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Abstract:  There is a growing interest in understanding application of wisdom but abstract and 
intangible personal factors make it difficult to design and achieve practical learning of wisdom. 
The purpose of this research is to identify the key concepts of wisdom and their relationships to 
create a learning and decision making model, or a Wise Action Model (WAM) for organizational 
knowledge workers. A review of relevant models, theories, and related literatures from various 
disciplines was undertaken, which identified prior knowledge and its comprehension and 
understanding as the significant concepts of wisdom. The resulting WAM conceptual framework 
defines relationships between these key concepts and the impacting factors, such as, motivations, 
reliance on embedded cues and signs in the environment, and the values (especially the moral 
values) needed to recognize and remember project stakeholders. This study’s contribution is 
significant as wisdom needs more attention in the knowledge management literature and findings 
of this study are expected to influence the theory and practices in this field. 
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“By three methods we may learn wisdom: first, by reflection, which is noblest; second, by 
imitation, which is easiest; and third, by experience, which is the bitterest.” 

Quote attributed to Confucius by Kessler & Bailey (2007, p. xxvi) 

Introduction 

Various literary viewpoints exist on wisdom, for example, research works carried out at the Max 

Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin (Baltes & Smith 2008; Baltes & Staudinger 

2000) visualize wisdom as a complex and dynamic expert system dealing with the conduct and 

understanding of life. Other researchers like Afzal (2012, p. 9) suggest that within the data, 

information, knowledge, and wisdom (DIKW) hierarchy presented by Ackoff (1989) wisdom is 

the culminating point, or the highest level data can reach. Wisdom is also said to initiate and 

guide changes in personal and work lives, which makes it the apex of intellectual and moral 

judgements (Kessler & Bailey 2007, p. xxx). To reach this apex, there are several 

transformations that will need to be performed by individuals, for example, converting data to 

information, information to knowledge, and knowledge to wisdom (Zeleny 1987). When any one 

of these transformations successfully happens then Zeleny counts that as a step up in human 

cognition, and a contribution towards increasing the sum of human wisdom. Other than just 

being a field of scientific inquiry, wisdom is generally viewed as a gift of God in theological 

studies. Different religions then use special terms for wisdom as per their scriptures, for example, 

hocma (Hebrew) in Judaism and hikmah (Arabic) in Islam (Ferrari et al. 2011). These two terms 

were said to be influenced by sophia (contemplative wisdom) or phronesis (practical wisdom) 

from ancient Greek philosophy. Aristotle called phronesis a virtue of wisdom, which is essential 

for maintaining work and social relationships in life (Schwartz & Sharpe 2006). 
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Wisdom is also required to reach sound judgements because a person may possess one type of 

knowledge, which by itself  is not sufficient as wisdom requires a deeper insight into the very 

fundamental pragmatics of life (McKenna, Rooney & Boal 2009). Such deeper insight is the 

reason that formal education can only teach learners what the characteristics of wisdom are, 

rather than instil wisdom in them (Küpers & Pauleen 2015). To live a wise life the person will 

need to learn about not just the characteristics of wisdom, but to adapt an integrated outlook 

towards life (Afzal 2012, p. 9), and Afzal cites an example of such a wise life from Covey (1992, 

p. 22),  

“Wisdom suggests a sage perspective on life, a sense of balance, a keen understanding of how 
the various parts and principles apply and relate to each other. It embraces judgment, 

discernment, and comprehension. It is a oneness, and integrated wholeness”.  

Afzal’s point of view is that wisdom is not just attained through formal academic training and/or 

professional work, but is a sum of these trainings and all the other knowledge that an individual 

gains or experiences, picks up, and retains as he or she goes through life. Thus, the knowledge 

attained in the past should be used to reflect and foresee the consequence of future actions, and 

wise people mould their future moves to achieve a fair outcome as per the following quote: 

“We are made wise not by recollection of our past, but by the responsibility for our future” 
Quote attributed to George Bernard Shaw by Kessler & Bailey (2007, p. xxvii) 

The above cited studies indicate that a key element of wisdom is knowledge, and one definition 

of knowledge places it as being a very person specific justified belief (Kessler & Bailey 2007). A 

person may know something or believe in something personally witnessed, but can the actions 

resulting from that personal knowledge be termed as wise? In other words, a wise person will 

need to be knowledgeable, but is a knowledgeable person wise? Indications are that there are 

factors others than knowledge at play here and this study attempts to define and break down the 
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various elements of wisdom identified in the literature to show their relationships and 

connections, and contextualize the use of wisdom in the life of a knowledge worker to facilitate 

routine practices and decision making. Thus the purpose of this research is to draw out the 

fundamental elements and key concepts of wisdom from the literature that potentially influence 

the professional lives of knowledge workers in an organization as they conduct routine work and 

take decisions. To achieve this purpose, the current research was initiated and inspired by some 

popular models and theories such as the DIKW (Ackoff 1989), the Berlin wisdom paradigm 

(Baltes & Staudinger 2000), the Balance theory of wisdom (Sternberg 1998), Rowley’s (2006) 

work in Information Sciences domain, and the information systems approach used as in wisdom 

networks to identify the core characteristics of wisdom. This list of these characteristics 

continued to grow when other wisdom related research was considered, and relationships 

emerged to take the shape of a wise action model presented here.  

Based on the reviewed literature, the current study will move beyond the data, information, and 

knowledge deliberations and attempt to unravel the complexity of wisdom and its related 

components to create a new wise action model, which should offer a practical approach for 

organizational knowledge workers to incorporate wisdom into their decision making process. 

Knowledge workers are the identified beneficiaries as they are expected to innovate to come up 

with high quality outputs while working autonomously (Drucker 1999). Therefore, it is a 

profession where wisdom related attributes are in high demand and by identifying these 

attributes, this study is expected to make an important contribution to the theories and practices 

in the field of information and knowledge management, library and information sciences, and 

organizational sciences.  
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This study’s contribution is also significant as wisdom lacks the attention it deserves in 

traditional knowledge management literature (Dalal 2008; Rowley 2006, 2007), especially when 

it comes to its application in organizations by individuals or groups over time (Baltes & Smith 

2008; Small 2004). Recent times have seen a resurgence in wisdom related research, with more 

focus on practical wisdom in an organizational context than from traditional philosophical 

domains (Prusak 2013). Such a focus is essential to solve the ever increasing problems of 

specificity, relevance, and conflict in personal and work lives of workers as wisdom is replaced 

by ‘modern ethics’, and instils in an individual the will to do the right thing (Schwartz & Sharpe 

2006). These changes also require ethically sound judgements to be backed by moral excellence 

and pursuit of common good situated within its decision makers, where the ultimate objective is 

to focus on the actual situation, serve people, and avoid excess and greed (Nonaka & Takeuchi 

2011). Therefore, Nonaka and Takeuchi recommend that workers at all levels of an organization 

need to be trained in the use of practical wisdom. 

This research will indicate that wisdom still tends to remain elusive, and is harder to understand 

and acquire as compared to knowledge, and depends on context, virtues and values in addition to 

tacit and explicit knowledge components usually discussed in the knowledge management (KM) 

literature. Explored will also be the question of whether wisdom can be taught and learned where 

Sternberg (2003) believes it is possible to learn and teach wisdom, while Aristotle, as cited by 

Schwartz & Sharpe (2006), suggests that wisdom can be learned. Schwartz and Sharpe add that 

wisdom is a product of life experiences limited to specific domains only. For example, a person 

may be a wise teacher but not a wise parent due to a lack of experience. This question of whether 

wisdom can be taught or learned has been asked previously e.g. as per various citations provided 

in Küpers & Pauleen (2015, p. 494) and will no doubt continue to intrigue researchers and 
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practitioners alike in times to come. The current study will simply be another step in this 

direction, and will contribute by outlining the key concepts of wisdom and its attributes in the 

shape of a wise action model, which should help knowledge workers implement the practice of 

wisdom in their routine tasks and projects. 

Defining wisdom 

Wisdom research needs to transcend disciplinary boundaries (Dalal 2008) and therefore it is 

important to review its definitions in professional and academic research works from the fields of 

Management, Philosophy, Psychology, Information and Knowledge Management, Library and 

information sciences. Within the public and professional domain, Oxford online dictionary 

defines wisdom as, “The quality of having experience, knowledge, and good judgement” while 

Collins online dictionary defines wisdom as “knowledge of what is true or right coupled with 

just judgment as to action; sagacity, discernment, or insight”. From a management perspective, 

Ackoff (1989) notes that wisdom is an ability to foresee the long-term consequences of any act 

and be able to evaluate the consequences with respect to an ideal scenario. From an academic 

perspective, Kessler and Bailey’s (2007, p. xviii) comprehensive review of modern and 

contemporary philosophical, historic, and religious definitions indicates that wisdom can be a 

noun, as it can be possessed by an individual or an entity, or a verb because wisdom provides a 

process of understanding and acting on the world. Within Philosophy, the Berlin wisdom 

paradigm (Baltes & Smith 2008; Baltes & Staudinger 2000) provides a broader definition of 

wisdom as the excellence of mind and virtue that help an individual understand the fundamental 

pragmatics of life. So wisdom can be possessed as a quality, or can be the ability to make 
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sensible decisions. And finally from the information science perspective, Rowley (2006, p. 257) 

surveyed several definitions of wisdom in various disciplines to come up with the following:  

“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).” 

Both the Berlin paradigm and Rowley definitions signify the active and practical nature of 

wisdom, where a person wishing to be wise has to act wisely, not just think wisely (Sternberg 

2003, p. 188), or the actions reflect practical wisdom (Schwartz & Sharpe 2006). As defined by 

Aristotle (cited by Calleja & Melé (2016)) practical wisdom, or Phronesis, helps one “to 

deliberate well about what is good and expedient for himself, not in some particular respect, e.g. 

about what sorts of thing conduce to health or to strength, but about what sorts of thing conduce 

to the good life in general”. Simply stated, practical wisdom is the ability to apply knowledge of 

the highest good in the domain to everyday life (Fischer 2015). It is about visualizing and 

reflecting on things and events that lead to a happy and virtuous life, which may sound a bit 

idealistic but certainly provides a road map of how to act while keeping in mind other people 

affected by the act (Prusak 2013). A measure of practical wisdom based on self-reporting is 

worth mentioning here as it uses adjectives like clear thinking, fair minded, realistic, reflective, 

tolerant, understanding etc. in interpersonal domain (Wink & Helson 1997). 

Summarizing the definitions reviewed above, the practical and active nature of wisdom is well 

reflected in Rowley’s definition stated above as it focuses on actions based on prior knowledge 

and anticipated community benefits. Thus, wisdom appears to be distinct from intelligence in not 

just about being ethical or effective, but more focused on attaining common good. Another key 

distinctive feature that emerges from these definitions is that wisdom is focused on the future, 

while data, information, and knowledge are based on the present and the past. Wisdom also 
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differs from knowledge as the latter is an understanding of information through analysis and 

synthesis that leads to justified true beliefs, while wisdom is superordinate to knowledge and 

simply uses it to reach sound judgments while involving a deeper, broader, experienced, and 

even contradictory immersion (Kessler & Bailey 2007) The concept of prior knowledge as a 

component of wisdom requires more attention here as experience and passion are said to be 

another two prerequisites for developing wisdom (Bierly III, Kessler & Christensen 2000). While 

passion (or motivation) will be discussed later in this article, initial focus here is on the role of 

skills and practice in gaining the experiential knowledge needed for wisdom.  

Prior knowledge & wisdom 

Knowledge is a core term associated with Wisdom in the literature (Bennet & Bennet 2008). 

Prior knowledge residing in a person can consist of common knowledge, as being about things or 

events that are known from everyday observations and education, or experiential knowledge 

where the focus is on life experiences, which most laypeople typically associate with wisdom 

due to the broad spectrum of these experiences (Glück & Bluck 2013). Common knowledge may 

be characterized as universal truths, facts such as pitch darkness of night will be pierced by the 

light brought forth from the rays of sunlight in the morning, or that measure of time is by the 

movement of the earth around the sun, or that heavenly bodies can be used for navigational 

purposes during the day and the night, on land and the sea. In professional domains, such as for 

knowledge workers, the level of common knowledge will vary from one professional to the 

other, but everyone in a profession is expected to learn and possess at least the basic skills 

required. 
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Experiential knowledge sometimes may also reflect wisdom as learning experiences are gained 

with life events and over time, perhaps over many years (Jessup & Valacich 2003), and can be 

elusive (Kessler & Bailey 2007, p. xxvi). To gather and convert such elusive knowledge into an 

explicitly shareable form, Nonaka & Takeuchi (2011) recommend that the principles be drawn 

from life experiences, which should then be written down so that they can be remembered, acted 

upon, and easily shared. They also recommend that cultivation of wise judgement requires a 

study of liberal arts to learn the fundamental of knowledge and its application. Such standards 

need to be adapted by knowledge workers as by definition, they must be willing lifelong learners 

and teachers to acquire and share knowledge in an effective manner (Drucker 1999). Such 

learning should create a discipline specific wise worker who is able to learn formal or explicit 

knowledge of the field, its extended sub-disciplines, and of the profession as a whole (Afzal 

2012). 

Examples from two other professions also indicate a relationship between experiential 

knowledge and wisdom. For example, ballet dancers gain wisdom related attributes, such as 

resilience to adversity through training and experience, and this wisdom changes systematically 

with the number of years of practice (Williams et al. 2016). From another very different domain, 

the church ministers gain experience and learn over time by acquiring the abilities to recognise 

the situational contexts and emotions (Cahalan 2016, p. 16). Cahalan maintains that such 

competency reflects practical wisdom when the ministers are able to think creatively based on 

the skills that they have acquired over the years.  

Experiential knowledge is also gained from life experiences such as growing-up culture, 

upbringing, and religious affiliations. For example, Western cultures value the cognitive aspects 
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of wisdom while East and South Asian cultures value personal aspects such as discretion, Jews 

exhibit a higher level of practical wisdom, while Muslims focus more on the spiritual aspects of 

wisdom (Ferrari et al. 2011). Upbringing in conservative cultures may result in women 

displaying lesser attributes of wisdom compared to men; one reason being that male members are 

involved in family and community decision making from an early age (Maroof et al. 2015). A 

wise knowledge worker should then possess cross-cultural intelligence and have the ability to 

function successfully in an environment where individuals come from diverse cultures, and have 

experienced different programming (Earley & Offermann 2007). Such a professional will respect 

and draw upon the cultural and traditional values existing in an organization to develop personal 

insights (McKenna, Rooney & Boal 2009), and will take time afterwards to reflect and ponder 

over past experiences, events, and discourses (Baltes & Staudinger 2000).   

Experiential knowledge also consists of what people visualize and physically experience in terms 

of objects, processes, and events, and what directly affects them or their organizations and is 

stored as tacit knowledge (Smith 2001). Smith links this tacit knowledge to intuition and wisdom 

as it is the knowledge acquired through practice and personal experiences, and often resides in 

the head. This vital tacit knowledge then needs to be combined with formal and explicit forms of 

knowledge to complete a wise application (Sternberg 2003, p. 155). For the purposes of this 

article, the prior knowledge is thus a collection of common, explicit and tacit knowledges learnt 

and acquired by an individual or by a group within an organization. 

Age as a contributory factor in prior knowledge 

Bennet & Bennet’s (2008) study indicates that wisdom depends on life’s rich experiences, and 

hypothesizes that wisdom increases with age. Most of the wisdom-related knowledge is said to 
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appear in late adolescence and early adulthood, but the levels of wisdom do not change 

significantly during much of the adulthood until the person ages some more (Baltes & Smith 

2008). However, some people in midlife may demonstrate higher wisdom compared to younger 

and older people because they have by that time attained a critical mass of life experiences in 

social, family, and emotional contexts (Webster, Westerhof & Bohlmeijer 2014). No gender 

differences in attainment of wisdom were mentioned in the Webster et al. study, similar to 

another study (Heckhausen, Dixon, and Baltes (1989), cited by Baltes & Smith (2008)) which 

showed that wisdom is one of the positive characteristics that a person, regardless of gender, is 

expected to gain in mid-to-late life. A younger person may be termed as ‘wise beyond years’, but 

gaining wisdom with age is understandable because children and adolescents have lesser life 

experiences and hence display lesser characteristics of practical or general wisdom (Ferrari et al. 

2011). 

There is no guarantee that age and experience guarantee wisdom, except that these factors 

certainly do contribute (Jordan & Sternberg 2007; Maroof et al. 2015). Quality of life 

experiences, and an individual’s capability to reflect and learn from those experiences contribute 

more towards wisdom development than just age (Webster, Westerhof & Bohlmeijer 2014). As 

one ages, there may be other factors contributing towards wisdom, for example risks, social 

conflicts, uncertainties faced during one’s lifetime, self-reflection practices, intertemporal 

choices made etc., and a meta-analysis investigating links between these factors and wisdom 

indicated no clear relationships (Lim & Yu 2015). Finally, the multifaceted framework of 

wisdom proposed by Baltes & Staudinger (2000) places age among the identified mediating 

factors in the facilitative experiential contexts, and indicates that wisdom is higher for people 

moving from midlife to old age.  
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It can be concluded on the basis of the evidence presented here that there is a need to remember 

past experiences and interactions with stakeholders, and one needs to reflect and learn from these 

rich occurrences to ensure that wisdom prevails in all present decisions and future actions. Only 

then the impact of the decision on future circumstances can be termed as being wise. An 

individual should in-principle be able to make use of past experiential learning to make wiser 

decision as the comprehension and understanding of prior knowledge improves with age. Same 

may be said for an organization where adequate organizational memory retention procedures and 

systems need to be in place to manage the prior knowledge in an easily shareable format.  

Understanding prior Knowledge 

Consider next how the prior knowledge of an individual, or an entity may be applied, as per the 

“put into action” aspect of Rowley’s (2006) definition. The action component is important as 

wisdom may be achieved even when partial knowledge is combined with an awareness of what 

can be done on the basis of that knowledge, and what actions need to be undertaken (McKenna, 

Rooney & Boal 2009). After all, wisdom is about taking actions to use the knowledge well, 

rather than just possessing it (Jordan & Sternberg 2007). Prior to taking actions, knowledge 

workers are trained to ask task relevant questions right in the beginning in order to understand 

the context, and to understand the acquired knowledge (Drucker 1999). Any actions can only be 

taken by workers when a good understanding of the existing prior knowledge, the environment, 

and social actors is present (Ackoff 1989), which may be the reason why understanding is a core 

word associated with wisdom (Bennet & Bennet 2008). Moving away from the criticisms of 

DIKW model (e.g. Frické (2009), Ackoff placed understanding between knowledge and wisdom 

in the DIKW pyramid, and asserted that while knowledge is good enough to improve efficiency 
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and leads to organizational growth, it is the understanding of this knowledge which leads to 

wisdom and consequently improves effectiveness of operations, or results in innovation & 

development. Bellinger, Castro & Mills (2004) adds that:  

“The difference between understanding and knowledge is the difference between "learning" and 
"memorizing". People who have understanding can undertake useful actions because they can 
synthesize new knowledge, or in some cases, at least new information, from what is previously 
known (and understood). That is, understanding can build upon currently held information, 
knowledge and understanding itself.” 

Spiritually speaking, holy scriptures like Quran (undated) put forth the example of evolution of 

mankind in this respect where one human being divided into many over thousands of years, and 

those many human beings further subdivided into the so many people that exist now. Among 

these millions of human beings, people differ from each other with their varying skill sets, 

thoughts, aspirations, and capabilities. Therefore, each person will act differently by aspiring to 

reach personal goals, acquiring knowledge from various sources, and applying it differently to 

meet different levels of success. Moving from the divine to the earthly, a study by Bellinger, 

Castro & Mills (2004) indicates that work differences appear because some people are better able 

to ‘learn’ rather than ‘memorise’, are better able to synthesize newly acquired knowledge from 

what was previously understood, and hence are able to take useful actions. Indeed, one of the 

important attributes of wisdom is exceptional understanding where a person uses common sense 

and experiential knowledge to see things in a larger context (Holliday and Chandler (1986) cited 

by Rowley (2006)). Similarly, a wise person understands the larger context, or the environment 

surrounding the issue in terms of people, their relationships, the problem, its nature, and the 

standard procedures (Lewicki 2007). Thus wisdom depends on all phases of knowledge holding 

and its use (Meacham, cited in Sternberg (1990, p. 187), in turn cited in Small (2004)). A person 
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can be highly intelligent and creative but not wise, and may in fact turn out to be very dangerous 

if lacking wisdom (Sternberg 2003, p. 158). 

Continuing to elaborate on the aspect of understanding, Bierly III, Kessler & Christensen (2000) 

hypothesize that a learning process results in better outcome when a wise person is able to use 

knowledge to discern judgments and take action.  Or in other words, Bierly et al. indicate that a 

wise person is able to derive and apply the previously gained knowledge according to his or her 

own comprehension & understanding. Ackoff (1989) calls this stage ‘synthesizing new 

knowledge’ where useful actions are taken on the basis of new knowledge acquired, and asserts 

that wisdom builds on previously held knowledge. Bellinger, Castro & Mills (2004) contend that 

understanding occurs at all levels DIKW; understanding of data, information, and knowledge. 

Therefore, a wise person needs to understand the relationships in data, to understand patterns in 

information, and to understand principles of knowledge.  

What does emerge from this review is that understanding is deemed to be a higher faculty than 

knowledge, and is a necessary attribute of wisdom to successful unravel the meaning of the 

acquired knowledge. This inference is derived because the above discussion indicates that two 

people may acquire the same set of knowledge and skills, but their application or action will be 

quite different based on what they understood. Each person will try to derive concepts and 

meaning from the prior knowledge based on their own learning, experiences and capabilities. 

Methods to improve understanding of knowledge 

Various methods have been suggested in the literature to improve one’s capacity to understand 

knowledge. A key advocated technique in the literature reviewed is meditation and deeper 
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thinking to develop mindfulness, improve focus and concentration on existing knowledge, and to 

help develop an understanding of existing knowledge needed to induce insights and wisdom. 

Meditation increases compassionate responses (Condon et al. 2013), and along with praying and 

development of other spiritual faculties has usually been associated with developing a 

‘transformational mindfulness’ in Eastern cultures where people are mindful of others around 

them (Weick & Putnam 2006). A good example of the link between meditation and wisdom has 

been provided in a study of meditation practitioners and ballet dancers by Williams et al. (2016). 

Williams et al. study indicates that meditation practice is related to increased wisdom, where the 

effect may be due to the presence of lower anxiety among meditation practitioners. Thus they 

conclude that meditation may contribute to wisdom as it trains a person to overcome life 

anxieties.  

Another way of gaining a solid grasp and understanding of one’s own prior knowledge is by 

following the principle of “know thyself”, which is said to be one of the seven sages of ancient 

Greece (Boyatzis (2007, p. 225), and is a core word associated with wisdom in literature (Bennet 

& Bennet 2008). This principle primarily focuses on self-exploration and reflection, and 

stipulates that through reflection one gets to better understand what is in their mind, heart, and 

body, to comprehend what are their motivating and driving characteristics, and to discover what 

their values are. One needs to reflect on events from different perspectives to try and bring out 

the reality without any distortions, and such a reflective capability is prerequisite to developing 

cognitive wisdom (Ardelt 2003). Innate to Intent theory (Jones 2005) is also focused on 

reflection where wisdom is stated to be an innate quality which is deeply veiled within 

individuals, and individuals must look deep within themselves (through reflection) to understand 

the accumulated knowledge and use it with intent. This theory suggests that reflection or 
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introspection helps a person know oneself, their abilities, and helps in modifying or redirecting 

thoughts as the understanding of self grows.  

A conclusion drawn from the review in this section is that self-reflection helps a person act 

wisely even if the acquired knowledge and understanding of the system is incomplete, but 

enough information is available to allow for a rational decision to happen after adequate thought 

has been given to the issue. In other words, a better understanding of the prior knowledge 

existing inside a person should emerge naturally with reflection. Therefore, it has to be 

knowledge + understanding, which may be incomplete individually, but when combined may 

result in a wise and practical decision.  

Signs and cues to enhance knowledge & understanding 

Unwillingness to rely on intuition has been termed as one of the root causes of failure in the 

work of scientists (Polanyi (1966) as cited by Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007)). Expert decision 

making often happens rapidly and intuitively and responsible persons are not able to report how 

the result was attained (Simon 1987). These decisions may be made on the basis of gut feeling or 

emotions, where decision based on gut feelings can be superior to emotionally backed decisions 

as the latter may be irrational and fueled by feelings and biases rather than actual understanding 

of the environment and situation (Bierly & Kolodinsky 2007). Though emotions can play a 

critical role. For example, church ministers need to get emotionally involved in the choices 

already made or being contemplated by their patrons, but should then be able to step back and 

reflect so that their own personal emotions do not derail them (Cahalan 2016, p. 16; Glück & 

Bluck 2013). Cues may signal future problems, and therefore the environment must be 
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continuously scanned for long term forces that do not have an immediate impact, but are 

overshadowed by current problems with proximate deadlines (Simon 1987).  

Malan & Kriger (1998) point out that it is sometimes only signs like a subtle nod of head, or an 

eyebrow raising that managers should be able to pick up. Wise knowledge workers must also 

understand the culture and associated symbolism to decode and interpret meaning of the cues and 

signs (Baltes & Smith 2008). This understanding is necessary because wisdom is stated to be 

manifested in nonverbal and social behaviour, and the symbolism can be simple actions such as 

attentive listening, empathy, and tempered concern, all of which contribute towards the 

attribution that a person is wise. Developing such socialized skills to recognize gestures require 

incorporating bodily know-how and principles of action as routine habits (Küpers & Pauleen 

2015).  

The review above suggests that sharp attention is required in practice to pick up and utilize the 

signs and cues present in the environment. Mental maps of organizational members may help 

decision makers prepare in advance to pick up clues and meanings during their interactions 

(Malan & Kriger 1998). Sometimes the signals and stimuli may appear to be contradictory, but a 

wise leader should be able to capture and interpret these cues in conjunction with the acquired 

knowledge and understanding, and be able to integrate them in a holistic manner to act on them. 

Combining the signs and cues with prior knowledge and its understanding will enable a decision 

maker to sense the nature of people, things, and be able to envisage a bigger picture of the future 

for a better decision (Nonaka & Takeuchi 2011). Therefore an understanding of the environment 

is critical, and signs and cues existing in the environment play a very important role in such 

intuitive decision making when the knowledge and understanding may be incomplete. A 



  Page 18 
 
 

knowledge worker must then learn to identify, understand, and learn from the signs and cues 

available in the current settings to take an intuitive (and wise) decision.  

Belief as a driver of wisdom 

Continuing with the ‘action’ and practical aspects of wisdom in real life situations, a will to act 

needs to be present along with the required skills (Schwartz & Sharpe 2006), where skill is 

understood to be an attribute of intellectual strengths, while the will to do the right thing 

demonstrates wisdom. A worst case scenario suggested by Schwartz and Sharpe is that the skills 

may well end up as an instrument of manipulation and abuse if the will to do the right thing is 

missing. Divinely speaking, Quran (undated) describes a typical scenario in farm setting where a 

farmer knows from a blend of common and experiential knowledge that moisture will rise from 

the oceans and bring rain bearing clouds, which will eventually bring much needed water to his 

crops. A spiritual farmer will also have a firm belief that God will make it happen. The farmer 

has the knowledge about the timings and mechanisms for planting the crops, and applies that 

knowledge according to his own insights and understanding to complete the farming process. All 

of this activity is undertaken with a will and firm belief or motivation that at the end of the day, 

there will be a plentiful crop for use by family or to sell in the market for profit. Literature (e.g. 

(Jordan & Sternberg 2007) indicates that for wisdom to be reflected in what the farmer is doing, 

unrealistic optimism needs to be avoided and past mistakes need to be acknowledged and 

avoided, or what is termed as the fallacy of unrealistic optimism. Motivation has also been linked 

to passion as it energizes an individual to undertake a wise action, or the will to do good (Bierly 

III, Kessler & Christensen 2000). Examples can be seen in the case of whistle blowers, 
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policemen, and soldiers who act despite adverse odds, thus displaying courage and prosocial 

motivation to do the right thing according to their beliefs and causes (Lim & Yu 2015).  

Preliminary visualization of the core wisdom concepts 

 

Summing up the discussion and examples presented so far, wisdom seems to depend primarily 

on the existing common and experiential knowledge of workers when they apply the knowledge 

according to their own understanding, with the belief that they will be able to complete a task. 

Thus these are the two core concepts of wisdom identified thus far. Also present are some 

influencing factors that play a key role in generating wisdom from prior knowledge and its 

understanding. For example, the prior knowledge accumulated and its understanding will be 

affected by the age (experience) of the worker, while the signs and cues that were successfully 

picked up from the environment will affect the understanding of knowledge, and may reside in 

the prior knowledge of the worker. Finally, if the will to act rightly, and the faith, belief or 

motivation simply to act on a task at hand is missing then all the knowledge and understanding of 

the procedures will not result in the planting of the crop by the farmer, or undertaking of projects 

by knowledge workers in an organization.  

 

Based on these identified premises, a preliminary framework of wisdom or wise actions is 

presented in figure 1, which brings together the two key concepts as the core building blocks of 

wisdom; the prior knowledge, and the comprehension and understanding of that knowledge. 

Influencing factors that impact the core building blocks are the signs and cues in the 

environment, the age and experience, and the beliefs and motivations needed to direct the act in 
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the right (wise) direction. Application of these key concepts and their influencing factors as 

demonstrated in the figure 1 framework may potentially lead to a wise action. 

 

Figure 1 to be placed here. 

 

Importance of ethics and values for wise actions 

After modelling these key concepts of wisdom leading to the application of knowledge as per 

one’s understanding, another key attribute of wisdom that needs discussion is ethics as per 

Rowley’s (2006) definition. Rowley’s definition identified ethical and social considerations, 

which are construed as “Wisdom = Knowledge + Ethics+ Action”. The concept of ethics is key 

here as it may be the fundamental attribute of wise leaders as per Aristotle’s view on the role of 

ethics and virtues in wisdom (McKenna, Rooney & Boal 2009), and almost every written piece 

on wisdom addresses and includes it. Aristotle’s ancient commitment to wisdom also forms an 

integral part of the more recent theories of wisdom e.g. Sternberg’s three-part theory of wisdom 

(Sternberg 1998).  

In a knowledge model, Debons, Horne & Cronenweth (1988, pp. 5-7) portray values to be an 

important element of the decision making process during the lead-up to wisdom. They further 

articulate(p. 6) that once the knowledge is available, then values, ethics, and reasoning can be 

applied to keep building a knowledge base till a wise conclusion is reached that will benefit self 

and others. Malan & Kriger (1998) highlight the role of ethical values in an individual’s moral 

development, which guide organizational decision makers to act in a situational appropriate 
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manner while utilizing all their experience. Managerial wisdom is then termed by Malan and 

Kriger as the ability to detect fine nuances of morality between what is right and what is not. 

Problem which arises at this point is the inability, or the unwillingness of decision makers to go 

out and find easily available information and knowledge to ensure that such values, or wisdom, 

are maintained in organizations, as was evidenced in the recent times of financial crises (Prusak 

2013). 

Religious and spiritually inspired aspect of ethical values are important in maintaining principles, 

and a detailed discussion on the topic can be found in Bierly III, Kessler & Christensen (2000) & 

Bierly & Kolodinsky (2007). These two studies point out that spirituality provides guidance, 

reassurance, faith and courage to undertake wise decisions as wisdom is gained through self-

reflection on experiences and personal goals. A transcendental meditation model is mentioned in 

these studies, which is said to have attracted some organizational attention to increase employee 

motivation, creativity, and job satisfaction. Einstein, as cited by Bierly, moves away from 

religion and thinks that simple use of accumulated knowledge is insufficient to achieve wisdom 

without adding a component of spirituality, or keeping faith in moral values during the decision 

making process. Finally, McKenna, Rooney & Boal (2009) focus more on the organizational 

leadership aspect and point to strong links between values and ethical sensibilities and spiritually 

inspired leadership. 

The motivation for a knowledge worker to display ethics in all aspect of work is that a person 

with a reputation for integrity and honesty will automatically generate more power and enjoy a 

competitive advantage (Lewicki 2007, p. 128). Sternberg’s balance theory of wisdom (Jordan & 

Sternberg 2007; Sternberg 2003) suggests that wisdom enables an intelligent and knowledgeable 
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person possessing social values to reach common good by balancing interpersonal, intrapersonal, 

and extrapersonal interests to adapt to or shape environment. Based on Sternberg’s theory and 

other views presented thus far, values can be divided into three factors, the ethical, social and 

moral value factors.  

Ethical value factor is that:  

- The ethical values include integrity, honesty, sincerity, consistency and courage (Liew 

2013). Above all, Liew advises that a wise person should be willing to intervene and 

voice objections when facing an unethical situation, or take action.  

A couple of social value factors are that: 

1) Being prosocial or acting beyond one’s self-interest to benefit other people in the society 

by reciprocating, avoiding inequity and displaying altruism (Lim & Yu 2015). This 

prosocial attribute of wisdom can be equated with social intelligence, which is termed as 

one of the biggest contributory factor to wisdom related performance (Baltes & 

Staudinger 2000), and is higher for people possessing a greater understanding of social 

environment, its actors and their relationships in an organization (Boal & Hooijberg 

2001). In the latter study, social intelligence is said to include empathy and conflict 

management skills, two factors that facilitate a right (wise) decision at the right time. 

Understanding human nature and contextual limitations is important also to gain the right 

social values (Liew 2013). 
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2) The ultimate criterion of any action should be to achieve common good of the 

organization within the common good of the community (Calleja & Melé 2016; Nonaka 

& Takeuchi 2011). 

The second social value factor described above leads nicely to the moral value factor: 

- A worker is able to attain moral maturity by standing outside the situation and justifying 

one’s actions in terms of universal moral principles of integrity, compassion, 

responsibility, forgiveness, justice etc. (Bierly & Kolodinsky 2007, p. 69). Indeed 

morality, with its focus on common good, may be the factor that makes wisdom so 

different from practical knowledge (Sternberg 2003). Most other virtues of wisdom need 

a strong connection with moral values to ensure that practical wisdom is displayed 

(Stichter 2015). 

These three value factors should then play a key role in how a project is planned, designed and 

executed, and may also be compared with personal consciousness that coaxes a person to do the 

right thing; an attribute that is generally associated with practical wisdom (Calleja & Melé 2016; 

Rowley 2006). Zeleny (1987) calls this righteousness ‘enlightenment’, and has described it as 

attaining the truth, having it socially acceptable, respected and sanctioned. Sternberg (1998) 

equates doing the right thing with an individual’s goal to achieve common good by balancing 

interpersonal interests within an environmental context. What is common good, or good values, 

will differ from person to person, but the core interpersonal values of morality, honesty, 

reciprocity etc. as outlined above are common to world’s great ethical systems and religions 

(Sternberg 2003, p. 156).  
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All the research works cited above clearly indicate that adherence to ethical and social values 

play a key role, perhaps even a definitive one, in ensuring that wise actions or decisions happen. 

By applying these values in practical work roles, a knowledge worker can ensure that the project 

outcomes are in the best interests of the organization and the community, 

Recognizing and remembering the human resources 

One of the social value factor identified above was regarding interpersonal relationships. For an 

organization wishing to maintain communication, cooperation and harmony among its 

workforce, management literature identifies tools such as role modeling (Jordan & Sternberg 

2007), communities of practice (Smith 2001), transformational leadership, and developing a 

shared understanding of the organizational culture (Bierly III, Kessler & Christensen 2000) to 

help the employees interact better with each other so that an effective knowledge transfer can 

happen. A very popular context in which relationships are formed and people interactions occur 

in Japan is ba (place, space, or field) (Nonaka & Takeuchi 2011). Ba can be in formal or 

informal settings, and participants in a ba come together to share information, build relationships, 

and gain deeper understanding of phenomena to create meaning.  

Wisdom requires that interpersonal skills should be developed, such as, being empathetic 

towards others, or being able to display a higher perspective towards life by a knowledge worker 

taking decisions on their own, or when working within an organization where decision making is 

based on collective wisdom (Booker & Dunsmore 2015). Self-centeredness needs to be reduced, 

and other people’s behavior needs to be better understood to display affective wisdom and 

improved emotions and demeanor towards others (Ardelt 2003). Wise leaders understand other 

people through a high degree of commitment to communication, and converse with as many 
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people as possible (Nonaka & Takeuchi 2011). Most personal interactions of wise individuals, 

especially leaders, are guided by honesty, logic, and reasonableness (Baltes & Staudinger 2000). 

The authors go on to state that the whole organization will benefit, not just the leaders, when 

individuals learn to consult, negotiate, and work with each other, and thus are able to adapt a 

collective approach to wisdom.  

To negotiate on matters of mutual interest, individual must learn to use appropriate power, be 

able to set aside differences and biases, understand organizational strategies and culture (Lewicki 

2007, p. Table 6.1 on page 114). A higher skill needed to negotiate wisely is when an 

understanding of the other person, their personality and style, their aspirations, and their 

objectives exists(p. 119), and people learn to act ethically and empathetically towards others 

(Booker & Dunsmore 2015). All individuals involved in the decision making process need to 

understand that a wise decision requires balancing self-interests with interests of internal (or 

directly involved) and external stakeholders (Jordan & Sternberg 2007). Test of success is said to 

be one which checks if all stakeholders benefited from the decision or it served only a few 

isolated interests. Ackoff (1989) states that as a principle, everyone affected by a decision (called 

the decision stakeholders) should be involved in making that decision. Finally, the Balance 

Theory of Wisdom advocates that common good of an organization or a society can only be 

achieved if everyone benefits (Sternberg 1998; Sternberg 2003, p. 153).  

Sharing wisdom through teaching and learning 

For teaching wisdom, the Balance Theory of Wisdom by Sternberg (2003, p. 164) provides a set 

of 16 principles that form the core of how wisdom can be developed in classroom settings. 

Procedures suggested to teach these principles range from learning and reflecting on the wisdom 
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of some role models, to self-reflections by focusing on self as a role model. The key issue with 

teaching wisdom in formal instruction setting is that focus is usually on knowledge and its 

understanding, leaving out its application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation that are aspects only 

the most experienced teachers can impart successfully (Kessler & Bailey 2007, p. xxxiv).  

Business schools have similarly been trying to integrate the teaching of practical wisdom 

concepts in their curriculums through innovative and hands-on experiential and reflective 

activities (Roos 2015). Jordan & Sternberg (2007) suggest a hands-on approach where students 

are taught in organizational settings to understand issues while contemplating multiple point of 

views, trying to contextualize an issue, using role modeling, and keeping in mind the principle of 

achieving common good. Religious scriptures focus on prophets as role models whose ways and 

experiences of life can be used to teach wisdom, as has been demonstrated by Beekun (2012) 

when outlining leadership wisdom education principles using character-centric model of Prophet 

Muhammad’s (pbuh1). Or when Bourgeault (2008, p. 26) considers the position of Jesus Christ 

(pbuh) as a teacher and master of wisdom. Real life mentors can also be used in a formal 

organization settings to foster practical wisdom by sharing experiences, contexts, and time 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi 2011). There have been other attempts to create wisdom teaching and 

learning models  through varying approaches, for example, using art and artistic, aesthetic and 

sensual practices (Küpers & Pauleen 2015; Malan & Kriger 1998).  

In the workplace, concepts have been developed to aid the capture of wisdom, such as the 

wisdom of the crowds (WoC), which stipulates that a large number of individuals can arrive at a 

better decision compared to a smaller groups of elite experts (Hosseini et al. 2015). The WoC 

concept is stated to be very much dependent on the existence of diversity, independence and 
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decentralization among the crowd members, and requires the availability of suitable means 

(preferably via the web) to aggregate the crowd opinion. Because of these dependencies of the 

WoC approach, Hosseini et al. acknowledge that many organizational managers do not place 

their trust in it. Example stated is that a small number of participants in a typical organizational 

crowd can cause untrustworthy participants to gain prominence, along with the problem of lack 

of cultural diversity among that smallish crowd resulting in a not-so-wise decision. The authors 

do concede that collective decisions reached through this approach can be better than the 

decisions taken by individuals.  

Another innovative approach is that of wisdom networks (Dalal 2008). Under this approach 

participants in a computer based environment interact with each other under the guidance of 

‘wise’ volunteer leaders, around whom there is a cluster of chosen volunteers who participate in 

inquiry, counseling, and other initiatives to co-create wisdom in some specific domain. Note the 

importance of including inquiry mechanisms that underpin this approach by enabling the system 

to create inquiry mechanisms based on understanding of self and the issue. Other than inquiry, 

and besides the usual inclusions such as blogs, forums etc., the system should be able to capture 

gestures and perhaps even emotions and attitudes through inclusion of real time communication 

technologies.    

The discussion above clearly indicates that developing prosocial and other related interpersonal 

skills within individual workers will help harness the collective wisdom of an organization. 

Simply stated, such a practical wisdom requires that the stakeholders must be remembered, 

recognized, and consulted before an action happens. In this principle of total inclusion, a state of 

moral maturity exists in an organization when its stakeholder interests are considered in an eco-
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system based on mutual trust, shared values, and synergistic reciprocity (Kolodinsky & Bierly 

2013). In any project, the individuals and parties concerned must feel that they are being treated 

fairly (Lewicki 2007). Decision makers must understand the mood and emotions of important 

stakeholders to adopt the right strategy (Boal & Hooijberg 2001). Therefore, leaders with higher 

social intelligence will display greater wisdom (p. 537) and are able to maintain interpersonal 

relations by negotiating wisely (Lewicki 2007).  

Summarizing this discussion, people who demonstrate wisdom recognize and remember their 

obligations towards other members of the society, and they are the ones who can enable the 

organization to take wiser decisions on the whole. An inward looking and socially irresponsible 

organization will result if its members do not recognize and remember their obligations towards 

others stakeholders and instead venture towards folly or foolishness (opposite of wisdom) 

through self-centeredness. 

Building a graphic model of the wisdom framework 

Figure 2 extends the preliminary framework presented in figure 1 to visually depict all the 

identified key concepts and influencing factors of wisdom as were discovered from the literature, 

and connects the discovered key concepts into a Wise Action Model (WAM) as per the 

discussion above. The graphic display of wisdom in this model’s framework depends on an 

overarching set of ethical & moral values that are applied through all the phases of knowledge 

acquisition, creation, application, understanding of a task, and are motivated by a strong belief 

that the outcome will be that of success. The next section on some practical usefulness of the key 

concepts and their relationships in WAM will further clarify this model. 
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Figure 2 should be placed here. 

 

Practical application of the Wise Action Model 

Based on the literature reviewed for this research, the wisdom model shown in figure 2 is 

complete at this conceptual stage of research. This stage is labeled as conceptual one because the 

wise action model is based on theoretical considerations, and is yet to be empirically tested. 

Therefore the way forward for this research will be to find a receptive group of knowledge 

workers (for example, librarians, line managers in the dynamic retail sector etc.) and apply an 

empirical version of this model to test it in the next stage. Such an approach is in line with Peter 

Drucker’s (1999) approach of questioning where to begin, or where to proceed from here. 

Drucker provides an answer by suggesting that changing the knowledge worker’s attitude can 

result in their required productive gains that firms operating in developed countries so 

desperately need in the 21st century. Therefore, introducing the attributes of wisdom identified in 

this research to the knowledge workers in real world settings is the desired approach to attain 

desired attitude change and productivity improvements. Practical approaches for leaders as 

suggested by Nonaka & Takeuchi (2011) are good for undertaking wise actions at the top levels 

of an organization. However, for knowledge workers working independently or at any other level 

of an organization, a practical wise action approach can be the WAM, which can be summarized 

as follows: 
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‐ A knowledge worker must assess his/her existing prior knowledge (common and 

experiential) to make sure that it is wholesome and integrative in context of the 

task/project at hand.  

o Present should be a substantial prior learning and work experience in individuals, 

or collectively within a team, with the recognition that practical wisdom does not 

exist in a stable or fixed form, but must be developed through guidance and 

practice (Küpers & Pauleen 2015). Therefore, other resources must be sought and 

consulted if any deficiency is felt within an individual or a team. 

‐ Individually or collectively in the team, a best possible understanding of the prior 

knowledge must be present for application in a project.  

o The principles of know thyself, or self-reflection must be learned and practiced.  

o Explicit discussions should happen to clarify and understand prior knowledge, 

cues, and signs existing in the environment.  

‐ There should exist a firm faith or belief that the venture to be undertaken is the best one 

under the circumstances, and this belief should be accompanied by a strong motivation or 

will to pursue the project to its completion.  

‐ The ethical, social and moral considerations are taken into account to make sure that 

only the best values are adapted. The objective is to ensure that common good for 

concerned stakeholders is achieved by incorporating the interpersonal moral values such 

as morality, honesty, integrity, justice etc.  

‐ People impacted by the decision must be recognized, remembered and preferably 

consulted. The obligations towards society need to be recognized and honored, and an 



  Page 31 
 
 

environment of mutual trust, shared values, and synergistic reciprocity needs to be 

established between the stakeholders. 

  

Conclusions 

Wrapping up the above discussion, this study reviewed several models and theories such as the 

DIKW, the Berlin wisdom paradigm, the Balance theory of wisdom, and works in information 

sciences systems to identify the core characteristics of wisdom. More characteristics and 

relationships were identified from relevant research works to create a Wise Action model that 

can be used by knowledge workers to take decisions that reflect wisdom. The WAM model 

indicates that workers should gather required information about the task at hand using prior 

knowledge as per their experiences, and then apply it as per personal comprehension and 

understanding of the task at hand. Signs and cues existing in the environment should be used as a 

guiding force to strengthen the resulting comprehension. The application of knowledge will also 

be influenced by some motivations and beliefs that the resulting product will lead to good 

outcomes. The right outcome, or the wise decision will also depend on how much of the social, 

ethical, and moral norms and values are recognized, reflected and acted upon, and requires that 

the internal and external stakeholders be recognized, remembered and honored during the course 

of the action. One or more of these factors may contribute individually towards wisdom and wise 

actions, but one or two factors will not be sufficient to lead to wise decisions. Considered 

collectively however, coming together of all or majority of these factors will be indicative of the 

wisdom reflected in the final decision, leading towards an appropriate, right, and beneficial 

outcome for all.  
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FOOTNOTE 

1 Peace be upon him (pbuh) is an honorary statement used in Islamic theology for Prophets.  
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Figure 1: Preliminary framework of wisdom reflected in an action 
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Figure 2: The Wise Action Model (WAM) 


