized, “When I tell 

people that I am a wisdom researcher [in my case a student researching wisdom], they usually first ask 

me what wisdom is – and almost invariably the next question is, ‘But how do you measure that?’” (p. 

1393). Clearly the question of wisdom measurement is not context specific. 

Webster (2019) speaks to the challenge of measuring wisdom, which is compounded by the vast 

number of definitions of wisdom and the differences in those definitions.  Glϋck (2018) states, “… how 

wisdom can best be measured is still open to debate” (p. 1393), identifying two groups of wisdom 

measures: open-ended performance measures and self-report measures.  

With respect to self-reporting measures, Webster (2019) identifies the difficulties in discerning 

what an integral feature of wisdom is, versus a correlate, a complication given the number of features 

and traits that have been identified as contributing to wisdom. In other words, he identifies the lack of 
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agreement of what features, behaviors, and/or traits to measure in order to obtain a wisdom measure. 

For a full review of Self Report Wisdom Measures, see Webster (2019). Making a similar point, 

Swartwood, (2020) argues that confidence in a particular measure of practical wisdom, or its 

components, can only be assured if the measures are specific to the conditions that contribute to the 

result. In other words, with many factors contributing to practical wisdom, can we be sure that what is 

being measured is in effect contributing versus other factors? Is there confidence that a particular 

measure is measuring what it sets out to? As such, he advocates continuing to research practical 

wisdom, without being concerned with measuring it. 

Measurement of Individual Wisdom 

 

 Individual wisdom measures are summarized in Table 4. 

Table 4: Personal (Self- Reporting) Wisdom Measures 

Name Researchers Description 

Foundational Value 

Scale (FVS) 

Jason, Reichler, King, 

Madison, Camacho 

& Marchese (2001) 

Measures five components: harmony, warmth, nature, 

intelligence and spirituality, does not include a specific 

definition of wisdom. Found to be not stable in 

subsequent studies (Webster, 2019) 

Three-Dimensional 

Wisdom Scale (3D-

WS) 

Ardelt (1997, 2003) Measures reflective, cognitive and affective dimensions 

of wisdom, as defined in Ardelt’s (2003) definition of 

wisdom. 

Self-Assessed 

Wisdom Scale 

(SAWS) 

Webster (2003, 

2007) 

Measures five components of wisdom: openness (being 

open to alternative views, information and potential 

solution strategies); emotional regulation (includes the 

ability to recognize, accept, and utilize emotions);  
humour (being able to recognize irony and to use humour 

to reduce stress and connect with others); critical life 

experience, in particular personal experiences; and 

reminiscence/reflectiveness (which includes reflecting 

and integrating past and present experiences to support 

future challenges). Connected to Webster’s (2003, 2007) 

definition of wisdom. 

Wisdom 

Development Scale 

(WDS) 

Brown & Greene 

(2006) 

Measures eight components of wisdom: self-knowledge, 

emotional management, altruism, leadership, judgment, 

life knowledge, life skills, and willingness to learn, as per 

wisdom definition. 
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Brief Wisdom 

Screening Scale 

(BWSS) 

Glϋck et al., (2013) Amalgamates the self-assessed wisdom scale (SAWS), the 

three-dimensional wisdom scale (3D-WS) and the Adult 

Self-Transcendence Scale. 

Wise Reasoning 

Scale (WRS) 

Brienza, Kung, 

Santos, Bobocel & 

Grossman (2018) 

Measure five components: others’ perspectives, 

consideration of change, intellectual humility, search for 

compromise, outsider’s vantage point. Involves 

participants reflecting on a recent and specific 

interpersonal conflict. 

San Diego Wisdom 

Scale (SD-WISE) 

Thomas et al., (2017) 

& Thomas et al., 
(2019) 

Measures six components of wisdom: social advice, 

emotional regulation, pro-social behaviour, insight, value 
relativism and decisiveness. 

The Thin-Slice 

Measurement 
Hu et al., (2017) Based on the Berlin Paradigm which defines wisdom as 

an expert knowledge system with five wisdom criteria: 

rich factual knowledge; rich procedural knowledge; life 

span contextualization; relativism; and, the ability to 

understand uncertainty (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000). 

Designed to be an unbiased wisdom measure that can be 

assessed rapidly and electronically, in a cost-effective 

manner, requiring minimal manual analysis. The 

measurement begins with participants imagining that 

they are looking into the eyes of a friend, who they are 

advising about a life dilemma, while in actuality they are 
looking into the lens of their camera. The participant’s 

facial expressions, as well as their verbal responses, are 

recorded. Verbal responses are considered against two 

criteria- the Berlin Wisdom criteria, as well as a newly 

developed Chinese wisdom criterion. Facial expressions 

are analyzed via software (iMotion FACET module which 

evaluates for seven basic emotions - joy, sadness, anger, 

contempt, fear, surprise and disgust -as either negative, 

positive or neutral).  

Situated WIse 

Reasoning Scale 

(SWIS) 

Brienza et al., (2018) Assesses aspects of thought associated with wisdom 

associated with wise reasoning (Grossmann, 2017a).  
 

 

Organizational Wisdom Measurement 

 

From an organizational wisdom measurement perspective, Rocha et al., (2021) developed the 

Phronesis Scale Development, a 12-item organizational phronesis scale to measure employees’ 

perspectives on the incorporation of phronesis into an organization, a method of identifying gaps to 

bridge. See Table 5. 
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Table 5: Phronesis Scale Development. (Rocha et al., 2021, p. 633, 634, and 638, modified). 

Survey question Literature reference 

OPW2 – The company’s actions are 

weighted 

The company’s procedures are weighted (similar to Sternberg’s (1998) 

notion of balance in wisdom). 

OPW3 – This company can adapt to 

changes and instabilities in the 

environment 

Acquiring wisdom is not linear; requires transformation through 

learning and practice of key wisdom values (Spiller, 2011). Through 

continuous improvement, the company can adapt to changes and 

instabilities in the environment. 

OPW4 – The company’s actions are 

efficient 

The organization’s efficiency and outcomes depend on organizational 

wisdom (citing, Dumitrache & Caramihai, 2013). A phronetic 

organization is efficient. 

OPW5 – The company’s actions are 

effective 

The organization’s efficiency and outcomes depend on organizational 

wisdom (citing, Dumitrache & Caramihai, 2013). A phronetic 

organization is effective. 

OPW6 – In this company, the leader 

is wise 

The leader is the principal actor building the company’s values and 

spreading the knowledge required to develop practical wisdom among 

members (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011; McKenna & Rooney, 2019). 

Practically wise leaders can judge goodness, grasp the essence, and 

communicate it to others (citing, Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2019); they also 

foster member’s continuous improvement towards practical wisdom 

(citing Kolodinsky, Giacalone, & Jurkiewicz, 2008; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

2011). 

OPW7 – People can effectively 

choose and apply the appropriate 

knowledge in a given situation 

Individuals can take the most appropriate action, considering what is 

known and what is good (from an ethical and social perspective). 

Organizational wisdom is considered to be judgment, selection, and use 

of specific knowledge within a specific context.  

OPW8 – People reflect on their 

actions and mistakes 

Reflection occurs in a phronetic work place, thus supporting learning 

from experiences. Leaders support reflection and provide the 

opportunity to reflect. 

There is no phronesis without experience and learning from experience 

(Bierly et al., 2000). 

OPW9 – People believe that learning 

is important 

Learning is a vehicle to develop practical wisdom. 

OPW10 – The company’s actions 

reflect its mission and values 

Company’s actions reflect their values. 

OPW11 – The company’s actions are 

good for society 

To develop organizational practical wisdom, the company needs to 

understand society’s needs and address them through its mission to 

deliver on society’s expectations (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2021) 

OPW15 – There is an understanding 

of the moral and ethical expectations 

of stakeholders (members, 

customers, suppliers, partners, and 

others) 

A practically wise organization understands and cares about the moral 

and ethical expectations of all stakeholders (members, customers, 

suppliers, partners and others) (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2021) 

OPW16 – There is a response to the 

moral and ethical expectations of 

stakeholders (members, customers, 

suppliers, partners, and others) 

A practically wise organization understands and delivers to the moral 

and ethical expectations of all stakeholders (members, customers, 

suppliers, partners and others) (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2021) 
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 Ardelt & Sharma (2021) outlined characteristics of wise versus non-wise organizations specific to 

goals (corporate goals are self-focused versus focused on service to others and contributing in a positive 

manner to the world), approach (defined as scientific/technological approach versus a culture of moral 

and ethical values), range (a focus on short term gains and self-interests versus a focus on both short- 

and long-term goals), characteristics of leaders and employees (leaders concerned more about their 

own success than that of others, which ultimately dictates corporate structure and impacts employee 

decision making and relationships), and perception of aging (appreciation, or not, of employee work 

experience and age). This was undertaken by using a framework originally created for comparing 

wisdom with intellectual knowledge. These researchers then created a wise organizational index based 

on average employee ratings in the areas of opportunities for training and development within the 

workplace, flexibility at work, impacts of workload and resulting time pressures, work-life balance, 

satisfaction with work benefits, job security and job opportunities. This organizational index, while not 

available on a large-scale basis, could be used as a form of wisdom measurement and assessment. 

A question remaining to be answered, might be, how do we measure wisdom (at the 

organizational or individual level) within a business context, such that the measurement is relevant and 

applicable for supporting desired business results, while at the same time facilitating the development 

and cultivation of wisdom?  A more important question might be, is it necessary to be able to measure 

individual or organizational wisdom within a business context in order to have business interested in the 

manifestation and development of wisdom? And further, are we stuck in polarized thinking (i.e., wisdom 

and traditional measure do not/can not mesh?). I argue wisdom and the bottom-line can co-exist, and 

traditional organizational measures could be enhanced by wisdom. 

Section 4 - Wisdom and Age 
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“There is certainly not a linear association between age and wisdom, as many people do not develop 

wisdom with age…. [and] an individual’s amount of experience in itself is not a sufficient predictor of 

wisdom – the way individual’s deal with and integrate experiences is critical” (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013, p. 78). 

One challenge in researching the notion of wisdom development, is the frequently articulated 

societal assumption that wisdom is associated with age. Most wisdom researchers agree that aging does 

not guarantee wisdom (Bangen et al., 2013; Bigelow, 1992; Glϋck & Baltes, 2006; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; 

Grimm, 2015; Meachum,1990; Staudinger, 2013; Sternberg, 2005, 2013). Meachum (1990) concluded that 

there was little support for wisdom increasing with aging and felt that people lose wisdom as they age. 

Sternberg (2005) comments, “…age is not, in and of itself, a variable that is valid for indexing the 

development of wisdom….it has been, in large part a proxy for experience” (p. 6), and Sternberg (2013) 

states, “There almost certainly is no one trajectory of wisdom with age. In other words, age is not, in and 

of itself, a variable that is valid for indexing the development of wisdom” (p. 55). Glϋck and Baltes (2006) 

express: 

A general consensus in the wisdom literature is that age by itself is not a good predictor of 

wisdom….it seems to be that there are certain combinations of factors such as certain 

personality dispositions, wisdom-conducive context, and life experiences and reflection on 

them, rather than length of life by itself, that produce wisdom (p. 679). 

Staudinger (2013) echo’s this, commenting, “…growing older is not enough to become wiser.” (p. 12) and 

“…neither general or personal wisdom have a positive linear relationship to age” (p. 13). Bangen et. al. 

(2013) declare: 

Folk psychology suggests that individuals become wiser with increasing age, although published 

results from empirical studies have been inconsistent, with some demonstrating no age-related 

differences in wisdom, whereas other report increases in wisdom with age (p.1255). 
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Reams (2015) suggests, “…wisdom can be developed in every life phase or at any age” (p. 112) 

although Swartz (2011) adds “We need a wealth of experience to be wise” (p. 18), which does imply that 

a certain number of years of living and gaining experience may be required for wisdom.  DeMichelis et al 

(2015) comment, “… wisdom is not a matter of age or quantity of experience but rather the quality of 

those experiences, the way they are managed, and the lessons learned from them” (p. 559). Grimm 

(2015) states that experience is not enough for wisdom and that everyone who gets older, arguably has 

more experience, but yet a small percentage of older/experienced people are wise. A review of the 

literature concludes that wisdom is not related to age. Older leaders are not always wise, and young 

leaders can indeed be wise.  

Section 5 - Wisdom and Knowledge; Wisdom and Intelligence 

 

“…wisdom is a way of being rather than an accumulation of knowledge, an elevated IQ or simply an 

application of technical rationality” (Rooney & McKenna, 2007, p. 115: italics in original). 

There is considerable discussion in the literature on the relationship between knowledge and 

wisdom as well as the difference between the two (Bierly et al., 2000; Kessler & Bailey, 2007). 

Knowledge can be mistaken for wisdom (Rowley, 2006a), and to be wise is to be more than 

knowledgeable (Bierly et al., 2000; Hays, 2007; Kessler & Bailey, 2007). To be wise signifies an 

understanding that knowledge is imperfect, that one must balance knowing and not knowing, and that 

the manner in which knowledge is both possessed, and applied, is of consequence (Meachum, 1990). 

Wisdom requires knowledge (Sternberg, 2004a); however, knowledge alone is not sufficient for wisdom 

(Bierly et al., 2000; Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Sternberg,2004a). Moreover, knowledge can inhibit wisdom if 

it conceals one’s point of view, impedes one’s search for wisdom, or “takes over” such that science 

outweighs other considerations (Bierly et al, 2000; Kessler & Bailey, 2007). Distinctions between data, 

information, knowledge and wisdom are particularly relevant in business today, given the expeditious 

speed of data accumulation and utilization, in conjunction with what may be a preference to focus on 
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data and information. Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007) suggest that the accumulation of knowledge “is a 

prerequisite to executive wisdom” (p. 65).  

Rowley (2006b) suggests that knowledge is “knowing how”, and wisdom is “knowing why, what, 

and how”, viewing knowledge as an input to wisdom and wisdom as an input to leadership. Warhurst & 

Black (2017) comment, “while wisdom can be construed as requiring the accumulation of a breadth and 

depth of knowledge, it is best understood as a quality of capability with knowledge” (p. 418: italics in 

original). Wisdom has staying power, while knowledge can become out of date, and while knowledge is 

“value neutral”, wisdom is not (Reams, 2015; Vervaeke & Ferraro, 2013).  

McKenna, Rooney, & Boal (2009) address the role of knowledge in wisdom theory, suggesting, 

… the capacity to handle knowledge is an important component of wise leadership. That is, 

wisdom principles assume, not just that there is a significant quantum of knowledge in leaders, 

but more importantly that they deal effectively with the shifting nature of knowledge (p. 184).  

These researchers address the role of knowledge in contributing to complexity, in that our state of 

knowledge is constantly changing, and while knowledge contributes to problem solving and decision-

making, it can also contribute to ambiguity and complexity. Knowledge also playing a role in the 

different perspectives of individuals.  

Knowledge, while integral to wisdom, can also be a limiting factor in the sense that existing 

knowledge can limit how new knowledge is learned or integrated into existing knowledge, perhaps 

limiting one’s ability to be wise or to engage in wise actions and decisions (Hayes, 2007). Gärtner (2011) 

suggests there are three characteristics that support a distinction between knowledge and wisdom:  

…wisdom aims at challenging old and introducing new categories by ‘seeing things from a 

different perspective’ or ‘treating previous experiences with ambiguity’ it addresses normative 
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elements (e.g., values or a common good); and wisdom cannot be told but needs to be acquired 

by experiencing a significant number of situations (p. 30). 

 The literature differentiates between explicit knowledge (knowledge that can be measured, 

generalized, and organized) and tacit knowledge (acquired from experience and not easily 

communicated) suggesting that (practical) wisdom includes tacit knowledge (Bierly et al., 2000; Nonaka 

& Takeuchi, 2011; Sternberg, 2003).  Tacit knowledge is oriented to action and has three main features: 

(a) it is procedural; (b) it contributes to individual goal attainment, and (c) it is most often acquired 

individually, not taught by or transferred from, others (Sternberg, 1998). Sternberg (1998) argues that 

tactic knowledge is a key feature of practical intelligence (“the ability to apply various kinds of 

information-processing components of intelligence to experience for the purposes of adaption to, 

shaping of, and selection of environments”) (p. 352). He then connects wisdom to practical intelligence 

“in that it draws on tacit knowledge about oneself and others” (p.353). Nonaka & Takeuchi (2011), 

suggest that managers “tend to rely on explicit knowledge, because it can be codified, measured and 

generalized” (p. 60), leading to difficultly with change, assuming predictive results without considering 

the impact of context, and the reality that people are motivated by goals, values, and interests. 

Intelligence is discussed in the literature, as being both different from, and a contributor to, 

wisdom. Intelligence alone is not sufficient to solve complex problems, one can be intelligent but not 

wise, and the focus of “doing the right thing” differentiates wisdom from intelligence (Grossmann, 

Weststrate, Ardelt, Brienza, Dong, Ferrari, Fournier, Hu, Nusbaum, & Vervaeke, 2020; Hall, 2011; Hays, 

2007, 2010a; Sternberg, 2017).  

What distinguishes wisdom from knowledge, and wisdom from intelligence, is the application of 

values and ethics (Grimm, 2015), and focus on the “greater good” (Hays, 2010a).   
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“Wisdom is about recognizing and overcoming the limits of knowledge and intelligence. While 

both are useful differentiators, neither, per se, guarantees effectiveness, certainly not at the 

organizational, national, or global levels” (Hays, 2010a, p.78).  

We can conclude from the literature that knowledge and intelligence alone are not sufficient for 

wisdom. Wisdom requires knowledge, however having knowledge and being intelligent does not 

necessarily make one wise. 

Section 6 - Conceptualizations of Developing/Cultivating Wisdom 
 

“…while most of us will never reach higher states of wisdom, we can all become wiser than we presently 

are…wisdom is part of a continuum” (Rooney & McKenna, 2007, p. 132) 

“The existing theories of wisdom largely focus on being wise rather than on becoming wise” (Jakubik, 2020, p. 51). 

The literature provides various views with respect to cultivating wisdom and wisdom development 

(as discussed in detail below) and concludes that as a society there is little support for tasks that lead to, 

or might lead to, wisdom development (Fraser & Hyland-Russell, 2011).  Research with respect to 

wisdom development within an organization, speaks to moral decisions, wise decisions and/or ethics 

(Nayak, 2016; Nonaka et al., 2014; Small, 2011), wisdom development as it relates to leadership (Bierly 

et al., 2000; Malan & Kriger, 1998; Yang, 2011a; Zacher et al., 2014), and includes discussions on 

mentoring (Leonard et al., 2014; Leonard & Swap, 2004, 2005) and coaching (King et al., 2020) as a 

methods or practices of wisdom transfer, preservation and development within a business context. 

Experience and reflection are also frequently mentioned, both together and separately as contributing 

to the development of wisdom (Ardelt, 2003; Bierly et al., 2000; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Yang, 2011a). 

Wisdom Can be Fostered, Learned, Cultivated 
 

“Acquiring wisdom is considered essential to optimize human flourishing because it is wisdom that should 

allow us to live the best life possible” (Ferrari & Weststrate, 2013, p.338). 



58 

 

 

 

 

 Many researchers believe that wisdom can be learned or developed (Bierly et al., 2000; Chen et 

al.,2011; Hays, 2013; Malan & Kriger, 1998; Nicholson, 2007). Rooney & McKenna (2007) assert that 

wisdom cannot be taught, but rather “… people can be inculcated into processes that are likely to 

promote wisdom” (p.  130). Similarly, Grint (2007) suggests that rather than being taught, wisdom is 

instead, 

… lived through; in fact, it is rather closer to an apprenticeship or mentoring relationship in 

which the wisdom of the mentor is embedded in the novice over time, but only indirectly 

through guided practice or engagement, not directly through formal teaching (p. 242). 

Exemplars interviewed by Krafcik, (2015), suggested that wisdom could be cultivated but did not agree 

that wisdom itself was “teachable”. In the systematic review undertaken by Karami et al., (2020) of 50 

academic articles from the fields of psychology, management and leadership, and education, all the 

reviewed articles suggested “that the emergence of wisdom is a development process (p. 252), with 39 

of the 50 articles stating that wisdom can be taught and fostered. In a contrary view, Waddock, (2014) 

suggests, insufficient consideration has been given to how, or even if, wise leaders can be developed…if 

teaching wisdom is even possible, and if it is, how would this be accomplished (p. 130). 

Bassett (2011) believes “that any of us (or at least most of us) can learn the skills and abilities 

associated with wisdom and practice them in daily life” (p. 36), also suggesting that “wisdom lies on a 

continuum” rather than being present or absent, differs depending on the context, and that some 

people have a “greater propensity for wisdom” than others. Similarly, Grossman et al., (2020), in their 

common wisdom model suggest that wisdom is a “dimensional construct rather than an all-or-non 

quality” (p. 114). Kϋpers & Pauleen, (2015) comment that connecting learning, habits and the action and 

desire to improve can form a foundation for the development of wisdom. 
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Wisdom Development in any Context  

 

“If we understand better why and how wisdom develops, we may eventually find ways of making the wider world 

a little wiser” (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013, p. 93). 

 This section discusses models of wisdom development that are not specific to either a leader 

role or a business context, but are applicable when considering leader development, and experience and 

reflection as contributing to wisdom development. Wisdom development models, specific to leadership 

or a business context, are discussed in the following section. 

Models of Wisdom Development (Non-Context Specific). When researching wisdom 

development within the context of higher education, Brown (2004) suggested that individuals develop 

wisdom through the process of learning-from-life, which is comprised of reflection, integration, and 

application, ultimately transforming individual experiences into one or more the six interrelated 

elements: self-knowledge, an understanding of others, judgment, life knowledge, life skills and a 

willingness to learn. Reflection and integration are comprised of taking in and processing information 

through conscious and unconscious actions (writing, talking and/or thinking), and transforming 

information, that is gained from experience, into something (more) meaningful, by analyzing, 

connecting, contextualizing, and synthesizing. He identified four conditions that facilitate the 

development of wisdom: orientation to learning, experiences, interactions with others, and the 

environment. 

Chen et al., 2011 developed the Facilitative Model of Wisdom, based on results from interviews 

with 25 wise nominees. The model consists of four parts: facilitative conditions (eight factors identified 

that facilitate the development of wisdom: work experiences, life experiences, social interactions, 

observations, family teachings, professional development, religion and reading, in conjunction with 

unsolved problems); inner assimilations and adjustments (the accumulation of experiences, personal 

insights gained from these experiences and the courage and will to confront unsolved problems); 
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transformations of actual actions, and; feedback from the results of actions. Being willing to confront, 

rather than avoid, difficult unsolved problems may be a condition to facilitative wisdom development. 

Internal accumulation of experiences and knowledge (some of which could be through experiencing 

difficult situations), may foster wisdom development by driving “cognitive and conative changes”, 

including personal insights. Courage (to address the difficult situation) and reflection also contribute to 

wisdom development. These researchers suggest that learning through observation “may represent a 

transitional stage in the process of building wisdom, [commenting], [o]bservations of role models may 

inspire individuals regarding their philosophy if life, career development, manners, treatment of people 

and approaches to issues” (p. 178). 

The MORE Life Experience Model (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Glϋck, Bluck & Weststrate, 2019) is 

comprised of five elements (managing uncertainty and uncontrollability, openness, reflectivity, and 

emotional sensitivity and regulation, and empathy). The researchers suggest that these resources 

support individuals in dealing with life challenges, in such a way that wisdom development is fostered. 

See Table 6 for details on the model components.  

Table 6: MORE Life Experience Model Components (Glϋck, Bluck & Weststrate, 2019, pp.350-351 & 361-

362. 

M = Managing Uncertainty and Uncontrollability 

(Mastery in the initial version of the model) 

Includes one’s belief in oneself to be able to cope 

with uncertainty and uncontrollability, as well as 

an awareness as to what is, and what is not, 

controllable. 

O = Openness Includes considering situations from multiple 

perspectives, being non-judgmental, enjoying 

learning from others, seeking out new 

experiences, and adapting to life changes. 
Considered to be a” pre-cursor to wisdom” 

because it is thought to enable individuals to 

learn from experiences and from others. 

R = Reflectivity It is suggested that reflection itself is not 

sufficient for wisdom development, rather how 

one reflects is relevant, such that “wise 

individuals reflect upon experiences with the aim 
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of gaining insights and learning more about 

themselves and life in general” (p. 362). 

E = Emotional sensitivity and regulation 

(Emotional Regulation in original version of this 

model) 

“… wisdom involves both an attentiveness and 

sensitivity to the feelings of oneself and others 

and the ability to regulate them” (p. 361). 

E = Empathy Thought to be a precondition for wisdom 

development 

 

Experience.  

“Experiences are not what happens to us, but what we do to what happens to us” (Weick, 1995, as quoted in 

Mirvis, 2008, p. 176). 

Many wisdom researchers suggest that life experience has an important role in wisdom 

development (Ardelt, 2005; Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Bluck & Glϋck, 2005; Glϋck & Bluck, 2011; Jeste, 

Ardelt, Blazer, Kraemer, Vaillant, & Meeks, 2010; Sternberg, 1998; Webster, 2003). Bierly et al., (2000) 

suggest that experience is one of three paths to wisdom. Wisdom, they assert, is, in part, acquired by 

day-to-day life experience which amounts to trial and error, such that wisdom is learned or developed 

through interactions with our environment, allowing for increased knowledge to be applied. Nicholson 

(2007) comments that experience is necessary, but insufficient, for wisdom acquisition, asserting that as 

part of gaining experience one must be open and accepting to failure, and continue to pursue new 

experiences and learning despite this. Yang (2011a) states that wisdom is a ‘positive result’ of human 

development and believes that experiences (leadership and life) are fundamental for wisdom 

development and acquisition. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) state, 

Wisdom researchers generally share laypeople’s view that wisdom is not possible without life 

experience, although theoretical accounts of the ontogenesis of wisdom have yet to explicate 

the role of life experience in detail (p. 76).  

Meachum (1990) suggested that experience can be a threat to wisdom, particularly if the experience 

leads only to the accumulation of information, success and/or power, stating that experience can also 
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risk wisdom in an environment of stereotyping or intolerance, rapid technological and cultural change, 

or when we experience a personal tragedy.  

Wisdom Development from the Experience of Others (as Opposed to One’s Own 

Experience). Huynh & Grossman (2020) discuss teaching wisdom to students by presenting “exemplars 

of wisdom”, suggesting that most people can easily think of a wise exemplar and that exemplars 

demonstrate virtues of wisdom. The authors comment that the process of  

being reminded of a moral exemplar does not in itself promote virtuous behaviour… [however, 

it may be possible to teach people] …. wisdom related characteristics [by having them] reflect 

on exemplars by situating wisdom exemplars within particular contexts they encountered and 

mastered (citing Grossmann, 2017b) (p.14: italics in original).  

To give a fuller picture, these authors also suggest reflecting on individuals that are considered wise, in 

situations when this did not demonstrate wisdom. This can be used to “… teach wisdom by having 

students reflect on wise exemplars, reflecting on why they were wise, and what situational constraints 

contributed to them being wise” (p.14). 

Huynh & Grossmann (2020) also suggest, based on recent research, that people tend to adopt 

an approach that “is more representative of the virtues of wisdom” (p. 20) when they are explaining 

concepts to others including considering views of others (not just one’s own views), and also attempting 

to “reconcile opposing perspectives on a contentious issue” (p. 20). This new evidence suggests a 

potential opportunity to encourage the development of wisdom could be having individuals in a position 

of teaching or explaining to others (often the role of senior leaders) encourage the development of 

wisdom.  
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Mind Set as a Contributor to Learning from Experience. The results of Alhosseini & 

Ferrari‘s (2019) research, utilizing Ardelt’s Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale (3D-WS), suggest, 

… people who consider wisdom development to be controllable and believe that their personal 

wisdom can be developed (i.e., growth mind-set) tend to be wiser, regardless of their definition 

of wisdom (p. 319).  

These researchers observed that most wisdom studies do not consider motivation to develop wisdom 

(although it is often implied) citing one exception, citing Brown’s (2004) model, which includes the 

willingness to learn. Alhosseini & Ferrari (2019) assert their research results are consistent with several 

wisdom models: the learning from life model (Greene & Brown, 2009), the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm 

(Baltes & Smith, 2008), and the MORE model (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013), stating that these models “implicitly 

assume a growth mind-set and attributions of agency and control in motivating the development of 

wisdom” (p.332).  

Reflection. Reflection, as a wise practice, is frequently referenced in the wisdom literature 

(Ardelt et. al, 2013; Ardelt & Carladenise, 2016; Bassett, 2011; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Hays, 2017; 

Richardson & Pasupathi, 2005; Staudinger, 2013; Swartwood, 2013; Yang, 2008b) and is embedded in 

wisdom theories and models (3d-WS-Ardelt, 2003; MORE- Glϋck & Bluck, 2013;). Yang’s (2008b) 

research observed, “…individuals nominated as wise reflected on their lives differently from others who 

[are] of similar age and background” (p. 279). 

Ardelt (2003) considers reflection the “crucial component” of her Three-Dimension Wisdom 

Model, as it supports and encourages the development of the other two elements (cognition and 

affect). Glϋck & Bluck (2013) include reflectivity as a component in their MORE wisdom development 

model, defining reflectivity as, “… the willingness to look at life issues in a complex way, rather than to 

simplify them” (p. 82), suggesting that wise individuals “strive to see the ‘big picture’ and will question 
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their own views, behaviours, feelings and values from a viewpoint of understanding, rather than from a 

place of self-protection or self- enhancement. Ardelt & Carladenise (2016), explain the reflective wisdom 

dimension requires “… self-examination, self-awareness, and self-insight to perceive phenomena and 

events from multiple perspectives and to overcome one’s self-centeredness” (p. 503). Weststrate & 

Glϋck (2017a) comment, 

…reflection is a mechanism or process that supports individuals on their developmental 

trajectory toward wisdom even before the wisdom begins to emerge…[and] After supporting 

the initial development of wisdom, deep and analytical modes of reflection remain a key 

behaviour of the wise person (p. 801). 

They identify the core elements of reflection as: (i) thoughts and actions (what one is reflecting on); (ii) 

attentive, critical, exploratory and iterative processes (how individuals think about the thoughts and 

actions); (iii) the underlying conceptual frame (the “conscious or unconscious conceptual frame that 

underlies our thoughts and actions) (p. 1181); (iv) the view on change; and, (v) the self. This highlights 

that reflection, as a form of thinking, differs by the content that one is thinking about, the process of 

thinking, and also why one is reflecting. They also identify two extrinsic elements of reflection, the 

trigger of reflection (what we reflect on can be much different that the actual experience), and the 

context (most commonly timing) of reflection. Weststrate (2019) suggests, 

Across measures of wisdom, we found that wiser people were more likely than others to use self-

reflection as a means to deepen their self-understanding, for example to explore how they have 

changed or remained the same over time (i.e., self-function). We found partial evidence that wiser 

people use self-reflection as a means to learn from the past that would guide their future 

behaviour (i.e., directive function). These findings converge on the idea that relatively wise people 
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intentionally use self-reflection to support their growth. Of course, intention must translate into 

behaviour in order for it to actually affect development (p. 507). 

Reflection practices that could contribute to wisdom development identified in the literature 

include: using life review (Staudinger, 2013), life reflection (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Krafcik, 2015; 

Staudinger, 2013; Swartwood, 2013; Walsh, 2015a); using a comparison process to reflect on one’s life 

(a version of the folk story that suggests if we all put our troubles/challenges into a pile we would likely 

choose our own back once we see what others are bringing) (Staudinger, 2013). Glϋck & Bluck (2013), 

suggest that wiser individuals reflect on their memories as means to guide and direct their future 

behaviour. (p.89), and that those with greater wisdom are able to grow from negative experiences (p. 

90). Warhurst & Black (2017) comment, “A sense-of-self is achieved through narrative, that is, through 

recounting stories about ourselves to ourselves and to others” (p. 426). 

When examining laypeople’s understanding of their own wisdom development, Weststrate et 

al. (2018) identified processes that support wisdom growth through reflecting on life experience, 

specifically ‘remembering’ or ‘reconstructing’ a remembered event but also undertaking further analysis 

or interpretation of these events. They also identified the four highest frequency types of wisdom-

fostering events: relationship events; life-threatening and mortality events; career, occupation, and job 

events; and formal and informal learning experiences, “which accounted for 82% of the 

autobiographical memories that were identified as yielding wisdom” (p. 1369). The results of their study 

suggested, for highly self-reflective people, wisdom can be constructed from many types of life 

experience. Certain types of life experience, however, may indirectly influence wisdom development by 

inducing more intensive self-reflection and providing better subject matter for the construction of 

wisdom. (p. 1371). 
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Emergent Learning for Wisdom (Experience and Reflection). Taylor’s Emergent Learning 

Process (Taylor, 2017, 2011) leverages experiences as a means of wisdom development when learning is 

self-directed and when a personal concern is involved. “Wisdom is developed and enhanced though 

active engagement in the conditions and through the events for which it is actually needed” (Taylor, 

2017, p. 79).  Taylor’s Learning Cycle is based on four phases of learning and four transitions. The first 

phase is the Disorientation Phase which begins with a disconfirming event (Disconfirming Transition) or 

destabilizing experience. Confusion and anxiety are experienced because we don’t know, which feels 

unacceptable. This can be the start of the development of practical wisdom, because we are 

experiencing a ‘raw’ or ‘new to us’ experience. When we are able to move from ‘fear to curiosity’, when 

it becomes ok to not know, when we can acknowledge that we don’t have all the answers, and we then 

move into a Reframing Transition. We then move into the Exploration Phase, where we are able to ‘relax 

with not knowing’. In this phase are able to be creative and start to make sense (‘make meaning’). We 

then move from the Exploration Phase to the Reflective Transition; in that we are either content with 

our exploration and insights to resolve the issue or we are going to ‘change the way we do things’. 

Reflection is how we make sense of our experience and/or the change we are making. This is followed 

by the Transformation Phase where the ‘major insight emerges suddenly’ and we are able to both see 

and experience the transformation theme. We then move into the Naming Transition where we are able 

to share our learning with others. This is followed by the Equilibrium Phase, moving out of the intense 

period of learning and a place of not knowing, to a place of knowing and of comfort. Intentionally 

embedding this learning model into leader development could enhance/increase the wisdom that 

leaders could gain from experiences.  

Conceptions of Wisdom Development within a Business Context 
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“No one set of characteristics attributed to a leader or out of which a leader-follower relationship arises can, in 

itself, give rise to the phenomenon of leadership without the presence of the willingness to aspire to wisdom” 

(Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2001, p. 208). 

Wisdom Development for Business Leaders. Malan & Kriger (1998) proposed a theory that 

managers develop wisdom “…through a process of progressively finer discernment of variability in the 

range of data they perceive from their environments” (p. 243). The notion is that the more managers 

interact within their organizational environment, the greater the variability in “sensory observations”, 

ultimately resulting in learning and the development of managerial wisdom. They proposed that 

managers become increasingly aware of five different forms of variation that are relevant to wise 

manager effectiveness: the range of difference between and within organizational level phenomena; 

differences over time; cognitive, affective and skill differences within people in the organization; 

differences between people in their relationships; and differences in symbolic action and construction of 

meaning.  

Bigelow (1992) identified two types of changes that occur as an individual develops managerial 

wisdom: an increase in practical knowledge in conjunction with an increase in self-awareness and 

development of a more holistic longer-term perspective; and the development of two metacognitive 

processes, an increased awareness of the limitations of knowledge and an evolution of self-image as a 

result of seeking and learning from experiences.  Bigelow (1992) stressed three points in his model of 

managerial wisdom development: wisdom is ‘being’ not ‘having’ (in other words wisdom is not about 

having more knowledge and being wise is more than knowing the right words to say); the order, in 

terms of wisdom development, is not resolved; and, wisdom, to some extent, is content specific.  

Jordan & Sternberg (2007) provide five principles for the development of managerial wisdom: 

(1) use of Dialogical thinking, to understand an issue from multiple perspectives; (2) dialectical thinking, 

to understand that the ‘right’ answer or decision can change over time (“decision makers must learn to 

conceptualize their decisions so as to optimize their decision making for a given time and place” (p. 18)); 
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(3) having a role model; (4) to seek balance for the common good (“decision makers need to learn to 

weigh various factors and to achieve a outcome that represents the greatest good in common for all” (p. 

18) and (5) build knowledge for the common good. 

Holliday et al (2007) researched developing practical wisdom through serious play. The research 

involved three-hour sessions with participants, began with introductions, and then each participant 

selected a random assortment of LEGO from a table that contained several hundred LEGO bricks of 

different colours, shapes and sizes. Warm up sessions were used for participants to become familiar 

with the LEGO and to begin assigning ‘metaphorical significance’ to their constructions and to practice 

storytelling using their models as points of reference. Participants were then asked to build a model of 

the leadership based on their own experience. After the models were completed, the participants were 

then asked to describe their model to the other participants at their table. Following this, the table 

group was asked to build ‘leadership in an academic environment’ and to ‘develop a shared story about 

the construction’. 

Gibson (2008) proposes a procedure for developing practical wisdom in novice managers (2008) 

that involves using his heuristic practical wisdom model that reflects the” interplay between experience, 

character, and perception, as conjoint enablers of practical wisdom” (p. 532). He suggests that novice 

managers could use the model as a guide when interviewing senior managers or mentors, such that it 

directs the attention of both managers to “the factors that enable wise management decisions and 

actions, [suggesting] that conversations that are guided by the model should contribute to faster and 

deeper development of wisdom within the novice” (p. 533). The model highlights three-features:  

(1) the way in which wisdom is developed over time through reflective attention to the meaning of 

experiences; (2) the way in which wisdom requires cognitive schemes but also and essentially 
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involves character and visions; (3) the way in which wisdom results from its enabling elements 

operating as a whole and in concert rather than individually or sequentially (p. 531). 

Baltes & Smith (2008) suggest, “There is general agreement…. that the acquisition of wisdom 

requires time and effort and that it involves some combination of education, practice, apprenticeship, 

personal experience, and deliberate reflection about life matters” (p. 57). They argue that acquiring 

wisdom at an expert level, requires focused effort, at both the personal and societal level, “in time, 

effort, motivation and structured experience” (p. 59). The authors state that  

Three sets of antecedents and correlates are thought to be associated with orchestrating the 

development, maintenance, and application of wisdom: general personal factors (e.g., ability, 

personality); specific expertise-related factors (e.g., exposure to life dilemmas and significant life 

events, motivation, mentorship); and context (e.g., age, cohort, historical period, culture) (p. 59). 

Leader Wisdom Development Models. In the application of Wisdom Intelligence, and Creativity 

Synthesized Model (WICS) to organizational leadership, Sternberg (2003) suggests that it is possible to 

develop components of the model by teaching students to make key decisions in each component: (1) 

intelligence – utilize critical and creative thinking skills, with an understanding that one must be able to 

convince others of the value of decisions in order to be action them; (2) creativity – one must be willing 

to defy the crowd, persevere in the face of obstacles, and be willing to take sensible risks; (3) wisdom – 

use one’s intelligence, creativity and experience for a common good, balancing one’s own and others 

interests over both the short and long term, and make a genuine effort to understand the perspectives 

of others and incorporate those into one’s thinking. 

Leader Experience and Wisdom Development. Yang (2014) determined that “…leaders 

acquired rich and multidimensional learning from their leadership experience and components of that 

wisdom were involved in their learning and their application of the lessons learned” (p. 129). Her 
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research results suggest that “learning from important and meaningful life experiences can foster 

wisdom” (p. 129) and stressed the importance of “…transforming learning acquired from life experience 

into wisdom and by cultivating our own ability to manifest wisdom.” (p. 141). She suggests guided life 

review and autobiographical reflections as methods/techniques to “help us to make sense of our lives, 

reflect more from multiple perspectives, and examine wisdom we have manifested in our lives” (p. 141). 

Nayak (2016) proposes a developmental model of wisdom, “…that emerges out of encountering difficult 

situations, experiencing irreconcilable moral dilemmas and deliberating about them” (p.2).  

Nonaka & Takeuchi (2011) specify four ways to cultivate the “ability to make judgments about 

goodness” (to foster wisdom): having experiences, particularly those that result in adversity or failure; to 

document principles gained from one’s experiences, and to share them; to relentlessly pursue 

excellence; and to become knowledgeable in history, literature, and fine arts. These authors also 

recommend three methods to support “grasping the essence” (perceiving reality correctly), which they 

believe contributes to wise leadership: taking steps to fully understanding what the basis of the problem 

or situation is, referring to the Toyota practice of asking “why” five times; making a practice of seeing 

both the forest and the trees (the details and the big picture as the same time); and, constructing and 

testing hypotheses. Nonaka & Takeuchi (2011) also refer to story telling (a narrative to be able to explain 

the essence) as the essence of the situation can be difficult to explain. Being able to tell the story 

supports individual growth in practical wisdom of the leader as they find themselves in the story (as the 

protagonist or the antagonist). Telling the story can also highlight relationships between one thing and 

another, and between the past, the present and the future. The story, as a form of communication, can 

stay with employees, particularly if it written and told in a way to touch hearts and minds, and can also 

facilitate and support multiple and frequent conversations with as many organizational staff as possible, 

contributing to wise leadership. See Table 7 for a summary of Nonaka & Takeuchi’s (2011) abilities of 

phronetic leaders and development recommendations. 
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Table 7: Six abilities of Phronetic Leaders and Development Recommendations. (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

2011, pp. 61-67). 

Wise leaders can judge goodness – “practice 

moral discernment about what’s good and act on 
it in every situation…guided by [their] individual 

values and ethics” (p. 61-62) 

Four ways to cultivate the ability to make good 

judgments: 
-experience – “particularly experience that 

involves facing adversity or failure” (p. 62) 

- “writ[ing] down principles drawn from life 

experience and sharing them” (p.62) 

- “relentless pursuit of excellence” (p.62) 

- “by becoming well versed in the liberal arts… 

philosophy, history, literature, and fine arts (p. 

62) 

Wise leaders can grasp the essence – 

understanding “what lies beneath a situation, 

project[ing] a vision of the future or the 
consequences, and decid[ing] on action required 

to achieve that vision” (p. 63) 

“To cultivate one’s ability to grasp the essence of 

a problem… practice three mind stretching 

routines… 
“ask ‘why’ 5 times” (p. 63) to get to the basis of 

the problem or situation 

“learning to see the trees and the forest at the 

same time” (p. 63) 

“construct and test hypotheses” (p. 64) 

Wise leaders create shared contexts “In Japan a 

ba (place, space, or field) refers to the context in 

which relationships are forged and interactions 

occur” (p. 64) 

Create opportunities for senior executives and 

employees to learn from one another 

Wise leaders communicate the essence – 

“communicate in a way that everyone 

understands” (p. 64) 

Use metaphors and stories effectively 

To help with this read as many novels as possible 

in all genres 

Engage in conversation with as many people as 
possible 

“Wise leaders exercise political power by 
understanding the viewpoints and emotions of 

others” (p. 65) 

“Engage in dialectical thinking” (p. 66) – pursing 
knowledge and truth, enable to deal in 

contradictions and paradoxes 

Wise leaders foster practical wisdom in others Have exemplars mentor others, use a formal 

apprenticeship program 

 

Alhosseini & Ferrari’s, (2019) empirical study considered the connection between motivation 

and the development of wisdom, with analysis suggesting that individuals who “consider wisdom 

development controllable and believe that their personal wisdom can be developed (i.e., growth mind-

set), tend to be wiser, regardless of their definition of wisdom” (p. 319).  

Steyn & Sewchurran (2021) suggest the development of phronesis is related to the challenge of 

identifying the very characteristics that contribute to it. They assert, however, that development of 
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phronesis should be embedded in executive management development in order to “cultivate morally 

responsible leadership”. Based on a grounded theory synthesis of relevant literature they propose a 

typology of managerial phronesis. They define managerial phronesis as: “the capacity for values-based 

sense-making and morally-imbued, relevant behaviour aimed at virtuous outcomes”, incorporating five 

themes that they distilled from the literature:  

(1) Managerial phronesis is an intellectual virtue. (2) It is a judging quality where judgment is 

grounded in virtuous ethics. (3) It holds virtuous aims in focus. (4) It incorporates contextually 

relevant behaviour. (5) Managerial phronesis is an action competence (p. 679),  

and is understood as a situationally embedded development and practical skill. They suggest that 

phronesis cannot be codified into writing (citing Salminen-Karlsson & Wallgren, 2008) and having a 

typology of managerial phronesis could support its development. Steyn & Sewchurran (2021) represent 

manager phronesis in four distinct modes: engaging, knowing and thinking, being and acting. See Table 

8. 

Table 8: Modes of Managerial Phronesis (Steyn & Sewchurran, 2021) (pp. 681-688) 

Phronetic mode of engaging – with 

community and situation 

Both dialogically and discursively 

 Participative approach to engaging 

 Contextually sensitive 

Mode of knowing and thinking Discerning 

 Orientation towards experiential learning 

 Analytical 

 Interrogative 

 Deliberative 

 Problem focused 

Mode of knowing and thinking paradoxes Value-rational and reasoned 

 Non-algorithmic and heuristic 

 Personal and communal 

 Particular and universal 

 Critical and considerate 

 Subjective and holds multiple perspectives 

 Principled and pragmatic 

Mode of being Intuitive 
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 Mindful 

 Adaptable 

 Cautious 

 Action-oriented 

 Virtuous and ethically sensitive 

Mode of acting Responsible 

 Habitual 

 Situational and applied 

 Collaborative 

 

Nonaka & Takeuchi (2021) comment that to be able to cope with VUCA, business leaders must 

draw on phronesis or practical wisdom when developing strategy, moving to an “inside-out” approach, 

translating a founder’s dream (inside) to a future to improve society (outside). They provide six practices 

to support business leaders in this: coping with complexity; adapting dynamically to reality; embracing 

“dynamic duality”; empathizing with others; narrating stories; and living with nature. 

McKenna & Rooney (2019) refer to the “habitus of dispositions of a wise leader”, highlighting 

the requirement for a connection between individual characteristics or qualities of wisdom, and the 

assumptions, values and habitus of an individual. They call for the enaction of the conative process such 

that a leader undertakes the process of cultivating habits of wisdom, which requires “self-discipline, 

persistence, and humility driven by a love of humanity” (p. 662). They identify six characteristics that 

should be manifested in leaders who are demonstrating social practical wisdom (see p.43 in this 

document). 

Development of Organizational Wisdom 

 

“Three important drivers for the development of organizational wisdom are experience, a passion to learn, and 

spirituality” (Bierly et al., 2000, p. 595). 

“Cultivating and enacting practical wisdom – as part of living well, i.e., individual, societal, and ecological 

flourishing – has never been more important than it is today and for a sustainable world to come, as actual and 

possible lives are at stake” (Kϋpers & Gunnlaugson, 2017, p. 5). 
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In considering the development of organizational wisdom, Rowley (2006b), suggested, “… 

identification and labelling of an organizational learning process that promotes wisdom is only the first 

step” (p. 1253). She considered how a “basic” definition of wisdom could be socialized for use in 

different organizational situations, including ensuring application of a commonly understood definition 

that specifies appropriate behaviour with consideration of time parameters, consideration of all 

stakeholders, and with clarity on what is known (linking wisdom and knowledge). Rowley (2006b) 

acknowledges that different stakeholders have different interests, hence agreement on the wise 

behaviour or action is challenging, a contributing factor to the complexity of wisdom. She also connects 

wisdom, leadership and knowledge, suggesting that knowledge can be viewed as an input into wisdom, 

and wisdom can be considered as an input into leadership, acknowledging that wisdom is more than 

knowledge, also requiring judgment, decision and action and that leadership is more than the exercise 

of wisdom. 

Section 7: Wisdom Development Practices Identified in the Literature 
 

“Managing wisdom and fostering wise-decision making, is likely to be a task best accomplished by having wise 

people in place to be learned from, and having people in places where they can learn to become wiser” (Hammer, 

2002, p.13). 

“…most of us have some wisdom within us that we can use on a daily basis, especially if we work explicitly 

towards that end….it is my belief that any of us (or at least most of us) can learn the skills and abilities 

associated with wisdom and practice them in daily life” (Basset, 2011, p. 36). 

 

Hays (2017) summarizes,  

A casual read of the extant academic wisdom literature suggests that wisdom scholars generally 

support the view that wisdom can be learned and that there are learning strategies that can be 

employed to build wisdom or accelerate its development (p. 187).  

Walsh (2015b) suggests, “Practical wisdom is skillful benevolent responsiveness to the central existential 

issues of life” (p. 285), and given the Western meaning of skill (which implies an expertise or mastery), 
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can, therefore, be practiced and developed. Walsh (2015b) comments (citing Ericsson et al, 2007 and 

Ericsson, et al., 2006) that as a skill, wisdom can be acquired in a manner similar to other behavioural 

skills, which requires five specific conditions: careful deliberate practice, regular performance 

assessment and error correction, guided by expert coaching, and sustained over long periods of time.  

Coaching 

 

 Rogers (2012) defines coaching as, 

…a partnership of equals whose aim is to achieve speedy, increased and sustainable 

effectiveness through focused learning in every aspect of the client’s life. Coaching raises self-

awareness and identifies choices (p. 7). 

Coaching supports wisdom development within a corporate environment, encouraging reflection which 

is thought to be foundational to wisdom, by supporting employees/clients in the application of 

knowledge and skills contextually, in the development and application of reflection skills, in sustaining 

on-going leadership development work, and applying theory in practice (King et al., 2020). There are 

three categories of workplace coaching: (1) skills-coaching - focuses on the development of a specific 

skill (e.g., presenting); (2) performance coaching – focuses on individual development in a specific 

domain, over a longer period of time (e.g., project management, specific performance issues identified 

by supervisors), and (3) development coaching which focuses on “professional and personal 

transformation”, which includes coaching for wisdom development (King et al., 2020). External coaching 

formats include “on-demand” coaching which consists of in-moment, just in time sessions, which can be 

check-ins or longer coaching sessions, and long-term engagements which generally consist of regular 

sessions focused on customized coaching plans (Keil, 2020). 



76 

 

 

 

 

Several features differentiate coaching from mentoring: (1) Mentors are more often internal to 

the organization and focus on sharing personal and domain specific professional expertise;  (2) Mentors 

are generally more senior, experienced individuals mentoring less experienced ; (3) Coaches are internal 

(leader as coach) or external to the organization, and generally have coaching training/certification; (4) 

Coaches support reflection of one’s own experiences and knowledge, towards more holistic 

development of the entire person, with the employee/client ultimately choosing the direction forward 

(King et al., 2020; McLean, 2012). At the executive level, coaching, particularly during challenging times, 

provides a thought partner, a confidential resource to explore and discuss, as the CEO transforms the 

organization they lead (Keil, 2020), and as they continue to learn, grow, and optimally, develop wisdom 

at the individual level. King et al. (2020) have developed a model for coaching wisdom, based on the 

social practice wisdom construct (McKenna & Rooney, 2019). 

Table 9: Compass Coaching for Wisdom Model (King et al., 2020, pp. 3-5). 

Step 1 Commitment to coaching for wisdom – developing wisdom is ongoing and is enhanced by 

support. A written commitment to both developing wisdom and to coaching contributes to 

success.  

Step 2 Orientation to the greater good – values knowledge is foundational to wisdom development as 

is “clarity about our intention”. “When we seek to develop wisdom, the intention for change 

necessarily involves enhancing the capacity to contribute to the greater good” (p. 3) 

Step 3 Mindfulness – Mindfulness is a skill in the “deliberate use of attention and awareness with the 

intent to accept in an unbiased way what we observe” (p. 3). This helps us to see reality 

clearly, providing motivation for change by observing what may not be working. A reflective 

practice, including confronting what is not working in one’s life, can be suggested by a coach, 

journaling reflections can also be helpful. 

Step 4 Perspective expansion – includes broadening perceptions and seeing connections between the 

world and ourselves, this includes understanding the impact of our emotions on out thoughts 

and behaviours and how others may have been impacted by our actions. A meditation 

practice, that focuses on awareness, is recommended.  

Step 5 Action – wisdom requires action, including problem solving and helping others 

Step 6 Sensitivity to outcomes – Wisdom development is ongoing, and benefits from reviewing 

results of earlier steps. Coaches listen deeply (reference) and provide a safe reflective space 

and help coachees recognize changes they have taken. 
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Step 7 Strategies to stay on track – Planning is required to continue on with wisdom development. 

This includes clarity on desired outcomes, considering impacts of actions taken, further 

reflecting, and creating a strategy  

 

Mentoring 

 

“Wise people are located in every walk of life and at all levels of organizations. How do we find them? Ask others. 

They are known and recognized by their peers” (Nicholson, 2007, p.392). 

 From a historical perspective, we may think of wisdom as being something “learned at the feet 

of the wise”.  As such, working with a mentor who has been identified as wise, as been identified as a 

method of developing wisdom in others, including consideration of action learning, internships and 

apprenticeship as practices for fostering wisdom (Freeman et al., 2007). Mentoring is suggested as a 

method/practice of wisdom transfer/wisdom preservation within a business context (Hammer, 2002; 

Leonard et al, 2014; Leonard & Swap, 2005,2004). Hammer (2002) proposing that one-to-one mentoring 

is the “most obvious channel for [wisdom] transfer” (p. 16), cautioning that senior mentors may have 

time conflicts given that they are most likely in active management roles, and indicating potential 

challenges of geography, in that mentors may not be located in locations where there are most needed. 

Mentoring can be a formal program, often administered by the Human Resources Department 

(Lawrence, 2008), or can be informal, with the mentee approaching a mentor with a formal request, or 

may develop as a matter of course. A formal process is recommended (Hammer, 2002; Lawrence, 2008) 

in order to facilitate both structure, monitoring, and ultimately an increased volume of effective 

mentoring within an organization. Mentoring program recommendations include: mentor and mentee 

should not be in a direct or indirect reporting relationship; the relationship should not be one of 

obligation, but rather a genuine desire by a senior leader to mentor; storytelling is a helpful skill for 

mentors as they share their experiences and perspectives; mentors should not have an agenda; mentors 

generally have a range of experiences and, if internal to the organization, have a good understanding of 

the culture (Lawrence, 2008). 
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Leonard & Swap (2005) considered means of transferring, what they refer to as “deep smarts”, 

within an organization. They define “deep smarts” as bringing together experience and tacit knowledge 

which have been “shaped by beliefs and social forces”, commenting, 

Deep smarts are as close as we get to wisdom…. Deep smarts cannot be attained through formal 

education alone – but they can be deliberately nourished and grown, and with dedication, 

transferred or recreated” (p. 2: italics in original). 

These authors focus on experience as the basis for “deep smarts” and look to a form of mentoring, 

coaching and teaching to “recreate deep smarts” within others, suggesting, “…wisdom must be 

recreated. …. concentrat[ing] less on the transfer of knowledge and more on guiding the novices 

through a process of creating their own deep smarts” (p.204/205: italics in original). In a continuation of 

the work started by Leonard & Swap (2004,2005), Leonard et al. (2014), discuss implicit knowledge, 

“knowledge that is in someone’s head but that can be fairly easily accessed” (p.21), which along with 

explicit knowledge and tacit knowledge forms ‘deep smarts’. They speak to the difficulty of teaching or 

transferring this knowledge (they use the word wisdom) because the person with ‘deep smarts’ can find 

it difficult to explain the tactic and implicit expertise, recommending facilitation and coaching as a 

method to transfer ‘deep smarts’. 

Facilitators guide knowledge elicitation…. facilitators focus on helping the knowledge flow from 

experts to learners and on structuring the discussion so that the output can be captured. 

Coaches also need to keep the knowledge flowing, but they focus more on removing any 

organizational or interpersonal barriers that might impede that flow (p. 57). 

Leonard et al. (2014) developed the OPPTY (Observation, Practice, Partnering and joint problem solving, 

and Taking responsibility) model to provide accelerated learning of ‘deep smarts’. This involves 

shadowing of an expert, with systematic analyzing of what the expert does, practicing what the expert 
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does, solving problems jointly with an expert and then having the learner start to take on part of the 

expert’s role. The authors describe this as an accelerated apprenticeship program. 

Similarly, cognitive apprenticeship, is a form of learning which has been modeled after hands-on skill 

building, such as craft apprenticeships, and focuses on the behaviours and the thinking behind the 

behaviours of the practitioner. This essentially making the thinking visible to the apprentice, such that 

the thinking and behaviours can be applied within or outside of a class room (Merriam & Bierema, 2013, 

p. 119). Coaching forms a component of cognitive apprenticeship, with the practitioner observing, 

providing support and coaching as needed. 

Mindfulness and Meditation 

 

As summarized by Lomas et al. (2019), mindfulness originated within the practice of Buddhism, 

and was brought to prominence in the West by Kabat-Zinn in 1982, as a method to manage chronic pain 

(Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction – MBSR). “Mindfulness can refer to both: (1) a state or quality of 

mind; and (2) a meditation practice designed to foster this” (Lomas et al., 2019, p. 626). Lomas et al. (2019) 

comment on the use of mindfulness-based interventions (MBI’s) in the workplace to support staff who 

maybe suffering with mental health issues but also as a possible preventative measure and to support 

overall staff wellbeing, including improved emotional regulation, which has been identified as a 

contributor to wisdom (Hall, 2011). Kabat-Zinn (1994) explains mindfulness as “…examining who we 

are…questioning our view of the world and our place in it” (p.3), also “…paying attention…on purpose, in 

the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (p.4), providing a “route for getting ourselves unstuck, back 

in touch with our own wisdom and vitality” (p.5), ultimately “freeing ourselves from the straightjacket of 

unconsciousness” (p. 6). 
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Czinkota (2017) suggests the practice of mindfulness in the workplace will “… not only unlock the 

productive habits of staff but also build conscious professionalism as well as leadership” (p. 228) and 

Ardelt et al., (2013) comment, 

“Through the practice of mindful self-reflection and self-examination and the direct experience 

and acceptance of reality with its ever-changing nature, the attachments and aversions of the 

egotistical self gradually dissolve” (p.283). 

Swartz &Tisdell (2012) suggest, “embodied practices (e.g., mindfulness, body and self-awareness) 

combined with self-reflection can enhance the development qualities associated with practical wisdom” 

(p. 324). Ardelt & Grunwald (2018) comment, “Self-reflection, awareness, and mindfulness meditation 

are closely aligned. Mindfulness mediation aids in self-reflection” (p. 193). To develop wisdom, we must 

accept the reality about ourselves and others, our faults and limitations (Ardelt et al., 2013). We also 

must consciously react to both internal and external stimuli versus unconsciously reacting, which is the 

default behaviour for those of us working on becoming wise. This is related to the process of 

mindfulness, believed to be a practice that can contribute to wisdom development (Ardelt et al., 2013; 

Czinkota, 2017).  

Other Wisdom Development Practices 

 

Table 10: Wisdom Development Practices Identified in the Literature 

Practice Description and Literature References 

Value Identification Knowing one’s values and therefore being able to maintain one’s 

focus supports both wisdom action and development. “Keep your 

focus on what matters. Wisdom is about what matters and what we 
do about it.” (Bassett, 2011, p. 42). 

Journaling Journaling, as contributing to the development to wisdom, is 
suggested by several researchers, (Cranton, 2006; Sharma & 

Dewangan, 2017; Sternberg et al., 2009; Swartwood, 2013). Hay 

(2022) utilized a diary activity, within a DBA programme, where 

participants (all highly experienced and holding senior management 

positions) recorded personal observations and experiences during 
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the programme which were then utilized for reflection at the end of 

the programme. It was determined that students could explore their 

“unknowingness: through understanding the limits of what, how, 

and when they know” (p.269) during DBA programme. Hay (2021) 

connected this to cultivating “Weick’s, 2001 rarely found attitude of 

wisdom whose essence lies in knowing that one does not know” (p. 

285).  

Selective focus on the positive Hall, (2011) comments, “…young people tend to cling longer, 

neurologically speaking, to bad news; the amygdala remains 
aroused longer. Older people seem better able to shrug it off, move 

on, and shift their focus more to positive images. This selective 

focus on the positive is, in a sense, a choice guided by emotion, and 

it again echoes some very old thoughts on wisdom” (p. 74). 

Making a commitment to 

consider the ‘common good’ 

Sternberg et al. (2009), speaking in the context of education, 

suggests maintaining a focus on the ‘common good’ when 

considering decision and action outcomes. Basset, 2011 suggests 

the action of “Review[ing] strategies for living a life committed to 

the common good” (p. 41). 

Constructing and accepting 

internal dialogue 

Kongsbakk & Rooney, 2017 

Appreciating and accepting 

contradictions 

Rodrigues et al., 2017 

Being comfortable with gray 

areas 

Becoming comfortable with gray areas and being able to make 

decisions within that context is suggested by several researchers as 

contributing to wisdom (Bassett, 2011; Wittmer & Fukami, 2017). 
“Realize that hardly anything is only one thing…complexity, and 

perhaps contradiction, is inherent in almost any observation, 

thought idea or concept. Because it is hard to make categorical 

statements, don’t try.” (Bassett, 2011, p. 42). 

Accepting and acknowledging 

a place of unknowing 

Taylor, 2007, 2017 

Fostering multiple 

perspectives 

Taking the perspective of those impacted on both sides of a decision 

(Wittmer & Fukami, 2017).  Learning about perspectives and 

perspectival skills and their benefits (Walsh, 2015a, p. 169). 

Shifting one’s personal perspective to another’s perspective (citing 

Grossman & Brienza, 2018). 

Developing emotional 

literacy/intelligence/regulation 

“…there is a lot of consensuses that a lot of wisdom begins with the 

regulation of emotion” (Hall, 2011, p. 62). 

Deep questioning (Taylor, 2017) also Analyzing and Thinking (Nicholson, 2007, p. 387) 

this links to a key element of the learning cycle, Kolb (2015), the 

ability to abstract principles from sense data and reflection. 

Making structural changes in 

the decision environment that 
can encourage decision 

making 

Such as “nudges” that contribute to wise reasoning and morally-

conscious behaviour, establishing structures within organization 
that promote certain decision formats (interdependent vs 

independent); or “develop context-specific reminders of wisdom-

boosting strategies” (Grossmann & Brienza, 2018, p. 11). 
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Comparison process “…’How does my life compare with those of others or the normative 

life course?’ or ‘How have others, including religious and 

philosophical writers handled a given life situation?’ or ‘How does 

my present condition compare with that of ten years ago?’ or ‘Have 

I achieved the goals I have set for myself?’ …Without the ability to 

step back from one’s own behaviour or one’s own life priorities and 

without the ability to monitor feelings of shame, anxiety, anger, 
pride, or greed, it is very difficult to increase self-understanding. 

Thus, conducting such review processes together with another 

person may increase the amount of insight that is accomplished 

(citing Staudinger, 1996)” (Staudinger, 2013, p.7). 

Developing/increasing moral 

excellence/awareness 

Kϋpers, 2013 

Storytelling Bassett, 2011; Kϋpers, 2013. “See everything as a story” (Bassett, 

2011, p. 42). 

Reframing (Hall, 2011; Kϋpers, 2013; Walsh, 2015a) - “Phronesis requires and 

relates not only acute perception (perspicacity), but also 

apperception.…the ability to relate new experiences to previous 

experiences, in other words to recognize and reflect patterns in 

situations that facilitate understanding and resolution and to also 

frame or reframe them emotionally (citing Grint, 2007)” (Kϋpers, 

2013, p, 33). 

Looking at yourself in the third 
person 

Looking at yourself in the third person/telling a story about yourself 
in the third person/telling the story from the viewpoint of another 

person (Bassett, 2015). 

Using a prescribed set of 

questions to drive wisdom into 

a situation 

(Bassett, 2015) Using questions to drive wisdom into a situation – 

from three perspectives: 

“Discernment – what’s really going on? What are the facts? What’s 

true? What’s important? What’s right? 

Respect – whose point of view am I taking? How does someone else 

really understand? How can I relate to them with magnanimity? 

Engagement – what guides my actions? To what ends are my actions 

directed? What means do I use? What are the consequences of 

different decisions? 

Integration- what are my values? How do I live them? Who are what 
is the ‘I” that I think I am? How do I get outside of myself so I can 

see more clearly?” (p. 152) 

Looking for wisdom in the day 

to day 

Wisdom Watch – “looking for wisdom around you, on the job, on 

television, in the movies, anywhere. Wisdom is out there and the 

more we acknowledge it, the more we will recognize it in the 

future” (Bassett, ,2015, p. 153). Wisdom witnessing “…look around 

for evidence of wisdom in everyday life…is should be a habit of mind 

to be always on the lookout for wisdom” (Bassett, 2011, p. 42). 

Discussing challenges with 

significant persons 

(Glϋck & Baltes, 2006) “The first study (citing Staudinger & Baltes, 

1996) was based on the assumption that social communication is 

the most important means by which wisdom is transmitted. 

Participants who discussed life problems with significant other 
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persons and then reflected on the conversation before responding 

outperformed a standard-instruction control group by about two 

thirds of a standard deviation. An equal effect, however, was found 

for such a conversation about life problems that the participants 

only imagined. Thus, by imaging the discussion of a problem with a 

significant other person, one can markedly increase wisdom-related 

performance” (Glϋck & Baltes, 2006, p. 680). 

Imaging travel to different 

parts of the world, and 
reflecting on locations, 

cultures and the people prior 

to undertaking a wisdom task, 

as a means of activating 

knowledge 

Glϋck & Baltes, 2006 

Reading or studying the 

philosophical literature 

(Baltes & Staudinger 2000; Chen et al., 2011; Sharma & Dewangan, 

2017; Sternberg et al., 2009.  Sternberg et al. (2009), in the context 

of education, suggested encouraging students to read classic works 

of literature and philosophy to learn and reflect on the wisdom of 

the sages.  

Exemplars as role models   Grossmann, 2017b; Huynh & Grossmann, 2020; Walsh, 2015a. 

Teaching wisdom from fables 

and stories 

Huynh & Grossmann, 2020 

Decentring’ from primary 

thinking 

Hall, 2011 

Adopting a self-distanced or 

ego-decentered point of view 

(Huynh & Grossmann, 2020) “as a strategy to promote wise 

reasoning in day-to-day experiences” (p. 8). Self-distancing – fly on a 

wall approach. See Kross & Grossmann (2012). Self-distancing 
includes a number of strategies, including adopting 3rd party 

language versus 1st person when reflecting on difficult situations 

(see Grossmann & Kross, 2014). Also considering the situation from 

the perspective of a different timeline (will this matter 7 minutes 

from now, 7 months from now, 7 years from now, or a year from 

now) (see Huynh, Yang & Grossmann, 2016). (See summary in 

Huynh & Grossmann, 2020) 

Kross & Grossmann (2012) study findings indicate that “people who 

‘distance’ while reasoning over personally meaningful issues think 
and behave in way that prior research suggests is wise” (p. 46). 

Cultivating a habit of trying 
new ways to do things 

Swartwood, 2013 

Committing to lifelong 
learning, adult education 

including developing 

intellectual abilities and 

transformative learning 

Glϋck & Baltes, 2006; Krafcik, 2015; Richardson & Pasupathi, 2005; 
Walsh, 2015a 

 

Art and artistic experiences Hays, 2007; Kϋpers, 2013 

Making amends Bassett, 2011 
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Exposure to and engaging in 

novel experiences 

Walsh, 2015a 

Increase self-knowledge tool for autobiographical self-analysis (Nicholson, 2007, p. 392-393) 

– “offers no more than an inventory – a process that, if conducted 

rigorously, offers the possibility of insight into where on one’s 

journey one acquired the goals, styles, flaws, and capabilities that 

currently constitute one’s travelling gear. The last question on the 

list is the invitation to wisdom – challenge to question what one is 

taking for granted and what one might claim greater control over. 
Socrates put the case inn the strongest terms: ‘The unexamined life 

is not worth living’” (p. 392). 

 

Other Contributing Factors 

 

 Hammer (2002) suggests other factors that enable wisdom transfer, specific to the context of 

public administration in Canada, that are possibly applicable to other organizations: the creation of 

positions with a reduction of day to day accountabilities and increased emphasis on stewardship and 

mentoring; early identification of senior leaders are deemed wise such that they could be employed to 

transfer wisdom in the later years of their career; maintaining a list of “wise” retirees that such this 

“pool” could be utilized as mentors; modification of selection and development tools, such as 360-

degree feedback exercises) to assist in the identification of emerging wise leaders.  

Section 8: Research Gaps Identified in the Literature and Conclusion 
 

Future research dedicated to increasing both the manifestation and development of wisdom, 

both within the context of business and in business education, has been suggested by others. Kϋpers & 

Gunnlaugson (2017) identify the following research opportunities: 

• “What management education and organizational learning processes facilitate the development 

and thriving of wisdom? What organizational interventions support the practice of wisdom 

learning and how can they be assessed and evaluated?... 

• Are there specific forms of practices that enable or preclude wisdom learning?... 
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• Can wisdom learning be connected to a leadership development process?” (p.24-29). 

A related question is asked by McKenna (2017), “…is it possible for a university course to shape a 

disposition founded on wisdom virtues that graduates can draw on as business leaders?” (p. 44). Bangen 

et al. (2013), suggest research supporting the development of interventions designed to promote 

wisdom, as well as the “developmental process of wisdom (as oppose to wisdom as an outcome) [to] 

inform how to best facilitate the growth of wisdom” (p. 1264). Staudinger (2013) asks, “Why do some 

individuals develop further on the road to personal wisdom in the course of their life, while most of us 

do not? “(p. 16).  

 In addition to the literature gaps identified by other, and as is discussed in the following chapter, 

my purpose for this work is to generate practical and appliable knowledge for use in practice. Further, 

Chapter 1 provides observations as to why closing these research gaps and seeking practical and 

applicable knowledge for use in practice are pertinent. In sum, the business operating environment is 

rapidly changing, we are living and operating businesses in an increasingly complex and fast changing 

world, a time of increased uncertainty and unpredictability (Maxwell, 2019). “Wise leadership is now 

becoming more critical to the future of organizations, our environment, and our international societies” 

(Spano, 2015, p. 64). 
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Chapter 3: Research Perspective, Methodology and Methods 
 

 This chapter begins by summarizing my research purpose, goals, and positionality. The next 

section explores ontological, epistemological and axiological perspectives that will inform the work. This 

is followed by an examination of both abductive reasoning and comparative case study methodology. 

Case study as a method is then detailed. The data collection method (semi-structured interviews) is 

described, as are the methods of data analysis (coding, thematic analysis and case-to-case syntheses). 

Research Purpose and Goals 
 

The purpose of this research study is to explore and illuminate how wise leaders may see their 

own wisdom, or the wisdom of others, demonstrated within a business context at a senior/executive 

level. This study was also designed to capture thoughts these wise leaders may have about their own 

wisdom development, and how wisdom in leaders could be cultivated and developed. This research 

results in insights surrounding the notion of wisdom within a business context, how we think about 

wisdom development, recommendations for increasing wisdom in practice and for accelerating wisdom 

development within a business context. Optimally, these recommendations will contribute to 

augmenting wise leaders and wise organizations.  

This research makes substantial and original contributions to knowledge and practice, providing 

the following: 

• identification of foundational components to support and foster wisdom development 

within a business context; 

• recommendations for means of embedding wisdom within existing business practices 

and processes to advance both the manifestation and development of wisdom within a 

business context; 
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• resulting in, an action framework for the cultivation and development of wisdom within 

a business context; 

Researcher Positionality and Social Purpose 

 

In addition to my research motivations as discussed in Chapter 1, is the context for the analysis and 

interpretation of results. I have been working in a full-time Operations VP role for a finance organization 

throughout most of this dissertation work, retiring just several months prior to its completion. As such, I 

have been immersed in this work for many years and have been able to sit with the data while serving in 

a business context allowing contemplation of the results; my data interpretation of the study results and 

their meaning being influenced by my own work situation. I was also part of a large leadership 

community (both internally and externally to my employment situation) that led to many informal 

conversations on the topic of wisdom within a business context. I was watchful for those influences 

when analyzing and reviewing results and when developing the resulting themes. 

Philosophical Pragmatism 

 

“At its core, Pragmatism is a problem-solving philosophy that is both analytical and prescriptive.” 

(Farjoun, Ansell, & Boin, 2015, p. 1788). 

My philosophical perspective has methodological implications to all aspects of my research - 

including the development of research questions, the participants selection process, and the choices of 

data collection processes, procedures, and analysis (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Moon & Blackman, 2014). 

Pragmatism “…rejects formalisms and abstractions in favour of genuine concern for how our worlds 

continuously unfold through our collective efforts to cope with the day-to-day exigencies of modern 

life” (Simpson, 2018, p. 54). Pragmatism is focused on problem solving and the practical results of 

action. 
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Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, John Dewey and George Henry Mead are considered the 

originators of classical Pragmatism, and while there are differences in their philosophical positions, four 

key themes (experience, inquiry, habit, and transaction) are present in all four (Elkjaer & Simpson, 

2011).  These four themes all “have to do with what it means to be human, and how selves and social 

situation can be seen as mutually informing and co-constructing dynamics” (Elkjaer & Simpson, 2011, p. 

63). Experience is comprised of present events, in tandem with individuals constructing new meanings 

as they move between the past and the future, looking at their past in new ways in order to understand 

the present. The new meanings and understandings are then projected into the future, ultimately 

forecasting and framing the outcomes of current actions, which are at the same time being formed. 

Inquiry was described as doubt (indicating a disruption, of sorts, to our thinking and action) by Peirce, 

whereas for Dewey inquiry was noticing something is wrong and wanting to fix it. Ultimately, inquiry is 

situated in our day-to-day activities, as we inquire, evaluate, investigate and draw conclusions. Habits 

are behaviours that have been acquired that cause us to respond in certain ways to certain situations. 

Habits help others predict our behaviour; hence they allow us to anticipate the behaviour of both 

ourselves and others in certain circumstances or situations. Transactions can be between ourselves and 

others, but also between inner selves. (Elkjaer & Simpson, 2011, p. 64-70). In sum, “The notion of the 

social self as a being that is continuously in the making, in effect a becoming, is central to Pragmatism” 

(Elkjaer & Simpson, 2011, p. 69).  

Similarly, Morgan (2017) suggests, that from a pragmatic philosophical perspective, all human 

action is related to one’s past experiences, and the beliefs that have emerged as a result of one’s 

experiences. Thus, individuals take actions based on what they consider the likely future outcomes (or 

consequence) will be, suggesting that “the meaning of actions and beliefs is found in their 

consequences” (p. 25). He summarizes three elements of pragmatism:(1) actions cannot be separated 

from the situations and contexts in which they occur (leading to warranted beliefs resulting from 
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repeated experiences with similar results); (2) actions are linked to consequences in ways that are open 

to change (outcomes change as new situations and experiences are not identical to the past, as such 

beliefs evolve); (3) actions depend on worldviews that are socially shared sets of beliefs (even though 

individuals have unique experiences, there are “varying degrees of shared experience between two 

people, leading to different degrees of shared beliefs”, which may result is similar actions. As such, 

worldviews are held at both individual and social levels) (p. 26).  

In contrast to philosophies that emphasize the nature of reality, pragmatists emphasize the 

nature of experience. In place of questions about the nature of truth, pragmatists focus on the 

outcomes of action. Instead of concentrating on individuals as isolates sources of beliefs, 

pragmatists examine shared beliefs (Morgan, 2017, p.27). 

Pragmatism and Organizational Research 

 

“Pragmatism…has considerable potential to inform those aspects of business and management research that are 

concerned with the dynamics of human and social practice” (Simpson, 2018, p. 54). 

“Pragmatism is especially relevant to those organizational scholars who are concerned with understanding the 

dynamic processes and practices of organizational life” (Elkjaer & Simpson, 2011, p. 55). 

 It is suggested that pragmatism can provide “fresh perspectives on the dynamics of change and 

complexity in organizations” (Simpson, 2018, p. 65). As discussed earlier, organizations are currently 

coping with significant change in areas of technology, competition, growing interdependencies, and 

“wicked problems” such as the impacts of climate change, geo-political uncertainty, and the pandemic. 

As such, they are looking for solutions that are innovative, creative, challenge the status quo, and look 

to the future. Farjoun, Ansell, & Boin, (2015) suggest that seeking solutions for such challenges can be 

facilitated by a Pragmatic philosophy, which  

…provides a richer and more realistic view of human behaviour that ones used by rationalist and 

structuralist accounts. Pragmat[ists] view individuals as social and complex; [they] highlight their 



90 

 

 

 

 

creativity and their willingness to experiment, and [they] explain how their actions shape the 

complex environments they face (p. 1788).   

Similarly, Elkjaer & Simpson, (2011) suggest that Pragmatism is helpful in, … 

…understanding organizational practice as the continuous and emergent weaving together of 

social selves and social situations. Its focus is very much upon the social nature of real-time 

actions that constitute living and lived experiences. This perspective, then, offers a way of 

approaching ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions that remain difficult to address by more conventional 

means (p. 79). 

Pragmatism as it Relates to Ontology and Epistemology 

 

 As summarized by Farjoun, Ansell & Boin (2015), “Pragmatists…tend to view the social world in 

terms of processes that connect all sorts of entities in relational and recursive ways” (p. 1789), with the 

following ontological components: (1) a focus on process (a processual view of the world, the world and 

individuals are all in the process of becoming, and structure and process are interrelated); (2) 

relationships (relations and transactions are inseparable); (3) recursiveness (processes that loop back to 

themselves such as stimulus and response co-evolving, preferences being shaped by action); (4) 

antidualism (avoiding a one-sided focus, reconciling and joining together what seems separate – such as 

self and social, practice and theory, body and mind) (Farjoun, Ansell & Boin, 2015, pp. 1789-1790). Table 

11 contrasts ontology, epistemology, and methodology in three philosophical perspectives, realism, 

constructivism and pragmatism, as a way of differentiating pragmatism. 

Table 11: Ontology, Epistemology and Methodology of Pragmatism (Morgan, 2017, pp. 37, 38, 39; also 

see Morgan, 2014). 

 Ontology (nature of reality) Epistemology (what counts as 

knowledge) 
Methodology (what is 

the research process) 

Realism  There is a single reality that 

exists apart from our 

Our knowledge about the 

world can be subject to error, 

Researchers test evidence 

according to its ability to 
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perceptions or interpretations 

of that real world 

so what we know today may 

be replaced by future 

knowledge 

explain events in the 

world, and they revise 

their theories in response 

to that evidence 

Constructivism 

 

There are multiple realities 

that reflect the different 

experiences and beliefs of 

different people 

Each individual possesses a 

unique perspective on reality 

and thus his or her own 

individual conception of 

“truth” 

Researchers can learn 

about the experiences 

and beliefs of others, and 

they provide 

interpretations of these 

data in the form of 

theories 

Pragmatism 

 

Even though there is a reality 

that exists apart from human 

experience, it can only be 

encountered through human 

experience. In other words, all 

knowledge of the world is 

socially constructed, but some 

versions of that construction 

are more likely to match 

individuals’ experiences. The 

world has an ‘obdurate’ 

quality…which furthers some 

lines of actions and resists 

others. Reality is always 

changing, based on human 

experience, and as a result of 

practical solutions and actions 

All knowledge of the world is 

based on experience 

…Combined with the belief 

that the world is both real and 

socially constructed, 

pragmatists believe that all 

knowledge is social 

knowledge…. All individual 

perceptions of the world are a 

product of social experiences 

Research oriented to the 

nature of the knowledge 

sought; focused on the 

practical implications of 

the research, 

concentrating on whether 

knowledge is useful in 

guiding behaviour to 

produce an anticipated 

outcome. Pragmatism 

emphasizes action as the 

basis for knowledge. 

 

 

From an ontological perspective, I believe that reality is socially constructed, and, that said, we each 

begin with our own reality that can only be interpreted through our own experience. The data gathered 

and the knowledge created in this research, is socially constructed from the experiences of the research 

subjects and is gathered and interpreted through my own experience. As an example, nominator 

interviews provided data with respect to the defining qualities of wise people based on their experience 

of the nominee, although their personal perspective of wisdom would have been interpreted through 

their lived experiences. I also believe that as we take actions and decisions to solve challenges, and even 

become aware of challenges to solve, our reality continues to change. 
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From an epistemological perspective, I believe that construction of a practical action framework for 

the manifestation and development of wisdom within a business context requires data on the 

experience of people who are considered wise, learning how their actions and decisions are experienced 

by both others (nominators) and themselves, and understanding how wise people may have developed 

their wisdom. In other words, the socially constructed experiences of wise individuals will inform this 

action framework. 

My values (the axiological assumptions) include a belief in wisdom, the value and opportunity to 

grow our own wisdom with reflection and learning from transformational events and other experiences, 

the importance of continuous learning, and the value of education, coaching, and individual 

development. I come to this research with the value of practicability (my pragmatic philosophy), in that 

my desire is to take what is learned from the research and develop practical solutions to the challenges 

that motivated me to undertake this work to begin with, including caring about all stakeholders (versus 

primarily (only) shareholders) and advancing the quality of the work place. Ultimately, I believe that wise 

leaders are essential, contributing in a positive and substantive manner, to a sustainable, just, and caring 

planet. 

Abduction 

 

“Abduction is about discovering new concepts, ideas, and explanations by finding surprising phenomena, data, or 

events that cannot be explained by pre-existing knowledge” (Kennedy,2018, p.52) 

“As a methodological approach, abduction present[s] the potential to meet the challenge of recognizing the 

researchers experience in a manner that would not undermine but rather enhance the research” (Conaty, 2021, 

p.2). 

“… one of the most Extraordinary Ordinary Powers we posses – the ability to think abductively” (Shank, 1998, p. 

842) 

 As summarized by others, Charles Saunders Peirce, 1931 (cited by Blaikie, 2019; Charmaz, 

Thornberg, & Keane, 2018; Kennedy, 2018; Locke, 2010; Reichertz, 2020; Shank, 1998; Simpson, 2018), 

differentiated abduction, from deduction and induction, as a third mode of reasoning. Deduction derives 
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a conclusion from specific observations, beginning with a specific theory; induction looks to logically 

conclude or generalize what is beyond specific observations, inferring based on data, and; abduction (or 

retroduction) involves inferences or generation of a hypothesis to explain an observation or determine 

effects to causes (Blaikie, 2019; Kennedy, 2018; Locke, 2010; Reichertz, 2020).   

Shank (1998), provides Peirce’s “general configuration of the abductive syllogism” (citing Peirce, 

1955, p. 151): 

 “The surprising fact, C is observed;  

But if A were true, C would be a matter of course, 

Hence, there is a reason to suspect that A is true” (Shank, 1998, p. 848). 

He explains that that the surprise leads us to what is ordinarily the case, suggesting that we often move 

from a surprise to an inference so quickly that we are unaware of our conclusion. He provides six distinct 

modes of abductive reasoning used by empirical researchers:  

(a) reasoning to the omen (or hunch) [divination]; (b) reasoning to the clue [detection]; (c) 

reasoning to the metaphor or analogy; (d) reasoning to the symptom [diagnosis]; (e) reasoning 

to the pattern; and (f) reasoning to the explanation (pp. 848-849). 

Shank (1998) helpfully explains two of these modes, to drive home the concept of abduction. Reasoning 

to the clue, or detection, is a form of abduction demonstrated by a hunter tracking an animal or a 

detective solving a case. Reasoning to the symptom, or diagnosis, is familiar to anyone who has worked 

in, or has been served by, the medical community. Morgan (2017) explains abduction using Dewey’s 

Five-Step Model of Inquiry, in the context of purchasing a vehicle. Beginning with (1) recognizing the 

problem (considering the purchase of a vehicle), then (2) reflecting on the situation (using one’s existing 

beliefs). It is during the next step (3) determining a solution, where he highlights the link between 
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reflecting on the problem and determining a solution, and what he calls a “leap of faith”. In 

philosophical Pragmatism, this leap (speculating on the action that would solve the problem) is known 

as abduction. The next step (4) also involves reflection on the suggested solution, followed by (5) the 

action. 

At its core, abduction consists of generating a kind of if-then formulation, in which your 

reflection on the nature of the problem leads you to conclude that if you act in a particular way, 

then you are likely [to] produce a specific set of outcomes (Morgan, 2017, p. 29). 

Abduction starts with empirical data, interpreting this data, and determining that an explanation of 

what is ‘discovered’ is not already in existence. This is the ‘surprise’, which results in a search for a (new) 

explanation. 

……. Abduction ‘proceeds’, therefore, from a known quality (=result) to two unknowns (=rule 

and case). Abduction is therefore a cerebral process, an intellectual act, a mental leap, that 

brings together things which one had never associated with one another: a cognitive logic of 

discovery (Reichertz, 2020, p.264). 

As Charmaz, Thornberg, & Keane, (2018) comment, explaining the role of researcher experience and 

prior knowledge: 

Researchers bring together diverse stands of previous knowledge to imagine and make 

inferences and intelligent guesses to select plausible hypotheses or develop new hypotheses 

about puzzling findings. Previous theoretical knowledge is needed whether researchers select an 

available hypothesis or create a new one. In the later case, researchers put old ideas together in 

a new way and thus modify and transform prior theoretical knowledge (p. 431). 
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In abduction, there is an iterative component as researchers move back and forth, considering the 

research data and extant knowledge, moving back and forth between the two, looking for patterns and 

explanations (Kennedy, 2018, p. 52). Previous theoretical knowledge is required and is modified or 

transformed in abductive inference (Kelle, 2013, p.564). 

…abduction logic lacks the certainty of deduction or induction; rather it brings new insight by 

suggesting a possible explanation for observed event…Whilst deduction and induction are 

adequate for inferential tools for a world that already exists, the emergence of a world-in-

progress cannot be accounted for without the logic of abduction (Simpson, 2018, p. 59).  

Conaty’s (2021) mapping of the abductive research process used in his research (see Figure 1), 

highlights drawing on the inescapable prior experience, phronesis (Thomas, 2010) of the researcher. 

Further, embracing this as an essential component of the abductive process, connecting the researcher, 

the current research, and extant knowledge (p. 2). 

Figure 1: The abductive research process. (Conaty, 2021, p. 2). 
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Criticisms and challenges associated with abduction include: there could be more than one 

“plausible explanation or hypothesis” (Kennedy, 2018, p. 53) for researchers to chose between, and; 

there is risk of circular reasoning if researchers become attached to a favourite theory, particular if this 

occurs early in the research. There are a number of strategies that can help researchers avoid circular 

reasoning (as summarized by Kennedy, 2018): (a) theoretical agnosticism – “treating theories, concepts 

and hypotheses as provisional, fallible, disputable and modifiable conceptual proposals”; (b) theoretical 

pluralism – “insisting on the need for a conversation between different 

perspectives/theories/hypotheses based on the understanding that knowing is social, situated, and 

continually in need of re/adjustment, correction, and re/construction”, and; (c) theoretical playfulness – 

“playing with theories in innovative and unorthodox ways” (pp. 53-54). 

Research Methodology 
 

“The significance of pragmatism for research methodology is that the pragmatist recognizes that all research is 

cumulative and yet incomplete and that preliminary judgments must be made with the evidence at hand” (Jacobs, 

2010, p. 724). 

Comparative Case Study/Multi-Site Case Studies 

 

“The comparative case study approach is a power design to generate causal explanations, and as such, is well 

suited for answering ‘how’ and ‘why’ research questions” (Goodrick, 2019, p.2). 

“A multi-site case study is a potentially useful means of capturing the complexity of a phenomenon while revealing 

rich understandings about the context in which it is based” (Bishop, 2010, p.589) 

My research methodology is comparable case study.  

Case studies are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies, institutions, or 

other systems that are studied holistically by one or more methods. The case that is the subject of 

the inquiry will be an instance of a class of phenomena that provides an analytical frame – an object 

– within which the study is conducted and which illuminates and explicates (Thomas, 2011, p. 513). 
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Case study methodology supports the generation of situated knowledge. This investigation was 

conducted within a ‘real-life’ context, with study participants selected based on referrals from 

nominators, who have experienced the nominees as wise. As such, nominees were selected for their 

unique characteristics (Guest et al., 2013). This is discussed further in a later section of this chapter. 

Choosing case study methodology is appropriate for research in which the main questions are “how” 

or “why” (Farquhar, 2013; Stewart, 2017; Yin, 2014) and when the focus of the study is on the current 

state (Yin, 2014). This research captures wise nominee’s current perspectives of wisdom, and historical 

results, in the sense of “how” the wisdom of wise nominees may have developed. Case study 

methodology is also appropriate when the goal is to capture complexity of many observations from 

several individuals (Stewart, 2017).  

A multi-site case study investigates a contemporary phenomenon found in two or more real-

world or naturalistic settings. By richly illuminating the experiences, implications, or effects of a 

phenomenon in different settings, a multi-site case study produces data that show within-site 

patterns and cross-site syntheses (Bishop, 2010, p.587). 

This research involved conducting two distinct multi-site sets of cases. The case sets are 

comprised of thirteen multi-site nominator interviews, and thirteen multi-site wise nominee interviews. 

Cases conducted in multiple locations are referred to as multiple-case studies, comparative case studies, 

and collective case studies (Bishop, 2010). For the purpose of this paper, I will utilize the term 

comparative case study. A design strength of a comparative case study is the ability to gather common 

findings from different settings, while also being able to determine findings that may be unique to one 

case. One challenge of this research, and the comparative case method, is to ensure that cases are 

selected such that comparisons will be meaningful, as such the nomination process in this research was 

critical. The nominee or exemplar process, that contributed to this, is discussed later in this chapter. 
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Comparative case studies involve explicit, formal, and structured focus on comparison to 

produce causal inferences about social phenomena. Comparison indicates that the researcher is 

systematically examining similarities and differences within and among cases. The goal, 

however, is to compare and generate an understanding of the way patterns and configurations 

of cases work (Goodrick, 2019, p. 4). 

According to Goodrick, (2019), comparative case studies have four characteristics: a focus on 

causal explanation about social or historical contexts; theory-guided case selection; iterative use of 

qualitative and quantitative methods; case-based knowledge. In terms of causal explanation, Goodrick 

(2019) explains, “The analytic processes used in comparative case studies are based on an appreciation 

that there is no straightforward, linear relationship between causes and outcomes” (p. 6). As the 

researcher, I was exploring across cases, identifying and attempting to explain patterns, those present 

and also those that might be missing. The comparisons were used to prompt questions, and identify 

possible answers, with an understanding that the comparison was more than an “apples to apples” type 

analysis. The second key characteristic is case selection. Given the purpose of comparative case study is 

to seek to understand and to explain patterns about a particular social phenomenon, a clear rational is 

required by the researcher as to the inclusion (or exclusion) of cases in the study. Case selection is 

discussed further in this chapter. The third characteristic is multiple methods of data collection. In this 

research semi-structured interviews were undertaken, and observation, where possible, was also 

utilized. The fourth characteristic is core-based knowledge.  

Being case oriented means that the researcher is interested in the complex interactions of 

conditions through an intensive focus on a limited number of cases. There are inevitable trade-

offs between breadth and depth” (Goodrick, 2019, p. 10/11). 
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It is important in comparative cases to be extremely cautious with any verbatim quotes utilized 

in the report, to ensure confidentiality is maintained (Bishop, 2010). As such, quotes provided in the 

report chosen are those more generic in nature, and/or quotes have been modified to ensure 

confidentiality without losing meaning. 

Case Study and Abductive Reasoning 

 

As summarized by Thomas (2010), concerns with case study methodology in the literature have 

been related to that of generalization, arguing that it is not possible to generalize from one case. He 

states,   

…the goal of social scientific endeavor, particularly in the studies of cases, should be exemplary 

knowledge unselfconsciously based on abduction gained and offered through phronesis rather 

than through theory (p. 576). 

He explains that generalization, leading from inductive studies, is foundational in the natural sciences, 

where “X happens regularly in certain conditions, so we infer that X will happen again in these 

conditions” (p. 576). However, is much different in the social sciences, with its “exceptions, anomalies, 

and idiosyncrasies”, which are a function of social life and the fact that individuals determine and make 

meaning of their environments in unique and different ways. As an alternative to the expectation of 

“watertight (or almost watertight)” induction following generalization, [Thomas (2010) suggests that] … 

our expectations should be more moderated concerning the generalizations that can emerge from social 

study” (p. 576), advocating for abduction as “… the appropriate inferential form for case study” (p. 577). 

Thomas (2010), (citing MacIntyre 1985), speaks to the challenge of generalization and theory in 

the social sciences, commenting that “unpredictability will always win over predictably as far as matters 

of social science are concerned. It is the only the trivial things that are predictable” (p. 578).  He then 

highlights the distinction between theory and phronesis from an Aristotelian perspective, citing Back, 
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2002, with theory establishing “absolute laws”, being consistent and provable. Conversely, phronesis 

has no expectation of consistency, rather, seeks understanding in a particular circumstance. He 

concludes that this suggests moving away from generalizing knowledge, and induction to theory, and 

towards that of “exemplary knowledge of abduction and phronesis” (p. 578). Ultimately, he observes, 

that data gathered in social science research is understood within the context it is gathered but is 

“interpretable only in the context of one’s own experience – in the context, in other words, of ones 

phronesis rather than theory” (p. 578). In sum, he suggests, “The case study thus offers an example from 

which one’s experience, one’s phronesis, enables one to gather insight or to understand a problem” (p. 

578).  

Thomas (2010) suggests several “key ingredients to a phronesis-based case study” (p. 579): (1) 

questioning, surprise, intelligent noticing and serendipity that are not diminished by a goal of generality; 

(2) heuristic and incremental chunking, weaving together related data to tell the story, identifying 

contradictions and paradoxes; (3)narrative diachronicity, understanding “what is related to what” in 

terms of steps in the process that is being researched; (4) particularity, understanding the uniqueness of 

a particular situation; (5) intentional state entailment, observing the feelings, beliefs, and values of the 

research subjects not just what the are doing or have done; (6) canonicity, breach and counterfactuality, 

recognizing how a case differs from “normal”; (7) context sensitivity and negotiability, understanding 

that the interpretation of a case is situated in both the experiences of the researcher and the reader of 

the research results; and, (8) analogy, awareness that sensemaking is directly related to our own 

experiences, thus recognizing this lens on the interpretation of the research results (pp. 579-580). 

Conaty (2021) also suggests, “…an abductive approach lends itself to case study research where 

the researcher is in close proximity to the phenomenon under study and the source of data” (p. 2). He 

comments that “Case study research resonates with abduction as a methodological approach as it 

supports a depth of interaction between the researcher and the field and between the data and the 
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theory” (p.4). Given my positionality, the research questions, the choice of utilizing the case study 

method, and my experience, abduction is a fit for the research study being undertaken. 

 Case-to-Case Synthesis. Case-to-case synthesis is a secondary analysis technique involving in-

depth examination of a collection of case studies (Yore & Rossman, 2010).  The difference between 

generalizing and synthesizing, as explained by Rossman & Yore (2009): “Generalization entails applying 

conclusions (general statements or findings) drawn from one set of circumstances to another set of 

circumstances. There is a strong predictive element to it.” (p. 582). Whereas “… synthesizing is a process 

of putting together parts into a whole, the formation of something complex from simpler elements. A 

synthesis is complete unto itself” (p. 583).  

This research entailed examination of two sets of multi-site case studies that were intentionally 

designed to be integrated, in the sense that the first set of cases were utilized as a data set unto 

themselves (in that they provided data about wise nominees as a set) but also as paired to a nominee 

(such that the data was used to determine if nominees were likely to be considered wise when 

compared against the academic literature). The second set of cases were considered both individually 

and as a data set, such that assertations for both cases as individuals and as a data set could be made. 

Yore & Rossman (2010) comment, “… case to case synthesis involves the in-depth examination 

of a collection of case studies -albeit ones with a common focus, method or outcome” (p. 130).  Two 

strategies for case-to-case comparison leading to synthesis are discussed in the literature: case oriented 

(utilizes one case) and variable oriented approaches, as well as a mixed option. This research utilizes the 

variable-oriented approach, in that themes are identified and compared across the case sets (Rossman 

& Yore, 2009; Yore & Rossman, 2010). “Synthesis – the process of integrating parts to form a whole - 

suggests that the outcome is more complex that a mere aggregation of component parts” (Yore & 

Rossman, 2010, p. 131). Synthesis is interpretive, as such, research results will differ between 
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researchers who will focus on different facets of the case, reflecting and integrating results with their 

own experiences (Rossman & Yore, 2009; Yore & Rossman, 2010).  

Data Collection Methods 

 

“…when you think about what difference it would make to use one method rather than another, you are 

thinking about the potential consequences of this choice. Moreover, the potential results from your 

choice can only be evaluated in terms of the goals and purposes behind your original research question” 

(Morgan, 2017, p. 28). 

 Phenomenological Data. 

“Phenomena are relatively stable, recurrent, general features of the world that, as researchers, we seek to 

explain” (Haig, 2005, p. 374). 

Phenomenology is a powerful form of qualitative research that studies an individual’s lived 

experience. In this case, the research inquiries were focused on the experience of wisdom and wisdom 

development within a business context by the leaders nominated as wise. Bartlett & Vavrus (2017) 

suggest that researchers consider, “What Phenomena [is] interest[ing] you?”, suggesting “…the word 

phenomenon directs us, first, towards the ‘thing’ itself and then, as it comes into focus, we can ask what 

is odd or unexpected about it, and why and to whom it matters” (p. 8). The phenomena that is 

interesting to me is - how did individuals nominated as wise develop their wisdom? And is it possible to 

learn from this and develop/cultivate more wise people in business? As such, my research undertook 

research to first identify senior leaders considered wise, and to then interview these leaders to 

determine how they may have developed their wisdom, as a means of capturing data that may 

illuminate this, and possibly be applicable to others.  

Phenomenology supports the study of the knowledge of lived experiences. This was not an 

intensive phenomenological study, however, studying the participants’ perspective is part of the study, 

within a comparative case study of developmental patterns. Both observational and phenomenal data 

contribute to research results.  
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Case study research can employ a wide variety of methods (Stewart, 2017).  This research study 

utilized semi-structured interviewing and observation (when interviewing was completed face to face). 

A number of additional data points were also considered including researcher field notes, ‘grey 

literature’ in the case of both nominators and wise nominees (information gathered from social media, 

newspapers and magazine articles, if applicable) and researcher journal notes. See Appendix D for 

interview protocol. 

Figure 2: Summary of Research Steps 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nominee Interviews Nominator Interviews 

Literature review to inform 

selection of wisdom definitions to 

guide research and to identify 

characteristics and behaviours 

associated with wise individuals 

in the literature 

Selection of nominators based on 

researcher network 

Nominees are selected by 

nominators 

Transcribe interview and 

code (NVivo).  

Transcribe interview and 

code (NVivo) 

Utilized coding analysis to 

identify themes for each case  

Using code themes as indicators of 

themes, complete thematic analysis 

of each case  
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Selection of Participants. 

 

“With the case study method, a very critical decision is the selection of cases… cases are selected because 

they are particularly suitable for illuminating a phenomenon and for extending relationships and logic 

among variables” (De Massis & Kotler, 2014, p. 17: italics in original). 

Selection of both nominators and nominees was critical in terms of data quality. The sample 

included two sets of thirteen cases. The study included seven nominators (one nominator with an 

extensive national network nominated five nominees and one nominated three, and the rest each one) 

for a total of thirteen nominees. Separate interviews were conducted for each nomination, hence 

nominators who nominated more than one nominee, were interviewed separately with respect to each 

nominee, such that unique data was captured on each nominee.  Nominators were chosen from my 

professional network (business, board, and personal contacts). Nominators then referred nominees 

from their professional network, a form of purposive snowball sampling (Yin 2016). Candidates were 

recruited from across the country to ensure geographical representation. I was selective when choosing 

the nominators in that I chose individuals who I had experienced to be smart, successful, and wise 

themselves, as I believed they would be in a position to nominate someone who is wise - the idea that it 

takes one to know one.  

Compare key characteristics and 

behaviours identified by nominators to 

those identified in the literature to 

confirm nominee would be identified as 

wise 

Cross-case comparison, to develop themes 

across all cases 

Gray data as additional 

confirmation 

Cross-case comparison to determine 

themes across case set  
Synthesis of data and integration of key 

literature 
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All thirteen nominees are in the boomer cohort (Statistics Canada defines this group as being 

born between 1946 and 1965, so between 75 and 56 years of age), four are women (30%), and nine are 

men (70%). This age range is likely related to the average age of senior executives and recent retirees in 

Canada. It also, sadly, represents the percentage of women represented at senior executive levels in 

business.  The gender distribution of this study is roughly representative of senior/executive leaders 

working for or recently retired from Canadian organizations, as reflected by Statistics Canada and 

Canada’s Securities Regulators (Rachandani & Seville, 2018). These groups reported that the proportion 

of employees in management positions, who were women, in 2018 (Statistics Canada) was 35.1%. 

However, the sample proportion of women exceeded the proportion of business majority-owned by 

women in 2013 (Statistics Canada) of 18.4% and the percentage of female CEOs in Canadian companies 

in 2018 (Rachandani & Seville, 2018) of 4%.  

Three nominees are from British Columbia, two are from Alberta, one is from Manitoba, three 

are from Ontario, three are from New Brunswick and one is from Nova Scotia. Two of the nominees are 

fluent, and regularly work, in both French and English. While seven of the nominees would say that they 

are retired, six out of the seven are still working, simply in a different capacity from their primary career. 

Examples of this are teaching at a university after retiring as a partner at a CPA firm and working as a 

consultant after selling their primary business. 

Unfortunately, the nominee group did not include individuals of colour or those from First 

Nations, although one nominee had undertaken significant work with First Nations, such that the 

nominee has learned significantly from what the nominee refers to as “First Nation wisdom”. Two other 

nominees referred to the wisdom of First Nation’s culture during the interviews, their perspective 

having come from working with First Nation’s people in several different contexts. Two of the nominees 

referred to their immigrant roots during the interviews, specifically referring to what amounts to inter-

generational trauma, as a result of either parents or grandparents having survived the Holocaust. No 
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nominees had a visible or declared disability. The study sample is not representative of the diverse 

population of Canada. All the interviews took place between February and August 2019. Six of seven 

nominators were interviewed face to face, as were nine of thirteen nominees. The balance of the study 

participants interviewed by phone. No compensation was provided for nominee or nominator 

participation. 

 There was more diversity in the nominator group in terms of cohorts, with 50% being from the 

boomer cohort, almost 36% are from generation X (born between 1965 and 1980, so between 56 and 41 

years of age), and 14% are from the millennial cohort (born between 1981 and 1996, so between 40 and 

25 years of age). There is a nominator located in six of ten provinces, with the provinces of Quebec, PEI, 

Manitoba, and Newfoundland not represented.  

Procedures and Interviews with Nominators. Nominators were contacted by phone or by 

email. Those who were initially contacted by phone were provided with a follow up email. The email 

contained study information, the request to consider nominating a wise person from their network and 

included two definitions of wisdom. One from Hays (2007, 2017), “doing the right thing for the greater 

good, all things considered”; the second from Kolodinsky & Bierly, (2013) describing executive wisdom 

as:  

The actionable ability of a top organizational manager to accumulate knowledge, embody moral 

maturity, manage uncertainty, and engage in reflective strategic decision-making that result in 

(a) enlightened strategic judgements and (b) effective implementation of principled actions that 

help to sustain long-term organizational effectiveness and positively impact a firm’s most salient 

stakeholders (pp.5-6). 

The initial contact with nominees was made by nominators who asked them to participate in 

this research. Nominators reached out to wise nominees by phone and email, and/or followed up with 
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an email after an initial phone call. Nominators sent a modified version of the email they had received, 

to the nominees, in most cases the two wisdom definitions that had been provided to the nominators 

were included.  

I contacted nominators by phone or email to schedule a date/time for an interview. Scheduling 

was challenging given the desire to interview as many nominators as possible in person, the very busy 

schedules of the nominators, and the geography of Canada. Interview questions were not sent in 

advance. 

The key research queries for nominators were: 

• What leads you to describe the person you are referring as wise? 

Additional questions revolved around behaviours and actions that a nominee would have observed that 

would lead them to see the nominee as wise, and specific questions intended to facilitate gathering 

examples. I also asked if the nominators had insights as to what may have contributed to the 

development of the wise nominee’s wisdom. Questions to surface the behaviour, practices and qualities 

of potential nominees were driven from research that has documented subcomponent, behaviours and 

qualities most commonly included in wisdom definitions (Bangen et al, 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; 

Intezari, 2016; Walsh, 2015b) See Appendix B for summary of subcomponents from Bangen et al. (2013), 

Glϋck & Bluck (2013), and Walsh (2015a, 2015b) and Appendix C for qualities of wisdom summarized by 

Intezari (2016). The primary purpose of interviewing nominators was to obtain sufficient evidence to 

ensure that nominees would profile as wise according to existing literature, and also for nominee 

comparison to ensure the same phenomena was being compared across nominees. While initially a 

minimum representation of behaviours/actions to qualify a nominee as wise was not set, the lowest 

number of behaviours/actions was four.  
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Procedures and Interview with Nominees. Nominees were contacted primarily by email to 

schedule a date/time for an interview. Scheduling was challenging given the desire to interview as many 

nominees as possible in person, the very busy schedules of the nominees and the geography of Canada. 

I did not offer to send interview questions in advance. This was confirmed to be unusual by several 

nominees during the interviews. I began the interviews by apologizing and explaining my reasons for not 

sending interview questions ahead of time, which would be the normal business practice when 

interviewing senior leaders. The purpose of not sending interview questions ahead of time, was to 

ensure that I was able capture any discomfort the nominees may have with the idea of being nominated 

as wise. To ensure the most authentic data possible, I also wanted their “off the top” answers to my 

questions, rather than have them think and prepare for the questions ahead of time. The nominees are 

all senior leaders, and I was reasonably certain that if they had the questions ahead of time, they would 

be well prepared for the questions, this would be a normal business practice for senior leaders. In this 

case, I wanted them to be thinking about and working through the questions with me. In one case, a 

nominee specifically asked for, and was provided, the questions in advance. 

Key research queries for nominees were: 

• What would others say about you in terms of wise behaviour, actions and/or qualities? 

• What does wisdom “look like” to you? 

• What ideas do you have around wisdom development? 

• What do you think about the need for/applicability of wisdom in business? 

Additional questions revolved around their thoughts on being nominated as wise, and a number 

developed to ‘pull’ from the nominee how they might have developed their own wisdom. In some cases, 

we had a more general conversation with respect to wisdom (definitions, why I am doing this research) 

prior to moving into research questions to satisfy their curiosity and interest.  
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Discussion of Study Selection of Participants and Exemplar Methodology. As explained 

above, nominees were the provided with two definitions of wisdom utilizing “existing literature and 

definitions of the construct to devise nomination criteria” (Bronk, 2012, p. 5). One from Hays (2007, 

2017) and the second from Kolodinsky & Bierly, (2013) defining executive wisdom. 

One limitation of this study, as identified by Weststrate & Glϋck (2017a), is that of providing a 

definition of wisdom to the nominators, which could create circularity, in that “nominations would 

…[be] in line with those criteria” (p. 804). Webster (2019) had a similar concern, considering means to 

supplement or strengthen self-assessed wisdom measurement results, used in his study. He suggests 

that nominations are a means of strengthening the validity of self-report wisdom measures, with 

independent individuals providing nominations of people they identify as wise. Contrary to this, Glϋck et 

al., 2013, suggest caution with respect to utilizing nominators to select wise people, namely: the 

nominator is using their own implicit theory of wisdom to select a nominee; and, the nomination may be 

based on a limited sample of the nominee’s behaviour, possibly reflecting a memorable event, which 

may or may not be reflective of the nominee’s day to day behaviour. Webster (2019) suggests that a 

means of mitigating these risks is by using “consensual nomination procedures” (p. 312). In other words, 

asking many people from a large(r) organization to provide recommendations of wise individuals, 

perhaps resulting in several nominations of the same individuals, a validation of sorts that the individual 

is wise. He also suggests the use of narratives as a potential validation of individual wisdom. These 

practices have not been built for, or validated in, a business context, and were not applicable to the data 

I was attempting to collect. 

Several wisdom studies have used a nominator approach, although the approaches have 

differences. In some cases, participants are asked to nominate a wise person that they know well, in 

other cases they are asked to select a wise public figure (e.g., Perlmutter, Adams, Nyquist & Kaplan, 
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1988 as cited in Orwell & Perlmutter, 1990).  Some previous studies have required nominator 

commentary (e.g., König & Glϋck, 2012; Weststrate et al., 2016). Weststrate et al., (2019) conclude that 

these approaches are “either implicitly or explicitly based on exemplar theory (citing Smith & Zarate, 

1990) in which real-life exemplars act as reference points for individuals in understanding abstract 

concepts, such as wisdom” (p. 100).  

Exemplar methodology supports studying exemplars when researching developmental 

constructs. This methodology requires a rigorous nomination process. The exemplar methodology is, 

… a sample technique that involves the intentional selection of individuals, groups or identities 

that exemplify the construct of interest in a highly developed manner …The exemplary 

methodology features participants who are rare, not from the perspective of the characteristics 

they exhibit, but in the intensity with which they demonstrate those particular characteristics 

(Bronk, 2012, p. 1: italics in original).  

The research sample for this study is intentional (purposive snowball sampling, Yin (2016)), a selection of 

senior/executive leaders working in or recently retired from Canadian organizations, to begin with a 

small group from a demographic perspective. A further challenge was to select a geographically diverse 

group of nominators, that would hopefully identify a wise nominee that was from their “neck of the 

woods”, resulting in geographical representation of nominees. The nominators selected nominees based 

on their experience with the nominees and identifying them as wise. Nominators were provided two 

definitions (as discussed earlier), illustrative material, so as to support their focus on the territory to 

address my research questions. While there is some circularity to this sample selection process, I believe 

that it was minimized as much as possible by utilizing only two definitions and by minimizing 

conversation with nominators on what a wise individual would look like. 



111 

 

 

 

 

Exemplar methodology supports researchers in the deliberate identification and therefore study 

of a sample that “exhibit[s] a particular characteristic in an exceptional manner” (Bronk et al., 2013, p. 

2). Nominees in this study are rare, not in that they exhibit wisdom, if we believe that all individuals can 

be, and sometimes are, wise. Rather, they are rare in that they demonstrate wisdom in a more “highly 

developed manner” (Bronk et al., 2013, p. 2). 

The primary strength of exemplar research is its ability to reveal what the leading edge of 

development entails. Exemplars reveal what complete or nearly complete development looks 

like in real life. …However, exemplars are not necessarily removed from more typical individuals. 

For instance, they exhibit the same characteristics of others, only in a more developed manner. 

Further, while their development is exemplary in at least one area, it is likely to be typical or 

even deficient in other areas. …Because exemplars are similar to typical individuals in other 

regards, what we learn from them may be applied to people who demonstrate less complete 

but more common development around the construct of interest. In other words, what we learn 

from the exemplars can illustrate more typical developmental processes.  (Bronk et al., 2013, p. 

3). 

Studying exemplars when examining moral development provides more expansive data on real-

world behaviours, may amplify the differences observed and provide the ability to “reverse engineer”, 

working backward to determine “developmental trajectories and causal factors”, also demonstrating to 

researchers what is “humanly attainable and what forms they may take” (Walker, 2013, p.29). 

Three issues to consider when applying exemplar methodology include: whether or not to 

include a comparison sample (to ensure data on distinct individuals forms the basis of any conclusions); 

the ability of researchers to be certain of what defines an exemplary in any particular domain; to reflect 

on how exemplar research can be generalized (Bronk, 2012). Including individuals who are not 
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considered wise in the sample as a comparison has not been undertaken in this study. Wise exemplars 

are well defined in the rich literature summarizing characteristics and behaviours of wise people. The 

calibration of nominator descriptions with this literature, ensures the study is capturing data from 

exemplars. While the study does not contrast wise versus unwise leaders, examples referencing 

outcomes of unwise leadership documented in the public record, are provided. This study is focused on 

organizational leaders, and more specifically, wisdom in senior leaders within the domain of business. 

The challenge is to determine who is a valid exemplar in the specific domain. To achieve this, behaviours 

and qualities provided by the nominators about the nominees, were crossed referenced with the most 

commonly cited subcomponents of wisdom from Bangen et al. (2013), from the MORE life experience 

model developed by Glϋck & Bluck (2013), Walsh’s (2015) wise ways of seeing and Walsh (2015b), (see 

Appendix B), and also qualities associated with wisdom documented by Intezari (2016) (see Appendix C). 

This analysis is in Appendix E.  

The importance of sample selection in exemplar methodology is also highlighted by Bronk 

(2012), suggesting the development of specific nomination criteria developed by experts, using specific 

outcomes as a form of criteria (i.e., awards that were given to a group of nominees), or relying on 

existing definitions in literature. Diligence in the area of sample selection was discussed earlier in this 

paper. 

Data Collection 

 

A series of semi-structured interviews were conducted with both nominators and nominee, lasting 

between 45 to 90 minutes. Interviews with nominees were generally closer to two hours although three 

were between 45 – 60 minutes due to availability of the nominee. Questions were open ended. 

Interview guides were developed for both nominators (see Appendix F) and nominees (see Appendix G). 
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The interview guide was pretested with two individuals. Samples of the research consent agreements 

for both nominators and nominees are included in appendices H and I. 

In most cases the referral source of the nominee was interviewed first, although in some cases due 

to travel and schedule logistics, the order was reversed. The order did not appear to have any impact on 

the quality or results of either interview. I initially expected that subsequent interviews might be 

required with nominees for a number of reasons. I wondered how quickly we would be able to proceed 

through the interview questions if this was the nominees’ first conversation about their own wisdom. I 

also wondered if I would be able to move through all the questions in a short time frame, and I was 

unsure if I would be able to access a nominee initially with sufficient time to complete the interview. In 

all cases I determined that a subsequent interview was not necessary as we moved through the 

questions to obtain sufficient data. I do think there is an opportunity to have a further discussion with 

the nominees after providing them with the outcome of this research. Most of the nominees expressed 

an interest in seeing my research results, and I think many of them would be happy to have a further 

discussion once they have reviewed the research results. Most nominees expressed a need for more 

wisdom in business and are curious as to what my research will conclude. I speak more about the 

nominees’ interest in wisdom in business in the results section, Chapter 4. 

For the most part, interviews with nominators followed the interview guide in the order in which it 

was constructed. The interviews with the nominees were guided by the structure of the interview guide 

but often moved around as the nominees themselves would flow from one question into one that they 

were unaware was to be asked during the course of the interview. The questions and the order of the 

questions were designed to bring the nominees along a discussion path, assuming that this may have 

been the first occasion for them to be confronted with their own wisdom, having been nominated as a 

wise person. All of the nominees challenged the idea that they were wise, but in some cases the 

nominees jumped quickly past this, so they could have the discussion on how wisdom may develop. 
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Probing questions were used throughout the interview – as examples, please say more; that is a great 

conceptual answer, would you share your own experience? In some cases, some questions were skipped 

because an answer a nominee had given answered more than one questions. In others, some questions 

were skipped because the time allocated for the interview was nearing completion. In all cases 

nominees chose the type of interview that occurred, one that illustrated their approach, to say what 

they needed to say. They did not overstate, they weren’t in a rush (even when time was limited), they 

were succinct, and they were clear on their points. 

I conducted all interviews. Interviews were recorded using a Zoom H4nPro Handy Recorder for all 

sessions, to ensure sound quality recorded was excellent. The interviews were transcribed using NVivo 

transcription service and were then reviewed and edited by listening directly to the taped interview. 

Once the interview transcripts were completed, they were imported into the NVivo Qualitative Data 

Analysis Tool. 

Prior to meetings with both the nominators and the nominees, I reviewed available sources to 

gather as much background knowledge as possible to begin the interviews with publicly available 

foundational knowledge (Google, LinkedIn, etc.). I felt it was important to understand as much about the 

interviewee, and particularly the nominees as with the exception of one, I had not met them before and 

was not familiar with their backgrounds. Even for the nominators, many of whom I knew well, I felt it 

was important to be as aware as possible of their work and volunteer experiences, as well as any other 

information that was available in the public domain. I didn’t want to waste the time of either the 

nominator or the nominee gathering publicly available background information, and I also felt that is 

showed respect and professionalism to be as informed as possible as an interviewer. 

Data Analysis 
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I completed all of the interviews, transcription and data analysis which allowed for consistency in 

question delivery, probing, and transcription, understanding that as a human I am inconsistent. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim from audio recordings. I transcribed the first three interviews 

directly. Once I realized how time consuming it was to undertake the full transcription, I began using an 

electronic transcription service provided, for a fee, by NVivo. This service provides a computer-

generated transcription which is about 80% complete if the recording provided is of high quality. I found 

this result to be a little less than 80% if the person being interviewed had an accent or if there was 

background noise. Once the recording was uploaded to NVivo transcription and transcribed, the 

resulting transcript was downloaded. I then listened to the interview recordings, while reviewing the 

downloaded transcripts, and made edits so that the transcript matched the recording.  

Given the volume of data (twenty-six interviews of substantive length- averaging twenty-four pages 

for nominee interviews and fourteen pages for nominator interviews), I used two methods of data 

analysis. The first was coding as a way of analyzing the data. I specifically chose NVivo software (Jackson 

& Bazeley, 2019) because of applicability (after reading reviews of different qualitative analysis 

software) and cost. Coding is a method of analyzing data and is primarily an act of interpretation, the 

goal of which is determine patterns and make the data more understandable (Saldana, 2016). The goal 

from the coding was to recognize patterns (specifically comparing case over case what words/concepts 

were used repeatedly as a way of data management and analysis), and to also note data that seemed 

not a ‘fit’. I took time to considered outlier data and how it may or may not relate to other data. Data 

were coded throughout the process, prior to all the interviews being completed and as interview 

transcripts were being transcribed. Preliminary thoughts and observations were recorded in the 

researcher’s field journal. A coding system was not developed prior to the starting of the coding, the 

coding structure was iteratively derived, and coding was reviewed periodically and combined if 

appropriate. Data were coded into behaviours/traits, ideas that could contribute to wisdom 
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development, ideas on wisdom overall (i.e., do we need it) and into other topics such as change, as I 

attempted to give the data meaning across cases. As I coded more and more data, I began to see 

patterns and similarities that I might not have first noticed, or that were reinforced as more data was 

acquired. As coding progressed, I found that I had created similar but not identical codes to capture 

data, several of which I later combined. As I coded more data, I became more skilled at adding 

additional descriptors within existing codes that were close concepts. As an example, I combined 

receiving coaching, being mentored, and following a role model under one code, “Wisdom 

Development”. This code could then be broken into sub-codes for further detail, if desired.  

With the data analyzed in this manner, I was able to determine the frequency at which an idea, 

behaviour, concept was mentioned by each nominator and each nominee, and I was also able to group 

these across all nominators or all nominees. From the frequency of mentions, I was able to develop 

themes, which were finalized after all the coding was completed, and after additional an analysis was 

completed. For the most part, comments of the researcher, exchanged between the interviewee and 

the interviewer, were not coded except where the interviewer was summarizing a term or concept for 

confirmation by the interviewee. Adjustments (additions, combinations) in codes were made as the 

coding process continued with data from additional interviews.  

Only the most essential parts of the data were coded, recognizing that some of the data collected 

was not relevant to the research questions/analysis. I noticed, as I observed themes, that in some cases I 

didn’t code something that I didn’t think was relevant, only to realize after subsequent reviews that it 

was relevant and should be coded. As a result, multiple reviews of transcripts were required after the 

first initial coding.  

I am using attribute coding in the sense that I am differentiating between data from nominators and 

nominees as a way of being able to sort data (Saldana, 2016,) and I have also used simultaneous coding 
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in some instances when the content of the transcript is applicable to more than one classification 

(Saldana, 2016). I coded all relevant data from the transcripts of both the nominators and the nominees. 

The Elemental coding method used was Structural Coding which is appropriate for quantitative studies. 

Structural coding both codes and initially categorizes the data corpus to examine comparable 

segments’, commonalities, differences and relationships. The sources suggest that Structural 

Coding is perhaps more suitable for interview transcripts than other data such as researcher-

generated field notes, but open-ended survey responses are also appropriate to this method 

(Saldana, 2016, p. 98). 

While it was important to code and ultimately identify themes, it was also important to look 

beyond coding, themes, and word/concept frequency, and the words themselves to also capture 

implied meanings expressed by those that were interviewed. As a result, in addition to coding 

transcripts in NVivo, I also undertook a with-in case analysis and a cross-case search for patterns 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). To complete the with-in case analysis for all cases, I began capturing concepts and 

grouping thoughts from each case into a summary document which allowed for a different view of the 

transcripts, different from reviewing the entire transcripts, but also different than looking at the 

frequency pattern of concepts and thoughts through a coding lens. I was then able to look at common 

concepts and thoughts across the cases, “looking at the data in many divergent ways” (Eisenhardt, 1989, 

p. 540). The full code book is attached in Appendix J. 

 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis “refers to forms of qualitative data analysis that principally focus on identifying, 

organising and interpreting themes in textual data” (King & Brooks, 2018, p.219). These themes are 

reoccurring and distinctive, and do not exist independently from the individual completing the analysis 

(King & Brooks, 2018, pp.219-220). Thematic analysis attempts to assess a considerable amount of 
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detailed qualitative data (in this research two sets of thirteen case interview transcripts) to identify, 

highlight and sense-make key themes, such that the data investigating a particular phenomenon can be 

reported in a meaningful manner. In my research, a methodology-specific form of thematic analysis 

(King & Brooks, 2018, p.221) was not required, as such I am documenting the generic thematic analysis 

utilized. Given my Pragmatist philosophy, relativist ontology and constructivist epistemology 

implications for my use of generic thematic analysis include: a desire to understand interviewees 

“meaning-making” within the context of wisdom in business; a focus on abduction and emergent 

themes; the importance of reflecting on my own subjectivity as part of the process (King & Brooks, 2018, 

p.222). 

Cautions of thematic analysis include capturing what interviewee have said with little interpretive 

depth, with more focus on perfecting the thematic structure or following procedures that analysing and 

understanding the results. This can lead to fragmentation, losing the context of the particular data, 

losing the holistic sense of an individual’s data in the cross-case analysis (King & Brooks, 2018, p. 232-

233). 

Steps to Enhance Credibility and Dependability 

 

To the best of my ability, I ensured that research adhered to three important objectives: 

transparency, methodical management, and adherence to evidence (Yin, 2016). I have documented my 

research procedures so that others can review, understand, and challenge them. I have retained data in 

such a way that it is confidential but also available for inspection. I followed my research procedures to 

ensure that my work is orderly, unbiased, and clear. I used electronic data collection methods as a way 

of presenting that I (as the researcher) was fully present at the interviews and that captures 

interviewees actual language (Yin 2016). I have described my methodology and methods, along with my 

results, and academic literature utilized, such that my thought process and resulting conclusions are 



119 

 

 

 

 

transparent to readers (Kennedy, 2018). There are no conditions that might be seen to conflict with my 

independence as a researcher (Yin 2016). 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Analysis  
 

The purpose of this research study was to examine and describe how business leaders 

nominated as wise, see wisdom and wisdom development, their own and others, demonstrated in 

executive leadership.  

Part I of this chapter incorporates analyses of nominators’ observations and commentaries 

concerning the perceived wisdom-related qualities for which business leaders were nominated. These 

results are then compared to the qualities of exemplars identified in the academic literature. The 

components of wisdom most often identified by the nominators compares favourably to those in the 

literature, strengthening the case for these nominees as exemplars of wisdom. A summary of grey data 

further supports nominees being identified by members of the business community as exemplary 

leaders.  This section supports the relevance of the research results in the context of business. 

The details of nominee interviews are included in Part II of this chapter and are divided into six 

sections. Section One documents nominee humility evidenced during the initial interview question, 

which was designed to call out any discomfort nominees may have been experiencing having been 

nominated as wise. This discussion was important in advancing the research interviews, as nominees 

wrestled with the fact that they had been nominated as wise, provoking reflection on what wisdom 

means to them. This section also sets out qualities of wise business leaders resulting from a comparative 

analysis of interview data reflecting participants description of wise qualities and behaviours. Section 

Two presents exemplar thoughts on the development of wisdom, both as they experienced their own 

growth and development (they were reluctant to use the word wisdom), as well as recommendations 

offered on what may contribute to the develop of wisdom in others. This is followed by what I refer to 

as wisdom development practices that were identified by the nominees, in Section Three.  



121 

 

 

 

 

Section Four document’s key themes concerning conceptions of wisdom within a business 

organization. Nominees not only grappled with the fact that they had been nominated as wise, but they 

also wondered how wisdom could, and does, integrate into a business environment.  Nominee 

understandings on the importance and relevance of organizational culture, as it relates to the possible 

development of wisdom within a business context, are also summarized in this section. Organizational 

culture is thought to be foundational to wisdom development. The final section summarizes nominee 

thoughts on wisdom from a different ontology, that of First Nations. 

Language and Interpretation 

 

Existing wisdom research concludes that “people believe they ‘know’ wisdom when they see it” 

(Biloslavo & McKenna, 2013, p.111). The construct of wisdom has a widely shared understanding, which 

includes how wisdom differs from other traits and concepts, intelligence as an example (Orwoll & 

Perlmutter, 1990).  Nicholson (2007) suggests, “Wise people are located at every walk of life and all 

levels of the organization. How do we find them? Ask others. They are known and recognized by their 

peers” (p. 392). Knowing wisdom when one see’s it and being able to differentiate between wisdom and 

other constructs, contributes to the confidence of both the nomination process, and the relevance and 

applicability of the nominee interview data.  

One of the challenges of qualitative wisdom research is that “researchers are relying on the 

ability of study participants to express their own mental concepts through language” (Sha, 2017, p. 255). 

Nominees and nominators involved in this research are successful and well-educated senior leaders, 

who have a strong command of the English language. While extant research indicates that the construct 

of wisdom is consistently identified and differentiated from other constructs, both nominators and 

nominees utilized different descriptors for wise behaviours or wise actions. This was also the case when 

discussing wisdom development, referring to concepts such as learning, growing, and developing, both 
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separately and interchangeably. Moreover, on occasion, both nominators and nominees used specific 

language while implying additional context.  As an example, 50 % of the nominators commented on the 

quality of caring when describing nominees, empathy was implied. Exact language was relied upon when 

compiling research results and coding, sense-making was added to capture implied meaning during 

comparative analysis. 

In terms of descriptive language, the term executive leader and senior leader are used 

interchangeably in this document, both being distinct from the term manager, in that, in this 

dissertation, executive leaders and senior leaders are making both strategic and directional decisions for 

their organizations and are (or were) operating at the top corporate echelon. 

While only one nominee specifically named it, the descriptions of wisdom given by all 

nominators and nominees demonstrated that they consider wisdom from a practical perspective versus 

as “an abstract intellectual experience”. Wisdom as phrónésis, is distinguished as practical, experienced 

based, content specific and action-oriented wisdom (Bachmann, Habisch, & Dierksmeier, 2018; Bangen 

& Higgs, 2015; Bohlin, 2021; Kϋpers, 2007; Robinson, 1990), and is differentiated from sophia 

(philosophical wisdom); episteme, (scientific knowledge), and technical knowledge (tékhnê) (Kϋpers, 

2013; Robinson, 1990).  In this research, both nominators and nominees are referring to practical 

wisdom (phrónésis) when they are providing examples, and answering interview questions, as such, the 

term wisdom, in this study, is referring to practical wisdom. 

Part I - Confirmation of Nominees as Likely to be Perceived as Wise 
 

Nominators were asked, “What are the behaviours and qualities that you observe in the person 

you are nominating as wise?”. The purpose of this question was to confirm that nominators were 

speaking about comparable phenomena, and to compare and contrast the behaviour and qualities of 

nominees to existing academic literature. Behaviours and qualities provided by nominators in regarding 
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nominees, were cross referenced with the most commonly cited subcomponents of wisdom from 

Bangen et al (2013), from the MORE life experience model developed by Glϋck & Bluck (2013), Walsh’s 

(2015a) wise ways of seeing and Walsh (2015b), (see Appendix B for a comparative summary of these 

four articles), and qualities associated with wisdom documented by Intezari (2016) (see Appendix C). 

This analysis is attached in Appendix E.  Although there was variation amongst the nominators in the 

number of qualities identified for each nominee, there was sufficient evidence of qualities of wisdom 

articulated by nominators to suggest nominees as exemplars. 

Furthermore, there was a distinct absence of qualities contrary to wisdom in discussions with 

nominators. “Deeply unwise” behaviour is described by Glϋck, (2019) as “…relying on intuitive 

judgments, judging others based on group membership, avoiding dissenting opinions, preferring simple 

explanations” (p. 83). Sternberg (2004b) suggests that “foolishness”, to which wisdom is the antidote, is 

demonstrated through unrealistic optimism, egocentrism, a false sense of omniscience, a false sense 

omnipotence, and a false sense of invulnerability (p.146). 

All nominators shared the detailed review undertaken of their network when considering 

nominations for this study. The nominees were chosen thoughtfully. In at least two cases, nominators 

seemed surprised that individuals they consider to be wise leaders represented such a small sample in 

their extensive networks. This speaks to the rarity of consideration of wise leaders, and wisdom as it 

may manifest, within a business context. Conversations with nominators indicated that this was the first 

occasion they had considered their networks through the lens of wisdom and wise leadership and was 

also the first conversation that they had participated in themselves, with respect to wisdom, wise 

leadership and the possibility of wisdom development within a business context. 

Characteristics of Wisdom Identified by the Nominators 
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The defining features of wisdom most mentioned by the seven nominators, in reference to the 

thirteen nominees, has been summarized into four sections: qualities (authentic/genuine; caring; calm; 

emotionally intelligent; humble; and, able to see multiple perspectives); orientation to action; value 

awareness and commitment; and, taking on the roles of coach, mentor, role model and/or advisor as 

viewed by others. The results are summarized in Table 12. 

Table 12:  Summary of Nominator Results  

Defining features of 

wisdom 

Number of nominators 

who mentioned 

feature 

Number of nominators 

who mentioned 

feature as a percentage 

Total number of 

mentions 

Oriented to Action 5 36% 34 

Qualities of Wisdom    
   Authentic/Genuine 8 57% 15 
   Caring 7 50% 49 
   Calm 6 43% 18 
   Emotionally Intelligent 7 50% 23 
   Humble 5 35% 23 
   Ability to see multiple 

perspectives 
6 43% 38 

 Value awareness and 

commitment 

7 50% 28 

Take on role of 

coach/mentor/role 

model/advisor 

8 57% 30 

 

Oriented to Action. Approximately thirty-six percent of nominators mentioned exemplars’ 

predilection for action, remarking that nominees’ responses to challenges were to “just do it”, that they 

“would address challenges just face on”, or “deal with the real problem and make a decision and get 

action on it”. In four cases the nominee was referred to as being a “driver” or taking on the 

“responsibility” to act. In two cases, there were comments on quiet action, but action nevertheless. 

While not named directly, courage was implied during the interviews, particularly with respect to 

nominees taking action. Nominees take action in the face of uncertainty or when executing a decision 

will be difficult, and even in the face of direct challenges by others (“… she just kind of plowed ahead 
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and dealt with [the objections of others]”).  Nominees investigate and ascertain the real problem to be 

acted upon. Action is not identified in the most commonly cited subcomponents of wisdom (Bangen et 

al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b) or in the qualities associated with wisdom 

as summarized by Intezari (2016). Intezari (2016) recognizes “willingness to risk” as a quality associated 

with wisdom, which implies some degree of both courage and action. Courage is not directly mentioned 

by Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; or Walsh, 2015b.  

 Despite not being identified in the commonly cited sub-components of wisdom, action is a key 

principle discussed in the wisdom literature. Kϋpers & Statler (2008) highlight Aristotle’s connecting of 

action and wisdom, distinguishing between practical wisdom and knowledge, commenting that 

“practical wisdom is an activity of making judgements and taking actions that enact the common good” 

(p. 380: italics in original). Yang (2013) refers to the action component of wisdom and Bangen et al., 

(2013), while not including action in the most commonly cited components of wisdom, comments, 

“…behaviour or action is an essential part of wisdom” (p. 1263). Nayak (2016) argues that wisdom is 

productive and is about action, and Rowley & Slack (2009) include action in their discussion of the 

features of wisdom. Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013) begin their definition of executive wisdom with the 

phrase “actionable ability”. 

While not specific to the wisdom literature, Pury et al., (2007) discuss courage and action, 

discerning between general courage-: “…the person acts courageously compared to how people in 

general would be expected to act in [a] situation” (p. 101), - and personal courage - “…actions which are 

only courageous given the context of the actor’s personal limitations” (p. 101). Nominators observe wise 

nominees as being “generally” courageous, taking actions that they see as courageous versus other 

leaders in the same context. McKenna & Rooney (2019), refer to both action and courage in their 

Principles of Social Practice Wisdom (McKenna, Rooney & Boal, 2009; Rooney, McKenna & Liesch, 2010), 

a framework of principles designed to guide the actions of wise leaders.   
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Qualities of Wisdom. A significant percent of nominators (57%) referred to nominees as being 

authentic or genuine, with comments such as: “she spends a lot of her time listening and being 

genuinely interested in what is going on around her”; “[he is] very authentic”; “[he is] just genuinely 

interested in other people’s success”. There is a “realness” being described by the nominators. 

Authenticity and being genuine are not identified in the most commonly cited wisdom subcomponents 

(Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b) or in the qualities associated 

with wisdom as summarized by Intezari (2016). Authenticity is discussed in both the leadership and 

wisdom literature (McKenna & Rooney, 2019; Northouse, 2019). 

The quality of caring was mentioned by fifty percent of nominators. Comments included: “She’s 

very warm, very loving”; “[He is an] extremely caring committed person”; “She cares about people who 

she has absolutely no connection with, that she has no history with, that she will probably never meet in 

her life. But she cares about human beings”; “…caring, compassionate, [wise people] are the people that 

want to make the world a better place”. Nominators note that while there is a “realness” about the wise 

nominees, there is also a very strong defining feature of caring, of wanting to help and support others in 

a genuine manner. Bangen et al. (2013) refer to prosocial attitudes, which includes compassion (concern 

for others), warmth (affection, kindness, and friendliness), and altruism (self-less concern for others) as 

a subcomponent of wisdom. Walsh (2015a) references the quality of beneficial, suggesting, “…wise 

people will recognize ways of seeing that are helpful to both themselves and others” (p. 157). Intezari 

(2016) refers to caring as a quality of wise people. Glϋck, Sternberg & Nusbaum, 2019, comment, “Wise 

individuals do not restrict their concern to those whom they perceive as similar to themselves – they 

feel connected to all of humanity” (p. 457). 

When nominators described the caring and support demonstrated by exemplars, empathy was 

implied. Empathy has been identified in descriptions of wise managers (Alammar & Pauline, 2016) and 
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in research undertaken by Glϋck et al., (2005). Empathy is a fundamental component of emotional 

intelligence, which was also identified by nominators as a defining feature of nominees. Emotional 

intelligence is discussed in a later section.  

Almost forty-three percent of nominators stated that nominees are calm and able to remain 

calm, even in situations that others may find stressful, bringing perspective to the situation. Comments 

included: “I have never seen him fret, I have never seen him panic”; “[the wise nominee’s approach is] 

OK, we’re just going to take a deep breath and we’re going to approach this in a logical way”; “She does 

not get flustered”; “… he just had that way about him, just calming challenges or situations down”; “… 

let’s not get all flustered and fussed about this, one day at a time”; “… she’s never volatile”: “… she’s 

very even keeled”. The behaviour or quality of calmness is not identified in the most commonly cited 

wisdom subcomponents (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b) or in 

the qualities associated with wisdom as summarized by Intezari (2016). The observation of calmness in 

nominees is connected to emotional regulation, a component of emotional intelligence, which is 

discussed next. 

Nominees were referred to as emotionally intelligent, with fifty percent of nominators 

mentioning high levels of EQ and referring to: the ability to “… compartmentalize [emotion] when she 

needs to”; “… he can read and understand people”; “… he’s very self-aware and super regulated”; and, 

“… she is very good at staying level”. In six cases nominators used the expression “high emotional 

intelligence” or “high EQ”. Nominators were using the term emotional intelligence (EQ) as it is 

commonly referred to in the business/professional context, as defined by Daniel Goleman (1997,1998), 

who identifies five components of emotional intelligence at work: self-awareness, self regulation, 

motivation, empathy and social skill. Given the comments and the context of the interviews, nominators 

were most often referring to self-awareness, self-regulation and empathy when commenting on the 

high emotional intelligence of nominees. Bangen et al. (2013) include emotional homeostasis as a 
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subcomponent of wisdom, specifically referring to affect (the experience of feeling emotion), regulation 

and self control. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) identify emotional regulation as a subcomponent of wisdom, 

suggesting, “…wise individuals perceive their own emotions accurately, even when they are 

contradictory or ambivalent, and are able to manage them as appropriate to a given situation” (p. 83). 

Walsh (2015b) refers to emotional regulation as a quality of wise people.  

Thirty-five percent of nominators stated that nominees are very humble, remarking, “… [wise 

people] are just awesome and you want to hang out with them, you want to learn more, and they don’t 

know they have [wisdom]”; “no arrogance”; “unassuming”; “He’s just a humble person”. Humility is not 

identified in the most commonly cited wisdom subcomponents (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 

2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b). Humility is a quality associated with wisdom as summarized by 

Intezari (2016).  

Nominee ability to consider multiple perspectives, deep perspectives and an all-inclusive view 

(the big picture) was mentioned by almost forty-three percent of nominators. Comments included “… 

[she has] insight into the big picture”; “… she always sees the bigger picture”. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) 

reference this subcomponent of wisdom, stating, “…wise people reflect deeply on experiences as they 

strive to see the ‘big picture’” (p. 82), in the context of wise individuals seeking to “identify larger 

themes…and relations between issues”. Brienza et al. (2018) comment that behavioural scientists 

“characterize wisdom as unbiased thought, which is conducive to working through life challenges”, 

providing as an example, “recognition of the world in flux and change, and consideration of the bigger 

picture beyond immediate self-interest” (p.1093).  Walsh (2015b) suggests that wise people have “… 

deep accurate insight…see[ing] below the surface and superficialities to recognize deeper realities, 

meanings and implications” (p. 292). Intezari (2016) refers to the qualities of perspicacious, deep 

understanding and insight. Kunzmann et al., (2018) comment that there is “consensus [in the wisdom 
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literature] that wisdom- related knowledge includes at least three core dimensions”, one of which is 

recognition of different perspectives (p. 1384).  

Value Awareness and Commitment to Live into Their Values. Fifty percent of nominators 

remarked that nominees are aware of their values and/or are committed to their values. Nominators 

commented on “values” conversations with exemplars, and nominees “doing the right thing” and being 

“… anchored in the right thing to do”. Nominees specifically referred to exemplar values of family, 

relationships with others, giving back, and doing the right thing.  Nominators are aware of the values of 

nominees which implies, but does not guarantee, that nominees are aware of and intentionally live into 

their values, and that this has been observed by nominators. Values awareness, having a commitment to 

live into one’s values, and value relativism are identified in the most commonly cited subcomponents of 

wisdom (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b). Within the wisdom 

literature, Sternberg (1998) suggests that it is “impossible to speak of wisdom outside of the context of 

values” (p. 356). 

Take on the Role of Coach or Mentor; Is a Role Model. Nominees take on the role of either 

coach or mentor, and/or being a role model to others, according to fifty-seven percent of nominators. 

Comments include: “It doesn’t matter where I go and who I talk to [in a particular business context], 

someone will say…I’ve been mentored by [the wise nominee] in some way”; “…he was such a great 

mentor”; “I look to her as a role model”. Being a coach, mentor, or role model is not identified in the 

most commonly cited wisdom subcomponents (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; 

Walsh, 2015b) or in the qualities associated with wisdom as summarized by Intezari (2016). This is not 

surprising as this observation is related to others choosing wise nominees as their coach or mentor 

and/or considering them to be a role model. Bangen et al., (2013) identify the ability to give good 

advice, as well as life knowledge and life skills, under the category of social decision making and 
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pragmatic knowledge of life, when identifying the most commonly cited wisdom subcomponents, 

although arguably being an effective coach, mentor or role model is more than being able to give good 

advice. 

When identifying a mentor, coach, or role model, within a business context, nominators are 

seeking exemplars without necessarily articulating this. The fact that nominees are identified by 

nominators as mentors, coaches, and/or role models, and further, that nominators note that others in 

their network are also seeking out these nominees for these roles, indicates that nominees are, at the 

vary least, excellent leaders, and implies that they would be identified as exemplars by others in the 

business community. 

Value of Utilizing Nomination Process 

 

As was discussed in Chapter 3, one of the benefits of utilizing a nominator process is that an 

independent source (the nominator) confirmed that the nominees are experienced as wise, providing 

data on exemplar behaviours and characteristics, which were corroborated with academic literature. 

(See exemplary methodology (Bronk, 2012; Bronk et al., 2013; Walker,2013) as discussed in chapter 3). 

This process mitigated the risk of gathering data from nominees that could speak to how they see things, 

versus how they do things. Nominator interview results ensured that nominees who “walk the walk” 

were interviewed for this research.  While there was a commitment to interview all those nominated, to 

avoid putting nominators in a position of unwinding their ask to a nominee, there was an option to 

remove data if a nominee was thought not to fit into the data set once they were interviewed. This 

option, while not required, did serve as a further data quality check for this research.  

The number of references to commonly cited qualities associated with wisdom literature, from 

well established wisdom scholars, provided by nominators, when describing nominees, confirms 

nominees qualify as wise leaders. This was further evidenced by the nominees themselves who 
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frequently shared examples of wise actions and concepts, of both themselves and others, during the 

interviews. 

Grey Data 

 

Grey data gathered further confirms nominees as exemplars and suggests that exemplars would 

likely be viewed as wise leaders by the business community. Mills, (2014) suggests,  

Document analysis in qualitative research can include both peer-review literature and what is 

referred to as the ‘grey’ literature, [which is] simply defined as that which is not peer reviewed… 

websites… newspapers and magazines are all examples of grey literature that can provide data 

for qualitative studies (p. 40).  

Table 13: Grey Data 

Founder of a successful business(es)  3 

CEO or partner in one or more business, current or 

retired 

7 

Have received significant selective awards (Order of 

Canada, Order of a particular province, awards of 

similar calibre) 

3 

Recognition from professional organization (i.e., 

fellow designation) 

3 

Honorary degree from Canadian University 2 

Appointment to professional, for profit or non-profit 

boards, and in most cases multiple appointments 

9 

Published academic and/or professional publications 

and/or books  

3 

 

Grey data were gathered after the individuals had been nominated, and prior to the research interview. 

Overall Impact 

 

When answering questions and providing descriptions of the nominees, the integrated effect of 

nominee qualities and behaviours on the nominators, was notable. When taken together, the 

nominators marked out the overall impact the nominees have had on them. Nominators expressed 
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being cared for, being heard, and how they experience nominees as calm (yet passionate), emotionally 

centred, authentic/genuine leaders. The sum of the nominee impact is greater than the individual 

components or qualities of their wisdom. Extant literature suggests that wise leaders contribute to the 

well-being and personal development of their followers, promoting positive relationships (Bierly et al, 

2000; Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011; Nonaka & Toyama, 2007; Yang, 2011a). The 

nominators in this study are expressing similar thoughts. 

Part II - Results of Nominee Interviews 

 

As explained in Chapter 3, interviews with exemplars did not progress in the linear manner of 

nominator interviews.  At some point, in all nominee interviews, questions were not asked in the 

originally intended order. This was a result of exemplars answering questions that had not yet been 

asked, sometimes providing an example or sharing a story, or reframing questions asked, and answering 

them. The nominees are experienced leaders, most often in charge of the room and agenda, and in 

some ways, without being disrespectful, from time to time, they steered the course of the discussion. 

Sometimes this was a result of nominees steering away from being asked questions about their own 

wisdom or wisdom development, which I interpreted as humility. Other times, it was related to their 

curiosity and wanting to ask questions about my research. As an interviewer attempting to capture as 

much data as possible, in the short span of time available, I was content to follow their lead, weaving in 

questions as the interview moved along, asking questions in a different order. Wisdom development 

questions were situated in the middle section of the interviews, asked after working through the 

nominee’s discomfort with the fact that they were nominated as wise, and being asked to talk about the 

development of their wisdom. It was difficult for most nominees to say, with any kind of certainty, how 

they had developed their wisdom. Through a series of questions, and often through stories and life 
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examples provided by exemplars, it was possible to discern some ways nominees developed their 

wisdom. Nominees also provided ideas on how wisdom might be developed in others.  

Although this research involved interviews with exemplars from a senior business context, the 

attributes or behaviours mentioned when discussing wisdom, were not always framed in a business 

context, or even a leader context. While the literature does not always agree that exemplars are wise in 

all contexts (Bigelow, 1992; Grossmann, 2017a; Zacher et al., 2014), discussions with these nominees, 

and the variety of examples, stories, and interview comments provided, indicates that these exemplars 

bring wisdom to many, if not all, aspects of their lives. This was confirmed by nominators whose 

comments often included examples of nominee wise behaviour in contexts such as non-profit board 

meetings and public speaking, to name two. The interview circumstances and focus, as well as the 

nominator-nominee relationship are primarily in a professional context, as a result there were not a 

large number of examples pertaining to a personal context provided. This being said, there were more 

than a few comments made by nominees with respect to their personal lives, referring to decisions 

made, actions taken, or to their values, to give a window into to the manner in which many of the 

nominees seem to live their lives. There were also several references to relationships with parents, 

spouses, children, and other relatives to give a small window into nominees’ personal lives. From my 

perspective, nominees appear to be living and working congruently. 

Section One: Characteristics of Wisdom Demonstrated by Nominees 

 

 Humility. To begin, nominees were asked questions to confront their possible discomfort with 

having been referred to as wise, specifically, their thoughts on being nominated as wise. When asked 

this question, all thirteen responded, in one form or another, they were humbled or honored to be 

nominated. One commented “I’m not sure if that would have been something, I would have described 

myself as being, being wise”. Two nominees expressed surprise, with self-deprecating humour, with one 
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remarking, “[the nominator] has clearly been misled”. Another two stated that they weren’t taking the 

nomination “too seriously”, with one nominee remarking that while the nomination was “…flattering in 

a sense…[that] people would think about me that way… I will go with the flow”, in other words, not 

change his view of himself. Another remarked, “…we don’t see ourselves as others perceive us”, which 

highlights how wise people are unaware of their wisdom that others perceive.   

One nominee shared that he found the conversation about his own wisdom somewhat 

discombobulating, as he tried to wrap his mind around the possibility of his career being about his own 

wisdom growth, versus thinking about it through the lens of a series of promotions through professional 

roles to that of CEO. Two shared that this was the first discussion they had taken part in with respect to 

exploring their wisdom as identified by others. Indirect comments during the interviews, however, 

indicated that this was true for all but two of the nominees. One stated,  

I am not sure that I have ever had a conversation about wisdom. Often, we talk about 

leadership, but then probably good leaders should be wise. And it would be nice if wise people 

would be leaders. 

Privilege was acknowledged by several nominees and was credited as a contributor to wisdom 

they may have developed, including accessing what are described as wisdom [development] practices 

later in this chapter. This acknowledgement of privilege echo’s the humility expressed by the nominees, 

who are crediting circumstances of their birth and their lives, to the development of their wisdom as 

others may see it. 

I’ve been privileged [in] that I’ve had the ability to seek [for teachers] and I’ve travelled widely…. 

I really feel like the cumulative life experience of being privileged, to be able to follow impulses, 

you know, answer questions that are coming up for me by seeking out people or books or 

situations that will help me, has been part of my own growth. 
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The idea of privilege contributing to the development of wisdom highlights the literature 

discussion of wisdom as a property of person (the most common view), a property of a particular 

situation, a property of the person interacting with a situation, or a property of action (Sternberg, 

2019a). Grossman (2017a) also raises the idea of wisdom as related to a particular context (the idea that 

one can be a wise leader with business but also be unwise in one’s personal life). Nominee’s identifying 

privilege as a contributor to their wisdom (without acknowledging their own wisdom) suggests 

development of defining-features of wisdom, as such, properties of the individuals. 

Sixty-two percent of nominees acknowledged support and encouragement from the beginning 

of their lives from parents, grandparents and other family members. Many nominees acknowledged 

their spouses as having contributed to their “good life”. Numerous nominees referenced relationships 

with children and grandchildren and learning from both the relationships, and the children and 

grandchildren themselves. All nominees are successful members of their business, professional and 

personal communities.  All nominees continue to work in their own businesses, or for organizations that 

they obviously adore and care about or are filling contract and/or volunteer positions that they are 

passionate about that contribute to their higher purpose(s).  

All nominees wanted to advance in the interview, as indicated by their questions, or by 

answering unasked questions, rather than discussing their wisdom nomination. Several suggested for 

the sake of the interview they would accept that they are wise, but that they did not agree with the 

label for themselves. Generally, nominees did not want to discuss their own wisdom, and would avoid 

directly answering questions and probing directed at their wisdom by speaking about others that they 

identify as wise.  Stories were often used to answer interview questions, a means of providing examples 

of the wisdom of others (often referring to parents, mentors, and supervisors). In sum, if these 

nominees are representative, capturing data from exemplars about their own wisdom is problematic. 

Exemplars do not identify as wise and are resistant to accepting this description of themselves. It was 
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necessary to work through some of this discomfort to advance in the interviews. Although nominees 

disagreed with being assessed as wise, discussing their discomfort provided an opening, of sorts, for 

nominees to continue to work through their discomfort during the balance of the interview. In several 

cases, an ‘ah ha’ moment occurred for a nominee as they provided examples of wisdom demonstrated 

by others, or thoughts on wisdom development, and connected this with their own wisdom, or wisdom 

development, in the moment. As discussed later in this chapter, it was also evident that nominees were 

working through both the notion of wisdom, and the idea of the practical application of wisdom, within 

a business context, during the interviews. 

All nominees in this study have very busy professional and personal lives, with significant 

volunteer commitments. The research interview was imposing on their very busy schedules and 

organizing interview dates and times was challenging. Nominators were clear on the purpose of the 

research when nominees were initially contacted. Given their disagreement with being labeled as wise, 

it may be pertinent to consider what motivated nominees to agree to an interview. In one case I suggest 

the nominee agreed to be interviewed because he is conducting his own research, into what I would 

describe as values-based leadership. In all thirteen cases, I submit that nominees agreed to be 

interviewed because they were asked by someone they care about and respect. For nominator’s, the 

research referral provided an opportunity to share with nominees that they are wise in their eyes, both 

nominators and nominees seem to appreciate this. 

When nominees were asked what nominators or others might observe in them that 

demonstrates wisdom, seven nominees were unwilling to speculate, as such the interviews advanced. It 

seems reasonable that nominees might be unclear as to what others might observe in them as wise, 

particularly in the face of not agreeing with the descriptor of ‘wise’ for themselves. When six nominees 

did answer the question responses were: “professionalism…able to build trust…really cares”; “I think I 

am a good listener…I am there to help people”; “probably [they saw] how I dealt with staff or board 
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members”; “I follow a few rules…one of them is the golden rule…I managed people…with what I 

considered integrity. I’ve always been upfront with people”; “I think outside of the box…from a culture 

standpoint, trying to build a strong culture, a team that works effectively together and that really 

pursues objectives and goals…I am oriented and focused”. In one case the nominee referred to the 

reason that the nominator provided when she was approached with the interview request, namely, that 

she could always depend on the nominee to tell the truth, even if telling the truth didn’t bring good 

news and even if this required telling “truth to power”. 

Nominee responses to this question echo the humility expressed directly by nominees at the 

outset of the interview. When nominees could bring themselves to name what others might observe in 

them as wise, behaviours were provided as examples. Nominees suggested wise behaviours yet were 

(are) unable to assess themselves as wise individuals. This casts a light on the powerfully held quality of 

humility by wise individuals, in addition to highlighting a fundamental challenge of wisdom 

development. How can wisdom be intentionally developed given that truly wise individuals are unable 

to identify with their own wisdom? Does the very act of naming wisdom in oneself, make one unwise? 

Nominees strive to be wise, so they do identify with wisdom in an aspirational manner, without 

accepting that they are currently assessed by others as wise individuals. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) suggest, 

“It is unlikely that there is a specific point in life at which an individual ‘achieves’ wisdom [and] Wise 

people would probably say that the development of wisdom never ends” (p.85). As such, even if the 

nominees were to feel that they were making progress in the acquisition of wisdom, it is unlikely that 

they would suggest that they are wise. 

As stated during the nominator discussion, humility is not identified in the most commonly cited 

wisdom components (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b), and is a 

quality associated with wisdom as summarized by Intezari (2016). Krause (2016) tested the hypothesis 

that greater wisdom is associated with greater humility, with results suggesting that “people with more 
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wisdom are more humble” (p. 147). McKenna & Rooney (2019) suggest humility “as underlying most of 

the desirable cognitive and interpersonal traits” of wise leaders (p.663).  

Qualities of Wise Leaders Identified by Wise Nominees. While nominees were 

uncomfortable speaking about their own wisdom, they seemed much more comfortable sharing 

observations of wisdom in others. When responding to questions such as “what does wisdom look like 

to you?”, or when sharing stories about a decision or important life events, nominees often illustrated, 

or unknowingly referred to, their own wise qualities and behaviours that had been articulated to the 

interviewer, by the nominators, or observed by the interviewer.  They did not realize that they were 

doing this. Specific individuals were often referenced by nominees when sharing observations of 

wisdom in others. In three cases, wise mentors/supervisors/coaches’ stories were shared, and in three 

cases a parent, or other family members, were named.   

From an overall perspective, one nominee boiled wisdom down to three things – knowing your 

values (“wisdom comes from a solid foundation”), being confident (“not going to be swayed”) and 

having a big heart (“you have to care”), going on to remark: 

Maybe you put those three things together. You start with the values… and you have a 

foundation. You have confidence that… these are the things that kind of guide you and [wise 

people] …are not going to be swayed. And then you have the heart to think a bit wider, and 

those things probably make you more responsive to leading. 

Another suggested that wise people “have a strong sense of self”, “make a difference”, seek to make an 

impact, and “really get joy from making the world a better place”. Yet another suggested that wise 

people are patient and slow to anger, mean what they say, are consistent and fair, and “do what’s 

right”, without making a lot of noise. General observations from two additional nominees included, a 

wise person is “… thoughtful and seems to have paid attention to things for a long time, and made 
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connections”, and wise people have a “good deal of humour”, “… a kind of quality that we talk about as 

gravitas…. a kind of grounded-ness and thoughtfulness and authenticity”, and “…. you see [a wise 

people] as a fully developed human”.  

Defining features of wisdom, most mentioned by nominees, fell into two categories: the first 

category included two qualities: (1) the ability to see different perspectives (including the big picture) 

and, (2) caring; and the second category: commitment to, and awareness of, their values. See Table 14. 

These categories were also included in the defining features of wisdom provided by the nominators. 

Nominees’ responses, however, were compressed compared to those of the nominators, with the later 

highlighting six (versus two) qualities (with the addition of calm, emotionally intelligent and humble in 

the quality observations) and naming action as a defining feature of wisdom. 

Table 14: Nominee Results Summary  

Defining features of 

wisdom 

Number of nominees 

who mentioned 

feature 

Number of nominees 

who mentioned feature 

as a percentage 

Total number of 

mentions 

Qualities of wisdom    

Ability to see 

different 

perspectives and the 

big picture 

10 77% 26 

Caring 8 63% 26  

Value awareness & 

commitment 

9 69% 42 

 

Ability to See Different Perspectives Including the ‘Big Picture’. The quality of being able 

to see different perspectives, in several different contexts, was specifically mentioned by ten nominees. 

Three nominees pointed directly to wise individuals being able to see a particular situation from multiple 

perspectives, with one referencing the importance of being able to “… understand where that other 

person is coming from, that has a different opinion. So, if you can try to understand that, [it] kind of 



140 

 

 

 

 

helps in addressing [the situation].” One spoke to the “capacity to see …and integrate all that is 

important” in way that is comprehensive, followed by “moving forward or…action”.  

Seven nominees observed that wise people “see the bigger picture”, with one commenting, “…I 

think that being wise is about processing, looking at the big picture”. When nominees referenced the 

“big picture” or the ability to see a holistic perspective, they saw this as being applicable to both one’s 

professional and personal life. Three highlighted the importance of giving back to the community, and 

two spoke about choices and decisions around family, demonstrating their actions from their holistic 

perspective. While not intending to give examples about themselves, and while providing responses to 

other questions, two nominees shared a desire to do the “right thing” for their industry, not just their 

own company, implicitly illustrating that they are thinking beyond their own business obligations and 

were considering the industry perspective. One nominee spoke about love and reciprocal kindness as a 

larger focus, considering the world, and her people from a larger perspective, being kind, acting out of 

love, ultimately caring deeply about others and their thoughts and desires. The importance of 

recognizing that individuals have different perspectives on life, different motivation and purposes, was 

also referenced. 

Nominees appeared more comfortable speaking about this quality of wisdom than others. This 

quality is somewhat of a business requirement, particularly at an executive/senior leader level when 

building business strategy, making decisions on the focus of the organization while being able to see the 

“big picture”, developing the organizational vision in tandem with marketplace realities, supply chain 

implications, etc. This includes bringing in and understanding the perspectives of the board and other 

senior leaders, and moving the senior leadership team to alignment on next steps. As such, these 

leaders would have been required to demonstrate and action this quality in at least the strategic 

component of their roles.  
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The ability to “see the big picture” or understand the perspectives of others is consistent with 

nominator observations of the nominees (almost 43% of nominators mentioned this behaviour in the 

nominees) and is also consistent with defining features of wisdom identified in the literature, as 

summarized in Part I of this chapter. McKenna, Rooney & Hays (2011) comment that “wise people 

attempt to look at things from the perspectives of others, even when fully understanding another’s 

schema, experience, and psyche is virtually impossible” (p. 6). In his description of wise perspectives and 

perspectival skills, Walsh (2015a), identifies 15 beneficial perspectives and perspectival skills, one of 

which is a big picture perspective. He explains this (citing Commons & Richards, 2003):  

The ability to recognize, adopt, and integrate multiple perspectives may allow wise people to 

recognize big pictures. They may be better able to see and think systematically and 

metasystemically, and to recognize work with greater complexity (p. 167). 

Kunzmann, et al., (2018), (citing Grossmann, 2017a; Kunzmann & Baltes, 2003, 2005; Staudinger 

& Glϋck, 2011, Sternberg, 1990, 1998) comment,  

…there is a consensus that wisdom-related knowledge incudes at least three core dimensions: 

awareness of the broader context of a given life problem [i.e., the bigger picture], recognition of 

different perspectives, and acknowledgement of uncertainty inherent in any sense making of 

phenomena (p. 1384: italics added).  

Caring for the Well-Being of Others. The quality of caring was referred to by eight of thirteen 

nominees when sharing how wisdom presents to them, or when speaking about their relationships with 

people they view as wise. One commented, “… [wise people] have a big heart”. When asked, “Do you 

think [staff] know, that you care for them?”, one nominee responded, “Absolutely. You have to. You 

must [care]”.  Examples of caring included the way nominees described their bosses/mentors and the 

nature of their relationship. Nominees were not attributing the quality of caring to themselves, but it 



142 

 

 

 

 

was obvious that this quality applied to them based on how they described interactions with their own 

teams during the interviews. When asked to describe decisions made in difficult situations, or when 

sharing stories as answers to other questions, nominees provided a number of  examples of caring for 

their employees, including: intentionally being present for their employees, physically and mentally; 

caring to dig into what might really be going on for their staff, as oppose to only considering surface 

behaviour; in several cases going beyond what might seem as ‘normal’ in a traditional business sense (as 

examples, tracking down staff who are not reporting to work, ensuring that staff are getting the 

attention that they need from corporately provided employee and family support services, and telling 

staff to go home and look after themselves or their family). Thinking and acting from ‘the heart’ was also 

mentioned. Examples included helping staff who were not happy in their role to exit by assisting them in 

finding another job, either inside or outside the company, and hosting (in some cases funding) birthdays 

and other celebrations. One nominee commented that he was particularly sensitive to other people’s 

feelings. Another shared the importance of supporting one’s people, “You’ve got to have their back”. 

The quality of caring mirrors what nominators are saying in terms of how wisdom in action presents in 

wise nominees. This was validated by nominees in the interviews even though they don’t recognize 

themselves, or their own behaviour examples as wise.  

One nominee suggested empathy as a means of growing one’s self-awareness: “I think you can 

learn a lot in life by actually just tuning in, and really staying with it, and just experiencing what you 

think other people experienced, and allowing yourself to really absorb that. And feeling it, not just 

intellectualizing it. And it’s transformative. And so, I see empathy as a real ally of wisdom”. 

One might suggest that the behaviour or characteristic of caring deeply for people, particularly 

within a business context, is not traditionally associated with senior level business leaders. While 

nominees utilized the word caring, I suggest that nominees are also empathetic, relying on the definition 

of leader empathy of Meinecke & Kauffeld (2019), “...an ability that combines thinking and feeling…. a 



143 

 

 

 

 

leaders’ ability to accurately recognize and understand the emotional reactions and feelings of their 

followers” (p. 487).  

 As discussed in Part I, caring was identified as a behaviour by fifty percent of the nominators. 

Weststrate, et al., (2019), discuss the three components (cognitive, reflective, and affective) - of Ardelt’s 

(2003) wisdom theory, noting that the affective component includes benevolence, compassion and a 

positive mindset. They suggest that wise people are: 

…viewed as benevolent, meaning that they have a deep concern for the welfare of others and 

for the common human good…. [and] extending from a general interest in the welfare of 

humanity, wise people are compassionate towards individuals in need (p. 104). 

Walsh, 2015b comments that wise individuals respond to life’s challenges in a benevolent manner, 

proposing that a “central intention of the wise is to benefit people by reducing, suffering, and enhancing 

wellbeing (citing Baltes & Staudinger, 2000 and Sternberg, 1998)” (p. 286). He suggests that, “The 

degree of wisdom is correlated with the scope and depth of benevolence. That is, the wiser people are, 

the greater the number of people and creatures they will seek to benefit, and the deeper the kind of 

benefit they will seek to offer.” (p. 287). 

Glϋck & Bluck’s (2013) MORE Life Experience Wisdom Development Model includes the quality 

of reflectivity, which is defined to incorporate mastery, openness, reflectivity, empathy, and emotional 

regulation. Glϋck (2019b), in explaining the components, defines empathic concern: 

Individuals developing wisdom are not only open to the perspectives of others, they are also 

compassionate with others and deeply motivated to alleviate their suffering. Empathy is an 

important pre-condition for the development of wisdom (p. 335). 

McKenna, Rooney, & Hays (2011) put forward,  
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… wisdom needs to assert the dignity of the human person as an inviolable foundation of a 

virtuous life. Benevolence to others, then, is not to be understood as an act of charity, but as an 

acknowledgement that every human life must be treated with respect, even when others may 

not respect their own or others’ humanity (p. 6). 

Value Awareness. Direct references were made to values by nine of thirteen nominees, at 

least once during the interviews, and were implied in conversations with all nominees. Values were 

thought to be inherent to wisdom and foundational to knowing oneself. In seven cases, nominees 

shared values instilled in them by parents, grandparents, uncles or business partners. By contrast, one 

nominee commented on making several life decisions by choosing to live differently (with different 

values) than a parent. Five nominees referenced place as a part of their value formation, referring to 

learning and embracing values from family businesses, rural roots, and from growing up on a farm or 

farming themselves at one point. One suggested, “…values are a result of, or a function of, where we 

have come from…so that there is a fate or destiny [at play]. He went on to suggest that some people 

have grown up “having values conversations around the kitchen table”, learning values by watching 

their parents, carrying that learning with them, as they move through life.  

Family origins were attributed by two nominees as contributing to their value system, 

suggesting awareness of a difficult family history gave perspective and led to certain values and 

behaviours. One highlighted how family history increased awareness of the sacrifices of others, 

supporting the values of hard work and unselfishness. Four nominees specifically referred to values 

developed as a result of emulating parents who were active in volunteer organizations, or by 

experiencing volunteering either in their youth or early in their career. Another referred to a value 

system, developed by being a competitive runner, as being foundational. One nominee commented on 

intentionally living his life “in way that [a relative] would be proud”. 
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Exemplars suggested that values are foundational to knowing oneself, in the context of their 

definition of a wise person, and when sharing their own life story and values, without owning wisdom 

themselves. One remarked that wise people are “… rooted in values [and] know their own values”, that 

have been developed through a combination of experience and the guidance of others. Another 

referred to his own “…guiding principles [or]… core principles. Do the right thing…you know what’s right. 

Don’t delay things, don’t put off things, do the right things whether it is pleasant or not”. Another 

commented that wise people have “… conviction in their principles and what they believe in, and stand 

by those… [A wise person] …is definitive”.  

Value awareness and a commitment to live into their values is consistent with nominator 

observations of nominees, and with the literature on the most commonly cited subcomponents of 

wisdom as summarized in Part I of this chapter. Sternberg’s (1998) Balance Theory of Wisdom 

incorporates personal values with wisdom, requiring one’s intelligence, creativity, and knowledge, in 

tandem with one’s personal values balanced by intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extra personal 

interests, over both the short- and long-term, in order to reach a common good. Grimm (2015) suggests, 

the application of values and ethics distinguishes wisdom from knowledge and wisdom from 

intelligence. The Berlin wisdom paradigm suggests that knowledge, values and judgment form a 

foundation for wisdom (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000) and Ardelt (2003) suggests that values integrate with 

knowledge, experience, and behaviour in wisdom. 

Section Two: Hope and Urgency 

 

While not specifically named, as interviews progressed with nominees, both a sense of hope and 

urgency were evident. Most nominees had a strong sense of urgency that came through in the 

discussions. In two cases, this was framed in terms of time left in ones’ life, or time left before one was 

not as well (as a result of aging).  As mentioned earlier, all nominees were over the age 50, most were 
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over 60, and some were over 70, so one could hypothesize that age could drive urgency. It was clear 

from the interview exchanges, however, that nominees have operated with a sense of urgency for some 

time, an intentionality or drive to get things done, to make a difference, and to live in way that is aligned 

to what can be described as their higher purpose. A sense of urgency, in conjunction with earlier 

references to their values, suggests there is a commitment by nominees to live their lives in a way that is 

in harmony with their values, and to accomplish their intentions.  

In addition to having a sense of urgency, nominees also view the future with hope. Even with 

more life behind them than in front of them, they were full of possibilities of what could be 

accomplished. There was an energy evident with nominees that was contagious. “We will see what else I 

want to do when I grow up... I’ve got lots of stuff planned…. I’ve got stuff to do”. There is a sense of 

commitment from the nominees that they will live fully with intentionally, until then can’t. These 

exemplars also live in the present. There is little room for nostalgia, their focus is on progress, now and 

in the future. I am unaware of any wisdom literature directly speaking urgency as it relates to a quality 

of characteristic of wise people, hopefulness is included in the qualities associated with wisdom as 

summarized by Intezari (2016).  

Section Three: Development of Wise Leaders 

 

 Is it Possible to Develop or Cultivate Wisdom? When asked outright if it was possible to 

develop or cultivate wisdom, nine nominees remarked that wisdom could be developed, cultivated, 

nurtured or taught within a business context. One did not answer the question directly but implied that 

wisdom could be cultivated, one answered both “yes” and “maybe”, another thought there might be a 

DNA component to wisdom, and one nominee answered, “no”. One nominee remarked, “I think some 

people are predisposed to perhaps having a … wise[r] outlook on life than others might”, going on to say 

that wisdom could be taught, 
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I think we need to teach it, we need to make it more accessible [thought to be within reach], we 

need to frame it a little bit differently, because the worst thing that can happen, I think, is that 

people would see [wisdom] as not unattainable, but something that doesn’t describe them. It’s 

almost opening up the definition a little bit to allow people to give themselves permission to be 

wise, as opposed to thinking that it is someone sitting on the top of a mountain with hundreds 

of years experience, and this sage of advice. 

By contrast one nominee commented, 

I don’t think you can teach wisdom…you can present the opportunity [and] provide some 

coaching around [it], but at the end of the day its part of the DNA of an individual in terms of 

just being able to take the information. But you could put a structure [in place] to help 

people…its like attitude…you can’t teach attitude. 

This being said, nominees did have suggestions on what could contribute to the development of 

wisdom. There were several challenges in both capturing and presenting this information. First, 

nominees did not frame wisdom as being developed by one practice, process or developmental action in 

isolation. As such, ideas presented were interwoven with each other. As an example, in the following 

section, both experience and reflection are discussed as contributing to wisdom development, these 

were presented both individually, and as integral to each other. Second, the very effort of attempting to 

present means or methods that may result in the development of wisdom, underplays the importance 

and power of the integration of these, and no doubt other ideas, to possibly contribute to wisdom 

development. This is a situation of 1+1=3. I have attempted to tease apart identified and suggested 

possible contributions to wisdom development, such that it may be possible to determine how to 

incorporate these ideas both from an individual perspective and within a business context. 
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Experience. The association between experience and wisdom development was raised by 

seven nominees. One remarked, “I tend to associate wisdom with experience…versus knowledge”, 

suggesting that knowledge is not sufficient for wisdom, that experience is required. When asked about 

how to become wise(r), one nominee suggested, “Through experience more than anything”, adding that 

that for him, this included learning from his mistakes. Another remarked, “…in business you see a lot of 

business people…that have a lot of business experience and some of them aren’t necessarily wise”, 

pointing out that experience alone does not ensure the development of wisdom.  Yet another 

suggested, “…you get take aways [from your experiences], and then use that wisdom for the betterment 

of where your heart is taking you”.  

One nominee shared an experience related wisdom development practice. “I take people into 

experiences where there is complexity and where there is ambiguity… [a place that is] uncomfortable. 

We all want more clarity; we want things to be black and white.”  He believes that supporting people in 

experiences where they are uncomfortable, and required to cope with ambiguity, could contribute to 

wisdom development. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) suggest that learning from experiences, combined with self-

reflection, can contribute to the development of wisdom when building on personal characteristics 

identified in their MORE Development Model of Wisdom, namely mastery, openness, emotional 

regulation and empathy. 

Difficult personal experiences were highlighted by seven nominees. All wondered if reflecting on 

and/or learning from these experiences, contributed to their knowledge of self, which may have 

contributed to their development of wisdom. One remarked, 

…[by] liv[ing] through all of these negative experiences or bad experiences, or tough 

experiences, that some of my colleagues or friends didn’t live through…that actually shaped 

[me] into a stronger person and [gave me] that experience that [I] can draw upon. 
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Another suggested, 

… that’s why…life experience, we talked about having wisdom, well a lot of people go through 

heart aches and life altering situations and they don’t turn out as lucky as mine did, but [the 

experiences] also help to build you into the person you are. 

Yet another spoke about learning from challenging experiences to be vulnerable, to stop being a 

perfectionist, and to express emotion, which he suggested may have contributed to his wise 

development, and another commented that “…humility has arisen as a result of life experience [that has 

been difficult] and wisdom is kind of a product of that”. 

Two nominees considered how difficult experiences, that were lived by their parents and/or 

grandparents (intergenerational trauma), contributed to their own learning, and may have contributed 

to their own wisdom development. One, however, was cautious in linking difficult experiences to 

wisdom development, as he was concerned people might believe a difficult life experience is required in 

order to develop deep[er] self-knowledge, something he questioned: 

I don’t even think you can say well, if you have hardship in life, severe hardship that that 

necessarily creates wisdom…. I used to think it was a condition for wisdom to have 

uncomfortable experiences in your life. And now I am not so sure about that. 

Glϋck (2019b) explains that when developing the MORE Life Experience Model (Glϋck & Bluck, 

2013), they were looking to provide a detailed account of how life experiences may contribute to 

wisdom development. She states, “Our main assumption was that life challenges are important catalysts 

of the development of wisdom. By life challenges we mean experiences that deeply change a person’s 

beliefs about [oneself] or about the world”, suggesting that these experiences could be negative 

(traumatic experiences) or positive (the arrival of a child).  
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In particular, experience of uncontrollability may be important for the development of wisdom, 

as they show individuals the limitations of their own powers and the uncertainty and 

unpredictability of human life. Thus, life challenges have the potential to foster wisdom (Glϋck, 

2019a, p. 335). 

In 2017, an interdisciplinary session was held to discuss the topic of adversity as a catalyst for 

wisdom (Jayawickreme, Grimm, & Blackie, 2019). Baehr (2019) suggests that one’s individual humility (a 

characteristic of wise nominees in this study) may increase a person’s capacity for wisdom during 

adversity, as a result of being more aware of one’s limitations, and thus more likely to acquire the 

knowledge that comes from the adversity. He also indicates that he does not believe that suffering is an 

“exclusive means to wisdom” (p. 407: italics in original). Brady (2019) comments that suffering is 

essential to wisdom as it results in clarity of one’s values and also results in a particular self 

reflectiveness, different than reflection that occurs with positive experiences. Park (2020) concludes, “… 

we know little at this point regarding the extent to which adversity brings about wisdom or about the 

processes through which this enhancement in wisdom may occur” (p. 183).  Webster (2007) refers to 

the importance of life experience in the development of wisdom, and while indicating that “wisdom 

enabling/requiring issues …[are] ‘messy’ and gut wrenching”, also points out the importance of “awe 

inspiring, optimistic, ‘peak’ experiences that contribute to happiness, peace, serenity, and psychological 

well-being” (p. 167). He summarizes, “events of both a positive and a negative nature profoundly shape 

and enrich psychological growth and development” (p. 168), possibly contributing to the development 

of wisdom.  

Volunteering, as a specific experience, was referenced by twelve of thirteen nominees, 

suggesting it contributed to their leadership growth, and possibly to the development of wisdom.  One 

remarked, 
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I learned so much more in my volunteer work…I think you’ve got to look for opportunities to 

grow. And I think through volunteerism, we fill the wheel of what we’re not getting at work…. 

But I always learned as much as I think I gave, and so therefore you leave with something as 

well. 

He was referring to experiences, knowledge, skill sets, group interactions, etc., that an individual may be 

seeking and not finding within the workplace. Another stated, “…. if you really want to learn about 

leadership, you learn it by being a volunteer”, referring to leadership skills, mentorship and role models 

that are evident within the volunteer community, and may or may not be present in the workplace. 

Travel experiences, exposure to other cultures, and the travel experience itself, were referenced 

by four nominees, as possibly contributing to the development of wisdom. One commented,  

…the more exposure you have with the world… whether it’s travel and various experiences, the 

more that shapes you and I think that is what provokes … that wisdom [in you], to me it’s 

experience and living through all kinds of things…. that you can draw upon one day. 

Referring specifically to travel, another stated,  

I always say…experience is phenomenal, and I don’t just mean work experience, … [with] travel 

experience you’re going to meet all kinds of people, all kinds of situations. What do you do 

there…when faced with a situation [you figure it out, you learn]. 

Yet another suggested,  

…the allowing of different cultures to wash over you, and just to be able to embrace the 

uniqueness of different cultures, can’t help but make one more understanding, more worldly 

and more knowledgeable. I think this adds to wisdom considerably. 
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One nominee, who relocated many times in his career for work, wondered if the exposure to 

different places and the experience of relocating with his family may have contributed to any wisdom he 

may have developed.  

Observing others as a way of developing wisdom (as opposed to one’s own experience) was 

suggested by four nominees, with one commenting, “You know some people learn the hard way and 

some people learn the easy way. I think the easy way is to observe, to listen and to put into practice”. 

Another, while supporting and observing an employee with challenges, noted their courage and 

adaptability, reflecting, “…just working with that one individual, and seeing how that one individual 

inspired an office [contributed to my growth]”. Another suggested, “…. really paying attention to 

people…I’m a real un-observer in terms of, I get lost in places, I can’t find the same place twice, but I do 

pay attention to people and situations”, wondering if observing may have contributed to her 

development, although she was reluctant to say, wisdom. 

Observing mentors/bosses and others in both internal and external meetings was also 

mentioned. One nominee suggested that he learned by modeling the observed behaviours of others, 

although he was not aware that he was doing this at the time. In hindsight, this nominee notes that his 

mentors pushed him into new experiences they thought would support him in building the skills he 

needed to continue to advance in the organization. He believes that this contributed to any wisdom he 

has developed. Another remarked, “I was like a little sponge through the years”. Two others also 

referred to being “a sponge”, meaning intentionally soaking up knowledge, and what others around 

them had learned from their own experiences, as a practice of developing wisdom, although they would 

not have used the word wisdom prior to the interviews. Another referenced being part of a peer group 

who shared experiences, and also having external experts address the group, as a practice for 

developing and learning from the experience of others, perhaps contributing to the development of 

wisdom of the individual peer group members. 
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Intezari & Pauleen (2013) draw attention to the connection between experience and knowledge, 

indicating that knowledge is a main component of wisdom, and experience is essential in developing 

knowledge. Knowledge alone, however, is not deemed sufficient for wisdom. Weststrate et al., (2018) 

comment: 

… people who have the personal resources to become wise can construct wisdom from many 

different types of life experiences, suggesting that psychological characteristics may be more 

important than experiential contexts when it comes to developing wisdom (p. 1369). 

Psychological characteristics such as: “the ability to think deeply, abstractly and perhaps allegorically 

about seemingly mundane life events, in order to extract higher-order lessons and insights that can be 

applied to future situations (Weststrate et al., 2018, p. 1370). These authors conclude that wisdom can 

be constructed from a variety of life experiences by individuals who are highly self-reflective, although 

certain types of experiences are more likely to lead to wisdom development by creating a higher likely of 

increased self-reflection (p. 1371). Hays (2010a) suggests, “Wisdom is also about learning, thus is less a 

measure of accumulated experience than it is about capacity to learn, including the necessity to 

unlearn” (p. 79: italics in original). 

Reflection. Ten nominees referred to reflection at least once in the interviews. One exemplar 

commented:  

I [look] back on [my experiences] and say…what did this teach me, what happened here and 

what could have happened if I didn’t react under certain situations in a certain way…. I’ve often 

looked back…and look[ed] at a situation, how would I have handled it differently or what could I 

do next time if it happens again so I could be better under such a situation. 

Another remarked,  
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I strongly believe in reflection as a practice…stopping and reflecting on where you’ve been and 

where you are and where you are going…if you’re not thinking about your life, you’re not 

reflecting, you’re not learning, you’re not developing new things, what’s it about? 

Nominees referred to several different reflection practices, including: taking time to integrate 

information for the purposes of reflection and decision making; taking time for holidays and utilizing 

part of this time for reflection; asking oneself “what did you learn today?”; reflecting after meetings, 

either individually or with all of the attendees of the meeting, and/or at the completion of a project, 

reflecting on what went well, as well as what did not; reading with a reflective practice (making notes, 

typing up notes/reflections on the book and/or reflections on what the book brings to mind, a method 

of integrating information from the book, and existing knowledge or experience). One nominee also 

spoke about needing to be a sponge to be reflectively wise, that is, learning from reflection versus 

learning only from experience (e.g., you can learn from putting your hand on the hot burner, or you can 

learn from others about not putting your hand on the hot burner).  

Reflection is considered a key component in wisdom development (Weststrate et al., 2018) and 

is incorporated into several wisdom theories (Ardelt, 2003; Bluck & Glϋck, 2005; Jeste et al., 2010; 

Webster, 2007). Ardelt (2003) suggests that the reflective dimension of wisdom is a prerequisite for 

wisdom development: 

A deeper understanding of life is only possible if one can perceive reality as it is without any 

major distortions. To do this, one needs to engage in reflective thinking by looking at 

phenomena and events from many different perspectives too develop self-awareness and 

insight (p. 278). 

Weststrate (2019) defines self-reflection as, “… a self-regulatory process that plays a critical role 

in the development of self-knowledge, behavioural change and personal growth” (p. 502). He comments 
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that self-reflection is a multi-faced construct and “is broadly defined as the intentional and effortful 

processing of autobiographical experience” (p. 502). Citing Hoyer and Klein, 2000, Weststrate (2019) 

points out that to advance wisdom, the “when, how and under what conditions” of self-reflection 

matters more than “how much” self-reflection is undertaken by an individual, such that an individual is 

using self-reflection to make meaning from an experience (p. 502).  

The MORE Life Experience Model (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013) includes reflectivity as key component, 

with reflection thought to relate to experience as it contributes to wisdom development. When 

considering reflection as it relates to wisdom development arising from difficult experiences, Webster 

(2007) suggests, “critical life events, in and of themselves, do not necessarily contribute to wisdom 

unless we reflect upon them” (p. 168). Similarly, Huynh & Grossmann (2020) comment, “…difficult life 

experiences may not be sufficient alone for promoting wisdom, requiring certain reflective abilities” (p. 

10). See also Weststrate et al., (2018). 

Barriers to Reflection. Several nominees commented on barriers to reflection. One referred to 

distraction, commenting that as a Western society, we are “…distracted with our cell phones, we are 

distracting [with] meeting this target, we are distracted by what Trump said…. we are distracted… we 

really aren’t pausing to reflect, to say, what do we really need to do?”  He went on to say, “…. [we] don’t 

take the time to reflect as we are too pre-occupied with technologies or [the] bottom line or with speed 

or change…disruption… we don’t take time to consider things”.  Another nominee remarked, “…we do 

anything to get away from [being present with our experience and reflect] …To me it is the basis of 

addiction in society, you know we are very quick to get away from our experience”.  

The theme of insufficient time was raised by several nominees when referring to reflection and 

learning from reflection, noting that reflection is not “an all nighter”, and time is required for deep 

reflection and learning. One nominee noted, “…all too often I don’t think people find the time and the 
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space to be reflective”.  Another spoke about the importance of taking time to think, particularly given 

the rate and volume of change, suggesting,  

…you have to take time out to think about the large issues, like what does governance mean and 

so on…change is happening faster and faster, it’s more important for people to get some white 

space [time to think]. 

Nominees also highlighted that those being mentored are not given sufficient time to reflect, and that 

sufficient time is not provided to younger staff for learning, and to think and reflect. Two nominees 

specifically mentioned spending time offsite with younger staff, to give them time to think and reflect 

out loud with senior leaders. 

Conditions Contributing to, and Outputs of, Wisdom Development 

 

In addition to one’s experiences, reflection, and observation of others potentially contributing to the 

development of wisdom, nominees also highlighted what I am labelling as conditions contributing to, 

and also resulting from, development of wisdom. Wisdom development is not a linear progression, nor 

is it once and done. As such, conditions contributing to wisdom development also serve to be outputs of 

wisdom development, as the iterative process of wisdom development occurs. These aspects of wisdom 

identified by the nominees are included in the following table.  

Table 15: Summary of conditions contributing to/output of wisdom development 

Conditions 

for the 

development 

of wisdom 

# 

Nominee 

mentions 

Quotes and comment summaries Literature references 

Self-

Awareness 

and Self-

Knowledge 

13 Knowing one’s strengths and 

limitations 

Knowing one’s values 

Acting on one’s values 

 

 “The idea that self-knowledge 

– especially direct, experiential 

self-knowledge is essential for 

wisdom is an enduring theme 

in both East & West” (Walsh, 

2015b, p. 284). 
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“…the people that I know, that I would 

say are wise, have a very strong sense 

of who they are” 

 

“… the hardest part [of wisdom 

development] is the self-awareness, a 

lot of people resist that. It feels too 
soft” 

 

Reframing self-development to 

interest staff: “…if I tell them, 

[feedback, participating in 360-degree 

reviews is] about developing self 

knowledge they’re not very open…If I 

say it’s about becoming more 

successful in your life, then…they’re 

open” 

The Bremen measure of 

personal wisdom (Mickler & 

Staudinger, 2008), reframes 

the Berlin wisdom paradigm 

(Baltes & Staudinger, 2000) to 

reflect the self-focus of 

personal wisdom, thus 
includes rich self knowledge 

(insight of one’s goals, 

emotions and competencies) 

(Staudinger, 2019, p. 190). 

 

The Wisdom from Experience 

Model (Brown, 2004; Brown & 

Greene, 2006) suggests that 

self-knowledge is one of six 

factors that contributes to the 
development of wisdom. 

 

“Authentic leaders have high 

levels of self-knowledge” 

(McKenna & Rooney, 2019, p. 

653). 

Openness 6 Includes: being open to ideas, 

thoughts and feelings of others; being 

open to feedback and to learning; 

asking others for their ideas, answers 

and solutions. Also includes being 
open to new experiences. 

 

Seeking opinions from others who may 

think of things in a “different manner” 

or who might have a different 

viewpoint. 

 

Openness connects to being able to 

see the big picture and multiple 

perspectives 

Openness to new perspectives, 

experiences or viewpoints is 

thought to be a behaviour of 

wise people (Baltes & 

Staudinger, 2000; Glϋck & 
Bluck, 2013; Webster, 2007). 

 

Glϋck (2019b) defines 

openness as: “…a broad 

personality disposition that 

shapes people’s perspectives 

on new views and experiences. 

The kind of openness that is 

most relevant to wisdom is an 

inherent interest in multiple 
perspectives in general” (p. 

335). 

Vulnerability  13 All nominees shared personal stories 

and experiences that they felt 

contributed to their development, 

including sharing examples of when 

things did not go well, reflecting their 

vulnerability.  

 

These nominees are atypical in 

terms of how business 

executives are often portrayed 

and experienced. As Ed 

Catmull (2019) comments, in 

the Forward of Anderson & 

Adams (2019): 
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Nominees are not concerned with 

being perfect or “right” 

 

Nominees are ok to show emotion 

within a business context 

 

“…the extent that the leader is 
vulnerable and authentic…[they’re] 

giving everyone permission to be 

authentic. You know to be able to say 

‘I don’t know’, And not only do I not 

know, I am really uncomfortable with 

the issue and the question”. 

“As we rise in an organization, 

it becomes increasingly 

difficult to stay connected with 

the realities on the ground. 

Too often this happens 

without our being aware of it. 

Many leaders don’t believe 
they are leading unless they 

are confident, decisive, and in 

full command. Asking for help 

is a sign of weakness. Some 

feel the responsibility of 

delivering results so strongly 

that they rely on their skills 

and experience to tell others 

what to do. In doing so, they 

impede the learning and 
development of the talented 

people around them and limit 

scale” (p. xv/xiv). 

 

Ego 

management 

3 Three nominees commented on ego, 

and management of same, as a 

condition of wisdom development. 

 

“[I am] more concerned with doing a 

good job than my ego” 

 
“…I developed a sense through my 

own ego reactivity, and if I started to 

move towards defensiveness, I could 

immediately see it within myself” 

“The primary tool that 

researchers rely on to boost 

wise reasoning is ego-

decentering or self-distancing, 

which involves reflecting on an 

issue from an observer 

perspective rather than a 
perspective of an immersed 

participant (citing Kross & 

Ayduk, 2011)” (Grossmann, 

Kung, & Santos., 2019, p. 259 

 

“People in the final, integrated 

stage of ego development [in 

Loevinger, 1966 stages] are 

characterized as wise – 

empathetic and caring toward 
others, but also themselves, 

and able to reconcile inner 

conflicts and make peace with 

themselves” (Glϋck, 2019b, p. 

331). 

Courage 9 Courage was associated with 

confidence and was both named and 

featured in stories shared. 

 

“Deeply held values…can 

evoke courage” (Goud, 2005, 

p. 108). 
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“…I have never been afraid of tackling 

something new, something I don’t 

know”.  

 

“…how you learn is by trying and 

failing a lot and taking risk…I’d rather 

not fail, but I don’t think its possible 
not to fail sometimes”. 

Kessler & Bailey (2007) 

reference “the courage to do 

what it right” in the second of 

their best practices for 

applying organizational and 

managerial wisdom (pp. lxiii-

lxiv). 

Personal 
purpose  

7 Nominees were clearly committed to 
their purpose(s). Themes included: 

caring for staff in a way that is not 

traditional in business, teaching, 

mentoring, coaching, funding and 

fund-raising for non-profit 

organizations, bringing national 

awareness to an important issue, 

bringing organizational and 

community awareness to an important 
issue, writing, publishing and speaking 

and using these platforms to share 

messages that nominees believe are 

important to share in today’s world. 

Holding volunteer board positions and 

being active in volunteer organizations 

was also referenced. 

“… a sense of identity and 
purpose in life may aid in, if 

not be necessary for, the 

development of 

wisdom…identity and purpose 

serv[ing] to (a) negotiate 

important preconditions of 

wisdom such as gaining early 

knowledge about the self and 

(b) determin[ing] life 
directions which can include 

meaningful goals for oneself 

and the world around them” 

(Ratner & Burrow, 2019, p. 

535). 

 

“…it is argued that helping 

individuals develop senses of 

identity and purpose in life can 

help in the cultivation of 
wisdom and its associated 

characteristics” (Ratner & 

Burrow, 2019, p. 519). 

 

 

Intentionality  4 Nominees referenced intentional focus 

on both results and development 

 

One nominee commented that being 

intentional with respect to 

development early in one’s career may 

be more difficult as “… you are running 
all the time. You’re trying to better 

yourself and get ahead in the world, 

and get promoted…you want to do 

good…you don’t think about wisdom” 

 

“If we are trying to develop wisdom, 

we want to intentionally make choices 

about what wisdom is or is not. Can 

Korac-Kakabadse, et al., (2001) 

suggest, “No one set of 

characteristics attributed to a 

leader or out of which a 

leader-follower relationship 

arises can, in itself, give rise to 

the phenomenon of leadership 
without the presence of the 

willingness to aspire wisdom” 

(p. 208).  

 

Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007) 

refer to the importance of 

discipline in executive wisdom, 

to stay on task, to remain 
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you force people to be wise? No. But 

you can put them on the path”. 

 

Links to purpose, what nominees are 

being intentional about. 

focused. I suggest that 

intention is just, or even, more 

important.  

 

A commitment to be wise, 

suggests that one is aware of 

what is most important, and 
also a is committed to balance 

of sorts (Sternberg, 1998). 

 

  

 

Observations 

Nominees were all obviously comfortable in their own skin and were in no way trying to impress 

the interviewer. Nominees presented as authentic and comfortable in who they are, and intentional in 

what they want to accomplish. Nominees were conscious, present and thoughtfully aware during the 

interview. My experience of interviewing nominees, spending time with them, being in their presence, is 

that they have a sense of wonder about the world. They are excited about being alive and about 

developing, seeing, doing, being a part of new things. They are curious, and they also have a sense of 

urgency. Nominees want to do as much as they can, they don’t want to miss an opportunity, yet there is 

also a calmness about them. There is no panic or fear that they will miss out, there is a sense that they 

feel that there is enough for everyone, but they do want to get on with it. Related to their humility, 

nominees present as unaware that they are embodying many of the characteristics of wise leaders.  

Weststrate et al., (2019) summarize,  

“… wisdom is more than the mere possession of these [wisdom] qualities [qualities associated 

with cognitive, reflective and affect components of wisdom] …wise people are able to translate 

their psychological endowments into real-world behaviours – in effect bridging the gap between 

intention and action that other people sometimes struggle to overcome” (p. 104). 
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Section Four: Wisdom Development Practices within Business Context 

 

Nominees suggested a number of practices, that may support wisdom development in a 

business context: 360-degree feedback (London & Beatty, 1993); FAST feedback (feedback that is 

frequent, accurate, specific and timely)(Tulgan, 1999); executive/professional coaching; mentorship; 

mindfulness training; portfolio learning; writing, journaling; researching and reading; effectiveness 

surveys; practicing gratitude; personal assessments (e.g., Myers Briggs (www.myerbriggs.ca ), DISC 

Personality Types (www.discprofile.com ); attending workshops, lectures or retreats; formal education; 

story telling (listening and telling), meditation and yoga, and also considering one’s mindset and utilizing 

the technique of reframing.   

Coaches, Mentors, Role Models. Nominees did not directly state that having a mentor, 

coach, or role model contributed to their wisdom development, but rather, referred to individuals in 

these roles as having contributed to their personal growth and development. When asked for 

techniques or practices to develop wisdom in others, however, the idea of providing individuals with 

coaches, mentors, and/or role models was suggested. Many nominees observed they were surrounded 

by “good people” in both their personal and employment lives and, in several cases, influential family 

members were mentioned as mentors, coaches and/or role models. Having a series of 

mentors/coaches/role models over their career was mentioned, with one nominee referencing the 

importance of his current mentor, even though he is over 55 and the mentor is in their 70’s. One 

nominee, who had given great thought to, and also spoken publicly on, the topic of mentorship, referred 

to looking at his “own discomfort” as a mentor, an indicator of something he should possibly pay 

attention to and perhaps dig in to. Another, referred to authors of books she is reading as mentors, 

highlighting how nominees gathering wisdom from others in many ways. All nominees are (or have 
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been) mentors or coaches themselves, and several suggested this has also contributed to their own 

growth. To discern differences in these roles, a descriptor of each follows: 

Table 16: Descriptors: Mentor, coach, role model 

Mentor Located both internally and externally to the organization  

Internal mentors are often a direct supervisor, but not all direct 

supervisors are mentors. When a mentor is (was) also a supervisor, 

observational feedback from meetings and/or presentations is (was) also 
provided. 

External mentors are individuals identified and chosen by the nominee. 

General “life” mentors were referenced, as were mentors who were more 

focused on supporting the nominee’s business queries.  

In most cases, when a nominee mentioned having a mentor in a business 

context, they also mentioned regular conversations on broader topics of 

interest (e.g., values).  

Coach Professional coaches external to the organization. Traditionally this is 

understood to be an individual working directly with a coach, for a set 

period of time, focusing on specific behaviours or a specific area as desired 

by the coachee. In some cases, this work is (was) informed by a 360-degree 

survey. 

Role Model Nominees suggested that being a role model for younger staff is an 
important role for leaders within the organization. In a few cases, the term 

mentor and role model were used or implied interchangeably. 

 

 

A summary of development practices identified by nominees is included in Table 17. 

Table 17: Summary of Wisdom Development Practices identified by Nominees 

Practice Description #  

Nominees 

mentions 

Applicable Quote(s) or summary Literature Support 

Working with a 

mentor 

 
 

12 “…if I think of a wise person, it is 

my mentor today…[who] is a 

leader of leaders” 
 

“…some of my reading people 

[authors of books being read] are 

mentors to me” 

 

“…my own discomfort was my 

mentor” 

 

Krafcik (2015) – fifty 

percent of exemplars in 

his study referenced 
acquiring wisdom 

through mentors and 

teachers 

Mentoring is suggested 

as a method/practice of 

wisdom transfer within 

a business context 

(Hammer, 2002). 
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Transferring of “deep 

smarts” (Leonard & 

Swap, 2004, 2005). 

Working with a coach 

(including coaching 

tools: feedback – 360-

degree feedback, FAST 

feedback, self 

indicator tests (such as 
Myers Briggs, DISC, 

etc.) 

4 “…one of the most impactful 

tools that I’ve ever… opened 

myself up to was an executive 

coach” 

 

“I’d like to think we give 
opportunities to everybody in our 

organization to develop self-

knowledge…through health and 

effectiveness surveys and 360 

reviews and fast feedback” 

Coaching as a method 

of wisdom development 

(King et al., 2020; 

Swartwood, 2013; 

Walsh, 2015a). 

 
Tools that can 

contribute to an 

increase self-knowledge 

of leaders: personality 

tests, 360-degree 

feedback, and coaching 

(Mirvis, 2008, p, 177). 

Learning focused 

(informally and 

formally) 

 
 

3 

 

 

“…I never stopped taking 

courses” 

 

 

“…a strong wish to learn 

is required to develop 

wisdom…. Conceptions 

of wisdom as expertise, 
such as the Berlin 

wisdom model (Baltes & 

Staudinger, 2000) also 

suggest that wisdom is 

gained through 

intensive ‘practice’, 

which requires a strong 

motivation to learn” 

(Weststrate et al., 2019, 

p. 111). 

Reading, writing and 
researching; Portfolio 

work as a form of 

reflection within an 

academic institution, 

as a tool to contribute 

to reflection and 

possible wisdom 

development 

7 “Writing is a really good way to 
understand yourself, to 

understand what you are thinking 

and feeling” 

 

“…portfolio learning… is highly 

reflective. It’s being able to 

understand oneself at a whole 

different level…The whole 

philosophy of portfolio learning is 

the way to embrace and 
recognize informal learning” 

Cranton, 2006; Sharma 
& Dewangan, 2017; 

Hay, 2021; Sternberg et 

al., 2009 

   Meditation, 
mindfulness, yoga, 

mindset, reframing, 

5 “I find meditation to be a very 
helpful tool for me” 

“…it used to take me nine months 

to…get over a big problem, and 

then nine minutes and now nine 

seconds…the attention I pay to 

Mindfulness is thought 
to be a practice that can 

contribute to the 

development of wisdom 

(Ardelt et al., 2013; 

Czinkota, 2017). 
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[mistakes] and my consciousness 

has changed” 

“…there are the experiences you 

have, but then there is the 

mindset you have towards the 

experiences that you have” 

Mindfulness contributes 

to reflection on 

experience contributing 

to wisdom development 

(Rooney et al., 2021). 

Meditation as a 

contributor to wisdom 
development (Walsh, 

2015a). 

 

Section Five: Wisdom from a Business Organization Perspective 

 

 From the beginning of the interviews, it was evident that many nominees were wrestling with 

the notion of wisdom in terms of practical applicability within a business context. While nominees agree 

on the relevance of wisdom, (with one remarking, “I think the world needs more wisdom”), and all 

presenting as intellectually comfortable with the concept of wisdom, they also wondered if a focus on 

wise actions and decisions, and specifically wisdom development, are possible within the context of 

business. This curiosity revolved around four specific areas: the definition of wisdom itself, such that 

wisdom and the development of wisdom could be explained and socialized with leaders, staff and 

shareholders; how this definition of wisdom (a wise leader, a wise organization) would mesh with a 

definition of a successful leader and organizational success (concepts that are current socialized); how 

wisdom would be measured (given the proclivity of business to measure what matters); and how 

wisdom measures would mesh with traditional business measures. 

This grappling surrounding both the language (the definition and how it would integrate with 

existing definitions of business success), and the notion of practical wisdom within the context of 

business, could be related to “our professional training and socialization [being] more grounded in a 

tradition of information and knowledge than in the concepts of wisdom and truth” (Kessler & Bailey, 

2007, p. xxxi). Kϋpers & Pauleen (2013) also draw attention to the lack of acceptance and legitimization 

of wisdom in both organizational discourse and practice. 
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Discussions with nominees highlighted the rare use of wisdom terminology within a business 

context, in that this was the first discussion referencing wisdom and wise leadership in business for all 

but two exemplars in this study. Wisdom is not commonly referred to as a business attribute (Kessler & 

Bailey, 2007), and is often considered more from a philosophical or spiritual lens. There is no universally 

recognized definition of wisdom (Ardelt, 2003; Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Webster, 2007), much less a 

universally understood definition of wisdom to be applied to organization or leaders. Nominees did 

relate to the two definitions that are guiding this research. 

Nominees also wondered how organizations and their leaders could manifest wisdom within an 

organization. They were curious about this even in the face of being nominated as a wise leader and 

having provided examples of their own wise leadership and actions. This underscores the disconnect 

between the notion of wisdom and traditional concepts used to describe a successful leader within a 

business context. Given that wise leaders do not identify with their own wisdom (are humble), wisdom 

is not traditionally associated with business, and there is no universally recognized definition of a wise 

organization or a wise leader, how will the notion of wisdom be advanced within a business context?  

Conceptualizations of Wisdom in a Business Context. Five nominees made 

recommendations with respect to articulating wisdom within a business context, such that it could be 

applied, socialized, and developed. There was a desire to be able to define wisdom in such a way that it 

is perceived as a quality that could be developed. One nominee suggested, “…if we have a definition [of 

wisdom] that we can work towards, then people can see the potential”.  Another recommended 

reframing, “…’Do you want to be a wise person?’ to ‘What kind of wise person do you want to be?’, 

because maybe wisdom looks different in different roles”. Yet another remarked that a clear definition 

of wisdom would be important to any efforts to develop or foster wisdom within a business context, in 

order to explain to employees and leaders alike what would be accomplished by “teaching wisdom”. He 
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anticipated that an employee’s reaction to an employer’s desire to “teach wisdom” might be, “… you 

can’t learn wisdom, I’m not old enough, or whatever” going on to advise, 

…. I think you have to settle on your definition, if you are going to [teach/develop wisdom], … 

and maybe its going to be more technical…we train people on all kinds of technical things, but 

we don’t train on wisdom, we hope people pick it up along the way. 

This nominee went on to comment: - 

I won’t be able to formulate a definition, but thinking about it, to me, one of the ideas is that 

you can see things from all sides. You can even enumerate what sides there are [even when you 

haven’t been in the role of some of the other sides] … - 

He emphasized the wise behaviour of considering multiple perspectives. He also suggested that 

employers would need clarity on the benefits of fostering wisdom development, which would include 

understanding the benefits possible to the both the business and employees. 

Another nominee, discussing wisdom in the context of business, remarked that wisdom is not a 

station, but rather a destination: 

I think the idea of the goal should be more, how can I become wiser? And whatever I am, I know 

I’ll benefit if I become wiser… and [that] the benefit of becoming wiser is…. you will function 

better in life. And you’ll enjoy your life more. You know, it’s not an intellectual theory on a 

mountain thing.  

Yet another suggested that one means of inducing interest in wisdom development could be to help 

leaders and staff understand the benefits of wisdom to one’s professional and personal life, in addition 

to benefiting the business: 
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I wonder if wisdom comes from the ability to live a single live [versus separating personal and 

professional]. And not being able to separate…we are all the same person. And yes, there are 

contexts in which we have to operate, a work context versus dealing with a sick child, but at the 

end of the day, we spend our time trying to balance that and trying to divide it, to keep it 

separate. The energy we leave on the table is wasted. Imagine if we could have people 

understand the importance of really figuring out the intersection between personal vision and 

your career vision. If those two came together we would have blend and not balance. And the 

people that I know who have blend down, I would say that they are wise people. They’re very 

wise people. 

There is a values implication in this comment, the idea that individual/leader wisdom and organizational 

wisdom connect to employee values, and ultimately employees living in harmony with their values. This 

links back to the authenticity of wise nominee articulated by the nominators. Wise individuals live 

authentically, in harmony with their values. This also connects to organizational culture, which is 

discussed later in this chapter. 

Measurement of Wisdom. In addition to the challenges of having a commonly understood 

definition of wisdom applicable within a business context and socializing the notion of wisdom within a 

business context, three nominees called attention to the challenge of measuring wisdom, or more 

specifically wisdom results. As the business adage goes, what matters gets measured, so for wisdom to 

be considered important (more important) within a business context, nominees wondered, how could 

the impact of wisdom in business be measured? This focus on measurement highlights the disconnect of 

wisdom within a traditional business context, and calls attention to the challenge of integrating a notion 

such as wisdom, which operates from a different perspective than traditional business measurements. 
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Another way of saying this might be, most current business measures are founded in capitalism and 

materialism, running counter to traditional wisdom and its associated values. 

How do you measure wisdom? Or can we measure wisdom? And I was thinking of the 

importance of qualitative measurements. How much do we do that? And I think… we can’t just 

do things with numbers always, and sometimes we need the bigger picture and I think right 

now, in particular, I think we are in serious trouble. 

Nominees also wonder if implementing wisdom and developing wisdom are possible within a 

business context given business focus on short-term results, highlighting management and staff 

incentives that are generally attached to quarterly, semi annual and annual results. One stated, “Oh I 

think [wisdom] it’s totally [relevant in business] but you need conviction at the senior levels to reward 

wisdom that goes beyond the quarterly report”. Another noted, 

But you know, quarterly reports are becoming, companies overreact to them because 

everything depends upon the stock market, [be]cause all the senior managers are on stock 

options...We’ve got to find a better mousetrap, I think, as time goes on. And the companies that 

figure that out will be extremely successful short-term and long term, but you’ve got to find that 

balance. 

Yet another remarked, 

… to be wise, it becomes difficult to measure. Who is measuring, and over what time? … most of 

our [results are] measured on a monthly or quarterly basis, so the wise decision that you make 

this month, when does that wisdom become apparent? I often say, for us, that it is 2 to 3 years 

[later], that you actually figure out, that was a wise [decision/action], so its difficult to get 

investment into it. 
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Reflecting the important balance between short-term and long-term measures and results, one nominee 

commented, 

How do we sustain superior performance in our business[es]? [Answering]…if you’re really 

sincere in asking the question, and if you stay with the question, it forces you to see the truth 

that you have to be in the long term…if you’re not [thinking and making decisions that are best 

in the] long term, you will never be strategic…it doesn’t mean that we’re not still urgent on a 

short-term basis, but you need to be thinking, oriented towards the long term [making wise 

long-term decisions] in order to survive in the long-term. 

One can hear the conundrum facing executive/senior leaders. They are required to, and rewarded by, 

delivering on a series of progress measures and results. Boards, shareholders, and those providing 

financing (whether via traditional lender or venture capitalists) are not considering wisdom, or wise 

decisions or action, when establishing goals and progress measures to be reached.  

One nominee referred to a novella from the 1800’s (Scrooge) and a young Swedish 

environmental activist when articulating the measurement challenges of wise decisions and actions, 

specifically referring to people and the environment, versus a direct bottom line measure. 

I am a big Dicken’s fan, and you know we always think of Scooge and Marley, and Scooge is 

saying, you’re always a good man of business. And Marley says business, mankind was my 

business. And maybe if business had that larger picture around the outside, that [while] we’re 

doing whatever we’re doing, it should also be serving mankind. I liked what Greta Thunberg 

said, when people were throwing money at the Notre Dame Cathedral [after the fire], because 

they felt sentimental about their honeymoons and so on. And they were billionaires who could 

afford to do that, but they don’t do other things. As she said, we need cathedral thinking about 

the planet, we need to think the planet is a cathedral…. So, I think maybe businesses [could do] 
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so as well. I think it would be wise, in fact, of them to expand their thinking a bit, to see the 

overall container of what they do as something bigger. Even though they focus their strategic 

plans and so on, on just very specific things they want to achieve. They should see it in the 

context of something. 

She also referenced Marilyn Waring (1988), who wrote what is regarded as the “founding document” of 

the discipline of feminist economics, observing that the traditional way of measuring economic growth, 

as well as the value of nature and the true costs of environmental disasters, is currently ineffective. 

… an MP in New Zealand… she wrote a book called, If Women Counted [Waring, 1988], and 

within that book… She said it’s not that women’s work in the household looking after old sick 

people and children is without value, it’s just that it’s priceless. So, we need to attach a price to 

that. As she said…. we have it all wrong. …. Valdez goes up the coast of BC and has a major 

spill…. bottom line is good for the GDP, because there is clean up jobs, there’s journalist jobs, 

there’s rebuilding jobs, but nobody counts the birds, the dead birds, the damage to the 

environment that won’t go away for hundreds of years. We don’t attach a price to that. 

Definition of Business Success. Related to the measurement of wisdom was the definition of 

success in business, and how this may or may not relate to wisdom. This was raised by three nominees. 

How success is defined drives behaviours and actions of both leaders and staff, and is ultimately defined 

by shareholders, owners, and executives. One nominee remarked, 

…how do you define success? By the profits? If [the] measurement is money… that is success. 

Not necessarily wisdom, if it’s not for the greater good, or if its on the backs of their 

employees…Is [profit] success? In a way, but maybe not in another way, and that’s where the 

wisdom comes in. Success, I think has become [defined by] money really…You know working 

conditions go beyond the wages that you pay someone. I mean…the conditions and the 
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environment and how you treat people [are of consequence]. I guess we’re in this world 

for…not a long time. So, you can have success [defined by money], but we all wind up in the 

same place. Like you know, six feet under…with nothing. What do you want to do with your time 

and how do you want to treat people? 

Another remarked, 

If the bottom line is always defined in numbers and dollars, there maybe some big costs to that 

[for society] … how you can develop [wisdom] in a certain business context is probably to look at 

a broader view [of success]. And I think that other cultures sometimes have done that better 

than North Americans…. [as an example] something that their descendants would be proud of 

[as opposed to only considering profit]. So not short-term thinking, and broader thinking, like it 

is going to matter to the world. 

The reality that success measures may need to change over time, based on what matters to society, was 

highlighted by one nominee, accentuating the complexity of this challenge: 

… [thinking about the] oil and gas industries, those industries where pollution and different 

environmental aspects are such a big part of it. So, you make a choice to be competitive 

internationally, by the way you operate, or do you say… I need to do this, this, and this instead. I 

don’t know how I would make those decisions, but they seem to be in the short-term mode out 

of necessity. But I owe it to all of my shareholders, I owe it to all of my colleagues who are 

working, that if it did this and this, there would be less jobs, less economic impact to Canada, 

and I think, wow, those are big problems.  

Another observed, 



172 

 

 

 

 

There is an incredible opportunity within the business sector to step it up and play more of a 

role as a leader in society. You’re not just leading your business, you’re a leader in society and 

you’re in a position to bring a more balanced contextual view, to offer that to the people. 

One suggested that wisdom in business is rare, while the need is great, and another commented, 

I think that all of our institutions, including work-oriented institutions…every institution has 

to…pitch to it’s higher good, not just the bottom line of making money. Right now, we have to 

make the shift collectively or we won’t survive as a species on this planet, and every institution 

has a job to play. 

In sum, one nominee concluded, 

…we’ve lost our way. I think as leaders in business, and to a certain extent they’ve lost their 

touch-ness with the purpose of business and society. And they’re in touch-ness with their role in 

the community…with the potential to exercise influence for the good of more people. 

In total six nominees highlighted the challenge of how wisdom in business could be measured or 

how wisdom could be integrated into the business definition of success, and the gap, in terms of the 

language and notion of wisdom. The concept of measurement, itself, is not necessarily conducive to the 

enactment or development of wisdom. The reality is that measurement in business is a significant 

aspect of both the culture and the process of operating a business, the grappling of nominees to work 

through the idea of wisdom and how it could be measured, draws attention to this. Wise nominees have 

drawn attention to the reality that integration of wisdom into a business context will require a clear 

definition that is socialized in the business, measures that incorporate wisdom along with traditional 

finance measures, and integration of what is thought to be business success with wisdom. This will 

require an organizational culture that will support and enable this focus and direction, while undergoing 

changes in this direction, as well as long term. 
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Organizational Culture. The contribution of the business environment, or culture, to wisdom 

and wisdom development was emphasized by eleven nominees, who highlighted culture’s influence on 

behaviour, the relationship between culture and values in organizations, and the specific relationship 

between culture and wisdom. One nominee felt that corporate culture did not play a role in wisdom 

development and in two cases, due to time pressures, the role of corporate culture, in wisdom and/or 

the development of wisdom, was not discussed.  

Organizational Culture and Impact on Employees and their Behaviour. The importance 

of having an environment/culture where all employees can thrive and develop was highlighted by two 

nominees: 

If there is any advice, I can give someone, is you can support people when they make a mistake, 

an honest mistake, hard work, not lack of effort, not malfeasance… Find ways to stretch people 

where there’s a safety net…make it a safer environment. 

Similarly, another when recommending that an organizational culture support employees when there 

are mistakes, suggested,  

… if the decision is wrong that’s ok, change it. Change it. Change it. For me there was always a 

fear of, anything that was wrong [any mistake] was ruinous…Jeff Bezos [Amazon] was a big, 

make a decision. Unless it is the core of your business, make a decision and move on. If it’s the 

wrong decision, make a new decision.  

In his time with the company, and particularly within the executive group, prior to his CEO role, this 

nominee felt supported, and that his boss and team “had his back”. He pondered, however, if 

employees all levels, experience this same support. Another addressed the importance of ensuring that 

developing leaders are provided with the opportunity to “clean up their mistakes”, suggesting that 
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leadership development programs can sometimes move developing leaders too often, or too fast, from 

one developmental position to another. This nominee suggested the opportunity to make mistakes, 

recognize one’s mistakes, and to clean up, and learn from those mistakes, is a critical contributor to 

wisdom development in developing leaders.  

Organizational Culture and Organizational Values. Organizational culture, as an important 

influencer in the development of employee values, was highlighted by four nominees. One nominee 

stated, “I think especially if you are younger, you don’t have much experience, you’re much more 

susceptible to being influenced by the tone within the organization”. Another suggested that “fitting 

into” the value system at one’s workplace seems important, and is, therefore, relevant to values 

development, and by consequence, to wisdom development within the organization. Yet another spoke 

to the importance of corporate values, when considering how to develop wisdom within the 

organization. 

I think values everywhere are really key, and not these bullshit exercises people do about 

[identifying] your [corporate] values and putting them up on a poster…values that are lived, 

values that people can actually commit too…I think every organization should have strong values 

at their base…and I think sometimes those values are stated, but not really lived or are not 

revisited. 

Another recommended,  

I think one of the ways [to contribute to knowing one’s values and wisdom development] is to 

create the environment so that it happens…It’s the culture, but the culture comes out of the 

environment…It’s the environment that will reinforce the culture. 

The importance of employee fit with the organizational value system and having meaningful 

work, was highlighted by one nominee, who believes that these factors contributed to any wisdom that 
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she may have developed. “I thinking fitting [into] the value system [is important] because even the work 

I did, it really was stuff that I wanted to do, and that I felt really strongly about”. 

One nominee remarked that to in order to develop wisdom in a business one needs to clear 

about, “why you’re in business, who your clients are and what their needs are, and everybody in your 

organization [needs to have] the same vision, speak the same language”. He provided examples of past 

employers who provided clarity of purpose to staff, even those who were part time, thus ensuring that 

employees were able to make the ‘right’ decisions. He commented, 

So, to me that’s the wisdom. Once people know the vision [they understand] the mission, what 

their role is, and why they are there, and how [to] interact with other staff…. Everybody has a 

role, [they] have to understand what other people’s roles are as well, [and] respect that. 

Organizational Culture, Wisdom and Wisdom Development. Five nominees directly 

referenced culture as contributing to wisdom and wisdom development. One suggested that corporate 

culture contributes to staff feeling valued, or not, which he perceived would ultimately contribute to 

wisdom development. Yet another commented, “…your surroundings have a lot of impact on wisdom”, 

highlighting the importance of the culture one is operating in, and wisdom. One observed that having 

multiple generations work for the same company might indicate that the corporate culture was good for 

employees and was therefore relevant to wisdom and wisdom development.  

One nominee remarked, “I think culture is a part of [wisdom development], and culture comes 

from the top…. And culture is a long-term thing. It doesn’t just happen…. culture is…the life blood of a 

company”.  Yet another suggested that perhaps what presents as wisdom to an observer is only possible 

because of the environment or culture of the organization. He observed that he was conscious of, or 

aware of, his employers’ values, saying that the values of senior leaders were clear. He also put forward 

that the corporate environment, and how one is treated as an employee, is very relevant to wisdom and 
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wisdom development, “…if you are treated well, it’s very easy to be aligned and motivated and wise 

because, for one, your voice is accepted. I think you can be as wise as you want, but if nobody listens to 

you, it won’t matter”.  

The benefits of creating an intentional culture within their organization, was referenced by two 

exemplars, suggesting that this may support or contribute to wisdom. One shared that the organization 

he leads created an intentional culture, as part of a restructuring, building continuous learning into the 

DNA of the organization, “…where reflective learning and informal learning, a sense of self [including 

values], all those things, become just a part of who we are”. Another commented on intentionally 

building a culture that embodies thoughtfulness, authenticity, and emotional awareness (of oneself and 

others,) and wisdom, remarking: 

I’ve [experienced] the benefit of it. Everybody functions better and our organization functions 

better. And so that’s part of my pitch to executive leaders…and that is why I tell the stories. 

Listen, do you want your business to be successful? ...do you want to enjoy yourself? …do you 

want a positive experience at the end of the day? Do you want to be able to look back on your 

experience and say, wow that was incredible? That was ten years of my life and it was 

incredible. [Or] are you already lamenting that you did it wrong and you blew up relationships, 

are still uncomfortable you did this to that person? So, I try everything to wake up that that, the 

latent wisdom in all of us…. It is there, in all of us, and it is developable. 

One nominee commented that while he doesn’t set out to intentionally develop wisdom in his 

staff, there are organizational plans and processes that may ultimately be contributing to their wisdom 

development. This includes ensuring that staff are kept fully employed, challenged, and informed on 

pertinent organizational decisions and information, as well as providing relevant external information 

(e.g., how a market situation is impacting the operation). These practices contribute to increased 
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corporate transparency and reduce employee uncertainty. This exemplar also addressed the importance 

of good communication and change management practices within the business, suggesting this may 

contribute to the cultivation or development of employee wisdom. 

Section Six: Culture as a Source of Understanding Wisdom - First Nations 

 

Speaking to a different ontology, perhaps, three nominees referenced First Nations wisdom. 

One commented that he associates wisdom with Indigenous Elders, and two observed that an Elder in a 

First Nation’s community is not related to age, rather, being a wise self is most relevant. One referenced 

the First Nation concept of learning as being circular rather than linear, representing life. When asked 

about wisdom development, one nominee commented, referring to Grandmother 

teachings/Grandfather teachings which are foundational to the Indigenous way of life and have several 

versions, which include key concepts of respect and sharing are built into the seven teachings which are: 

wisdom, love, respect, bravery, honesty, humility and truth (Manitowabi, 2017): 

Well, I think that Indigenous people are good at it, and the way to do it is by taking the lessons 

learned from the land and the elders and embodied in the grandmother teachings, just respect 

and love and reciprocity and humility, just the basic kindnesses, the basic grandmother 

teachings…. boundaries…[are] very important in Indigenous societies, so the kids feel very 

secure in their place but know not to cross the line and be disrespectful of somebody else or 

something else…compassion in the Indigenous world is not just for humans, its for all living 

things. And it’s to help us understand our interconnectedness with not just one and other, but 

with all of nature, in all it’s beauty, but also in all it’s complexities. You have to learn how to 

manage your own conduct but also how to manage your relations, and the good relations. And 

this is not an all-nighter…you can’t just learn this because you have the test the next day…it [the 

learning] is started at a very early age, and it is repeated in community lessons through 
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ceremony and through…people’s lives, from baby naming to puberty rights and onward and 

onward until somebody becomes an Elder. So [it] is putting some attention to those verities of 

life which help each person be individuated in their position to the collective, so that they know 

people have a place in the world which is special and also in a way not very individuated at all. 

Perhaps business could look to Indigenous communities, and in particular the business practices 

within this community, for guidance in both wisdom and wisdom development. First Nation 

communities are increasingly starting or purchasing businesses, some of those purchases have been 

operating near or within First Nations, and would not have been operating with Indigenous practices or 

viewpoints in the past. This provides a significant opportunity for learning and wisdom development for 

all business leaders. One example is Membertou First Nation’s co-ownership of Clearwater Seafoods, 

the largest shellfish producer in North America (Mercer, 2021). 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  
 

 The purpose of this research study was to examine and describe how business leaders 

nominated as wise, see wisdom and wisdom development, their own and others’, demonstrated in 

executive leadership. Also supporting this study are the views of wise leader nominators, who are 

primarily from the business sector (eleven of thirteen), who contributed valuable data to the study 

about the identifying qualities and behavior of wise leaders. 

 Key themes of this research study are: 

1. Affirmation that wisdom development is both relevant, beneficial and possible within a business 

context. 

2. There is an absence of wisdom discourse within the context of business.  

3. The absence of a common understanding of the notion of wisdom is a barrier to wisdom 

development within business organizations. 

4. Organizational culture is seen as an important, if not essential, enabler to both the manifestation 

and development of wisdom within a business context. 

5. Wisdom development is currently not a focus of leadership development in the business sector. 

6. Wise leaders in this study primarily developed wisdom outside of their workplace. 

There are several challenges in discussing these research results and attempting to formulate 

meaningful recommendations that resonate within a business context. The first is the language itself. 

Wisdom is about the common good (Sternberg, 1998). Business organizations are typically primarily 

focused on the bottom-line to the benefit of shareholders. Wise leaders are able to bridge these two 

worlds, balancing the needs of all stakeholders, while also considering the common good, although they 

would not describe it in this way. As evidenced in this research, wise leaders grapple with how to speak 

to, and integrate, wisdom into a business context, drawing attention to the language of business 
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founded primarily in capitalism and materialism, thus, assessed by empirical financial measurements. 

Quantitative financial measures alone, in conjunction with the current mainstream business perspective, 

will limit advancement of wisdom and wisdom development within a business context, the language and 

the measures of capitalism colliding and conflicting with the notion of balancing a bottom-line focus 

with serving the common good. 

The second is balancing a desire for pragmatic actionable recommendations with the reality that 

wisdom is complex and multi-faceted (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000), ultimately composed of many 

qualities and characteristics. There is no one means of developing wisdom, and wisdom evolves 

iteratively (Ardelt et al., 2013), rather than in a linear manner. Arguably, wisdom can be developed over 

a lifetime, although not all people become wise. Being wise, becoming wise, is not a transaction. The 

manifestation and development of wisdom cannot be reduced to a formula. Becoming wise suggests 

development of qualities or components of wisdom, however, individual qualities and/or components 

alone are not sufficient for wisdom (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000). Mapping out potential intersection 

points for wisdom and wisdom development within a business context in an action-oriented framework, 

risks attempting to reduce wisdom and wisdom development to a checklist to be accomplished, implying 

that completion is possible. Wisdom development, is of course, on-going. Further, will the very effort of 

putting a structure in place, of recommending processes and actions designed to contribute to wisdom 

manifestation and development, reduce this high-level concept to a transaction, diminish it, or worse, 

reduce the potential impact? 

This takes us back to language. As the study results are discussed and recommendations are 

made, language is used that may strike the reader as transactional (i.e., words such as embed, integrate, 

intersect), the antithesis of wisdom. We can not logically and linearly think our way into wisdom. Rather, 

we must act our way towards it, acknowledging that “… wisdom development requires attention to 

temporality, mind, and body” (Rooney, Kϋpers, Pauleen, & Zhuravleva, 2021, p.181). 
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Taking into account these complexities, providing constructive and specific recommendations 

that contribute to wisdom development and understanding, based on insights and experiences gathered 

from wise leaders, may be helpful. Further, to develop wisdom within an organizational context, 

embedding development into existing processes and practices (Bierly et al., 2000; Jones, 2005), in 

tandem with introducing the notion of wisdom into the organizational culture and structure (Bierly et 

al., 2000), may be most the most effective means of advancing this pursuit. Citing Kemmis (2012), 

Kϋpers & Pauleen (2013) caution, against phrónêsis “becoming another version of tékhnê, or a set of 

moral principles” (p.4). However, they do suggest: 

The leading-edge and best practices of mainstreaming wise practice would comprise the 

alignment with business objectives within overall company strategy and the integration across 

business entities and functional areas and the institutionalization by embedding strategies, 

policies and processes and systems into the fabric of the organization” (p. 6, emphasis added). 

Several researchers have connected practical wisdom to specific business practices and processes. 

Bachmann, Sasse & Habisch (2018), in a literature review, associate practical wisdom with strategy, 

business policy, human resources and information management and Nonaka & Takeuchi (2019, 2021) 

connect practical wisdom and strategy. Kerns (2020) has developed a practice-oriented framework to “… 

enhance the process of managing wisdom” (p. 11), defining the “…process of managing wisdom in the 

context of managerial leadership” as: “Positioning, clarifying and operationalizing wisdom for executing 

and optimizing while measuring and evaluating its impact” (p. 11).  

Discussion and recommendations in this chapter are in four parts. Part I discusses and examines 

the first theme, Affirmation that wisdom development is both relevant, beneficial, and possible within a 

business context. This is followed by examination and discussion of what I consider to be foundational 

components required to support development within a business context. These include: having a 
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common conception of both a wise organization and a wise individual within the organization (theme 3); 

a business structure that supports wisdom and wisdom development, and, an understanding with 

respect to the relationship of wisdom development and imperfection.  

Part II provides examination and recommendations for the integration, or coordination, of 

current conceptions of, and practices supporting, business success, with those that could support 

wisdom manifestation and development. These recommendations are presented in a Wisdom 

Development Action Framework for Business Organizations and Leaders that includes two sections. The 

first section is directed at the organization, the second is focused on the individual leader. Enculturation 

of the conception of wisdom as a requirement, such that the manifestation and development of 

organizational, leader and individual wisdom are sufficiently embraced, acknowledged and supported 

(theme 4), is discussed in the first section of Part II. Part III provides discussion and recommendations 

distinct to wisdom development as it may intersect with leadership development programs within 

organizations (theme 5), and Part IV considers the study findings that indicate that wise leaders in this 

study primarily developed their wisdom outside of their workplace (theme 6). 

Part I: Wisdom Development: Relevance, Benefit, and Possibility, and Foundational Supports  

 

This study appears to be the first of its kind with senior Canadian executives, that is leaders who 

have been identified as wise by nominators, with nominee behaviours and characteristics corroborated 

with academic literature. The topic of wisdom manifestation and development was clearly interesting 

and thought provoking for nominees. Exemplars identify with and support the need for wisdom within a 

business context, and at the same time, wonder how to embed, integrate, and enculture wisdom and 

wisdom development. Nominators do not identify with their own wisdom. Arguably nominees have 

developed into wise individuals themselves, yet they are unwilling to name their actions nor their 

development as such. Why is this? Wisdom is widely understood (Orwoll & Perlmutter, 1990, p. 174) 
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and we know wise people when we see them (Biloslavo & McKenna, 2013; Nicholson, 2007), yet wisdom 

is neither named or “pursued” as a quality or behaviour to be developed within a business culture 

(speaking from a Western perspective). For a discussion on Eastern and Western perspectives of wisdom 

see Yang (2011b) and Wang et al., (2021). Wang et al, (2021) highlights the role of cognition and 

knowledge in the western concept of wisdom, in addition to the highly favoured “logical and analytical 

thinking modes and utilizing rational cognition” (p.1). They suggest that wisdom in the view of the 

western culture was “linked to rationality, with a heavy emphasis on human intelligence and conscious 

reflection” (p. 4) after the Enlightenment. 

Challenges relating to wisdom and wisdom development named by nominees have also been 

summarized by Zacher & Kunzmann (2019), who suggested that the conception of wisdom, as a 

characteristic or behaviour of organizations, leaders or staff, has been, for the most part, neglected “as a 

desirable attribute of employees, supervisors, or organizations” (p. 256), identifying the following 

challenges: providing a straightforward definition; developing a sound and predicable measure of 

wisdom; and, “practical difficulties” regarding the operationalization of wisdom. Given the current state 

of wisdom as it relates to business, as described in this study and by others (Akrivou et al., 2020; 

Alvesson & Spicer, 2012; Bachmann, 2019; Grossmann, I., Weststrate, N.M., Ardelt, M., Brienza, J.P., 

Dong, M., Ferrari, M., Fournier, M.A., Hu., C.S., Nusbaum, H.C., & Vervaeke, J., 2020; Kessler & Bailey; 

2007; McKenna & Rooney, 2005, 2019), how could the manifestation and development of wisdom be 

increased (become a focus) within a business context?  

Affirmation that Wisdom Development is Relevant, Beneficial and Possible within a Business 

Context (Theme 1). 

 

Wisdom Development is Relevant and Beneficial. Intentional or deliberate pursuit of 

wisdom development requires clarity on “why” wisdom development is relevant to pursue within an 
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organization and as a leader. As Oh & Oh, (2021) suggest, “In order to cultivate and encourage wisdom, 

there should be a rationale as to why wisdom matters in the first place” (p. 72). Why is pursuit of 

wisdom relevant for oneself, an organization, or for organizational leaders?  Within an organization the 

“why” will play a key role in the change management that will be required to integrate wisdom and 

wisdom development into an organization. 

Nominees and the literature both addressed the “why” question. As Aristotle suggested “virtues 

are the character traits that are conducive to eudaimonia (flourishing or living a good human life)” 

(Swartwood & Tiberius, 2019, p. 22). Baltes & Staudinger (2000) comment, “…wisdom is a key factor in 

the construction of a ‘good life’” (p. 124). From a personal perspective, wisdom has been identified as 

contributing to the subjective well-being and overall happiness of individuals (Grossmann & Brienza, 

2018). Ardelt & Sharma (2021), summarizing the literature, suggest that wisdom “…correlates positively 

with indicators of eudaimonia”, including ego integrity, ego development, life purpose, mastery, self-

acceptance, positive relations with others, and autonomy (p. 2). Nominees identified the value of 

wisdom and wisdom development from an individual perspective, with one nominee highlighting the 

connection between wisdom and “enjoying” one’s life, with another considering wisdom “as the ability 

to live a single life”.   

Glϋck (2019b) discusses the role of motivation in the development of wisdom, arguing,  

…people on the development path toward wisdom are driven by two main motivations: (1) a 

deep desire to understand what the human condition is all about… and (2) a motivation to 

achieve a common good, rather than optimizing outcomes for oneself and those close to oneself 

(citing Sternberg, 1998, 2005 and Sternberg & Glϋck, 2019a) (p. 334). 
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She goes on to suggest, “… the main motivation underlying the development of wisdom is… to gain a 

deeper understanding of life and to improve other people’s lives” (p.334). This focus was evident in the 

nominees. 

Incorporating wisdom within an organization also requires an explanation of the ‘why’, as part 

of embedding wisdom into the culture and to support change management practices. Change as a 

requirement to develop both leader and organizational wisdom can not be underestimated. As Kϋpers & 

Pauleen (2013) state: 

Most of the assumptions of organizations and economic success and growth orientation are 

based on non-sustainable practices and unwise belief systems and practices. Realizing actual 

sustainability and actualized wisdom requires radical transformation (p.8). 

Nominees agreed on the exigency of wisdom within a business context. The literature highlights existing 

business focuses, driven substantially by shareholders and bottom-line measures, as no longer effective. 

Nominees suggested that the current bottom-line only focus has negatively impacted long-term 

business decisions and has not been kind to the planet. They also commented that business could (and 

should) take on a leader role in society and within our communities, implying incorporating wisdom 

versus focusing solely on economic measures. Ardelt & Sharma (2021), citing Oden et al., (2015), 

comment, “Among employees, wisdom is positively associated with ethical attitudes and the rejection 

of questionable business practices that are harmful to others and the environment” (p. 2), As discussed 

in Chapter 1, there are pressing reasons (many “whys”) for an increased interest in wisdom and wisdom 

development within a business context. 

Beyond understanding the “why” associated with the pursuit of wisdom development, a further 

reason for helping individuals to connect wisdom to both serving the common good and individual well-
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being is, as Glϋck (2019b), citing Weststrate & Glϋck (2017b) suggests, developing wisdom is not “always 

pleasant”, commenting: 

Those people who are motivated by a desire to learn more about the fundamental questions of 

life, open to different perspectives and new ideas, able to make sense of their own feelings and 

empathize with others, and willing and able to think deeply about their experiences may 

sometimes learn difficult and painful lessons. But they are more likely to acquire more and more 

wisdom as they navigate the challenges of life…In the short run, it may make people happier to 

not question their own views, ignore unwanted feelings, empathize only with people they feel 

close to, and overestimate their control over their lives (citing Staudinger & Glϋck, 2011; 

Weststrate & Glϋck, 2017a) (p. 339). 

Wisdom Development is Possible within a Business Context.  To proactively, or 

intentionally, undertake actions to develop wisdom, one needs to understand that wisdom development 

is indeed possible within a specific context, in this case the context of business. Both nominees and the 

extant literature (Bigelow, 1992; Hays, 2013; Jordan & Sternberg, 2007; Kϋpers, 2013; Intezari & 

Pauleen, 2013; Malan & Kriger, 1998; McKenna et al., 2009; Yang, 2011a; Zacher et al., 2014) suggest 

the possibility of wisdom development within a business context. Yet, the notions of wisdom and 

wisdom development rarely enter the business or business education discourse (Kessler & Bailey, 2007; 

McKenna & Rooney, 2019).  

Wisdom Can Be Intentionally Developed. Investment in intentional wisdom development 

also requires an assumption that wisdom development is possible through an on-going series of 

intentional actions, rather than occurring by moving through one’s life, perhaps related to adult 

maturation. As discussed in Chapter 2, Section 4, the literature indicates that aging does not necessarily 

contribute to or ensure wisdom development. Real world examples of unwise actions and behaviours, 
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literature references, and our own life experiences assure us that not all individuals become wise. While 

wisdom may develop through the adult development life cycle, it is not assured. Nominees themselves 

serve as evidence that wisdom can be developed and provided examples of what may have contributed 

to their own wisdom development, although they would not use the word wisdom when speaking about 

themselves. 

Most nominees suggested, and the literature concurs, that wisdom can be developed, 

cultivated, nurtured, and/or taught (Bierly et al, 2000; Chen et al., 2011; Hays, 2013; Malan & Kriger, 

1998; Nicholson, 2007, Sternberg, 2001a, 2001b). Jones’ (2005) suggests “… that before leaders can act 

wisely, they must become aware of wisdom and its presence within their minds as an ability” (p. 364). 

Increasing the development of wisdom in leaders and organizations, requires accepting that this is in 

fact possible, while baring in mind that this development is not linear, or structured in a way that 

leaders and organizations may associate with traditional leader development or training.  The challenge 

is, while “…people have a strong belief that wisdom is malleable and can be improved…many lay people 

appear to endorse a view that wisdom as an unreachable essence, as something that is genetically 

determined and somewhat hard to obtain” (Grossmann, in press, p.3). This is the bridge that must be 

crossed to move to intentional wisdom development. 

Nominees in this study did not identify as wise, nor did they suggest that they were intentionally 

pursing wisdom development. They did indicate that they were learning focused, intentionally and 

deliberately seeking learning opportunities in a wide variety of areas through a variety of means. 

Nominees did suggest that intentionally focusing on the development of wisdom was a possible means 

of increasing wisdom development within a business context. 

One challenge in this area maybe that growth and development are typically framed (or 

implicitly understood) within an organization, particularly at the leader or future leader level, as a means 
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for advancement within the organization, and hence a means for acquiring greater compensation, 

status, and/or power, for oneself. Wisdom development is for the sake of serving the common good, 

contributing to better lives for all. There is a self-focus required for one’s own development, the 

difference may be that wisdom development implies self-development, leading to, focused on, serving 

others. This also links to the earlier commentary on business purpose, that is, the purpose for most 

businesses has primarily become a focus on profits, with benefit to the shareholders. Within the 

business, this bottom-line focus translates to a prioritization (some might suggest an obsession) with 

pay, benefits, bonuses and/or dividends at the C-suite and Senior Leader level. This trickles down to 

other leaders and staff. As such, enculturation of wisdom development would be required, including 

integration with how leadership development is pursued and understood. This is discussed further in 

Section III of this chapter. 

Additional Components Contributing to Wisdom Development Within a Business Context 

 

There are several other components identified by nominees as required to advance wisdom 

development within a business context. 

Shared Conception of Wisdom: Leaders and the Organization (Theme 4). If wisdom 

manifestation and development is considered possible, beneficial and relevant within the context of 

business, this also means having a comprehensible and shared conception of organizational wisdom and 

that of a wise leader. Nominees wrestled with how wisdom could be defined or described in such a way 

as to be thought both desirable and achievable within a business context.  A common conception of a 

wise leader and a wise organization is a piece required for integration of wisdom into the corporate 

culture. 

As the literature shows, there are many conceptions of wisdom, from many disciplines (e.g., 

philosophy, psychology, and business). Nominee references to sages, and concerns as to whether 
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wisdom is thought possible by most individuals, reflects a view of wisdom that is more spiritual, 

intellectual and philosophical, and seemingly less applicable to day-to-day business.  To date, there is no 

one universally accepted definition of wisdom (Ardelt, 2003; Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Webster, 2007), and 

there is “fuzziness” and debate about what the construct of wisdom refers to or includes (Walsh, 

2015a). At the same time, there is overlap among definitions (Walsh, 2015a), and agreement within the 

wisdom research community that wisdom is a multidimensional concept, involving deep insight and 

sound judgment, that is supported by reflection and a focus on the common good (Zacher & Kunzmann, 

2019). The vast diversity of wisdom conceptualizations may create difficulty for organizations in terms of 

advocating for one particular conception of a wise organization or wise leader, a situation which could 

be remedied if there was a common notion that an industry or sector could align to (Sternberg & Glϋck, 

2019b, p. 783), although it is clear that there are commonalities (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 

2013; Intezari, 2016; Walsh, 2015a; Walsh, 2015b).  As identified by Kϋpers & Pauleen (2013):  

When entering the worlds of practice and research on wisdom or the lack of it, it becomes 

evident that these are situated in a historical continuum…Debates about a supposed perennial 

or universal wisdom versus forms of socially constructed and culturally mediated conceptions of 

wisdom manifest the complexities involved in conceiving its ever-elusive nature (p. 2). 

They advocate for a cross-disciplinary review of practical wisdom, considering not only how practical 

wisdom is situated within a business context, but within society, particularly given the impact of 

business and economics in today’s world. This, and other conversations within the wisdom community, 

addressing the challenge of not having a commonly understood multi-disciplinary conception of 

practical wisdom, highlighting a “which comes first, the chicken or egg” conundrum. I argue that 

business can not wait until there is an agreed upon definition. Sternberg & Glϋck (2019b) suggest: 
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In order to make progress studying a phenomenon, whether wisdom, intelligence, creativity, 

love, or something else, we do not have to agree as to what exactly it is in order to move 

forward in our understanding of it (p. 784).  

I suggest this is also true in terms of choosing and integrating a shared understanding of organizational 

and leader wisdom. In reviewing these themes, I am persuaded that a conception of both organizational 

wisdom and a wise leader be chosen (or put together from a number of existing notions) and embedded 

within the organizational culture.  

From an individual perspective, as leaders begin to think about developing their own wisdom for 

the purpose of serving the common good, they too may choose to have their own conception of a wise 

leader or a wise person. There are as many reasons why one conception of wisdom may speak to one 

individual as there are conceptions themselves. My suggestion is as individuals, that we chose a notion 

of wisdom that “feels like” a fit for us, from the many that are available, understanding that our 

conception of wisdom will be on the journey with us, perhaps changing as our own wisdom may 

develop. Wisdom is a value-laden concept (Pandit, 2021; Sternberg, 1998), hence, personal fit and 

relevancy of any chosen wisdom conception are important criteria. 

Wisdom Development and Business Structure. Business structure also plays a role in 

organizational wisdom, differing from the traditional structure of hierarchy, rather “more horizontal and 

centered on the core purpose of the business…serv[ing] as the centerpiece of the organizations culture 

of wisdom” (Jones, 2005, p. 371). There is a tendency for business to want to adopt checklists, linear 

processes, and definitive policies, processes and compliance measures. In essence, the action 

framework included in this chapter is attempting to do likewise. While this desire for definitive structure 

is not realistic or achievable in today’s VUCA world, for many day-to-day organizational operating 

parameters, most organizations continue to make this attempt. The contributions to wisdom 
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development of knowledge, experience, and learnings from reflection come from engagement with the 

untidy complexities of reality (McKenna & Rooney, 2019). Rather than a focus on tidying and converting 

the messy to a linear process and insisting on focusing on what is known, as opposed to embracing what 

is not known and is uncertain, wisdom development demands engagement and reflection on the messy, 

uncertain, unknown reality. Kϋpers & Statler (2008) suggest,  

…contemporary organizational researchers should develop a post-heroic understanding of 

wisdom in order to overcome the bias toward individual, rational cognition and avoid the 

suffering that may result from trying to bring the dynamic variation of human experience under 

analytic control (p. 381). 

There is, in my view, a balance required.  

Wisdom Development and Mistakes. The structure of current organizational leader reward 

systems implies that leader perfection is the goal, mistakes, I suggest, are often not embraced. This 

returns our attention to the language conundrum, and the desire for empirical measures. As highlighted 

by exemplars, to develop wisdom, not only must we believe it is possible, but we must also believe that 

engaging in the messy complexity of business, including mistakes and imperfection, will contribute to 

wisdom development. We must believe that the experiences of mistakes are of value, providing 

opportunities to reflect and develop wisdom. Interestingly, not only will engagement with the messy, 

non-perfect, and unknown contribute to wisdom development, it will also contribute to innovation and 

creativity (Freeman & Bly, 2022; Rooney & McKenna, 2007). 

The above components underpin both naming and supporting the manifestation and 

development of wisdom within a business context. Once there is a common understanding of wisdom 

within the organization, particularly at the senior leadership team level, in addition to clarity on “why” 

wisdom and wisdom development are relevant for organizations and leaders, in tandem with a belief 
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that wisdom can be developed, specifically within a business context, there is an opportunity to embed 

wisdom and wisdom development into existing business practices and processes.  

Part II: Integration of Wisdom and Wisdom Development into Business Success 

 

Section 1: Organization Level 

 

“Organizational wisdom is possible, desirable, and perhaps even essential” (Hays, 2010b, p.23) 

“…wisdom is the outcome of personality, experience, decision-making processes, and a highly supportive 

organizational environment” (Conger & Hooijberg, 2007, p.135: emphasis added). 

Intentional Corporate Culture, Purpose, and Values. The role of organizational culture, as 

contributing to both the manifestation and development of wisdom, was underscored by exemplars and 

is also referenced in the literature (Bierly et al., 2000; Conger & Hooijberg, 2007; Jones, 2005; Meachum, 

1990). Organizational culture is formed from three sources: beliefs, values, and assumptions of the 

organizational founders; the learning from experience of leaders and staff, as an organization grows and 

evolves; and beliefs brought into the organization as new leaders and staff join (Schein, 2010, p. 219). 

The more intentionally cultural foundations are developed and established, the more solid the cultural 

foundation will be, this in turn will impact how leaders and others conduct themselves (Jones, 2005). 

Martins & Terblanche (2003), citing Lundy & Cowling, 1996, suggest that organizational culture is, “the 

way we do things around here… [with] Organization culture fill[ing] the gaps between what is formally 

announced and what actually takes place” (p. 65). Hays’ (2010a, 2010b) Wisdom Ecosystem refers to 

communal mind, referring to a shared sense of community (an ‘us or we-ness’), which includes: 

common purpose(s), values, and language; a shared way of thinking, including how the world works; and 

an awareness of a collective consciousness which includes surfacing group dynamics and practices.  

Changing basic shared assumptions of a culture is “difficult, time-consuming, and highly anxiety-

provoking” (Schein, 2010, p. 33), which highlights the challenge of embedding the development of 

wisdom into an organization and the necessity of being intentional with respect to the enculturation of 
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wisdom. Jones, (2005) defines a culture of wisdom as, “… one in which the leaders have recognized their 

innate ability to act wisely and have embraced the intent to make decisions and take actions that flow 

consciously employing the elements of wisdom”, suggesting that organizational leaders have both the 

“authority and the opportunity” to create a “culture of wisdom”, in which leaders act wisely, and 

decision and actions are intentionally wise (p.370). He highlights the role of leaders, submitting that 

conscious and intentional clarity by leaders, in the development of the organizations purpose, business 

philosophy and culture, will provide a foundation of wisdom for the organization.  

The organizational culture enables and supports the practical application of wisdom, the notion 

of wisdom development, with enculturation embedding wisdom as foundational within the 

organization. Expecting or demanding leaders to be wise, to take wise actions, to make wise decisions, 

in a culture that does not support this, places leaders in a situation “…where they are blamed for the 

failure of agency at the personal level, when the issues are structural and systemic” (Kϋpers & Pauleen, 

2013, p. 7). Conger & Hooijberg (2007) suggest, “…its difficult to act wisely in an environment that is 

highly discouraging of wisdom. An organization’s leaders, rewards, processes and culture must promote 

and reward wise decisions” (p. 135). The literature notes that organizations are considered “hostile 

ground” for the development of practical wisdom (Pitman, 2012), with Kϋpers & Pauleen (2013) 

observing that we are in a time of… 

… technocratic regimes, excessive managerialism, systems of surveillance and accountability 

discourses in which professionals [leaders] have numerous and frequent conflicting ruling 

bodies to which they are answerable…affect[ing] decision-making and other practices, often in 

unwise ways (p. 5). 

Thus, enculturation of wisdom is key. 
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Along the same lines, drawing attention to the importance of organizational purpose, Freeman 

& By (2022), in their article on stakeholder capitalism and leadership, discuss a “new” business and 

capitalism narrative, such that businesses are both purpose-driven AND profit driven. Essentially moving 

from an organizational purpose directed solely to the benefit of shareholders, to a purpose that is 

beneficial to all stakeholders, which encompasses environmental and social considerations. While they 

do not use the word wisdom, I suggest it is implied. 

Schein (2010) calls attention to an “executive subculture” resulting from the financial focus of 

organizational executives common to most (all) organizations. This subculture includes two 

assumptions: financial focus (financial survival and growth are necessary to provide returns to 

shareholders and society, and financial survival is a competition with competitors); and (2) the self 

image of the executive (in particular, that of the CEO) is that of the “embattled lone hero” (p. 63). The 

executive self image (as defined by Schein, 2010) assumes: the CEO must appear in total control, while 

at the same time being isolated and alone; reliable data is unavailable because underlings will “tell you 

what you want to hear”; that hierarchy is the primary measure of status and success and of maintaining 

control; and, people are a resource, or a means to an end. He suggests that the executive organizational 

subculture assumptions are particularly applicable to the CEO who has been promoted internally, with 

founders and family members having different assumptions (see Schein, 1983). When “… governance 

has shifted to a CEO and a board of directors, the leadership role becomes more diffuse and transient 

because CEO’s and board members usually have limited terms of office and are usually more 

accountable to stockholders” (p. 259). This subculture, as it exists within particular organizations, is a 

barrier to both the manifestation and development of wisdom. Hence the need for the CEO and the 

board to intentionally enculturate wisdom. As nominees suggested, culture comes from the top of the 

organization, and changing the culture to support the development of wisdom will require executive 

sponsorship. 
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Goals, Approach and Range. Ardelt & Sharma (2021), identified differences between wise 

and non-wise organizations in the areas of goals, approach (reflected by organizational culture) and the 

range (timeline) of said goals (see Table 18). To advance organizational wisdom, organizational goals 

flowing from the organizational culture (which includes organizational purpose and values), would 

reflect this desire, considering the short-, medium-, and long-term. 

Table 18: Differences between not-so-wise and wise organizations (Ardelt & Sharma, 2021, p. 4, 

this is a portion of their Table 1). 

Area Not-so-wise organizations Wise organizations 

Goals Self-focused; maximization of profits, 

market share, resources, donations, 
etc.; Invention of new products and 

services with the primary goal of 

making money; striving for certainty, 

regularity, and predictability through 

the establishment of ridged rules and 

algorithms to plan for the future; 

knowing how to deal with the expected. 

Other focused; maximization of service 

to make the world a better place; 
rediscovery of the deeper meaning and 

purpose of old services and (new) ways 

of delivery; acceptance of uncertainty, 

irregularity, unpredictability, and 

impermanence; knowing how to deal 

with the unexpected and unknown. 

Approach 

(Reflected by 

the 

organizational 

culture) 

Scientific/technological; hierarchical 

workplace with strict layers of 

hierarchy; secrecy: the goals of 

organizational leaders are unknown to 

lower-level employees; exclusive: 
access to power and opportunities for 

advancement are preferably given to a 

homogeneous group of employees; 

corporate wages and benefits: 

whatever the market allows; detached: 

"Life isn’t fair”; impersonal reigning of 

market forces, expediency, 

effectiveness, efficiency, rules, 

organizational policy, etc.. 

Moral/ethical; democratic workplace 

with decentralized networks; 

transparency: the goals of organizational 

leaders are shared with lower-level 

employees; inclusive: all employees have 
equal access to power and opportunities 

for advancement; fair wages and 

benefits. Including health insurance and 

retirement benefits; involved: “Let’s try 

to make life fairer”; inter-personal 

serving all stakeholders, including 

owners/investors, employees, suppliers, 

customers, the community at large, and 

the environment 

Range 

(Timeline 
considerations) 

Short-term focus: objectives are subject 

to political and historical fluctuations 
(e.g., tax code, government rules and 

regulations); narrow, particularistic, and 

domain specific: operating within 

legally allowed boundaries even if it 

causes harm to others or the 

environment. 

Long-term focus without neglecting 

short-term goals: timeless, ethical 
principles, independent of political and 

historical fluctuations; broad, holistic, 

universal, and collective: operating 

within ethical boundaries to foster well-

being for all and promote the common 

good. 
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A Culture that Embraces Feedback (A Feedback Culture). The contribution of feedback to 

personal growth and (wisdom) development within organizations was highlighted by several nominees. 

While the feedback is personal, the role of the organization in facilitating and supporting feedback 

cannot be understated. Examples from nominees included: feedback provided by a 360° feedback 

processes (London & Beatty, 1993); feedback provided in the moment by colleagues (“FAST feedback”, 

Tulgan, 1999); discussions with a coach, who provides assistance with both interpretation of any 

feedback received and creation of action plans that incorporate feedback, information gleaned from 

performance metrics, and also the personal development aspirations and desires of the coachee. The 

literature refers to organizations with feedback cultures (London & Smither, 2002), that incorporate 

practices and interventions including: providing high quality feedback; socializing the importance of 

feedback within the organization, which includes having senior leaders act as role models in seeking, 

receiving, providing and utilizing feedback, in addition to the incorporation of feedback “in the 

moment”, and; providing support for using feedback, including ensuing that leaders are trained to coach 

staff with feedback, and external coaches are available (London & Smither, 2002). Ensuring that the 

organization is seen to support and cultivate continuous learning, provides a culture of trust and 

psychological safety, and has open channels of communication where feedback and dialogue can flow in 

both directions, are also important to insure a robust feedback culture (Baker et al., 2013). 

London & Smither, 2002, suggest organizational practices and interventions that contribute to 

the creation of a feedback culture, also highlighting the role of effective coaching as being critical to a 

strong feedback culture. 

Table 19:  Creating a Culture of Feedback (London & Smither, 2002, p. 85, Table 1, modified) 

Enhancing the quality of feedback. 

• Training supervisors and others how to provide useful feedback 

• Creating clear standards concerning valued behaviours that are relevant to organizational 

goals 

• Providing clear performance measures 
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• Providing reports tying individual performance to bottom-line departmental or organizational 

(financial or operational or other) indexes 

• Providing time to review and clarify feedback results with others, such as one’s supervisor 

Emphasizing the importance of feedback in the organization. 

• Expecting the top-level managers to serve as role models about how to seek, receive, and use 
feedback 

• Ensuring that everyone receives feedback (i.e., it’s not voluntary) and uses feedback to guide 

development 

• Encourage the importance of informal (or ‘in the moment’) feedback (referred to the 

exemplar interviews as ‘FAST feedback’) 

• Involving employees in the development of behaviour/performance standards 

• Ensuring the performance improvements following feedback are recognized and rewarded 

Providing support for using feedback. 

• Providing skilled facilitators to help recipients interpret formal (e.g., multisource -360° 

reports) feedback, set goals, and track progress) 

• Training and rewarding supervisors for coaching 

• Encouraging feedback recipients to discuss their feedback with raters and other colleagues to 

help clarify the feedback and reach a shared agreement concerning behaviour expectations 
and changes. 

• Providing feedback recipients with freedom concerning how they will act on the feedback 

(giving them a sense of control) 

• Providing opportunities to learn 

 

Naming and Enculturing Wisdom.  

“Business activity always reveals the values that shape it. Those values are revealed in any consideration of the 

purpose, accountability, control and success of the business” (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015, p.195). 

 Nominees highlighted the need to name and enculture both the manifestation and development 

of wisdom within the organization. Becoming a wise organization, developing wise leaders, making wise 

decisions requires “speaking it into existing”. In business today, leaders do not necessarily relate to or 

understand (beyond an intellectual manner) the language of wisdom and wisdom development. Rooney 

& McKenna (2007) suggest, “…despite its obvious value, wisdom as a concrete concept, is largely missing 

in business and knowledge discourses” (p.117). They also highlight the importance of effective 

communication in the application of modern wisdom within an organizational context, commenting, 

“…wise organizations will develop effective, persuasive and ethical communication in external … inter-

organizational and internal communication to promote and generate collective wisdom” (p. 129). 
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From an overall organizational perspective, the idea of wisdom as relevant and important for 

the organization and the leaders must be driven, demonstrated and communicated by the CEO, in 

conjunction with the senior leadership team. It would also be helpful to have this fostered and 

demonstrated at the board level. Jones (2005) states, “The key to activating wisdom in business is the 

employment of wise people to serve as leaders…A prerequisite to the employment of wise leaders is a 

wise business founder or a Board of Directors composed of wise directors” (p. 372). Having wisdom 

embraced as a foundational part of an organizations culture and purpose, also opens the door to build in 

levels of accountability. The role of board members is that of fiduciary duty, generally focused on 

financial results, and more recently reputation, ensuring that shareholders (not all stakeholders) are 

protected. Auditors are engaged to review/audit financial results, ensuring that international standards 

are met. They generally validate financial results tied to senior level performance compensation as well. 

Intersecting wisdom measures with financial measures (as is discussed shortly) would open an audit or 

review to consider these additional measures, hence increasing transparency to the board. 

Barriers to Utilizing Wisdom Language. Bird & Waters (1989) discuss the reluctance of 

managers to identify with and communicate using moral expressions when explaining their decisions 

and actions, highlighting why leaders maybe reluctant to use the language of wisdom.  One can argue 

that the terms wisdom and morality have different meaning, and also may land differently on the 

receiver, however there are commonalities, as such, the Bird & Waters (1989) observations maybe 

pertinent. They suggest that even when decisions and actions have followed normative moral standards, 

moral terms are not utilized in manager communications. Nominees suggested that conceptions of 

wisdom, measurements of wisdom, and clarity in terms of how organizational and leader definitions of 

success would integrate with organizational and leader conceptions of wisdom would be required to 

advance wisdom development. They also highlighted the perception of wisdom as being thought of as 

belonging to sages and perhaps not thought of as applicable within a business context. In order to move 
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wisdom forward in organizations, clear conceptualizations of wisdom and wisdom development are 

required, along with communication, or enculturation within the organization. In effect, moral language, 

the language of values and wisdom, will need to be embedded into the culture and normalized. 

Bird & Waters (1989) suggest several causes of leader moral muteness (the lack of desire of 

leaders to have moral conversations), which maybe applicable to the advancement of organizational and 

leader wisdom: a threat to harmony (in order to avoid confrontation, which is experienced within 

organizations as being both difficult and costly, and also wanting to avoid being perceived as 

judgmental, and any disruption that could result from this, managers avoid referring to moral reasons in 

actions and decisions); a threat to efficiency (in the current business environment moral language can 

be seen to be self-serving, and as not helpful when problem solving amongst individuals/teams with 

varying ideological views. Further, moral language could be viewed as hampering flexibility in that these 

views cannot be easily changed, as such, moral language could be perceived as rigid; a threat to power 

and effectiveness (moral language may be perceived as too idealistic and thus interpreted as a limitation 

to leadership power and therefore effectiveness). As opposed to moral language, discussions consider 

organizational politics, competitive advantages, costs and benefits that can be measured by economic 

means. Leaders may also feel unequipped to have wisdom discussions.  

Recognizing the reality of leader “moral muteness”, in tandem with the absence of wisdom and 

wisdom development in business discourse (Rooney, Kϋpers, Pauleen & Zhuravleva, 2021), highlights 

the requirement for the CEO and senior leaders to model, articulate, and embed wisdom and wisdom 

development into the day-to-day operation of the organization. This includes connecting wisdom and 

wisdom development to organizational purpose and values, demonstrating commitment to wise 

organizational culture and the “wise operating” principles of the culture. This implies having shared 

conceptions of organizational wisdom, with clarity on how this relates to organizational success and to 

the full suite of organizational measures. Further, a shared understanding of a wise and successful 
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leader, and how this relates to leader success, is also essential. Developing and maintaining an 

intentional culture of wisdom and wisdom development, essentially becoming and being a wise 

organization, requires on-going support and development of wise leaders. As such, wisdom 

manifestation and development must become a regular aspect of organizational activity and 

communication, demonstrated in activities and decisions undertaken, and most importantly called out…. 

spoken into existence by recognizing it. This includes sharing and delivering on, the organizations 

ongoing commitment to develop wisdom in leaders and individuals. 

It is impossible to foster greater moral responsibility by business people and organizations 

without also facilitating more open and direct conversations about these issues by managers 

(Bird & Waters, 1989, p.84). 

To normalize moral (wise) conversations within organizations, Bird & Waters (1989) suggest the 

facilitation of more open and direct conversations by leaders, ensuring that both leaders and staff feel 

safe to openly voice concerns, agreements, and disagreements with respect to organizational policies 

and practices. Further, they suggest teaching leaders and staff how to incorporate moral expressions 

and arguments into business discussions, as well as recommended that leaders regularly engage in 

review and reflection on their own experiences with moral challenges, including fostering “good 

conversations” amongst leaders themselves and leaders with staff to normalize the practice of using 

moral language in the organization and feeling comfortable to raise moral dilemmas. To conclude, 

normalization of (practical) wisdom, and the need for wisdom development is critical and “for 

knowledge and wisdom to be effectively used in an organization, the capacity to communicate complex 

and abstract ideas must be excellent” (Rooney & McKenna, 2007, p. 129).   

Intersection of Wisdom with Business Success. Organizational business objectives are 

primarily financial, and other specific quantitative measures, established by business owners or the 
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board. These in turn are tied to the compensation of executives and other leaders, if not all staff. 

Nominees grappled with wisdom and wisdom development within a business context as it would relate 

to traditional organizational measures of success.  

Measuring wisdom - Organizational measures. Traditional business measures are well 

established. Net income, return on investment, return on equity, to name three, are clearly defined and 

thus consistent and comparable from one business to another. Business performance targets are 

traditionally quantitative (e.g., sales in dollars and units, employee retention and turn over statistics, 

customer experience measurements using comparable industry measures, such as net promoter scores 

(www.netpromoter.com), as an example) and are, for the most part, attached to monthly, quarterly, 

and annual timelines. Several nominees specifically referenced wisdom measures within the context of 

business results, wondering how wisdom could be measured, also flagging that most business measures 

are short(er) term (monthly, quarterly, annual) and wondering how wise decisions and actions that are 

directed at the long(er) term could be measured. The participants in this study acknowledged that the 

traditional business focus on short-term measures of business (“short-termism”), as tied to individual 

leader success, may not contribute to wise long-term decisions and actions. This is also recognized in the 

wisdom literature (Bachmann, Sasse & Habisch, 2018; Kϋpers & Pauleen, 2013; Melé, 2010; Nonaka et 

al., 2014). Hays (2007) suggests that the lack of investigation and application of wisdom in business is “… 

understandable given that wisdom is so hard to define and measure” (p. 81). He posits that 

organizations maybe perceived as incapable of thinking and acting wisely or that wisdom and the 

traditional self-interests and focus on profit run counter to the application of wisdom.  

Measuring wisdom - Individual measures. There are a number of individual wisdom 

measures (as discussed in Chapter 2, Section 4). These measures are generally time consuming to 

administer due the manual interpretation required and may or not measure the same component(s) of 
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wisdom (Sternberg & Glϋck, 2019b). Furthermore, wisdom measurements may also differ dependent on 

the definition or theory of wisdom being used. Glϋck (2018) considers open-ended performance 

measures and self-report measures (both measures of individual wisdom) wondering if these measures 

measure the manifestation of wisdom and Lee & Jeste (2019) suggest, “… there is no objective way of 

measuring wisdom” (p..70), observing that existing “scales or tools” only consider a few components of 

wisdom (six or less). Hu et al.,’s (2017) Thin Slice of Wisdom Measurement, an electronic measurement, 

may support large(r) scale adoption of individual wisdom measurements, providing faster results as a 

result of reduced manual analysis. See Kunzmann (2019) for a discussion of performance-based 

measures of wisdom and Webster (2019) for a summary of self-reporting wisdom measurements for 

assessment of wisdom in individuals. There are currently no obvious intersection points for the 

integration of personal wisdom measures with traditional organizational success measures. There are 

integration points between individual measures of wisdom and leadership, although I suggest that most 

existing wisdom measures are time consuming, require interpretation and would not be easily 

integrated into leader or wisdom development programs. 

Definition of business success. In addition to highlighting challenges of organizational and 

leader wisdom as they relate to defining, normalizing, and measuring within a business context, 

nominees also asked - what is the definition of business success when considering wisdom? In other 

words, how would a business measure the outcomes of wisdom, particularly as they relate to the 

organization, and to the results desired by both shareholders and stakeholders? 

 It is possible that organization size and ownership structure have a role to play. Small(er) 

organizations, that are essentially owner operated, arguably can measure success as it is defined by the 

owner, which likely mirror the values and priorities of the owner (even if they are not declared). As an 

example, an owner operator of a restaurant establishment is required to focus on profitability, at least 
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to the extent necessary to remain in business. However, they can also make unilateral decisions in areas 

such as human rights and diversity (paying fair (living) wages, hiring a diverse staff), sustainability 

(deciding on types of packaging, considering how the restaurant will handle waste), and community 

involvement and support (providing free meals to the homeless or supporting a food bank). The 

definition of success in large(r) organizations, particularly those held by multiple shareholders, may or 

may not consider success beyond the traditional bottom-line measures of primary shareholders. The 

board of directors are obligated to ensure the financial success of organization, ensuring risks are 

managed, and that the organization is compliant with laws and regulations. I suggest that a 

determination of whether the organization is wise, would seldom, if ever, be considered. With the 

exception of Rocha et al. (2021) and Ardelt & Sharma (2021) there are no specific organizational 

measures of wisdom.  

The above being said, measures of overall organizational success are evolving and expanding. 

Perhaps, some of these alternative measures, in conjunction with traditional finance measures, and 

ethics measures, could be integrated to provide a sum measure of wisdom at the organizational level.  

Glϋck (2017) asks, “Could we tweak our indicators of success so that they are a bit more sensitive to 

wisdom?” (p.1148). Islam (2020) suggests, “… an expanded view of business beyond restrictive profit-

centred models may allow novel theorizing around business’ ethical potentials” (p. 1), the same could be 

said about wisdom as it relates to business success. Donaldson & Walsh (2015), remark, “society expects 

more from business these days than simply creating wealth” (p. 183). Waddock (2016) recommends 

moving away from a corporate goal of constant growth, growth that maximizes… 

… shareholder wealth and profits, also market share, and organizational size” (p. 98), advocating 

for well-being/dignity measures which “maximize aggregate wellbeing (prosperity) within 

ecological constraints without dignity violations [including] job stability and creation, decent 

work, restorative businesses [that are] ecologically beneficial (p. 96).  
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She acknowledges the complexity of measuring a multi-dimensional construct such as well-being, versus 

measuring financial or economic growth, but suggests that this complexity is a benefit, requiring the 

business to be considered from a more systematic perspective. This same comment can be made with 

respect to measuring organizational wisdom or leadership. 

There are several resources that measure business success from a more holistic perspective, 

that could be integrated with financial measures, possibly contributing to organizational wisdom. The 

resources in Table 20 vary in applicability. Some provide concepts and philosophies, rather than 

measurements, some are “in progress”, some measures are very large in scale, yet all of them could be 

considered by organizations to integrated into traditional financial, and other quantitative 

organizational metrics, to support an increase in organizational wisdom. When calling for a reform of 

capitalism or “shareholder primacy”, Freeman & By (2022) adopt the phrase of “Stakeholder 

Capitalism”, using this term to group together traditional ideas such as corporate social responsibility 

(CSR), corporate philanthropy, environmental sustainability and social responsibility as well as other 

models such as conscious capitalism, connected capitalism, inclusive capitalism, a focus on UN 

sustainable development goals and the global reporting initiative, impact investing, and environmental 

social and governance investing. Organizational and leader wisdom could be included. We are beginning 

to see these types of alternative measures of business success discussed in at least one Introduction to 

Accounting textbook (see Burnley, 2022). 

Table 20: Alternative or Additional Measures of Business Success 

UN Global Compact 

Principles 

A principles-based approach to business, that begins with a 

company’s value system. The overall philosophy is that responsible 

(some would say wise) organizations enact the same values and 

principles wherever they are operating.  

“By incorporating the Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact into 

[organizational] strategies, policies, and procedures, and establishing 

a culture of integrity, companies are not only upholding their basic 

responsibilities to people and planet, but also setting the stage for 

long-term success”.  (United Nations) 
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See Appendix K for a summary of the 10 principles. 

International Financial 

Reporting Standards – 

sustainability standards 

On November 3rd, 2021, the IFRS (International Financial Reporting 

Standards) Foundation announced the establishment of a new 

International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) to develop a 

“comprehensive global baseline of high-quality sustainability 

disclosure standards to meet investors’ information needs. The 

Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) and the Value Reporting 

Foundation (VRF), which houses the Integrated Reporting Framework 

and the SASB Standards, will be integrated into this new board. The 
financial market (and one would hope individual organizations) are 

driving this action. The need is to be able to assess, and report on, the 

risks and opportunities which relate to environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) issues. The IFRS are the rules and standards and 

procedures that designated accountants use to prepare financial 

statements (International Financial Reporting Standards, 2021, 

November 3). The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) 

has developed a conceptual framework, and also specific measures 

directed towards specific industries (such as finance organizations, 
hotels and lodging, restaurants, agricultural products, to name four). 

The gap, to date, is the requirement for organizations to report on 

such standards, and therefore the necessity of having the standard 

results considered as part of an audit or review engagement. The 

executive of the organization could disclose such standards as part of 

a best practice, ultimately demonstrating both organizational and 

leadership wisdom. 

Measuring Stakeholder 

Capitalism – World Economic 

Forum 

In September 2020 the World Economic released a White paper 

entitled Measuring Stakeholder Capitalism, documenting disclosures 

that can be used by the IBC (the Forum’s International Business 

Council) to align their mainstream reporting against environmental, 

social, and governance (ESG) indicators. This will facilitate tracking 
organizational business results against the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG’s), the goal of which is to better service 

society as a whole versus total focus on results for shareholders. 

Participation in the IBC demonstrates both organizational and 

leadership wisdom. (World Economic Forum, 2020, September 22). 

Certified B Corporations 

(www.bcorporation.net) 

Designation  

Provides a designation to businesses, certifying high standards of 

verified performance in the areas of accountability, and transparency 

in areas of employee benefits and charitable giving to supply chain 

practices and input materials. To achieve certification: companies are 

required to demonstrate high social and environmental performance 

that involves a scoring process (score required is 80 or higher)and a 
risk review; the corporation must make a legal commitment by 

ensuring their corporate governance structure is accountable to all 

stakeholders, not just shareholders, and; the organization must 

commit to transparency, which includes allowing information about 

their performance, which is measured against B Lab’s standards, to be 

publicly available on their B corporation profile on the B Lab’s 

website.  (See B Corporation, 2021). 
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A great example of this: 

https://www.patagonia.com/on/demandware.static/-/Library-Sites-

PatagoniaShared/default/dwf14ad70c/PDF-

US/PAT_2019_BCorp_Report.pdf which documents Patagonia’s (an 

outdoor clothing company) non-financial results , as an example, the 

details of their commitment to contribute 1% of their annual net 

revenues to non-profit charitable organizations that promote 
environmental conservation and sustainability. As oppose to “mother-

hood” statements that tend to make their way into annual reports 

and on to corporate websites, the details supporting the statement 

are provided. In the case, the dollars given, the number of grants 

funded, and the employees involved in the grant making. Becoming 

a” B” certified company, with transparent disclosures in areas that 

support all stakeholders, versus only shareholders, demonstrates 

both organizational and leadership wisdom. 

The Aspen Institute, Business 

and Society Program 

www.aspeninstitute.org  
(Aspen Institute, Business 

and Society Program) 

Encourages business to act as a force for social good. In terms of 

metrics, this organization has developed a tool to measure good jobs, 

which includes job growth, retention, earnings (important in 
discussions surrounding living wages), and a benefits assessment.  

The Business Round Table 

www.businessroundtable.org 

Considers the purpose of a corporation as delivering long-term value 

to all stakeholders. This includes delivering value to customers, 

investing in employees, dealing fairly and ethically with suppliers, 

supporting the communities in which the organization is present, and 

generating long-term value for shareholders.  This statement was 

signed by 181 CEO’s who commit to lead their companies for the 

benefit of all stakeholders. (Business Round Table) 

 

Donaldson & Walsh (2015) wonder if business has the language to move in a different direction, 

to consider metrics beyond profit and growth in a meaningful way. This is a good question that 

highlights how organizational executives must consider how to integrate their own definition of wisdom 

(organization and leader), incorporating the organization’s purpose and values, and ultimately setting 

the tone for the organizational culture. 

Coaching and Mentoring Contributing to Wisdom Development as Provided by the 

Organization. 

“It would appear that the potential for leaders wisely mentoring within organizations to develop future 

wise leaders is a very important off-campus learning experience” (McKenna & Rooney, 2019, p. 666). 

All wise nominees referred to having a mentor, coach, and/or role model, as well as being a 

mentor to others, as possibly contributing to their wisdom (although they were reluctant to label it as 
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such). The literature supports wisdom development via mentor, coach and/or role model (Baltes& 

Staudinger, 2000; Chen et al.,2011; Krafcik, 2015; Swartwood, 2013). Hays (2007) (citing Baltes & 

Staudinger, 2000), suggests that the sage was thought to be the predominant source and conveyer of 

wisdom, as well as being a role model. Increasing awareness of the possibility of wisdom development, 

for leaders and the organization, in tandem with enculturing the “why” it matters, would increase “the 

likelihood that we may follow in the footsteps of those who have taught us, inspiring in word and deed” 

(p. 85). 

Coaching and mentoring as a means of developing wise leaders and would require 

organizational support and funding. This could include providing coaching skill training to leaders, as 

well as engaging external coaches, particular for leaders and senior leaders. The organization could also 

champion mentoring through the establishment of internal mentorship programs, ensuring that both 

mentors and mentees are provided with sufficient time to undertake this work. Asking leaders to 

mentor “off the side of their desk”, without sufficient time to devote to this activity, may not be 

effective. Appropriate leaders need to be selected as mentors, as not all successful leaders are good 

mentors. Hammer (2002) suggests engaging with senior (experienced) leaders asking them to stay 

longer with an organization (as opposed to retiring) to fill a mentor role (perhaps fulltime) as a transition 

into retirement, a means of transferring both knowledge and wisdom learned through experience to 

newer leaders within the organization.  

Coaching and mentoring measures could be put in place within the organization indicating this 

focus. Examples include: budget dollars for training of internal coaches; budget dollars for external 

executive and leader coaching; the number of internal coaches (or number of hours of internal coaching 

provided); and the number of employees that received coaching (or number of hours of coaching 

received by employees). 
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Section 2 – Advancing Leader/Individual Level Wisdom 

 

 Exemplars identified several possible contributions to leader wisdom development. 

Feedback orientation. As defined by London & Smither (2002), feedback orientation,  

… refers to an individual’s overall receptivity to feedback, including comfort with feedback, 

tendency to seek feedback and process it mindfully, and the likelihood of acting on the feedback 

to guide behaviour and performance improvement (p.81). 

In tandem with a feedback culture, from an organizational perspective, is feedback orientation from an 

individual (leader) perspective. As was evidenced during the interviews, nominees have a profound 

interest in receiving feedback, intentionally undertaking 360° feedback processes, in addition to working 

with executive coaches for the purposes of obtaining feedback, and actioning feedback received. 

Nominees demonstrated a desire to increase self-awareness as well as personal growth and 

development. Feedback provides actionable data to these ends. The behavioural characteristics of 

openness, frequently observed in wise people (Intezari, 2016), is evidenced by the seeking of feedback. 

London& Smither (2002) also suggest that feedback is positively related to mastery orientation (versus a 

performance orientation) and to learning (citing Dweck, 1986), which was evidenced in conversations 

with nominees. They are seeking expert (deep) understanding, hence their view that feedback will 

support their growth and development. Feedback also connects to the continuous desire for learning 

that was evidenced by the nominees and is also behavioural characteristic of wise individuals.   

It is the role of executives and leaders to create a feedback culture that is supportive and 

productive over time, as this may shift the orientation towards feedback of individual within the 

organization.  
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Feedback orientation may evolve over time as feedback becomes more meaningful and valuable 

to the individual…[while] an individual’s orientation is likely to be stable in the mean-time (e.g., 

6 to 12 months), …[it] may shift over longer time frames as an individual acquires different 

experiences with feedback and is shaped by the organization’s feedback culture (London& 

Smither, 2002, p. 84).  

Development of Wisdom Qualities. Defining features of wisdom identified by both 

nominators and nominees included the ability to see different perspectives and the big picture, caring, 

and value awareness and commitment. Two primary conditions for the development of wisdom 

identified were experience and reflection. Other conditions for wisdom development include self-

awareness/self-knowledge, openness, vulnerability, ego management, confidence, courage, personal 

purpose, empathy, presence, and authenticity. What do we know about developing any of these 

qualities and conditions for the development of wisdom? 

Increasing Perspective contributing to Wisdom Development. 

“Wise individuals are aware of the fact that there are multiple perspectives on every phenomenon and they are 

interested in learning from new perspectives and from other people” (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013, p. 75) 

Walsh (2015a) suggests there is very little research on the fostering of perspectival capacities 

contributing to the development of wisdom, proposing the following practices: 

Table 21: Specific Practices for Cultivating of Perspectival Skills (Walsh, 2015a, p. 169-171). 

1. Inspiring individuals by teaching about perspectives and perspectival skills…including the 

benefits and the possibility of developing these skills. 

2. Working with exemplars who model perspectival skills. 

3. Active instruction/skill building, including recognizing, assessing, and consciously choosing 

perspectives. This could take place in a coaching relationship (as one example). This could also 

include fostering questioning. 

4. Reflective dialogue between two colleagues, aimed at mutual learning and growth. 

5. Exposure to novel experiences to offer mental stimulation and foster creativity. 

6. Deliberately adopting other people’s perspectives as a means of increasing understanding 

(Bassett, 2015). 

7. Stepping back and looking at one’s own life and priorities from a larger perspective. 
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Increasing Self-Awareness and Self Knowledge as a Path to Wisdom. 

“Wisdom appears to be an innate human ability; however, this ability is veiled deep inside of each 

individual” (Jones, 2005, p. 364). 

Both nominees and the literature reference knowing oneself and/or being self-aware as 

contributing to the development of wisdom. Knowing one’s values, and therefore being able to maintain 

one’s focus, supports both wisdom action and development (Bassett, 2011). Robinson (1990) suggests 

being wise includes knowing one’s values, priorities, and principles. Jones (2005) summarizes the idea 

that to know ourselves contributes to finding the wisdom innate to oneself through introspection, or 

citing Covey (1989), through “inside-out” thinking, reflecting on our own character, paradigms and 

motives.  “…to access wisdom, individuals must look deep within their self (introspection) and realize 

that their wisdom is a means of making appropriate use of knowledge” (Jones, 2005, p. 365). 

Both the Bremen measure of personal wisdom (Mickler & Staudinger, 2008) and the Wisdom 

from Experience Model (Brown, 2004; Brown & Greene, 2006) include self-knowledge as contributing to 

the development of wisdom. Eurich (2018) defines two categories of self-awareness: internal self-

awareness- “how clearly we see our own values, passions, aspirations, fit with our environment, 

reactions (including thoughts, feelings, behaviors, strengths, and weaknesses), and impact on others” (p. 

4); and, external self-awareness – how others view us in these same factors. She suggests that 

experience and power can impede self-awareness, however, this can be offset by seeking feedback by 

way of tools such as 360-degree reviews, but also by seeking feedback specifically from “loving 

critics…people who have [one’s] best interests at heart and are willing to tell…the truth” (p. 6: italics in 

original). This links directly to the earlier feedback orientation and coaching/mentor discussion. 

Self-Knowledge includes a recognition that one’s values and purpose can change over time, and 

therefore need to be revisited. Wise nominees know themselves and have been deliberate about this 

knowledge. They have reflected and become clear on their values and the foundation of these values. 
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Not only do wise nominees know their values, but they also make decisions/take action based on their 

values. Employers can support employees in taking the time to identify and reflect on their values and 

ultimately their purpose. Employees with this clarity will fully select in, or may select out, of the business 

– either way this supports the direction, purpose, and values of the business.  

Constructing Life Narrative/Storytelling. A method for increasing self-awareness is to 

undertake a life review or life reflection, reviewing life events and undertaking analysis to gain insight 

into one’s life and/or as a means of guiding and directing future behaviour (Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; 

Staudinger, 2013). Sharing our story also contributes to developing our sense of self (Bassett, 2011; 

Kϋpers, 2013; Statler & Roo, 2007; Warhurst & Black, 2017). Nicholson, (2007) developed a tool for 

autobiographical self-analysis, designed to provide insight into oneself. This practices of self-reflection 

and storytelling can be both modeled and taught within an organization and in leader development 

programs, contributing to wisdom development.  

How we communicate with each other as wise leaders, within a wise organization, is important. 

Stories as part of the shared corporate history, contribute to overall sensemaking, also serving as a 

vehicle to improve the self-awareness and self-identity development of leaders through reflection 

(Armstrong, 2021). Stories connect us, highlight emotions and energy, and can help to make sense of 

complexity and change. Reflection, and being able to frame (reframe) the current state, increases self-

awareness and self-identity, ultimately contributing to wisdom development. Story telling is a skill that 

can be taught, thus embedded into an organization, and a skill learned by leaders (see Cleverley-

Thompson, 2018). Storytelling contributes to the development of organizational culture (Dailey & 

Browning, 2014). 

Storytelling as it relates to a tool or practice contributing to reflection, as well as a tool or 

practice contributing to wise communication, was highlighted during the interviews. All nominees were 
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proficient in the skill of story telling, as was demonstrated by stories told during the interviews as a 

means of answering a question or highlighting a particular point. 

Experience and Reflection as a Path to Wisdom Development. 

“It seems to be there are certain combinations of factors such as personality dispositions, wisdom-

conducive contexts, and life experiences and reflection on them, rather than length of life by itself, that 

produce wisdom” (Glϋck & Baltes, 2006, p. 679; emphasis added). 

“Human beings, who are almost unique in having the ability to learn from experience of others, are also 

remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so”. Douglas Adam (Neubauer, Witkop & Varpio, 2019, 

p. 90). 

Nominees suggested that organizations could support development of wisdom in leaders and 

staff by supporting employee exposure to new experiences as well as providing time for reflection on 

these and day-to-day experiences. Malan & Kriger (1998) suggest that wisdom develops from 

experience, specifically from interacting with one’s environment, which contributes to discerning 

variability within the environment, which ultimately leads to learning and wisdom. Experience 

contributes to wisdom development and the acquisition of tacit or informational knowledge, that is then 

applied in future situations (Sternberg, 1998). Organizational support of new experiences includes 

providing new opportunities (possibly in other locations), as well as encouraging volunteer experiences, 

perhaps through making matching donations to organizations where employees volunteer or by 

championing volunteer organizations corporately (providing time and money). Organization can also 

underpin personal travel experiences by providing sufficient vacation time, and perhaps creating 

sabbatical programs funded by employees themselves but supported by corporate philosophy and 

culture. Believing in the value of staff exposure to realities outside of their own, effectively endorses 

wisdom development. Hays (2013) also suggests (citing Preece, 2003), “Leaders may need continually to 

coach, enthuse, inspire, provide hope, instill optimism and so on. This implies that they themselves must 

undergo renewal” (p. 137). New experiences in conjunction with time to reflect will contribute to leader 

renewal, which is undervalued and under recognized in today business environment. 
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In the systematic review undertaken by Karami et al., (2020) of 50 academic articles from the 

fields of psychology, management and leadership, and education, 38 articles addressed the role of 

experience, however, “…experience in and of itself is not necessarily effective. It is the lessons learned 

from the success and failures” (p. 252). Nicholson (2007) highlighted key underlying processes to the 

“getting of wisdom”, one of which is embracing experiences, including the ability to accept that failures 

are inevitable, and not allowing failures to reduce one’s determination to continue to seek to learn from 

taking on new experiences. Intezari & Pauleen (2018) suggest that wise managers: 

actively reflect on their own thoughts and behaviour and always learn from mistakes…. So, 

wisdom…is how the person learns from mistakes. This also implies that experience by itself does 

not facilitate or lead to the development of wisdom, but rather what is learnt from that 

experience is what is important” (, p. 350-351). 

Nominees echoed this, imploring organizations to welcome mistakes as learning (and possible wisdom 

development) opportunities, providing a caution to senior leaders when responding to employees who 

have made mistakes. If blame or punishment is the response to mistakes, leaders and others (who 

observe and hear about leader reactions) will stop taking risks and making decisions, reducing the 

opportunity for wisdom development and also negatively impacting innovation and creativity, and 

generally reducing efficiency as decisions will move upward in the organization. 

Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007) advise that for experience “… to influence wisdom, executives must 

reflect, either consciously or subconsciously, on their past” (p. 67). Karami et al., (2020) suggest that 

while reflecting on one’s own experiences as a path to wisdom is important, reflecting on the experience 

of others can also contribute to one’s own wisdom development. McCall (2010) suggests, “You don’t 

have to spend too much time around managers and executives to notice that reflection is not their 

strength…the norm is many activities engaged in at a fast pace…” (p. 13), drawing attention to the 
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opportunity to increase reflection in leaders, perhaps contributing to wisdom development. Hays (2007) 

comments, “Experience can lead to both increasing knowledge and wisdom, but primarily through 

reflection” (p. 96).  

From both an experience and a reflection perspective, nominees suggested that organization 

support also needs to include providing adequate vacation, ensuring that staff are supported and 

encouraged to completely disengage from the workplace during their vacation, allowing leaders/staff to 

fully immerse other experiences, and to also reflect. This includes support of disengaging from 

technology (email and cell phone contact) and full delegation of work activities. Providing adequate time 

for vacation and also encouraging staff to not only rest, but to reflect, while on holidays would support 

wisdom development.  

Life experiences are considered by several researchers as contributing to the development of 

individual wisdom (Ferrari, Weststrate & Petro, 2013). Wise nominees echoed this and suggesting 

proactively seeking opportunities for new experiences in personal contexts as well as internal to the 

organization, specifically referencing travel, volunteering. While the organization has a role in the 

provision of experiences and time to reflect, there is a very personal accountability to this as well. For 

example, wisdom researchers suggest intentionally cultivating a new habit of trying new things 

(Swartwood, 2013) and seeking novel experiences (Walsh, 2015a). Organizations can help leaders, in 

particular, understand the connection between experiences and reflection and wisdom, individuals also 

must engage their own energy and initiatives. 

From the view of volunteer experience, highly recommended by nominees, Smith (2008) 

suggests “service learning” provides learning (I would suggest wisdom development) in three domains: 

cognitive growth, specifically contributing to thinking in more complex ways and also increasing ones 

perspective; moral development, such that individuals develop an ethic of care, increasing an 
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individual’s balance in terms of self-care versus care of others; and psychosocial development, specially 

generativity, increasing one’s ability to support and nurture other generations (p. 7). Reflection is 

considered a key component to wisdom development from service learning, with differences in 

development occurring between a “superficial level of reflection” (i.e., essentially daily logs of activities) 

versus engaging in “deep, systematic, and meaningful reflection” (i.e., journaling to understand the 

social issues one is encountering) (Smith, 2008, p. 7). 

Self-Reflection. Self reflection is considered a key element in wisdom development 

(Weststrate et al., 2018). Reflection includes incorporation of the practice of reflection, in what ever 

format (reflection, journaling, etc.), and includes reflection on one’s own experience as well as 

observations of others experiences for the purposes of learning. Wise nominees reflected on their 

experiences, on what they have learned, on their lives as a means to learn. There is an intentionality in 

this reflection, in that it is not by happenstance. Reflection identified by nominees took several forms 

including writing and journaling (Cranton, 2006, Sharma & Dewangan, 2017; Sternberg et al., 2009; 

Swartwood, 2013), making notes as one is reading, and sharing results of reflection with others. 

Reflection was named directly and implied during the nominee interviews and was linked to self-

awareness and courage. Wise nominees reflect on traveling, volunteer, or difficult experiences, 

intentionally looking for the lesson or the learning. As employers, supporting reflection can take the 

form of providing time as well as an interest in having employees incorporate the practice of reflection 

and could also include providing training in reflection practices. 

Focused Learning. 

“At the heart of the wisdom model is learning” (Hays, 2007, p. 110). 
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Exemplars referenced continuous learning as potentially contributing to wisdom development, 

referencing both formal and informal education, offered both internal and external to the organization, 

including workshops, lectures or retreats. Hays (2007) suggests: 

The wise person knows the limits of his or her own capabilities, as well as the limits of 

knowledge and what is knowable (citing Clayton & Birren, 1980; Meachum, 1990); thus, is 

concerned with continuing to learn and ‘tapping’ into the intelligence around him or her. Wise 

individuals tend to be open to others and new experiences. They talk with, not to others; more 

importantly they listen (p. 110). 

Several researchers suggest that wisdom development requires a commitment to lifelong learning 

(Krafcik, 2015, Hays, 2013) 

Wise nominees are intentional about learning and growing. This is done in a variety of ways – 

through formal education, through informal education, through voracious reading, through taking on 

new roles (within a work context, with a current employer or with a new employer and/or in a volunteer 

context), or even through travel. Wise nominees ask questions and want to understand. It will be 

important for organizations to support employees in taking time for learning, thinking and for 

integration of what they have learned into their current paradigm. Learning for the sake of learning 

versus superficial or transactional learning is needed to develop wisdom. Organizations will be required 

to commit resources in the form of investment (training dollars and resources) and time for employees 

to learn and develop. Ultimately the development of wisdom moves employees into a place to become 

more of who they are, to bring their whole selves to work, which ultimately provides employers with an 

engaged and wiser staff, who will be more innovative and creative and be ethically and big pictured 

minded. All of this will contribute to the bottom line of an organization in a holistic and mindful way. 
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Self-Development Practices. Nominees and the literature suggest many wisdom 

development practices that could be taught, socialized, and embedded into both organizational 

processes and practices, such as those summarized in Chapter 2. 

Mindfulness, mindset/reframing, meditation, yoga. 

“Conscious being and doing are the essence of wisdom. Mindfulness, a concept borrowed from Zen 

Buddhism, is a state of acute awareness, attentiveness, and perceptiveness in everything going on around 

oneself, while minimizing the effects of self and ego” (Hays, 2007, p. 80). 

Mindfulness, mindset/reframing, meditation, and yoga were referenced by both nominees and 

the literature as contributing to the development of wisdom. Sixty percent of the exemplars in Krafcik’s 

(2015) study practiced meditation. Hays (2007) comments,  

“Conscious being and doing are the essence of wisdom. Mindfulness, a concept borrowed from 

Zen Buddhism, is a state of acute awareness, attentiveness, and perceptiveness in everything 

going on around oneself, while minimizing the effects of self and ego” (p. 79/80).  

Ardelt et al., (2013) and Czinkota (2017) both reference mindfulness as contributing to wisdom 

development. Glϋck & Bluck (2013) suggest that mindfulness training can support the wisdom 

development by increasing one’s ability to see different perspectives. Rooney, Kϋpers, Pauleen, & 

Zhuravleva (2021) comment: 

…mindfulness creates the temporal competencies to access and purposefully change the largely 

unconscious psychological-cultural system of dispositions, call ‘habitus’, that organize how 

people perceive the social world and act in it (p.181). 

Reframing as a means to wisdom development has been referenced by several researchers (Hall, 2011; 

Kϋpers, 2013; Walsh, 2015a). 

Wisdom Action Framework 
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This discussion leads to the idea of a Wisdom Development Action Framework, bringing 

together the extant literature and research results, specifying business practices and processes that 

could be integrated with wisdom.  This is formatted in such a way as to be relatable to business leaders. 

Table 22: Wisdom Development Action Framework Contributing to Wise Organizations and Wise 

Leaders 

Business Organization Level Details/Measures Requirements of Executive  

(1) Towards Intentional Corporate 

Culture and Values (Theme 4) 

 

 

Culture supports and 

cares for all 

stakeholders 

 

Culture supports 

learning from mistakes 

 

Includes “culture of 

feedback” 

Establish intentional corporate culture and 

corporate values 

 

Corporate mission, purpose, and values are 

clearly set out and are lived daily (versus 

aspirational) 

 

Mission, purpose, values, cultural principles 

are clearly communicated 

 

(2) A common conception and 

measurement of organizational 

wisdom (Theme 3)  

Conception includes 

why wisdom is 

important for business 

and society 

 

Establish and enculture common conception of 

organizational wisdom; set measures of 

organizational wisdom (to be determined); 

integrate organizational wisdom measures 

with other corporate measures (e.g.., financial 

measures) include short-term, medium and 

long-term measures; build organizational 

wisdom metrics into goals and incentive 

structure 

(3) A common conception and 

measurement of leader/Individual 

wisdom (Theme 3) 

Conception includes 

why wisdom is 

important from an 

individual perspective 

 

Establish and enculture common conception of 

leader wisdom; set measures of leader 

wisdom; integrate leader wisdom measures 

with other corporate measures (e.g., financial 

measures) including short-term, medium and 

long-term measures;  

(4) Common conception of business 

success – traditional corporate 

metrics integrated with wise 

measures 

 Establish and enculture common conception of 

wise business success; set measures of 

business success; incorporate conception of 

success measures into other corporate 

business success measures (e.g., financial 

measures); build business success measures 

into goals and incentive structure 

(5) Providing Wisdom Development 

for Leaders and Staff 
  

(a)Coaching Set up internal and 

external coaching 

structure for all leaders 

See Compass Coaching Model and Developing 

Wisdom Toolkit – King et al., (2020). 

Determine measurement (e.g., dollars spent; 

number of hours provided) 

(b)Mentoring Set up leader 

mentoring program 

Determine measurement (e.g., number of 

mentors; number of hours provided) 
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(c) Culture of feedback Fast Feedback 

360°Feedback 

Use of other 

learning/feedback 

tools (e.g., Myers 

Briggs, DISC Personality 

Type) 

Includes stakeholder 

feedback for 

improvements in value 

creation (Freeman & 

By, 2022) 

Incorporate feedback into the corporate 

culture. Utilize feedback at the executive level 

from others in the organization. 

Transparency if stakeholder feedback to the 

organization. 

(d) Experience Provide cross divisional 

work experience 

opportunities, acting 

experience, etc. 

This we require support from the senior leader 

team including sufficient budget. 

(e) Reflection and Mindfulness Provide training in 

reflection and 

mindfulness and time 

to undertake these 

practices 

Senior executives can both speak to and 

demonstrate their support of reflection and 

mindfulness 

(f)Support continuous learning 

opportunities 

Support internal and 

external access to 

continuous learning 

opportunities 

This will require support from the senior 

leadership team including sufficient budget 

(g)Corporate Wise Leader 

Development Program (Theme 6) 

Wise leader 

development program  

Support of a wise leader development 

program is required by the senior leadership 

team 

Leaders, Individual Level Details/Measures Requirement of Executives and Individuals 

(1) Intentional wisdom 

development 

 Demonstrate and develop openness  

Demonstrate and practice seeing multiple 

perspectives  

(2) Self-Knowledge Knowledge of, and 

commitment to, 

personal values; 

knowledge of self 

purpose 

Intentionally identifying personal purpose and 

values  

 

(3) Self-Awareness Use of fast feedback 

and 360 °process as 

input into self-

awareness and 

development program 

Utilization and support for feedback 

(4) Reflection Use of reflection 

practices such as 

pausing, gratitude, 

journaling 

Speaking to and demonstrating reflection 

practices 

(5) Self Development Practices 

See Chapter 4 and Table 17. (i.e., 

working with a coach and/or 

mentor; working with role model or 

advisor; taking on new experiencing 

(may include volunteering and or 

 Commitment to intentional self-development 

practices 
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travel); continuous learning; 

developing storytelling and 

communication skills; learning and 

developing meditation, yoga, 

mindfulness, and/or 

mindset/reframing practices 

 

 

Part III: Integration of Wisdom and Leader Development  

Exemplars and the literature recognize organizational leadership development programs as an 

opportunity to develop wise leaders (suggesting that the foundational pieces discussed earlier are a 

prerequisite). Sternberg (2017) speaks to utilizing a different kind of leadership development, defining 

leadership as “…setting out a path whereby one makes a positive, meaningful, and enduring difference 

to the world, as some level… Leaders in this sense, are people who leave the world looking different 

from and better than it did before they were in it” (p. 158). Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011 comment “There’s 

something wrong with the way B-schools, companies, and leaders are developing managers” (p. 59), 

referring to the visibility of ethics and values in business and demonstrations of fraud and greed. Intezari 

& Pauleen (2018), (citing Kϋpers & Pauleen, 2013; Prusak, 2013; Rooney, 2013; Intezari & Pauleen, 2014) 

suggest, “Incorporating wisdom in management education is gaining traction and respectability in the 

most recent literature” (p. 355). 

Wisdom has also been absent in the leadership theory discussions as well as from the 

curriculums of business degrees targeted towards future and exiting business leaders (Bennis & O’Toole, 

2005). As McKenna & Rooney (2019) comment, “The putative relationship between wisdom and 

leadership has not been recognized in the dominant leadership theories” (p. 650), wisdom-based 

leadership focuses on the common good. 

Unfortunately, there is an abundance of literature that speaks to the costs and ineffectiveness 

of todays leadership development programs, from a leader perspective, much less a wise leader 
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perspective. Organizational investment in leadership development and training in the United States has 

increased from $12 billion in 2007 to $14 billion in 2012, with small companies spending an average of 

19% of their training budget on leadership development in 2013 (Crawford & Kelder, 2019). Couch & 

Citrin (2018), citing multiple surveys and studies, document the ineffectiveness of leadership training 

and development, and Hieker & Pringle (2021) refer to leadership as a $366 billion dollar business, with 

learning organizations planning to increase their investments, while at the same time commenting on 

“mounting evidence” that this investment is not producing the desired results. Moldoveanu & 

Narayandas (2019) suggest that “more than 50% of senior leaders believe that their talent development 

efforts don’t adequately build skills and organizational capabilities” (p. 42), and Kern (2021) comments, 

“There are too many bad leaders causing adverse impacts on people in organizations… Ironically while… 

billions of dollars are being invested annually in leadership development programs” (pp.220-221). This a 

bit stunning. Considerable amounts of both time and money are being dedicated to leadership 

development, let alone wise leadership, without the desired results. 

McNulty (2018) discusses the changes coming to the “…leadership development industry that 

trains millions and generates more than $14 billion in revenue annually in the United States alone” as a 

result of the “increasing complexity of the context in which leaders must lead” (p.1) and “our increased 

understanding of how humans think and act through social psychology, neuroscience, behavioural 

economics, ‘big data’ analytics, decision science, and more” (p.2), pointing out the reality of business 

has changed. “Traditional leadership development emphasizes changing people – both the leaders and, 

by extension, their followers – to comply with a relatively static set of requirements” (p.2) as business 

was based on standardization as a key to scale and therefore efficiency. Complexity has reduced the 

success of a strategy of standardization, and in my view, expanded the requirement for wisdom. 
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Authors have suggested several reasons for the ineffectiveness of leadership development 

programs. Sowcik & Council (2018) comment, “It is possible that as a field, leadership education 

programs may be developing the next generation of narcissistic leaders” (p. 64), suggesting,  

… highly narcissistic students are more likely to seek out leadership education, …[having] an 

interest in both authority and power which is the real driving force behind their interest in 

seeking leadership positions (p. 64).  

They also assert that curriculum could be playing a role, with a focus on individualism, including focusing 

student time on individual behaviour or personality assessments and their own personal development 

“often com[ing] at the expense of focusing on the importance of others (followers) and the larger 

leadership context” (p.66). These researchers suggest that leadership education should focus on 

“cultivating students who see the benefits of inter-connectiveness as important in their own self-

development (citing Satterwhite, Miller & Sheridan, 2015)” as well as including humility (a trait of wise 

leaders), a counterpoint to narcissism, in all leadership development programs. Turner et al. (2018) 

comment: 

Leaders operating in today’s complex environment need to be exposed to leadership 

development programs that provide them with tools and knowledge to adapt to environmental 

variation…. [and] Current leadership development programs need to be realigned to better 

meet the needs of innovation, complex problems and dynamic work environments while 

providing a culture that questions strategy and plans to better meet the demands of operating 

in dynamic work environments (p. 539). 

In other words, wise leaders are required. 

Dinh et al (2014) comment: 
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… leadership is a complex phenomenon that operates across multiple levels of analysis…involves 

multiple mediating and moderating factors…and take place over substantial periods of 

time...However, leadership scholars have more often focused on the isolated effects of leaders 

or followers at one or another level of analysis and within short time intervals (p. 39). 

 I argue that this description of leadership is very similar to the description of wisdom in that the 

development of leaders, the development of wisdom, are both on-going and long(er) term 

commitments and it may make sense to combine them. Further, not all employees fall under the 

leadership development category, yet, as exemplars suggested, on-going employee development makes 

sense for a number of reasons. As such, organizations could offer wisdom development to all 

employees. Given the impact of leaders on the ethical and moral climate and the culture of the 

organization, it is worth considering how important it is that leaders have at a minimum, ethical training, 

but more importantly, develop their wisdom. 

In the leadership discourse, wisdom is either absent, or thought of as less important, relevant or 

applicable. It is unlikely to be fully embraced by the majority, moreover, the lack of leader knowledge 

about the notion of wisdom will impact the embodiment of wisdom (McKenna & Rooney, 2005, p. 24).  

As Kern (2021) comments, “…. virtuous values are not widely applied or sufficiently integrated into 

leadership practices” (p. 222: italics in original).  

Intentionality in Wise Leader Development 

Exemplars referred to being intentional in their learning focus and wondered about 

intentionality as a contributor to the development of wisdom.  Couch & Citrin (2018) refer to what they 

call “intentional development”, which includes having a planned focus on a few critical competencies, 

building development into one’s day to day, rather than “bolting it on”, creating a sequence of 

development, establishing a “feedback-rich environment”, matching the development strategy to a 
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particular individual and having leaders learn together. They explain that framing leadership 

development that clearly links efforts to outcomes is foundation to “intentional development”, seeing 

leadership development through the lens of adult learning, with adults requiring clarity on the ‘what’s in 

it for me’ or why the investment in training, skill development in relevant for them.  They go on to 

suggest: 

For development to be intentional, it must be built into a leader’s day-to-day work…. Without 

significant challenge, our brains remain on autopilot and use the behaviours that have been long 

stored in long-term memory. Human brains are pattern recognition machines that like certainty. 

Only when patterns are perceived as significantly different does the brain snap out of standard 

operating procedure stored in long-term memory and kick in is energy-intensive, short-term 

memory prefrontal cortex. Focused energy and attention create new neural connections that re 

imbedded in long-term memory. These new connections/habits/behaviours can then be recalled 

when needed – sometimes, unconsciously (p. 277). 

Intention at the individual level within this action framework is defined as a commitment to on-

going learning and growth, for the sake of growth. This can not to be measured as a transaction (not 

formulated as a goal – we cannot create a goal of being wise). If wisdom development is incorporated 

into a goal (particularly if this goal is tied to financial or promotion incentives), the contribution to 

wisdom development will be limited. 

Wise nominees are intentional about many of the practices that contribute to their wisdom 

development, even though they don’t think about their own wisdom, or even wisdom development. 

Nominees lean into behaviours such as curiosity and a desire to continuously learn which leads to asking 

questions, seeking to understand, intentionally taking courses or committing to new experiences which 

ultimately does contribute to their wisdom development. Once an organization has articulated and 
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encultured the benefits of wisdom – to the individual, the corporation, and to society- processes and 

practices that ultimately contribute to wisdom development, ultimately supporting individual growth 

and development, can then follow. Intentional continuous learning and development, reflection, being 

and having role models, mentors and/or coaches, and working on self-knowledge can become an on-

going cycle. Passion and intentionality about learning and growing, as an example, and the learning and 

growth that results from this focus, creates energy and passion which then fuels intentionality for the 

cycle to continue. Steyn & Sewchurran (2021) comment: “Actions rather than intentions determine 

management practice. Yet we argue for an intentional focus on the development of phronesis as a 

pathway towards morally responsible executive management” (p. 678). 

From and overall organizational perspective, it will be important for the organization to support 

the development of knowledgeable, and ultimately wise, staff, specifically focusing on those that are 

most likely to develop into wise leaders. It is important not to make this learning transactional – this is 

not about checking a box. There will always be a degree of transactional learning required within an 

organization. Staff may be required to obtain certain certifications, designations, etc. to successfully 

execute their role within the organization, training on corporate systems and process and policies will 

also be required regularly. However, it will be important to weave deeper support, the deeper belief in 

on-going learning, for the sake of learning and personal growth, into the culture and operating 

principles, of the organization. This will ultimately contribute to leader and organizational wisdom. In 

the case of the wise nominees this was not an either/or. They developed their technical business skills 

while also prioritizing and developing learning, growth and reflection that was foundational to their 

wisdom development. I suggest that wisdom development be recognized as developing over time 

through an integration of intentional practices and experiences (intentional and otherwise) within the 

context of a supportive business environment. 
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In order to move forward with increased wisdom manifestation and wisdom development within a 

business context, the intentional desire to become a wise(r) organization is essential. This intention is 

required by business owners, shareholders, boards of directors, business leaders as well and employees 

of businesses. It will take this collective development, to obtain the momentum to develop traction in 

this area. 

Part IV: Wise Leaders Primarily Developed their Wisdom Outside of their Workplace 

 

 In this study, wise leaders primarily developed their wisdom outside of their workplaces. 

Grint (2007) suggests,  

…phronesis cannot be taught in any lecture theatre but must be lived through; in fact, it is 

rather closer to an apprenticeship or mentoring relationship in which the wisdom of the mentor 

is embedded in the novice over time, but only indirectly through guided practice or 

engagement, not directly from formal teaching (p. 242). 

Nominees in this study credited others (mentors and family members) as well as experiences and 

reflection as having contributed to their wisdom development, although they were reluctant to use the 

word wisdom. It is interesting to consider how to support wisdom development of leaders (and others) 

both internally and externally to the organization. 

 One means may be to support leaders and staff in experiences external to the organization – 

such as volunteering. Organizations could also ensure leaders and staff have access to sufficient 

vacation, that is uninterrupted by work (i.e., employees are encouraged to be offline and turn off their 

cell phone during holidays) such that they can relax, partake in new experiences, including travel should 

they so desire, and reflect. 

Limitations of Research 
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 There are limitations to this research. All nominators are from my professional network, as I 

have stated in both Chapter 3, the methodology and methods sections as well as in Chapter 4, when 

reviewing results. There is a risk that having all nominators from one network could impact research 

results. Further, two nominators nominated multiple nominees. I was watchful for bias as I analyzed 

results, and I believe having nominees located across the country, having worked in different companies 

and in substantially different sectors mitigates some of these potential limitations. 

Research results included comments on Indigenous values and wisdom, but the study does not 

include Indigenous voices.  This is a reflection of the current composition of senior executives in the 

business sector as highlighted by Statistics Canada and summarized in Chapter 4. Further research in the 

area of wisdom within the context of business could include partnering with Indigenous researchers to 

expand the range of the research.  

Finally, this study was an exploratory case study intended to generate data-based and literature-

based attention to and further research about the apparently rare business leaders who are regarded as 

wise.  The results of the study are not about conclusions but are intended to highlight further critical 

questions and possibilities.   
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 
 

“… we crave wisdom in the world of business, yet manufacture an economic collapse out of self-interest 

(greed) and a galling lack of emotional regulation (panic). We understand how important wisdom is to our 

domestic peace and happiness, yet we can’t break the powerful neural rewards of habit, vanity, self-

indulgence and immediate gratification.” (Hall, 2011, p. 262).   

“Unfortunately, wisdom is no more a priority now than it was at the time Socrates was invited to drink his 

hemlock” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p.36). 

“For better or worse, people usually do not rise to the top of an existing power or socioeconomic structure 

through their wisdom” (Sternberg & Glϋck, 2019b, p. 791). 

The development of wisdom is rare, cumulative, requires strenuous effort and intention, and is 

never complete. The time, effort and intention required, in conjunction with the human desire for 

immediate gratification, are barriers to this (Kessler & Bailey, 2007). In pondering “why” a phenomenon 

that has been pursued since the beginning of time is in fact so rare, Kessler & Bailey, (2007) wonder, if 

the “… mystique of wisdom clouds judgment, perhaps preventing us from seeing and practicing it in the 

small but enormously significant ways that make a true different in our everyday lives” (p. xxv). One 

hopes that over time, an increasing number of business leaders, will begin to see and understand the 

benefit of wisdom, and the development of same. Thus, through intentional development and 

commitment, will lead their organizations and their people, through action, into a more sustainable and 

just world. There is indeed a burning platform. 

The wise leaders in this study, supported by literature, suggests there is an opportunity to 

intentionally embed wisdom into organizations, by speaking it into existing – making it explicit in the 

organizational culture. Led by wise executives and wise board members, wisdom, via the corporate 

culture, can be plainly stated in the organizational values and embedded into the organizational 

purpose. As put forward by wise nominees, a commonly understood conception of a wise organization 

and wise leadership can be shared and aspired to with an organization. Measures, a topic that surfaces 

as a disconnect to the notion of wisdom in business, that support organizational wisdom (including 
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caring for all stakeholders), can be added to transactional financial metrics (see Table 20 in Chapter 5). A 

culture of feedback, and practices that support wisdom development can be embraced. 

As per the Wisdom Development Action Framework, steps to increase the development of 

wisdom can be integrated into existing organizational process and practices, such as: leadership 

development programs, focused learning (informal, formal, internal and external to the organization), 

formal coaching and mentorship, including the use of data tools (360-degree feedback, FAST feedback, 

etc.). Reflection practices can be demonstrated by executives and also taught to all staff. New 

experiences can be offered within the organization and can also be supported external to the 

organization (i.e., facilitating and supporting volunteer experiences, facilitating and supporting leaves 

and extended leaves including technology disconnects from the organization). Mindfulness can be 

taught and practiced. 

The recommendations in Chapter 5 do not detract from the business of making a profit or 

focusing on the bottom-line. To the contrary, they support a balanced approach, that is consistent with 

caring for all stakeholders, which in the medium to long-term will result in a healthier and happier 

workforce, a more sustainable organization, and more sustainable world. Perhaps, the timing is “just 

right”. The COVID-19 virus, and the declaration by HRH the Prince of Wales and the World Economic 

Founder and Chairman Klaus Schwab, in tandem with UN and others, that we are in a time of a “great 

reset” (Roth, 2021), suggesting that “our systems need to be reset” (p.538) shines a light on a need for a 

different kind of thinking. Perhaps wise thinking and wise action, along with incorporation of measures 

that reflect caring for all stakeholders versus only that of shareholders. The disruption created by the 

COVID virus (disruption that is not yet over), creates an impression of a “watershed” moment, one that 

divides our world into a before and after (Roth, 2021, p.544), and in a quote attributed to Winston 

Churchill after the conclusion of 2nd World War, “Never let a good crisis go to waste”. 
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It is exciting to consider the possibility of wisdom development such that it contributes to wise 

organizations and wise leaders. Wisdom can be intentionally developed. Wisdom is relevant in a 

business context. Wisdom can be developed within a business context. Wisdom can be embedded into 

existing business practices. It is past time to increase wisdom, such that we have more wise leaders and 

hence more wise organizations - organizations that value all stakeholders, where wisdom is integrated 

or intersected with other measures focused on the bottom line, resulting in embedded wisdom and 

wisdom development. This may ultimately contribute in a positive manner to many of the challenges 

faced by our world today. 

Abduction 

 As referenced in the literature (Thomas, 2010) and demonstrated in this research, abductive 

reasoning supports wisdom research, bringing together research data, extant literature and also the 

expertise of the researcher. Abduction embraces uncertainty versus the certainty of induction and 

deduction, with wisdom developing in the space of uncertainty, and in messy reality. This could be 

further explored in further wisdom research. 

Research Recommendations 

 
There are many additional areas that could be considered for integration or intersection beyond 

what is included in the Wisdom Development Action Framework in this document.  Other areas of 

wisdom research that could be embedded into the idea of a wisdom development action framework 

include: 

1. Wise Decision Making – embedding wise decision-making processes into business decisions 

– see Ardelt & Sharma (2021); Bachmann, Sasse, & Habisch (2018). 
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2. Wise Strategy Process -implementing an inside out approach to strategy (versus the outside 

in approach), with strategy beginning from organizational purpose to make a difference in 

the world – see Nonaka & Takeuchi (2019, 2021). 

3. Wise Human Resource practices – such that wise leaders (or leaders who desire to become 

wise) are attracted and retained – see Hammer (2002). 

There are several intersection points between these research results and other research areas: 

values-based leadership, growth mindset, vulnerability, humility, transitional leadership, coaching, 

intentional organizational culture, leadership development, and how business is currently approaching 

environmental, social and governance (ESG) work. The wisdom action framework and the 

recommendations themselves require practical application. 

Knowledge Sharing Plan 
 

I will provide a copy of this dissertation to all research participants. Glϋck (2017) comments that 

“Wise researchers also care about implications of their field for the world outside the ivory tower” (p. 

1151). My hope and intention are that my research results will be used in an applied way, increasing the 

application and development of wisdom within a business context. As such, I will seek ways to share 

research results with business leaders which could include submitting an article to CPA NB or CPA 

National, presenting to business leaders, working with leadership consultants, and publishing a book or 

article(s) that are targeted to a general leadership and/or business audience. Specifically, submitting an 

article to a publication such as the Harvard Business Review, that has a significant audience of business 

leaders, may help to highlight this research and the practical application of same. Other opportunities to 

disseminate this research include interacting with the Institute for Corporate Directors, who could 

directly influence wisdom at the board table, and also putting together a TED Talk.  I will also look to 

connect with other wisdom researchers, nationally and internationally. I am a member of the CFUW 



232 

 

 

 

 

(Canadian Federation of University Women) and the GWI (Graduate Women International), two 

organizations who work to advance the education of women and girls in Canada and around the world. 

Wisdom development within a business context could intersect with their work as well. I remain hopeful 

and optimistic that this research can be used to advance wisdom in business, and I will do what I can to 

contribute to this. 

 To conclude, Grossmann & Brienza (2018) comment,  

“Contemporary leadership requires wisdom to tackle the challenges of life in the 21st century: 

the increasing rate of change and uncertainty in business, politics and civic affairs, the need to 

motivate cooperation among and between increasingly diverse stakeholders, and growing 

concern for the bigger-picture, ethical and socially responsible decision making” (p. 5). 

Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011 suggest, “No company will survive over the long run if it doesn’t offer value to 

customers, create a future that rivals can’t, and maintain the common good” (p. 61: emphasis added). 

To which I can only add, yes. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Executive Wisdom (Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013) and Key Characteristics of Wise 

Leadership (McKenna et al.,2009) 
Key Characteristics of Wise 

Leadership (McKenna et al, 2009) 

What underpins Exec Wisdom 

Foundational Characteristics 

(Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013) 

Executive Wisdom 

Foundational Characteristics 

(Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013) 

Wise Leaders use reason and 

careful observation 

Wise leaders make care 

observations to establish facts and 

logical deductive explanations 

Wise leaders evaluate the salience 

and truth-value of logical 

propositions when applying reason 

to decision-making by using clear 

understandings of ontological 

categories that theoretically 

describe substance, process, and 

quality, and so demonstrate, 

through logical argument, correct 

conclusions. 

At the core of executive wisdom is 

the notion of judgment – which 

incorporates, among other inputs, 

strategic decision-making and a 

plan for action. Wisdom requires 

more than facts; making 

appropriate decisions and then 

implementing those decisions; Use 

of relevant tacit and explicit 

knowledge. 

Involves deep reflection on one’s 

own and others’ relevant past 

experiences. Reflectiveness is an 

important component of wisdom. 

Knowledge, including tacit 

knowledge largely based on 

one’s experiences 

Wise leaders allow for non-rational 

and subjective elements when 

making decisions. 

Wise leaders acknowledge the 

sensory and visceral as important 

components of decision-making 

and judgment. 

Wise leaders have a metaphysical, 

even spiritual, quality that does not 

bind them absolutely to the rules 

of reason thereby enabling vision, 

insight and foresight. 

Wise leaders respect and draw 

upon tradition as a means of 

apprehending who and what they 

are as a form of personal insight 

enabling them to understand the 

contingency of life and the 

constructedness of phenomena, 

particularly in their historical and 

spatial contexts. 

One’s moral maturity provides a 

stable foundation for discerning 

right from wrong; mirrors closely 

tenets of ethical leadership, 

spiritual leadership and authentic 

transformational leadership.  

Able to manage uncertainties 

Executive wisdom is typically 

manifest in judgments and actions 

that reflect prudent stewardship of 

resources, sensitivity to impacts on 

human capital, developing and 

effectively communicating a 

compelling strategic vision and 

modeling flexible yet moral 

behavior that others want to 

emulate. 

Ability to manage uncertainty 

Wise leaders value humane and 

virtuous outcomes. 

Because wise leaders are humane, 

they produce virtuous and tolerant 

decisions. 

Positively impact their 

surroundings 

Moral maturity 

Wise leaders and their actions are 

practical and oriented towards 

everyday life, including work. 

 Reflective strategic decision-

making 
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Wise leaders are articulate, 

understand the aesthetic 

dimension of their work, and seek 

intrinsic personal and social 

rewards of contributing to the 

good life. 
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Appendix B: Most Commonly Cited Wisdom Subcomponents – Bangen et al. (2013) cross 

referenced with Glϋck & Bluck (2013), Walsh (2015a) and Walsh (2015b) 

Bangen, Meeks, & Jeste 

(2013) 

MORE life experience model 

Glϋck & Bluck (2013) 

Walsh (2015a) Wise Ways of 

Seeing 

Walsh 

(2015b) 

Most commonly included, 

in more than 50% of 

wisdom def. reviewed 

 

 Wisdom is” the capacity to 

see in new and beneficial 

way” (p.156) among other 

things – twelve ways that can 

be clustered into 4 groups 

Offers novel 

definitions 

of wisdom 

and its 

major 

subtypes; 

suggests 

that 

challenges in 

defining 

wisdom are 

related to 

complexity, 

profundity 

and variety 

Social decision making & 

pragmatic knowledge of 

life 

• Social reasoning 

(involves the 

ability to draw 

inferences about 

others’ 

intentions, 

dispositions and 

actions in order 

to regulate one’s 

own behaviours – 

https://link.spring

er.com) 

• Ability to give 

good advice 

• Life knowledge 

• Life skills 

Mastery – defined to be “a 

wise individuals’ belief that 

they are able to deal with 

life’s challenges” (p.79) 

Wise people likely use and 

integrate multiple 

perspectives 

-multiple perspectives – able 

to look at things from multiple 

angles or points of view  

-flexible & agile – able to 

move easily and quickly 

between multiple 

perspectives 

-meta perspectival – able to 

adopt higher order 

perspectives 

-integrative – able to adopt 

multiple perspectives & also 

to recognize relationships 

between the perspectives & 

integrate them into a higher 

order synthesis 

-big picture – able to 

encompass large complex 

systems or communities, to 

encompass long time spans, 

and consider multiple factors; 

able to zoom in and zoom out 

(similar to ‘reframe’ abilities 

referred to by other authors) 

Deep 

accurate 

insight – 

“sees more 

clearly and 

sensitively, 

and 

therefore 

more 

penetratingl

y, 

fundamental

ly, and 

foundational

ly…. sees 

below 

surfaces and 

superficialiti

es to 

recognize 

deeper 

realities, 

meanings 

and 

implications

” 9p. 282). 

 

 

Prosocial Attitudes & 

Behaviours 

• Empathy (ability 

to understand 

Openness – wise people 

realize that there are multiple 

perspectives, and they want 

to understand these 

perspectives from others; 

Beneficial – wise people will 

recognize ways of seeing that 

are helpful to both 

themselves and others 

Skillful 

expertise in 

reducing 

suffering 

and 
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and share 

feelings of others) 

• Compassion 

(concern for 

others) 

• Warmth 

(affection, 

kindness, 

friendliness) 

• Altruism (self-less 

concern for 

others) 

• Sense of fairness 

wise people are less 

judgmental and accept that 

others have different goals 

and values; implies a 

tolerance for different ways 

of life 

enhancing 

well being 

for both 

oneself and 

others 

Ability to 

discern 

appropriate 

responses 

Respond 

benevolently 

Benevolence 

is central to 

ethics and 

links to 

wisdom and 

values 

Hypothesis - 

“The degree 

of wisdom is 

correlated 

with the 

scope and 

depth of 

benevolence

” (p. 287) 

  

Reflection & Self-

Understanding 

• Introspection 

(reflection, 

observation, 

examination of 

our own mental 

and emotional 

state) 

• Insight 

(understanding of 

cause and effect) 

• Intuition (ability 

to understand 

something 

immediately 

without 

logical/conscious 

reasoning) 

• Self-knowledge & 

awareness 

Reflectivity – defined as “the 

willingness to look at life 

issues in a complex way, 

rather than to simplify them. 

Wise individuals reflect 

deeply on experiences as they 

strive to see the ‘big picture’” 

(p. 82) Reflection is not 

rumination – “…is growth-

oriented effort to make 

meaning” (p. 83). 

Seeing in nonconventional 

ways 

-novel: new, fresh, 

unexpected 

-insightful – productive of 

new insights and 

understandings 

-unconventional – beyond 

conventional assumptions, 

out of the box 

-postconventional – 

expressing exceptionally 

mature levels of development 

beyond conventional 

Insight and 

Understandi

ng of 

Oneself 

 

Wisdom also 

sees clearly 

the central 

existential 

issues of life 

(i.e., 

questions 

about the 

fundamental 

nature of 

identify and 

reality; the 

challenge of 

having an 

aging mortal 

body; 

confronting 

suffering, 

sickness and 

death; living 
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in personal 

and social 

relationships 

with others; 

constructing 

meaning and 

purpose; 

selecting 

values and 

morals and 

then living 

to them) …. 

looking at 

the 

problems 

that are 

endemic to 

life and to 

the human 

condition 

Acknowledgement of & 

coping effectively with 

uncertainty 

 Wise people will tend to 

recognize the limits of 

perspectives 

-all perception depends on 

perspective (perspectivism) 

-any (single) perspective is 

partial and limited 

 

Emotional homeostasis  

• Affect (the 

experience of 

feeling or 

emotion) 

• Regulation 

• Self control 

Emotional 

regulation/empathy – “…the 

ability to deal with others’ 

feelings effectively but to also 

reach out to others through 

empathetic concern” (p. 83). 

“…wise individuals perceive 

their own emotions 

accurately, even when they 

are contradictory or 

ambivalent, and are able to 

manage them as appropriate 

to a given situation…do not 

suppress negative feelings but 

also do not dwell on them 

extensively. … Wise people 

can put themselves in another 

person’s shoes.” (p. 83/84). 

 Emotional 

regulation 

skills are 

important 

for wisdom 

Included in less than 

50%of received definitions 

   

Value relativism and 

tolerance 

Nonjudgmental stance 

Acceptance of others 

value systems 
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Openness to new 

experiences  

   

Spirituality     

Sense of humour    

  Value relativism and tolerance 

Perspicacity (keenness of 

sight; clearness of 

understanding; great 

perception, discernment) 

Developmen

t trajectory 

is from me 

to us to all 

of us 

“…wisdom 

may be what 

we call a 

‘self-

demanding 

capacity’ 

which – like 

intelligence, 

mindfulness 

or maturity 

– require 

itself to fully 

comprehend 

itself” (p. 

290). 
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Appendix C:  Qualities Associated with Wisdom (Intezari, 2016) 
“Based on a review of the relevant literature and in order to provide an overall perspective, the qualities 

that are regarded as associated with wisdom are listed below (Clayton, 1975, 1982; Dahlsgaard et al., 

2005; Holliday and Chandler, 1986; Kramer, 1990; Liew, 2013; Opdebeeck and Habish, 2011; 

www.wisdompage.com)” (p. 8) 

Table 1.1 Qualities associated with wisdom 

Acceptance Desiring the good 

of the whole 

Intelligence Respect 

Adopting multiple 

perspectives 

Detached 

concern 

Interpersonal 

skills 

Responsibility 

Aliveness Discernment Intuition Self-acceptance 

Appreciating 

ramifications 

Emotional 

reasoning 

Joy Self-actualization 

Appreciating 

significance 

Empathy Judgment and 

communication 

skills 

Self-investigation 

Attentiveness Equanimity Justice Self-knowledge 

Breadth of 

considerations 

Exceptional 

understanding 

Kindness Self-sufficiency 

 

Caring Experience Knowledgeable Serenity 

Commitment Fairness Magnificence Social 

unobtrusiveness 

Compassion Friendliness Mindfulness Sound judgment 

Cooperation Generosity Nurturance Temperance 

Creative cognition Gratitude Openness Truthfulness 

Curiosity Greatness of soul Patience Understanding 

Dedication Hopefulness Peacefulness Vision 

Deep understanding Humility Perspicacious Willingness to 
risk 

 Insight Positive attitude Wit 

 Integrity Reflective 
thinking 

Wonder 
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Appendix D: Guidelines for Preparation for Case Study Interviews/Interview Protocols 
 

Modified from: One Set of Guidelines for Doing a Field-Observation Case Study (Stake, 1995, p. 52,53) 

i. Anticipation (Preparation) 

a. Determine research purpose 

b. Review existing literature to confirm current knowledge and research gaps 

c. Committee in place 

d. Develop process to select participants -purposive snowball - send emails, make calls to 

networks (business contacts and contacts thru CPA, Royal Roads, and personal network 

seeking study participants and referrals to wise nominees) 

e. Develop interview questions for nominators and wise nominees (semi-structured 

interviews with open ended questions, with probing questions) 

f. Trial interviews with two personal connections as a method of practicing and also 

fleshing out process and questions; adjust process/questions accordingly 

g. Consider ‘entrance’ and ‘exit’ as part of the interview process – prepare ‘entering’ 

dialogue and ‘exit’ process (Yin, 2016) 

h. Consider ‘observation’ opportunities that may occur as part of the research process as I 

will be ‘on site’ for some interviews where it is likely that I will observe wise nominees 

interacting with at least some of their staff. I will also be able to see personal 

characteristics of the people I am interviewing (dress, gestures, non-verbal behaviours) 

and I may observe actions taking place around the person I am interviewing. It is 

possible that the interviewee will offer a tour and I will observe the physical 

surroundings including “props” such as wall hangings, books, etc. that are in the wise 

nominee’s office. Document in interview notes. I will also have to consider how my 

presence could be impacting the situation. (Yin 2016) 

i. Complete proposal 

j. Candidacy exam 

k. Prepare ethics documentation for approval 

l. Develop Research Consent Agreement for approval 

m. Purchase upgraded personal computer for research work to ensure data is all kept 

private and confidential; utilize passworded storage device (memory stick) for back up 

as well as back up hard drive. 

n. Make arrangements for recording of interviews conducted by phone (Audio Acrobat); 

recording of face-to-face interviews – use Voice Record Pro. Practice using different 

recording technologies.  

o. Have short check list established to utilize prior to interviews (business cell phone off; 

personal cell phone off; recording device fully charged and power cord nearby; 

notebook and multiple pens; interview guide; copies of Research Consent Agreement; 

directions to interview location; contact names beyond interviewee if needed) 

p. Utilize a notebook for research notes taken during interview and also for researcher 

personal journal  

q. Unhook Royal Roads email address from work email address to ensure no information is 

ever stored on employer’s server 
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r. Use only personal cell phone for communication 

s. Establish process for storing transcribed interviews (password protected portable hard 

drive) 

t. Determine software for transcript evaluation and, if so, determine software brand 

(NVivo) 

u. Test transcription service for initial transcription of interview (NVivo) 

ii. Selection of Participants (Nominator and wise nominee) 

a. Develop list of potential contacts to approach to ask for referrals to wise leaders. 

b. Send out emails/make calls to individuals in networks (business, Royal Roads, other) 

explaining research project and asking if they would refer me to a person that they 

experience as wise and also asking if they (as the nominator) would be willing to be part 

of the research project (purposive snowball sampling) 

c. Research public information on wise nominees once names have been provided by 

nominator; update knowledge on nominator. Will any of the public information I 

uncover contribute in any way to the research – i.e. Will I find information that supports 

the wise nominee’s wisdom? If so, summarize as grey data. 

d. Confirm to the nominator that the nominator/nominee combo has been selected to be 

a part of the research and arrange to contact wise nominee.  Ask nominator to ‘break 

trail’ to arrange to get me access to the wise nominee; provide copy of Research 

Consent Agreement that I will walk through at beginning of interview. 

e. Email/speak to the wise nominee to provided limited background on the research 

project and arrange dates/times/location for initial interview; provide copy of Research 

Consent Agreement for their review explaining that I will walk through the agreement 

and answer any questions at the first interview. 

f. Confirm (via email or phone) with nominator that wise nominee has accepted and make 

arrangement to interview nominator; provide copy of research agreement for their 

review explaining that I will walk through the agreement and answer any questions at 

the first interview. 

g. Build an interview schedule. As I will be seeking national representation in the wise 

nominee category and the wise nominees are likely to be very busy, this will take time 

and scheduling will be important. 

h. Make travel arrangements to meet with nominator followed by meeting with wise 

nominee. 

iii. First Interview - nominator 

a. Provide Research Consent Agreement for review and signature 

b. Undertake interview 

c. After the interview, take the time to document immediate researcher observations 

d. Transcribe interview as soon as possible, and if possible before other interviews. 

Convert field notes into fuller notes as soon as possible after interview, and prior to 

another interview.  

iv. Subsequent Interviews – nominator  

v. First Interview – wise nominee 

a. Provide Research Consent Agreement for review and signature 

b. Undertake interview 
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c. After the interview, take the time to write researcher observations, if applicable 

d. Transcribe interview as soon as possible, and prior to other interviews, if possible 

vi. Subsequent Interviews – wise nominee 

vii. Further Development of Conceptualization 

a. Sketch plans for final report and dissemination of findings 

b. Identify the possible “multiple realities”, how people may see things differently 

c. Determine how to allocate attention to different viewpoints, conceptualizations when 

interview (in the moment awareness), and when reviewing the data 

viii. Gather Data 

a. Classify raw data; begin interpretations 

b. As I review any field notes and transcribe interviews, themes and categories may 

emerge. Note these in researcher journal. 

c. Transcribe field notes into data base  

ix. Analysis of Data 

a. Avoid categorizing data prematurely  

b. Five phases (Yin 2016) 

i. Compiling – entering transcripts into NVivo and thematic structure 

ii. Disassembling – breaking data into smaller pieces – assign codes; document 

ideas during the analysis (‘analytic memos’ or ‘derived notes’); review raw data 

under various possible interpretations 

iii. Reassembling (and Arraying) – using substantive themes; search for patterns of 

data; connect arrays or derived notes 

iv. Interpreting – the reassembled data to create the narrative; consider – 

“Completeness (Does …interpretation have a beginning, middle and end?); 

Fairness (Given…interpretive stance, would others with the same stance arrive 

at the same interpretation?); Empirical accuracy (Does….interpretation fairly 

represent…data?); Value- added (Is the interpretation new, or is it mainly a 

repetition of…topic’s literature review?); and Credibility (Independent of its 

creativity, how would the most esteemed peers in…[the] field critique or 

accept…interpretation?)” (Yin, 2016) (italics in original). 

v. Concluding - draw tentative conclusions, organize final report 

c. Review data and continue to gather data if necessary and deliberately seek 

disconfirmation of findings. I will include negative cases in the analysis as well as 

documenting ‘poor data’ in the transcripts. 

x. Providing Audience Opportunity for Understanding 

a. Describe the process 

b. Consider the report as a story, look for ways in which the story is incomplete 

c. Draft report 

d. Review and disseminate report 
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Appendix E: Trait Summary from Nominators 
 

Nominator 1 2 (3nom) 3 4 5 6 7 

(5 nom) 
Preternaturally 

calm 

      

Never takes 

anything 

personally 

      

Logical      Confident 

Quick mind 

(intelligence) 

     Competent *2 

(Intelligence) 

Doesn’t get 

flustered 

      

Caring Caring 

Commitmen

t to people 

*2 

Caring Cares  Caring Truly there to 

help 

Caring *3 

Doesn’t judge     No judgment  

Does suck up       

Very 

straightforwar

d 

      

Realist       

Doesn’t offend 

even when she 

says what 

needs to be 

said 

      

Speaks truth to 

power (not 

afraid/courage

) 

      

Sees the big 

picture 

  Insight 

into the 

big 

picture 

Broad 

perspective

, see big 

picture 

Ability to bring 

it all together 

 

Do the best 

you can and let 

the rest go 

      

Don’t sweat 

the small stuff 

(see the big 

picture) 

      

Unfrazzled    Never 

volatile 

  

Do the right 

work, not 

about making 

the people feel 

comfortable 

Make 

decisions, do 

the right 

thing 
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Doesn’t micro 

manage/lets 

you do your 

job 

    Supports staff  

 Learner *2 Learner     

 Relationship 

builder *2 

     

 Perspective 

* 2 

(adopting 

multiple 

perspectives

, sense of 

humour 

(wit) 

Diff 

perspectives 

(adopting 

multiple 

perspectives

) 

   Perspective 

(adopting 

multiple 

perspectives) 

 Take on 

challenges 

    Work ethic 

 Action     Persistent 

 Compassion      

 Ability to get 

work done 

and deliver 

 Quietly 

moves 

forward 

 Quiet strength Silent leader 

*2 

  Coaches; 

Mentors; 

teaches 

   Mentors 

     Open  

  Listens Listener  Listener Listener 

  Reflects     

      No arrogance 

  Humble  Humble Humble Humble *4 

  Trusts     

   Patient   Patient 

   Observer    

   Unselfish    

   Generou

s 

   

    Grateful   

    Respect   

    Draws 

connection

s 

  

     Share 

knowledge 

(knowledgeable

) 

Share 

knowledge 

(knowledgeabl

e) 

      Positive *3 

      Consistent 

    Joy  Enthusiasm 

Healthy 

attitude 
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(positive 

attitude) 

      Altruistic 

      Brave 

7 3 separate 

traits (5 

mentions) 

4 4 7 4 10 separate 

traits (18 

mentions) 

       

Intezari 2016       

Bangen, 

Meeks, Jeste 

2013 

      

Walsh 2015a       
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Appendix F: Interview Guide for those Nominating Wise Individuals 
(Purpose of the interview – (1) to validate that the person that has been nominated as wise is displaying 

actions, behaviours, traits that are supported in the literature as being wise. (2) to inquire if the referral 

source is aware of any processes/practices that the ‘wise’ person has undertaken to become wise and to 

determine if nominator has noticed and changes in the wisdom of the nominee in the time that they 

have known them.) 

Opening/general discussion 

Review Research Consent Agreement 

Review Purpose of Study 

Short wisdom discussion – referring to wisdom definitions in invitation email 

Hayes (2007, 2017) – defines wisdom as “doing the right thing for the greater good, all things 

considered” 

Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013)- defines executive wisdom as “The actionable ability of a top manager to 

accumulate knowledge, embody moral maturity, manage uncertainty, and engage in reflective strategic 

decision-making that result in (a) enlightened strategic judgments and (b) effective implementation of 

principled actions that help to sustain long-term organizational effectiveness and positively impact a 

firm’s most salient stakeholders” 

Opening/general questions: 

1. As per our phone conversation/email correspondence – who is an individual that you would 

refer to as wise? 

2. How do you know this individual? 

3. Have you had a mentor/coaching relationship with this person, or has this person been in a 

leadership role in your work place? If so, can you please tell me how this mentor/coaching or 

leadership relationship has impacted you and your life? (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & 

Bluck,2013; Walsh, 2015b) 

Traits and behaviours of wise leaders linked to common definitions identified in research – to ensure that 

I am interviewing a ‘wise nominee’ that would profile as wise according to the literature 

 

4. What leads you to describe the person you referred as wise? (Probing question - What 

differences/significant contributions have you observed?) 

5.  Are there particular traits, behaviours, activities that has led you to conclude that they are 

wise? (Cross reference responses with Qualities Associated with Wisdom as provided by Intezari, 

A., 2016 – Appendix E of Proposal). 

6. After the participant has provided their list of particular traits, behaviours and activities that has 

led the nominator to conclude that the nominee is wise, I will ask for some examples of 

behaviour/responses to a situation where these traits, behaviours, activities would have been 

observed. 
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7. Please describe a situation/incident that could serve as an example of this person’s wisdom in 

action. (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). (This may have been 

sufficiently answered during the discussion on item 6). 

8. How does the individual you referred stand out from other leaders that you know or have 

known? (How does their wisdom stand out against other leaders that you have experienced?) 

9. Could you comment on how the individual you referred approaches and/or manages 

challenges? (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). 

10.  How does this individual deal with, manage and react to change? (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & 

Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). 

11. In your view how do they manage uncertainty? (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; 

Walsh, 2015b). Is it ok for them to not know (have you observed their comfort/discomfort with 

this in a public forum, like a staff meeting?) 

12. How does this leader manage emotions? (Does this leader show emotions; Is this leader ok with 

emotions (their own or those of others?)) 

13. How do you experience and observe this individual in terms of their compassion, empathy and 

approach with people? (Bangen et al., 2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). 

14. Have you ever had a values or ethics conversation with this individual? Or how do you see this 

person’s values/ethics demonstrated? (Have you discussed ethical situations?) (Bangen et al., 

2013; Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). 

15. Would you seek advice from the person you referred? Why or why not? (Bangen et al., 2013; 

Glϋck & Bluck, 2013; Walsh, 2015b). 

Wisdom Development 

16. If you have known this person for some time, do you think their wisdom as changed in the time 

that you have known them? Probing questions: Has this individual become wiser in the time you 

have known them? How has this presented itself?  

17. From your knowledge of this person, how did they become wise? Probing questions: What do 

you think contributed to, lead them to be wise?  

18. Are you aware of any practices or processes that this individual has undertaken to become 

wise(er)? 

19. Do you think wisdom can be developed, and/or cultivated in a business context? Why or why 

not? If yes, what ideas do you have to develop, cultivate, nurture wisdom? 

20. Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 
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Appendix G: Interview Guide for Wise Nominees 
 (Purpose of the interview – (1) to explore and capture how the wise nominee sees their own wisdom 

displayed in business; (2) to determine what they believe may have contributed to their own wisdom 

development and what may contribute to the wisdom development of others or the cultivation of 

wisdom in others. (3) Research will also explore the view of ‘wise nominees’ on the value/need for 

wisdom in business as well as possible impediments to wise actions and wisdom 

development/cultivation in business, seeking ways to move through and/or eliminate/reduce these 

impediments.) 

Opening/general discussion 

Review Research Consent Agreement 

Review Purpose of Study 

Part 1 – what does being wise mean to the wise nominee? 

 

1. What were your thoughts/what was your reaction to hearing that you had been nominated 

as a ‘wise leader’? 

2. Why do you think you were nominated? What qualities and leadership behaviour do you 

think might have generated this person to others (to the nominator)? Does it feel awkward 

or uncomfortable to talk about this? I really appreciate you being willing to self-describe 

your own qualities and behaviours in way that likely feels uncomfortable…. I know I am 

asking you to step outside of your usual ways to help me construct a picture of a wise leader 

from the inside out… this is critical to the research…to get to a place of being able to 

determine how we might be able to develop wisdom in others. 

3. Could you offer a story/ or an example of what you think others might have observed to be 

‘wise leadership’ with they have worked with you? 

4. How would you describe a person that might impress you or others as wise? Do you know 

other leaders you would consider wise? How would you describe them and what makes 

them distinctive in the way that they lead? Were any of these people mentors (or 

exemplars) that you tried to emulate or model your behaviour after? 

5. What traits and/or behaviours do you identify as being wise? (How would you describe a 

person that might impress you or others as being wise? 

 

Part 2 - Short wisdom discussion – referring to wisdom definitions in invitation email and article provide 

with invitation email (Kolodinsky & Bierly, 2013) 

Hayes (2007, 2017) – defines wisdom as “doing the right thing for the greater good, all things 

considered” 

Kolodinsky & Bierly (2013)- defines executive wisdom as “The actionable ability of a top manager to 

accumulate knowledge, embody moral maturity, manage uncertainty, and engage in reflective strategic 

decision-making that result in (a) enlightened strategic judgments and (b) effective implementation of 
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principled actions that help to sustain long-term organizational effectiveness and positively impact a 

firm’s most salient stakeholders” 

1. Which of these definitions (or parts of these definitions) resonate with you? What might you 

add to these definitions? 

2. How do you define/describe wisdom? 

 

Part 3 – Ideas about how the wise nominee became wise - Wisdom development and cultivation 

1. Could you share with me your best life events and your most difficult life events.  

2. Given your best and most difficult life events - have you learned any important lessons from 

these life experiences? 

3. Could you tell me about a decision that you made, in a challenging situation, that you are 

most proud of? Tell me more…why…. 

4. How do you think you came to be wise, as others see you? Probing…Do believe that you 

learned to be wise? Or that you developed wisdom? Could you expand on this? 

5. Are there personal life experiences that are especially important? (making the connection 

with the best/difficult experiences from earlier discussion) 

6. What do you do that strengthens your wisdom? Probing…. Do you (have you) undertaken 

specific practices/actions to become wise(r)? 

7. Did you (Do you) have a teacher/mentor/coach or a person in your life that contributed to 

your wisdom? If so, how? (How did you meet your mentor – how can we add mentors to our 

lives – is it about finding them or engaging them or listening to them and acting?) 

8. Do you think wisdom can be developed, and/or cultivated in a business context? Why or 

why not? If yes, what ideas do you have to develop, cultivate, nurture wisdom? 

9. Do you feel you have developed a greater knowledge of self? If so, how have you done this? 

How can we do this within an organizational structure? How can we speed this up? Is this 

faster for some people? Is it faster within organizations that endorse this? 

10. There are some wisdom development ideas that have appeared in the research literature. 

Reflection is one of them. Do you use reflection as a tool – for self development, self 

growth, or for decision making? (Meditation, spiritual practice, time in nature. other ways 

you give your self intentional time/space?) 

11. Another idea is journaling or conscious gratitude. Do you utilize these or other similar 

practices? 

 

Wisdom Paradoxes 

12. Is there a role for emotion (feelings) in wisdom development? If emotions play a role in 

wisdom is there room for this in the world of business? Do you have a practice to deal with 

your emotion? 

13. Do you think the impact (effect) of wisdom within organizations can be measured? Given 

the importance of measure of results on business, does it matter if wisdom can be 

measured or not?  
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14. Could wisdom be incorporated into corporate goals? 

15. How do you balance action and non-action? (sometimes as business leaders we have to stop 

and not act in order to reflect) 

Questions on relevance of wisdom to business (Likely the beginning of second interview) 

16. Is organizational/business culture a factor in wisdom within an organization? Do you feel 

that the organizational culture of the organization where you have worked has played a role 

in your own wisdom development? Does the culture of an organization have a role in the 

ability of a leader to make wise decisions? 

17. Does change, and the way a leader or organization deals with change matter with respect to 

wisdom? Do you feel that the adoption of change in the places you have worked has 

impacted your ability to develop/cultivate your wisdom? Are you faster/more adept than 

others in accepting change? 

18. Is wisdom relevant in business? Why or why not? (Do we need to have a discussion on the 

benefit of wisdom in business as I see it?) Is wisdom (and therefore wisdom development) 

relevant to business? Is there a need to explain why wisdom matters or how wisdom 

contributes? 

19. Is there a perception that wisdom is only for timeless challenges or isn’t a concept that is 

relevant for business? 

20. Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 

Additional questions for wise female nominees 

21. As a woman who has been referred to as wise, do you see yourself as different from a wise 

man? Do you think others would see you differently than a wise man? Probing question: 

Does wisdom present differently for women within a business context? 

22. What insight can you provide on wisdom development/cultivation for women within a 

business context? Probing question: In your view, is wisdom development/cultivation 

different for women than men within a business context? 
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Appendix H: Research Consent Agreement – Nominators 
College of Interdisciplinary Studies 

Doctor of Social Sciences Program  

Royal Roads University 

Victoria, BC V9B 5Y2 

 RESEARCH CONSENT AGREEMENT - Nominators 

Doctoral Dissertation Research 

Wisdom Development/Cultivation in Business 

 

This research project is being conducted as a requirement of my Doctor of Social Sciences Program at 

Royal Roads University. 

As a student researcher, my credentials can be established by calling my supervisor, Dr. Marilyn M. 

Taylor, Professor, School of Leadership Studies, Royal Roads University at 250-391-2600, ext. 4804 or 

emailing her at MarilynM.Taylor@royalroads.ca. 

This document constitutes an agreement to take part in a research interview, the objective of which is 

to gather information about an individual that you have nominated as wise. This information will be 

gathered through semi-structured interviews (interviews that follow a series of open-ended questions 

that allow for open discussion and additional probing questions). Interviews will be held either face to 

face at a private and convenient (to the interviewee) location or via phone or skype/’go to meeting’ 

technology. Interview method will be agreed upon by the interviewee. Follow up interviews may be 

requested. The interviewee will have the opportunity to agree, or not, to any additional follow up 

interviews. Interviews will be approximately 2 hours in length.  

The focus of the research is to understand how wisdom is being/could be cultivated and developed 

within a business context. The interview participants will be experienced business people referred to as 

wise by others and those that have nominated the ‘wise’ referrals. The research will be published as a 

dissertation as well as being a part of an ongoing research program and published in both academic and 

business publications. I believe it will be a benefit to business and society to understand if wisdom can 

be developed and/or cultivated within a business context and in an intentional manner. The world has 

become very connected and increasingly complex, and I believe that wisdom development and/or 

cultivation may allow for improved decision-making including consideration of long-term decision 

outcomes from a broader wiser perspective. 

Interviews will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. I will also take field notes. A copy of the 

interview transcript will be provided for your review. The use of code numbers or pseudonyms to 

identify the results obtained from individual participants will protect anonymity. As a result, your 

identity will remain confidential to me, the researcher, and the comments you make will be anonymous. 

Your anonymity will be preserved in any recordings, transcripts and field notes that are retained past the 

completion of the dissertation for secondary research purposes. A copy of the completed dissertation 

will be provided to you once it is complete and approved by the committee for publication. It is possible 
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that secondary research and additional publications will result from this research. If this is the case, your 

identity will continue to remain confidential to the researcher and the comments you make will 

continue to be anonymous. 

Electronic research data, research notes, copies of transcripts and audio recordings will be stored on a 

password protected private computer owned by me. Back up electronic copies will be stored on a pass 

word protected storage device. Any hard copies of materials produced will be stored in a secured locked 

cabinet. Due to most software companies warehousing data on US servers, I am notifying you that US 

authorities are legally entitled to access information on US servers under the Patriot Act. My intention is 

to only have data temporarily stored on US servers, and I will delete all interview audio recordings as 

soon as the interview has been transcribed, but I cannot guarantee that data on the server has not been 

copied as part of a data backup system utilized by the software company. 

 
As a prospective participant, you are not compelled to take part in this research.  If you elect to take 

part, you are free to withdraw at any time. Depending upon the time of withdrawal, your confidential 

data may or may not be able to be withdrawn from the research. Similarly, if you elect not to take part 

in this research, this information will be maintained in confidence. As a participant, you will have the 

opportunity to ask any questions prior to the interview, during and after the interview and at any time 

during or after the research process is complete. 

In the interest of full disclosure, while I am completing this doctoral research and dissertation, I am a 

full-time employee of Farm Credit Canada in the role of Vice President Operations, Atlantic and Eastern 

Ontario. I am also a member a non-profit organization (Canadian Federation of University Women) and I 

am associated with two professional organizations CPA-NB (Chartered Professional Accountants) and ICF 

(International Coaching Federation as a Certified Coach). The identity of the interviewee will at all times 

remain confidential to this project and no information collected through this research project will be 

shared in any way with any of my affiliated organizations nor with my employer.  

If in the course of your participation, you have any questions or concerns, you are invited to contact the 

Royal Roads Research Office at 250-391-2511 or 1-800-788-8028. 

By signing this form, you give free and informed consent to participate in this project. Please retain a 

copy of this consent form for your reference. 

 

Name: (Please Print): ______________________________________________________ 

Signed: _________________________________  

Date: ___________________________ 

 

Faith’s email contact : Faith.Matchett@RoyalRoads.ca 

Faith’s research cell – (506)-440-3151 
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Appendix I: Research Consent Agreement – Wise Nominees 
Doctor of Social Sciences Program  

Royal Roads University 

Victoria, BC V9B 5Y2 

 

RESEARCH CONSENT AGREEMENT- Nominees 

 

Doctoral Dissertation Research 

Wisdom Development/Cultivation in Business 

 

This research project is being conducted as a requirement of my Doctor of Social Sciences Program at 

Royal Roads University. 

As a student researcher, my credentials can be established by calling my supervisor, Dr. Marilyn M. 

Taylor, Professor, School of Leadership Studies, Royal Roads University at 250-391-2600, ext. 4804 or 

emailing her at MarilynM.Taylor@royalroads.ca. 

This document constitutes an agreement to take part in a research interview, the objective of which is 

to gather information about the development and cultivation of wisdom within a business context. This 

information will be gathered through semi-structured interviews (interviews that follow a series of 

open-ended questions that allow for open discussion and additional probing questions). Interviews will 

be held either face to face at a private and convenient (to the interviewee) location or via phone or 

skype/’go to meeting’ technology. Interview method will be agreed upon by the interviewee. Follow up 

interviews may be requested. The interviewee will have the opportunity to agree, or not, to any 

additional follow up interviews. Interviews will be approximately 2 hours in length.  

The focus of the research is to understand how wisdom is being/could be cultivated and developed 

within a business context. The interview participants will be experienced business people referred to as 

wise by others and those that have nominated the ‘wise’ referrals. The research will be published as a 

dissertation as well as being a part of an ongoing research program and published in both academic and 

business publications. I believe it will be a benefit to business and society to understand if wisdom can 

be developed and/or cultivated within a business context and in an intentional manner. The world has 

become very connected and increasingly complex, and I believe that wisdom development and/or 

cultivation may allow for improved decision-making including consideration of long-term decision 

outcomes from a broader wiser perspective. 

Interviews will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. I will also take field notes. A copy of the 

interview transcript will be provided for your review. The use of code numbers or pseudonyms to 

identify the results obtained from individual participants will protect anonymity. As a result, your 

identity will remain confidential to me, the researcher, and the comments you make will be anonymous. 

Your anonymity will be preserved in any recordings, transcripts and field notes that are retained past the 

completion of the dissertation for a secondary research purpose. A copy of the completed dissertation 
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will be provided to you once it is complete and approved by the committee for publication. It is possible 

that secondary research and additional publications will result from this research. If this is the case, your 

identity will continue to remain confidential to the researcher and the comments you make will 

continue to be anonymous. 

 
Electronic research data, research notes, copies of transcripts and audio recordings will be stored on a 

pass word protected private computer owned by me. Back up electronic copies will be stored on a 

password protected storage device. Any hard copies of materials produced will be stored in a secured 

locked cabinet. Due to most software companies warehousing data on US servers, I am notifying you 

that US authorities are legally entitled to access information on US servers under the Patriot Act. My 

intention is to only have data temporarily stored on US servers, and I will delete all interview audio 

recordings as soon as the interview has been transcribed, but I cannot guarantee that data on the server 

has not been copied as part of a data backup system utilized by the software company. 
 
As a prospective participant, you are not compelled to take part in this research.  If you elect to take 

part, you are free to withdraw at any time. Depending upon the time of withdrawal, your confidential 

data may or may not be able to be withdrawn from the research. Similarly, if you elect not to take part 

in this research, this information will be maintained in confidence. As a participant, you will have the 

opportunity to ask any questions prior to the interview, during and after the interview and at any time 

during or after the research process is complete. 

If in the course of your participation, you have any questions or concerns, you are invited to contact the 

in the interest of full disclosure, while I am completing this doctoral research and dissertation, I am a 

full-time employee of Farm Credit Canada in the role of Vice President Operations, Atlantic and Eastern 

Ontario. I am also a member a non-profit organization (Canadian Federation of University Women) and I 

am associated with two professional organizations CPA-NB (Chartered Professional Accountants) and ICF 

(International Coaching Federation as a Certified Coach). The identity of the interviewee will at all times 

remain confidential to this project and no information collected through this research project will be 

shared in any way with any of my affiliated organizations nor with my employer.  

Royal Roads Research Office at 250-391-2511 or 1-800-788-8028. 

By signing this form, you give free and informed consent to participate in this project. Please retain a 

copy of this consent form for your reference. 

 

Name: (Please Print): ______________________________________________________ 

Signed: _________________________________  

Date: ___________________________ 

 

Faith’s email contact: Faith.Matchett@RoyalRoads.ca 

Faith’s research cell – (506)-440-3151 
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Appendix J:  Code Book 

Code Name Description 

Aboriginal Wisdom Reference made to First Nations Elders in a 

wisdom context 

Being a woman in a man’s world Comments made about developing into a leader 

(nominated as a wise leader) as a woman in an 

industry that is still predominately male 

Change management – lead people not change The change is more about leading the people 

thru the change, rather than thinking about the 

change itself 

Gender difference There is a difference between wise women and 

wise men 

Gender difference - no There is no difference between wise women and 

wise men 

Nominator – thoughtful nominated Comments from nominators on the care they too 

when nominating, going through a list of their 

contacts and ruling out most of them before 

selecting the person or persons they nominated 

Trait – able to anticipate  

Trait – able to recognize someone else and 

something else 

 

Trait – accountable, responsible Accountable, responsible, support staff, never 

throw staff under the bus – boss (wise nominee) 
takes accountability 

Trait- action Wise people take action with their wisdom, not 
all philosophical 

Trait - adaptable  

Trait – afraid of failing, want to succeed  

Trait - agile What are important changes so wise people are 

flexible, agile, can reprioritize 

Trait- ambition Ambition is part of the driving force in wisdom 

development 

Trait- appreciation  

Trait – ask questions  

Trait – authentic, genuine Trait of wise people – wise people are authentic 

and genuine 

Trait – balance in life Trait of wise people – wise people have balance 

in their life (work/life balance, etc.) 

Trait – break down problem and give solutions  

Trait – bright, smart, competent Trait of wise people -wise people are bright, 

smart, competent 

Trait – builds relationships  

Trait – calm Trait of wise people – they are calm, don’t fret, 

don’t seem to get worked up 

Trait – capacity to see what is impt Trait of wise people – they have the capacity to 

see what is important 
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Trait – caring, helpful, dependable Trait of wise people – they care and want to help 

others 

Trait- change agent  

     Trait – change as an opportunity  

Trait – coach, develop, advise, role model Trait of wise people – they coach, advise, develop 

others and find joy in this 

Trait - collaborative  

Trait - compassionate  

Trait - confident Trait of wise people – they are confident 

Trait - consistency Trait of wise people – they are consistent 

Trait - courage Trait of wise people – they are courageous 

Trait – creative outlet  

Trait - curious Trait of wise people – they are curious 

Trait - determined  

Trait – emotionally intelligent Trait of wise people – they are emotionally 

intelligent – have high EQ 

Trait - empathetic Trait of wise people – they are empathetic 

Trait - empathic Trait of wise people – they are empathic 

Trait – empowering  

Trait – endurance  

Trait – ethical, right thing to do Trait of wise people – they are ethical, they do 

the right thing 

Trait – fairness  

Trait – generous with time  

Trait – give back  

Trait – good at drawing connections  

Trait – good communication skills Trait of wise people – they are good 

communicators 

Trait – grateful  

Trait – happy  

Trait - have your staff’s back  

Trait – humble not arrogant  

Trait – instinct  

Trait – interpret info to solve prob  

Trait - intuitive  

Trait – know your limitations  

Trait – leading  

Trait – learner  

Trait - listener  

Trait -logical in approach  

Trait – look appropriate, dress, etc.  

Trait – maturity, not about age  

Trait – mistakes ok, move forward  

Trait – more attuned  

Trait – non judgmental  

Trait – not afraid of not being in control  
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Trait – not change, evolution  

Trait – nurture  

Trait -observer  

Trait – ok being uncomfortable  

Trait -open  

Trait – passionate  

Trait – patience  

Trait – perspective  

Trait – positive attitude  

Trait – presence  

Trait -professionalism  

Trait – realist  

Trait – respect for complexity  

Trait – respected  

Trait – respectful  

Trait – says what needs to be said  

Trait – sees the big picture  

Trait – self made  

Trait – sense of humour  

Trait – sensemaker  

Trait – share knowledge  

Trait – silent leader  

Trait – successful  

Trait – surrounds w smart people  

Trait – the way language is used  

Trait – thinks on their feet  

Trait – thoughtful  

Trait – transparent  

Trait – trusts others Wise people trust others 

Trait - trustworthy Can trust wise people 

Trait - truthful Wise people are truthful and have the courage to 

call a spade a spade, say what needs to be said 

Trait -understands human nature  

Trait -unselfish  

Trait – values, know yourself A trait of wise people, operate from a place of 

virtues, guiding principles, know themselves and 

what their values are 

Trait -vulnerability Wise people are vulnerable because they show 

their true self, are open 

Trait – work ethic Wise people have a strong work ethic (perhaps 

this is passion about what they are passionate 

about), a commitment to what they do 

Trait – work thru challenges  

Wis Dev – born wise, genetics There is a component of genetics in wisdom 

development, or the concept of being born wise 
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Wis Dev – not just leaders The concept that we should give all staff the 

opportunity to develop wisdom, not just leaders 

Wis Dev – 360 deg, fast feedback Developing wisdom by using 360-degree 

feedback and other feedback tools 

Wis Dev – a platform for employees to share  

Wis Dev – a practice of thinking  

Wis Dev – ability to see from different 

perspectives 

 

Wis Dev – achievement that is personal  

Wis Dev – aging and experience The idea that wisdom development is at least 

part related to aging and experience 

Wis Dev – ask questions Developing wisdom by asking questions 

Wis Dev – asking for help Reaching out and asking for help when having a 

difficult experience, learning this lesson and then 

asking for help, advise, mentoring of some kind 

Wis Dev – becoming a leader  

Wis Dev – being uncomfortable Developing wisdom by being uncomfortable, 

being ok with being uncomfortable, using the 

discomfort to figure out the learning 

Wis Dev – being vulnerable  

Wis Dev – building relationships  

Wis Dev – business basics Teaching how to build relationships, effectively 

network, have real conversations about real 

topics 

Wis Dev – clarity on values of organization  

Wis Dev – coach, mentor, role model, advisor Developing wisdom by having a coach, mentor, 

advisor 

Wis Dev – communication  

Wis Dev – competency dev not knowledge  

Wis Dev - confidence  

Wis Dev – continuous improve, learning Develop wisdom thru intentional continuous 

improvement – reading, formal education, 

research 

Wis Dev – corporate culture The role of corporate culture in the wisdom 

development of its staff 

Wis Dev – create board of directors for advice  

Wis Dev – cultivate entrepre think.  

Wis Dev – deep conversations  

Wis Dev – definition of success  

Wis Dev – dev people for happiness  

Wis Dev – dev staff, push horizons  

Wis Dev – difficult life experiences  

Wis Dev – do it now  

Wis Dev – do we think long game  

Wis Dev – do what has purpose  

Wis Dev – education  
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Wis Dev – emotional intelligence  

Wis Dev – empathy  

Wis Dev – environment for development Having an environment for development- 

different than culture- environment – as an 

example – where there is windshield time to talk 

with an employee, where there is time to check 

in, have discussions on values 

Wis Dev – evolving  

Wis Dev – experiences  

Wis Dev – focus mindfulness  

Wis Dev – focused on surviving, don’t have time 

to think about it 

 

Wis Dev – giving other confidence  

Wis Dev – go slow to go fast The idea that sometimes in business we are 

predisposed to action and that maybe we don’t 

take time to think and reflect and then act; I think 

the reverse of this is also possible – in that there 

seems to be a preference for collaboration which 

takes time, but doesn’t necessarily lead to wise 

action either 

Wis Dev – golden rule  

Wis Dev – gratitude  

Wis Dev – grounded relationships  

     Wis Dev – relationship building with a 

foundation of trust 

 

Wis Dev – grow leaders  

Wis Dev -happy in work in what doing  

Wis Dev – have to be open  

Wis Dev – inception  

Wis Dev – increase accessibility  

Wis Dev – instructions  

Wis Dev – intentional  

Wis Dev – journal, diary, keep notes  

Wis Dev – know who you are  

Wis Dev – learn 2say what needs 2b  

Wis Dev – learn from experiences  

Wis Dev – listener  

Wis Dev – longer term view  

Wis Dev – make a difference  

Wis Dev – mind body connection health  

Wis Dev – must have mutual trust  

Wis Dev – not staying miserable  

Wis Dev – observation  

Wis Dev – ok to learn thru mistakes  

Wis Dev – own work  

Wis Dev – peer group  
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Wis Dev – purpose  

Wis Dev – putting a team around you and 

delegating 

 

Wis Dev – putting things together in a different 

way 

Putting different bits of information together in a 

different way, slow down, think, learn, and then 

make a decision 

Wis Dev - reading  

Wis Dev – recognizing that people process in 

different ways 

 

Wis Dev – reflection  

Wis Dev – respect for elders  

Wis Dev – role of parents  

Wis Dev – see the truth  

Wis Dev – self realization  

Wis Dev – sensitive  

Wis Dev – sense make, use frameworks  

Wis Dev -sets own goals, pursues, executes  

Wis Dev – society allow to emerge  

Wis Dev – stand up for yourself  

Wis Dev – story telling, use of metaphors  

Wis Dev – taking on new challenges  

Wis Dev – taking the time to think  

Wis Dev – teaching others  

Wis Dev – the more you learn, the more you 

don’t know 

 

Wis Dev – the role of having clear corporate 

values in action 

 

Wis Dev – time to think  

Wis Dev – tools, frameworks  

Wis Dev – tranpt, honest, vuln.  

Wis Dev – travel, other cultures, moving, diversity Grow wisdom by learning about other cultures, 

either through travel or via lectures/courses from 

people in other cultures, develop wisdom by 

living in other places (moving, being transferred); 

also learning from diversity (LBGTQ, disabled 

people, etc.) 

Wis Dev – unconscious conscious  

Wis Dev – understand others persp  

Wis Dev – voices being heard  

Wis Dev – work life blend  

Wis Dev – working for people you love  

Wis Dev – yoga, meditation, spirituality  

Wis Dev – acknowledge who the wise employees 

are 

 

Wisdom – can be developed Comments around the belief that wisdom can be 

developed 
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Wisdom – can be taught, developed  

Wisdom – can’t teach it  

Wisdom – could we think more intentionally 

about who the wise people in our lives are 

 

Wisdom – different from knowledge  

Wisdom – employ know staff values  

Wisdom – employers want it Comments that employers do want wise 

employees 

Wisdom - followership What is the role of followers in wisdom 

development and also leadership and leadership 

development…can’t be a wise leader without 

followers 

Wisdom – how we balance wisdom and business 

imperatives 

 

Wisdom – link to how do we define success  

Wisdom – makes our lives better Comments that wisdom makes our lives better 

Wisdom – means different things to different 

people 

 

Wisdom -measuring  

Wisdom – needs bc complexity Comments that wisdom is needed because of 

complexity (in the world) 

Wisdom – need external support to learn our 

values 

 

Wisdom – not related to age Comments on the belief that wisdom is not 

related to age 

Wisdom - response to complexity Comments re wisdom is a response to complexity 

Wisdom – servant leadership  

Wisdom – speed of change  

Wisdom – the challenge of people understanding  

Wisdom – want 2B around Comments relating to people wanting to be 

around wise people 

Wisdom – we need it  

Wisdom – why develop it in exec Comments on why it is important to develop 

wisdom in executives 

Wisdom – will employers provide time for 

development 

Will employers provide time for employees to 

develop wisdom? 

Wisdom – win win  

Wisdom in youth Older people not necessarily wiser – there are 

wise young people and there are wise old people, 

not all older people are wise 
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Appendix K: UN Global Compact Principles 
Human Rights 

Principle 1: Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally proclaimed human 

rights; and 

Principle 2: make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses. 

Labour 

Principle 3: Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective recognition of the 

right to collective bargaining; 

Principle 4: the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour; 

Principle 5: the effective abolition of child labour, and; 

Principle 6: the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation. 

Environment 

Principle 7: Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental challenges; 

Principle 8: undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental responsibility; and, 

Principle 9: encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies 

Anti-Corruption 

Principle 10: Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion and bribery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


