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Abstract 

Though there are many views on the nature of wisdom, a common thread emerging in 

philosophical, folk, and scientific discourse is the importance of wise reflection or “reasoning” 

for sound judgment. In this chapter, we briefly highlight this common thread in historical 

perspectives on wisdom before moving on to discuss its further development through 

contemporary personality- and performance-oriented traditions in the empirical study of wisdom. 

These empirical traditions serve as forerunners to the recent methodological and experimental 

innovations in the study of wise reasoning. We detail the strengths and weaknesses of existing 

measures of wisdom, and the subsequent development and validation of the Situated Wise 

Reasoning Scale to address the limitations of previous approaches. We highlight work 

demonstrating the importance of the situation for measuring wise reasoning. Further, we address 

cultural differences in wise reasoning, and highlight ways to boost people’s propensity to reason 

wisely. Finally, we outline some of the theoretical and practical implications of wise reasoning 

for wisdom writ large. 

Keywords: wisdom, wise reasoning, cognitive strategies, sound judgment, pragmatics, 

philosophy, meta-cognition, knowledge, situational contingency, person-situation 
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Wise reasoning: Converging evidence for the psychology of sound judgment 

Though there are many views on the nature of wisdom (Staudinger & Glück, 2011), one 

common thread appears to emerge in philosophy, folk beliefs, and scientific discourse—the 

notion of wise reflection or “reasoning” for sound judgment. In what follows, we highlight some 

of the historical background of the theory and research surrounding wise reasoning, and then 

discuss recent methodological and experimental innovations in the study of wise reasoning. 

Finally, we outline some of the theoretical and practical implications for the notion of wise 

reasoning for wisdom writ large. 

Historical Background 

When defining a broad term like “wisdom,” it is instrumental to consider folk concepts in 

addition to standard dictionary definitions. In lay terms, wisdom can mean knowledge and 

experience, reflective abilities (e.g., about the self or the world), and socio-emotional abilities 

(e.g., empathy, compassion). Such attributes of wisdom are commonly found in studies of folk 

beliefs about wisdom (Clayton & Birren, 1980; Glück & Bluck, 2011; Sternberg, 1985; see also 

Weststrate, Bluck, & Glück, this volume), and they seem to occur across a wide range of 

cultures, including those from North America, Western Europe, and East and South Asia 

(Grossmann & Kung, in press). Converging with lay definitions, Merriam-Webster’s definition 

of wisdom cites “knowledge that is gained by having many experiences in life” and  “knowledge 

of what is proper or reasonable: good sense or judgment” (Merriam-Webster, 2017). Arguably, 

the characteristics that lay people attribute to wisdom reflect the processes involved in making 

the sort of good judgment that this dictionary definition (and others like it) emphasizes. 
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However, the folk depictions of such processes are largely underspecified. A more precise 

articulation of the elements contributing to good judgment can be observed in philosophy1. 

One can find the earliest philosophical conceptualizations of wisdom in ancient writings 

about the conduct of a good life (Buccellati, 1981; Clifford, 2007; Miller, 2012). Such literature 

goes as far back as the second or third millennium B.C. (Lambert, 1960; Rudolph, 1987) and is 

predominantly Near Eastern in origin. Much of it focuses on life pragmatics. For instance, the 

Babylonian teachings of Shuruppak defined wisdom as the adaptive behaviors of an individual 

(Alster, 1974, 1991), as did the wisdom teachings of Egypt and Israel of that time (Beaulieu, 

2007). Several books from the Old Testament in the Bible (e.g., Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, 

Leviticus) describe individual characteristics attributed to a wise person, including reflection and 

reasoning about practices and the conduct of one’s life (Murphy, 2002). As Table 1 indicates, all 

of these works emphasize characteristics like recognizing the uncertainty of one's knowledge and 

change, perspective-taking, and reciprocity (see Baltes, 2004, for an extensive discussion of 

these components). 

Wisdom is also a topic in the philosophical perspectives associated with the Far East. 

Chinese Confucianism and Taoism stress experiential learning and acquisition of critical 

thinking as essential components of wisdom. Confucius is claimed to have said that "to know 

what you know and what you don’t know is the characteristic of one who knows” (Confucius, 

trans. 2001). This statement suggests that one aspect of wisdom deals with the recognition of the 

limits of one’s knowledge (Birren & Svensson, 2005). Similarly, Taoist writing such as Laozi’s 

Tao Te Ching teaches that learning from accumulated experiences is a core feature of attaining 

 
1 We readily admit that what follows is but a selection of the historical background of wise reasoning. Our goal is to 

demonstrate some links between historical and current thinking around wise reasoning, without intending to make 

the claim of holistically representing the vast historical scholarship of wisdom.  
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wisdom. According to Laozi, wisdom can be acquired by following the Three Treasures: 

compassion, simplicity, and humility (Laotse, 1948). Comparably, Buddhism stresses that one 

can obtain wisdom via learning through observation, analysis, and self-improvement. The Four 

Noble Truths in Buddhism suggest that selfishness is the key barrier to wisdom. According to 

this teaching, selfishness leads to conflict and misery. One can overcome selfishness by 

recognizing how one’s desires affect oneself and by seeking a compromise between different 

desires (Humphreys, 1961). 

Researchers who have extensively reviewed the individual characteristics attributed to 

wisdom suggest that the ancient schools of thought emphasized explicit learning of several 

common wisdom principles. First, ancient schools of thought emphasized recognition of the 

uncertainty and ever-changing quality of things (e.g., Baltes, 2004). Second, they emphasized 

contextualism and the interdependence of things in the world (e.g., Humphreys, 1961). Finally, 

they suggested that wisdom ultimately concerns an orientation towards the social context and the 

well-being of others (e.g., Baltes, 2004). 

Wisdom has also been extensively discussed in Western philosophy (see Edmondson & 

Woerner, this volume; Tiberius & Swartwood, this volume). Plato’s dialogues about Socrates 

were among the first Western attempts to characterize wisdom. The oracle of Delphi pronounced 

Socrates to be the wisest man in Greece, yet Socrates believed this claim to be unjustified. 

Socrates went on to question his fellow citizens who claimed to possess a great deal of 

knowledge in their field (politicians, artisans, and poets) and found them all overestimating their 

knowledge. Plato concluded that his mentor’s wisdom stemmed from Socrates recognizing the 

limits of his own knowledge (Plato, trans. 2010).  
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In a similar vein, Aristotle, in his Metaphysics, suggested that wisdom involves 

deliberation about what is variable and a deep understanding of the context and causes behind 

events (vs. the mere knowledge of these events; 2002). From the Aristotelian perspective, 

wisdom is the cardinal virtue because it helps to balance other human virtues by examining their 

applicability in a given context2. Aristotle suggests that wisdom manifests itself in different 

forms: sophia—the divine ability to discern the truth; and phronesis—the human ability to 

reflect and decide how to live well (Aristotle, 1953). For the Ancient Greeks, this latter practical 

wisdom was a deeply social virtue: reflective, characterized by good judgment, rooted in 

conversation and referring to the particulars of a given context (Matson, 1987), with the 

former—sophia—as a necessary precondition for it. 

Wisdom was also a central topic in medieval and Renaissance philosophy, both of which 

were heavily influenced by Platonism and Aristotelianism. Similar to the Aristotelian 

perspective, for Saint Thomas Aquinas, wisdom or prudence was the cause and form of all 

virtues (Aquinas, trans. 2006). In his view, wisdom included basic cognitive abilities (e.g., good 

memory, logic), but also such aspects of reasoning as recognition of uncertainties, of 

alternatives, and of context when making a judgment (Aquinas, trans. 2006). Similarly, for the 

famous Renaissance humanist theologian, Nicholas of Cusa, wisdom involved the awareness of 

one’s limitations (Rice, 1958).  

Several commonalities are apparent when comparing Eastern and classic Western 

perspectives on wisdom. What is noteworthy about the characteristics depicted in Table 1 is that 

they constitute a set of qualities contributing to good judgment. This set of qualities appears to 

include pragmatism, intellectual humility, awareness and management of life’s uncertainties, 

 
2 Contextualism is also reflected in the (neo-)Aristotelian philosophy as a “priority of the particular” (Nussbaum, 

1995). 
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open-mindedness to different perspectives, contextualism, and a balance of different interests. 

Another noteworthy aspect of the characteristics depicted in Table 1 is that they can all be 

measured. As measurement of human characteristics is the forte of psychologists and other 

behavioral scientists, we turn our attention now to the relevant scholarship in these fields.

The Wise Reasoning Approach 

 Psychologists interested in the concept of wisdom have employed a range of theoretical 

and methodological perspectives. For an authoritative overview of the diverse range of earlier 

and contemporary approaches to studying wisdom, we recommend Staudinger and Glück (2011) 

and relevant chapters in this handbook. In the present chapter, we focus on a prominent subset of 

scientific models for the study of wisdom, all of which concern the expression of wisdom-related 

characteristics in the face of difficult life matters (Baltes & Smith, 2008; Baltes & Staudinger, 

2000; Grossmann, 2017a; Santos, Huynh, & Grossmann, 2017). This approach goes by a range 

of names (e.g., see Baltes & Staudinger, 2000), with most recent interpretations emphasizing the 

notion of pragmatic (meta-)cognitive strategies captured in the term “wise reasoning” (e.g., 

Grossmann et al., 2010; Grossmann, Na, Varnum, Kitayama, & Nisbett, 2013). This latter focus 

on reasoning dovetails with the common features of Eastern and Western philosophical 

perspectives depicted in Table 1 (Bangen, Meeks, & Jeste, 2013; Grossmann & Kung, in press).  
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Table 1 

Philosophical Perspectives on Wisdom. 

Feature Near and Far Eastern Perspectives Classic Western Philosophical Perspectives 

Pragmatism ● Confucian critical thinking (Lin, 1994) 

● Taoist critical thinking (Brown, 1938) 

● Buddhist Dammapada (Mascaró, 2004, v. 256) 

● Ability to reflect on deep causes of events and decide 

on life matters (Aristotle, 2002) 

Intellectual humility ● Analects (Confucius, 2001)  

● One of “three treasures” (Laotse, 1948) 
● Old Testament - Job  (Murphy, 1981) 

● Socrates’ limits of knowledge (Plato, 2010)  

● Cusa’s awareness of one’s limitations (Rice, 1958)  

Recognition of uncertainty and 

change 

● Buddhist principle of impermanence of reality 

(Humphreys, 1961) 

● Deliberation on what is variable (Aristotle, 2002) 

● Recognition of uncertainties of life (Aquinas, 2006) 

Perspective-taking and 

contextualism 

● Compassion (Laotse, 1948) 

● Perspective-taking (Leviticus, 19:18 in Milgrom, 
2000) 

● Buddhist contextualism (Humphreys, 1961) 

● Aristotelian priority of the particular (Nussbaum, 1995) 

● Recognition of alternatives and context when making 
judgment (Aquinas, 2006) 

Balance of different 

cognitions/interests 

● Golden rule of reciprocity (Leviticus, 19:18 in 

Milgrom, 2000) 
● Confucian golden rule (Mei, 1984) 

● Aristotelian balance of different virtues (Schwartz & 

Sharpe, 2006) 

Note. Discussion of the Book of Solomon is omitted, as there is a debate about the influence of the translated text by the later Greek (vs. Hebrew) 

philosophical perspectives. To focus on the individual, the discussion of religious or divine wisdom is also omitted. For further commonalities and 
differences in importance of religion, see Baltes (2004). 
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The wise reasoning approach builds on several theoretical models of human development 

that viewed wisdom as a later form of cognitive development, one that afforded mastery of 

uncertainty, and included cognitive processes involving the recognition of relativism and 

contextualism of life matters (e.g., Basseches, 1984; Kramer, 1983). Among others, the wise 

reasoning approach incorporates ideas about cognitive schemas involved in mature thinking, as 

discussed by researchers within the neo-Piagetian or post-formalist school of human 

development (e.g., Basseches, 1980; Kramer, 1983; Riegel, 1973; for a review see Grossmann, 

2018). These schemas include acknowledgment of others’ points of view, appreciation of 

contexts broader than the issue at hand, sensitivity to the possibility of change in social relations, 

acknowledgment of the likelihood of multiple outcomes of a conflict, preference for compromise 

in resolving opposing viewpoints, and concern with conflict resolution. In addition to earlier 

theories by neo-Piagetian developmental psychology, the wise reasoning approach builds on a 

related approach proposed by Baltes and colleagues (for reviews, see Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; 

Baltes & Smith, 2008), who defined wisdom as a combination of expert knowledge and 

cognitive strategies useful for dealing with life’s problems. These strategies included awareness 

of the varied contexts of life and how they change over time, recognition that values and goals 

differ among people, and acknowledgment of the uncertainties of life (together with ways to 

manage such uncertainties). 

Based on earlier work, Grossmann and colleagues proposed a (meta-cognitive) 

framework of wise reasoning to study the expression of wisdom in everyday life (e.g., 

Grossmann, 2017a, 2017b; Grossmann et al., 2013; Santos et al., 2017). These aspects include 

intellectual humility (or recognition of the limits of one’s knowledge), appreciation of 
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perspectives broader than the issue at hand, sensitivity to the possibility of change in social 

relations, and compromise or integration of different opinions (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Example characteristics of wise reasoning in everyday life, represented by frequently 

co-occurring aspects of cognition. Adopted from Grossmann (2017a).  

 

Wise Reasoning Represents a Functional Perspective on Wisdom 

Though speculative, it is possible that both behavioral scientists and philosophers zeroed 

in on the aspects of reasoning outlined above because they recognized that domain-general 

cognitive abilities (e.g., propositional logic or other aspects of fluid intelligence) might be 

insufficient for understanding how people master the complexities of social life. Indeed, both 

Clayton (1982) and Baltes (Baltes & Kunzmann, 2004; Staudinger, Lopez, & Baltes, 1997) 

distinguished wisdom-related characteristics from domain-general cognitive abilities 

characterizing rational and analytical thought (e.g., intelligence). These cognitive abilities 

emphasize symbolic rules and procedures such as propositional logic (Inhelder & Piaget, trans. 

1958), and are well suited for solving well-structured problems (e.g., Haugeland, 1989). 

However, they may not be well suited for working through ill-structured problems (Santos et al., 

2017), which often involve value trade-offs, lack vital pieces of information necessary to form a 
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decision, and lack clarity about the goals or means  necessary to form a solution (Jonassen, 

1997). Ill-structured problems have a dynamic component, requiring sensitivity to the particulars 

of a given context. This feature of ill-structured problems presents a challenge for domain-

general aspects of intelligence concerning symbolic and propositional logic. Instead of domain-

general cognitive ability, then, these problems require an appreciation for the nuances of the 

situation and the dynamic nature of information (Clayton, 1982; Sinnott, 1989). Notably, many 

social problems encountered in daily life tend to be ill-structured (Mienaltowski, 2011).  

To appreciate the challenge of reasoning through ill-structured issues, consider the 

following situation depicted in a letter to an advice columnist:  

My husband is very political, and around election time he becomes engrossed in news shows. He has a 

habit of showing his favorite political news clips to friends when they visit. I am uncomfortable with this, 

as I feel our friends are too polite to decline, and they allow my husband to preach politics to them out of 

courtesy to the host. They are like-minded, politically speaking, and the few who aren't are not going to be 

swayed by comedy news shows. I excuse myself from the room when he begins his sermons. I have asked 

him to stop doing this when friends visit, but he refuses. How can I persuade him to just have "friends time" 

with no politics? (adopted from Santos et al., 2017) 

 According to the wise reasoning approach, a wise way for the spouse to make sense of 

the situation is to recognize the limits of her knowledge about the motives and interests driving 

her husband’s behavior. She could realize the uncertainty involved in understanding and 

predicting her husband’s future behavior (e.g., he may not always act this way). Moreover, she 

could be open-minded to the perspectives of other people involved in the situation, considering 

whether it might be possible to accommodate both their friends’ and her husband’s interests. She 

might also question her reasons for being so upset about the situation, but ultimately, what we 

are illustrating with this example is that the cognitive principles involved in the wise reasoning 

approach do not necessarily suggest a single solution or desired outcome. Instead, they afford a 
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metacognitive framework for working through the contingencies and elements playing a role in a 

given situation, promoting a bigger picture view—and thereby, more accurate understanding—of 

the situation. 

Measuring Wise Reasoning 

Global Self-Reports  

At first glance, it may appear straightforward to conceptualize the social and cognitive 

strategies discussed so far as a set of stable characteristics. Indeed, several attempts have been 

made to assess individual characteristics capturing multiple aspects of wise reasoning through 

single-shot tests in the form of self-report questionnaires (e.g., Ardelt, 2003; Glück et al., 2013; 

Greene & Brown, 2009; Levenson, Jennings, Aldwin, & Shiraishi, 2005; Thomas, Bangen, 

Palmer, et al., 2017; Thomas, Bangen, Ardelt, & Jeste, 2017; Webster, 2003)3. In such tests, 

individuals are asked to assess their wisdom-related qualities globally. For example, Webster’s 

(2003) Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale includes such items as, “I have experienced many moral 

dilemmas,” and “I am good at identifying subtle emotions within myself”, while Ardelt’s (2003) 

Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale includes such items as, “I can be comfortable with all kinds of 

people,” and “I always try to look at all sides of a problem” (as cited in Glück et al., 2013, Table 

1). Despite the dominance of this approach in the empirical wisdom scholarship of the last 15 

years, it suffers from several drawbacks. 

One of the key limitations of the self-report assessments of wise reasoning, as with self-

report assessments more generally, is their reliance on global, decontextualized self-evaluations 

(Bangen et al., 2013; Glück et al., 2013; Grossmann, 2017a, 2017b). Due to this limitation, 

 
3 Global self-report scales aiming to capture wisdom often claim to cover a broader range of individual 

characteristics than those captured in Table 1 and Figure 1. Nevertheless, concepts of reflection and reasoning are 

central to many of these scales. Moreover, the present limitations of de-contextualized single-shot questionnaires 

extend to the assessment of emotion regulation and social skills not captured within the wise reasoning framework. 
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existing self-reports of wisdom are susceptible to many biases such as memory bias (Kahneman, 

Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004), self-presentation and social desirability bias—

especially for highly desirable qualities such as wisdom—(Brienza, Kung, Santos, Bobocel, & 

Grossmann, 2017b; Taylor, Bates, & Webster, 2011; Zacher, McKenna, & Rooney, 2012), and 

others. Further, global, decontextualized self-report measures leave several important questions 

unanswered. For example, which situations do people think of when making their global 

assessments of their wisdom-related qualities (e.g., most salient or most typical)? Might people’s 

answers change if one asked them to reflect on a different set of situations? Further, how does 

the complexity of different situations factor into people’s global assessments of their wisdom? 

Because these questions tend to go unanswered in self-report measures, the latter are unable to 

answer questions about how wisdom may vary across situations.  

It is worth pointing out that the attempts to conceptualize wisdom-related characteristics 

as intra-individually stable are in good company. The assumption of wisdom-related 

characteristics possessing trait-like stability across different situations is apparent in 

contemporary virtue epistemology, which assumes that features such as intellectual humility or 

open-mindedness represent stable character traits. At the same time, research in personality and 

social psychology on cross-situational variability in character traits has called this assumption 

into question (for reviews, see Doris, 2002; Tanesini, 2016). Similarly, research on wise 

reasoning shows wisdom-related characteristics are subject to substantial variability across 

situations (as we show later; also see Grossmann, Kung, & Santos, this volume). This research 

calls into question the foundation of assumed stability that de-contextualized single-shot 

measures of wisdom are built on.  
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Third-Party Ratings 

In contrast to global self-reports, developmental psychologists in the 1980s established a 

content analysis approach to measuring wisdom-related cognitions. Researchers analyzed the 

content of participants’ recorded “stream-of-thought” reflections for evidence of wisdom-related 

cognitions. In the late 1980s, Paul Baltes and colleagues formalized this approach to 

systematically study wisdom-related cognitions about ill-structured situations (Baltes & 

Kunzmann, 2004; Baltes & Smith, 2008; Baltes & Staudinger, 1993, 2000; Kunzmann & Baltes, 

2003; Smith, Staudinger, & Baltes, 1994; Staudinger et al., 1997). Participants were instructed to 

provide “stream-of-thought” reflections on what could be considered and done in response to 

hypothetical scenarios (e.g., a dilemma between one’s family and one’s job). Subsequently, 

trained coders scored participants’ responses on the application of certain aspects of wisdom-

related cognition. Similarly, in a paradigm developed by Grossmann and colleagues to zero in on 

wise reasoning (Grossmann et al., 2012, 2013; Kross & Grossmann, 2012; for review see 

Grossmann, 2017b), participants responded to a set of prompts designed to facilitate their verbal 

reflections on interpersonal or intergroup conflict scenarios (e.g., What do you think will happen 

next? Why will it happen in that way? What do you think should be done in the situation?). Akin 

to procedures employed by Baltes and colleagues, trained coders rated participants’ narratives 

across various aspects of wise reasoning. 

The coder-based evaluations in both these approaches avoid some key limitations of 

global self-reports. First, they focus on how people reason in the context of concrete situations 

(Baltes & Staudinger, 1996; Grossmann & Kross, 2014; Kross & Grossmann, 2012; Thomas & 

Kunzmann, 2014). Second, self-presentation bias is minimized because trained coders evaluate 

participants’ wisdom. Third, because this approach focuses on people’s performance in a given 
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situation, responses are not subject to memory bias. Despite these advantages of the coder-based 

ratings of wise reasoning, this approach to assessing wise reasoning also has several drawbacks.  

First and foremost, coder-based evaluations are labor-intensive, which can make the 

method costly and impractical (Glück et al., 2013). Substantial investment must be made into 

coder training to establish interrater reliability. Second, the coder-based method involves 

recording stream-of-thought reflections, which may not be viable in the face of acute social 

challenges, which limits the utility of the method for ecological assessments of wise reasoning. 

Finally, coder-based evaluations often require iterative development of distinct coding systems 

for different situations not initially captured by the codebook. While codebooks may overlap in 

their overarching content, the specific categories reflecting each research project are highly 

diverse, making it difficult to compare codes—even for similar categories—across studies.  

Situated Wise Reasoning Scale (SWIS) 

To account for these limitations, Brienza and colleagues (2017) recently introduced a 

hybrid state-level method for assessing social and cognitive characteristics attributed to wisdom, 

which integrates the situation-sensitivity of observer-based evaluations with the ease of 

administering common self-report assessments, calling it the Situated Wise Reasoning Scale 

(SWIS). To avoid the possible biases associated with decontextualized global reports, this 

method utilizes recent advances in survey methodology concerning the reconstruction of 

individuals’ experiences (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004; Schwarz et al., 

2009). To attenuate memory bias and desirability-related distortions in people’s responses 

(Kahneman et al., 2004; Schwarz et al., 2009), survey methodologists recommend supporting 

episodic memory recall by asking people to reconstruct the contextualized details (i.e., detailed 
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"what," "where," "when," and "how") of a recalled experience (Robinson & Clore, 2002; 

Wagenaar, 1986).  

The SWIS (Brienza et al., 2017) includes event-reconstruction of social experiences 

(Schwarz et al., 2009) to avoid typical biases associated with abstract self-reports of wisdom. 

Specifically, participants first recall a recent interpersonal conflict. Respondents are subsequently 

guided to reconstruct concrete details of the conflict experience by answering questions about the 

situation, including the thoughts and feelings they experienced. Finally, participants are 

prompted to answer a set of questions designed to assess wise reasoning. Sampling SWIS across 

multiple situations can provide insights about both situation-specific and trait-level distributions 

of individual differences in wise reasoning.  

Psychometric tests of the SWIS, as well as de-contextualized and observer-based 

methods for assessing wisdom, have uncovered a range of exciting phenomena. First, large-scale 

exploratory and confirmatory testing of the factor structure of wisdom (N = 4,463) has revealed 

that a single second-order latent factor with five first-order factors (intellectual humility, 

recognition of multiple ways a situation may unfold and change, perspective-taking, search for a 

compromise and conflict resolution, and application of an outsider's vantage point) provides an 

optimal model fit for the structure of wisdom in reflection on interpersonal conflicts as compared 

to a wide range of other possible models (Brienza et  al., 2017; Study 1). Second, SWIS revealed 

a remarkably similar factor structure and reliability across regions varying in socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics, suggesting a certain degree of ecological generalizability of the 

SWIS method (Brienza et al., 2017; Studies 2 and 8). Third, scores obtained with the SWIS 

method converged with global self-reports and observer-based ratings of wisdom (Brienza et al., 

2017; Study 3). Fourth, SWIS yielded accurate responses that were either unrelated or inversely 
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related to a wide range of social and cognitive biases, including social desirability biases 

(impression management and self-deception), attributional bias and bias blind-spot. Conversely, 

global self-report measures for assessing wisdom were subject to these psychological biases 

(Brienza et al., 2017; Studies 3-6). Finally, the SWIS method has revealed a new set of 

systematic state-specific effects concerning the sex of the other person involved in the conflict 

participants reflected on. Specifically, men were more likely to express wisdom if the other 

person involved in the situation was a woman (Brienza et al., 2017; Study 7).  

Nomological Network of Wise Reasoning 

Researchers in the last decade have identified a range of unique associations of wise 

reasoning. The construct of wise reasoning has shown convergent validity through positive 

associations to interpersonal well-being (Grossmann et al., 2013), superior emotion regulation 

(Grossmann, Gerlach, & Denissen, 2016), eudaimonic virtues (e.g., cooperative intentions, 

contribution to others, growth orientation; Brienza et al., 2017; Grossmann, Brienza, & Bobocel, 

2017; Huynh, Oakes, Shay, & McGregor, 2017; Kunzmann & Baltes, 2003; Wink & Staudinger, 

2016), prosocial behavior (Grossmann et al., 2017), and openness to diverse viewpoints during 

political elections in the US (Kross & Grossmann, 2012).  

Some empirical studies have also shown a robust inverse relationship between wise 

reasoning and negative emotions (Grossmann et al., 2013; Kunzmann & Baltes, 2003). The 

relationship between wise reasoning and positive emotions or life satisfaction is less clear, 

fluctuating across samples and research paradigms (Baltes, Staudinger, Maercker, & Smith, 

1995; Grossmann, Gerlach et al., 2016; Grossmann et al., 2013; Mickler & Staudinger, 2008). 

Notably, most of this work uses cross-sectional observations, limiting inferences about the 

directionality of the observed effects.  
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To address this limitation, Santos and Grossmann (in prep) recently examined the 

longitudinal relationship between wise reasoning and affective well-being. In a representative 

sample of Americans aged 25-75 at survey onset (N = 4,963), they identified that having a wise 

outlook on life (i.e., being intellectually humble, recognizing constant change in the world, and 

considering different perspectives) predicted an increase in the ratio of positive to negative 

emotions 20 years later, independent of age-cohort. There was no clear pattern for the reverse 

relationship (from affect to wisdom). These observations support the philosophical model of 

wisdom as a set of features that promote a “good” life (Bangen et al., 2013; Kekes, 1995; 

Tiberius, 2008).  

At the same time, there is also evidence of wise reasoning’s discriminant validity. As 

discussed earlier, wise reasoning has been conceptualized theoretically as distinct from domain-

general cognitive abilities. This conceptualization is supported by empirical scholarship showing 

only weak relations between wise reasoning and standard measures of intelligence and related 

physiological processes (Grossmann et al., 2010, 2013; Grossmann, Sahdra, & Ciarrochi, 2016; 

Staudinger et al., 1997).  

Regarding predictive validity, aspects of wise reasoning such as intellectual humility are 

also known to attenuate bias in politics (Leary et al., 2017). These authors found that people who 

reported greater intellectual humility tended to hold less prejudice toward individuals with 

different views from their own, and reported greater tolerance of ambiguity. Moreover, aspects 

of wise reasoning reflecting open-mindedness (see Figure 1) can be of advantage when 

forecasting the development of societal events (Tetlock, 2005).  
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Wise Reasoning and Balancing of Interests and Goals 

As compared to other models of wisdom discussed in this handbook, wise reasoning 

appears to be uniquely linked to a key criterion of wisdom in behavioral sciences: balancing 

different interests and different goals. The notion of balancing interests unites different 

theoretical models of wisdom in general and wise reasoning in particular. For instance, 

Sternberg's (1998) balance theory of wisdom stressed the importance of balancing i) various 

intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extra-personal goals across long- and short-term plans, and ii) 

goals of adjusting to—versus influencing—one’s environment. Moreover, Staudinger and Glück 

(2011) concluded their overview of psychological wisdom research by stating: 

Wisdom concerns mastering the basic dialectics shaping human existence, such as the dialectic between 

good and bad, positivity and negativity, dependency and independence, certainty and doubt, control and 

lack of control, finiteness and eternity, strength and weakness, and selfishness and altruism. (p. 217) 

Recent work has begun to explore the empirical relationship of wise reasoning to various 

forms of balance in people's interests, goals, and causal inferences (Brienza et al., 2017). Across 

several studies, wise reasoning (assessed via the SWIS) was positively related to balancing the 

interests, trade-offs, and inferences one makes about the social world. Wise reasoning was also 

related to greater balance between self- and other-oriented intentions in classic decision-making 

tasks, and on tasks assessing people’s likelihood of striking a balance between their influence 

and adjustment goals and their attributions of blame to the self vs. another party in their conflicts 

(Brienza et al., 2017; also see Grossmann, Sahdra, et al., 2016). Conversely, global self-report 

measures of wisdom were either unrelated or, more often, inversely related to these markers of 

balance.  
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Intra- and Inter-Individual Stability of Wise Reasoning 

Aside from tests of the nomological network of wise reasoning, research from the last 

decade has started to explore how variable wise reasoning is across the range of situations and 

contexts people encounter in their lives. Understanding the degree of this variability can be 

useful for a normative theory of wisdom-related virtues or epistemology, and for the 

psychological assessment of wisdom-related character. On the one hand, virtue theorists in 

philosophy consider virtuous character to be stable. On the other hand, theorists of wisdom in 

behavioral sciences point out that an individual’s wisdom can fluctuate throughout their life (e.g., 

Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Staudinger & Glück, 2011) and that people may be differentially 

wise across different domains of their life (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006). Indeed, the biographies of 

sages and leaders to whom people tend to attribute a great deal of wisdom show inconsistency in 

their virtuous behavior and wisdom across different life domains. For instance, the Biblical King 

Solomon demonstrated great wisdom when judging others’ problems, but showed little wisdom 

when dealing with his own (Grossmann & Kross, 2014; Sternberg, 2013).  

Along similar lines, some empirical research does suggest that wise reasoning has a 

stable latent component (Brienza et al., 2017; also see Grossmann, Gerlach, et al., 2016; 

Grossmann, Kung, & Santos, this volume). At the same time, other empirical work shows that 

wise reasoning is variable, even among people identified as having high levels of wisdom. In one 

empirical study, Austrian researchers asked the general public through newspaper and radio ads 

to nominate a particularly wise person to a team of researchers (self-nominations were not 

accepted; Glück et al., 2015). These wise nominees and an age-parallel comparison sample were 

invited to take part in a study in which they were interviewed on multiple days about challenging 

experiences from their past. Their responses were analyzed for various aspects of wisdom. The 
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results indicated a considerable degree of consistency across different aspects of wisdom, r = 

.70, yet only a modest degree of convergence in nominees’ responses across interview days, r = 

.30.  

In another study, a group of adults from Berlin, Germany, were asked to fill out a 9-day 

diary (Grossmann, Gerlach, et al., 2016). Each day, participants reflected on the most 

challenging situation encountered during the day, reconstructed the experience following a 

procedure similar to the event reconstruction protocol mentioned earlier and answered questions 

concerning wise reasoning about the situation. On average, researchers observed a modest intra-

person association of wise reasoning across diary days, r = .20. Subsequent analyses revealed at 

least as much, if not more, variability in wise reasoning within the same person across different 

diary days (i.e., intra-person variability) as variability in wisdom between people (i.e., between-

person variability). Further comparison of the intra-person variance in wisdom to established 

personality constructs (Grossmann, 2017b) indicated that between 66% to 94% of the wisdom 

variance was accounted for by intra-person variability (Santos, Huynh, et al., 2017). 

Comparably, a modest degree of intra-person stability was found in a different set of studies 

(Brienza et al., 2017) when comparing wise reasoning about distinct interpersonal situations 

from the recent past or when examining how wise reasoning varies over a period of several 

years. Using the SWIS method across multiple situations, the researchers observed a moderate 

degree of convergence (over time: r = .48; across distinct situations: r = .31).  

The Power of the Situation for Wise Reasoning 

The evidence of intra-person variability in wise reasoning raises several questions. How 

systematic is this variability? Which situations can boost or inhibit one’s propensity for wise 

reasoning? One factor that has an impact on wise reasoning concerns the degree to which a 

person focuses on the context as opposed to the self. In hypothetical transgression scenarios 
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concerning infidelity and trust betrayal, Grossmann and Kross (2014) have shown that 

reflections on a transgression involving a close friend produced wiser reasoning as compared to 

reflections on a transgression involving the self. Similarly, other studies found that being placed 

in the position of providing advice for others, as opposed to deliberating on one's problems, led 

to behaviors related to wise reasoning (e.g., seeking balanced information for and against one’s 

preferences; Huynh, Santos, Tse, & Grossmann, 2017; for more information, see Grossmann, 

Kung, and Santos chapter in the present handbook).  

These studies suggest that wise reasoning tends to be characterized by an asymmetry 

such that people are more likely to reason wisely about other people’s problems than their own. 

This observation is noteworthy, as it is consistent with the theoretical argument that general 

wisdom, which concerns reflections on others, tends to be conceptually distinct from personal 

wisdom, which concerns reflections on the self (cf. Mickler & Staudinger, 2008). Further, these 

results suggest that people’s capacity to reason wisely is often higher than suggested by the 

decisions they make about their own lives (Grossmann, 2017a). Egocentrism, therefore, may 

prevent people from utilizing their capacity for wise reasoning to manage their problems.   

Wise Reasoning across Cultures 

Wise reasoning also appears to vary as a function of culture. A large body of research has 

indicated that culture-specific approaches to interpersonal relationships can shape how people 

reason about social problems. Some cultural groups, such as Chinese, Japanese, or Russians, tend 

to be more oriented to the social context when thinking about interpersonal experiences than 

other cultural groups, such as European Americans, who tend to focus on the individual when 

reflecting on similar experiences (Grossmann & Na, 2014). If cultures differ in their focus on the 

social context and interpersonal harmony vs. the individual and personal achievement, it seems 
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logical to expect parallel differences in wise reasoning about social conflicts. Specifically, people 

from cultures that encourage a focus on social contexts (e.g., Japan) may show a greater ability 

to reason wisely than people from cultures that promote an individual-centered focus (e.g., US). 

These ideas were tested in a multi-session study involving age- and social class-

heterogeneous samples of Americans from the Midwest and Japanese from the Tokyo 

Metropolitan area (age range: 25-75 years; Grossmann et al., 2012). Participants read newspaper 

articles describing a series of intergroup and interpersonal conflicts (Grossmann et al., 2010). An 

interviewer asked participants to reflect aloud on the future development of the issues described 

in the article, using such probes as “What do you think will happen next? Why do you think it 

will happen as you just said? What do you think should be done?” Participants’ responses were 

transcribed and content-analyzed by independent coders for aspects of wise reasoning. Results 

indicated that younger and middle-aged Japanese showed greater ability to reason wisely about 

societal and interpersonal conflicts than their American counterparts. These results held when 

controlling for cognitive abilities, occupational prestige, and response length. It is not clear how 

such cross-cultural differences generalize beyond US-Japan comparisons, however. Nor is it 

possible to separate developmental vs. cohort effects. Nevertheless, together these results paint a 

consistent picture that contexts promoting a focus on the self as independent from others inhibit 

one’s ability to reason wisely.  

Cultural differences in social orientation are not limited to differences between countries, 

but can also involve different social groups within a country, for instance when comparing 

different social classes. Many researchers have started to approach social class as a form of 

culture (Grossmann & Huynh, 2013; Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2011), observing systematic social 

class differences in the degree to which people are attuned to others. Both cross-sectional and 
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longitudinal studies indicate that lower socioeconomic status (SES) is associated with a greater 

likelihood of defining one’s self and personal goals through relationships with others 

(Grossmann & Varnum, 2011, 2015; Santos, Varnum, & Grossmann, 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, 

& Markus, 2011). It is also associated with greater accuracy in discerning others’ emotions and 

having compassion for them (Kraus, Côté, & Keltner, 2010; Stellar, Manzo, Kraus, & Keltner, 

2012). Behavioral (Dietze & Knowles, 2016) and neuroscientific studies (Varnum, Blais, 

Hampton, & Brewer, 2015) indicate that people with low SES are also more likely to be vigilant 

about their social environment.  

Drawing on these observations, Brienza and Grossmann (2017) hypothesized that people 

with lower SES would express wiser reasoning about interpersonal conflict situations. To 

address this question, they surveyed over two thousand adults from U.S. regions that differed in 

SES. Using the SWIS method, they found that both state- and individual-level estimates of social 

class were related to people’s propensity for wise reasoning when reflecting on recent 

interpersonal transgressions. Specifically, higher SES was associated with significantly lower 

wise reasoning scores. The effect of individual status on wise reasoning was robust when 

controlling for gender and age, social desirability, and emotional intelligence. Moreover, the 

effect of social class on wise reasoning was at least in part accounted for by a greater sense of 

interdependence expressed by participants with lower SES. 

In another study, Brienza and Grossmann (2017) analyzed the observer-based wise 

reasoning scores of a random sample of adult Midwesterners from the US. Here, participants 

with a high school level of education showed wiser reasoning about interpersonal problems than 

participants with a college-level education. Curiously, this difference was bound to the domain 

of interpersonal conflicts; little difference emerged across educational levels in the domain of 



WISE REASONING  25 
 

 

societal conflicts. Because reasoning about societal conflicts may be less central to survival in 

lower SES environments in the US, the specialization hypothesis suggests there may be little 

reason for the working class to adopt a wiser reasoning style in this domain (as compared to the 

more survival-relevant interpersonal domain). Overall, it appears that in spite of the association 

between higher SES and superior performance on intelligence tests (e.g., Bridges & Lillian, 

1917; Witkin, 1969), higher SES is associated with less wise reasoning about interpersonal 

conflict.   

Boosting Wise Reasoning 

Given the intra-person variability of wise reasoning across situations, researchers have 

begun looking for ways to enhance people’s use of this quality. Experimental evidence suggests 

that reducing one’s focus on the self is one way to achieve this boost in wise reasoning (for a 

review, see Santos et al., 2017). The primary tool that researchers rely on to boost wise reasoning 

is ego-decentering (i.e., self-distancing), which involves reflecting on an issue from the 

perspective of a distanced observer (Kross & Ayduk, 2011). This technique has been shown to 

help people work through negative experiences by lowering their emotional reactivity and 

increasing behavior that contributes to constructive problem solving (Grossmann & Kross, 

2010). Specific to wise reasoning, Kross and Grossmann (2012) demonstrated that ego-

decentered (vs. egocentric) participants expressed greater wise reasoning in reflections on their 

future career, political election results, and interpersonal and marital transgressions (Grossmann 

& Kross, 2014; Grossmann & Oakes, 2017; Huynh, Yang, & Grossmann, 2016). In sum, it 

appears that ego-decentering instructions enhance participants’ ability to reason wisely across 

fictitious and real interpersonal events, and across interpersonal and societal conflicts (for more 

details, see Grossmann, Kung, & Santos, current volume).  
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These findings open up promising avenues for future research to investigate other ways 

to develop and enhance wisdom-related cognition. Notably, the ease with which wise reasoning 

appears to be facilitated or inhibited raises a provocative suggestion about the nature of wise 

reasoning. Rather than viewing wise reasoning as a stable competence similar to intelligence, it 

appears best conceptualized as a set of strategies that may be available across—but that do not 

appear to be consistently utilized—across various situations people encounter in their lives.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

Research so far has only started to uncover the wealth of situational factors inhibiting or 

promoting people’s propensity for wise reasoning. Yet, what has been revealed has already led to 

a revision in the framework for understanding wisdom-related characteristics. The variability in 

wise reasoning across situations and timepoints presents a challenge for earlier theories of 

wisdom-related character, which assume that wisdom-related traits represent stable 

characteristics. Rather than viewing them as stable dispositions, evidence of cross-situational and 

intra-individual variability in wise reasoning appears to provide a better fit for probabilistic 

models of how latent traits may be expressed across situations (Fleeson, 2004; Grossmann, 

Gerlach, et al., 2016). These insights suggest that wise reasoning is best conceptualized within a 

systemic-ecological framework of various contingencies (e.g., life history, type of situation, 

culture) that influence thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Attention to such contextual factors can 

dramatically enrich theorizing about wisdom-related processes and how they can be enhanced 

(Grossmann, 2017a).  

Practically speaking, situating wise reasoning in the context of concrete experiences can 

provide a more precise and less biased assessment of wisdom-related characteristics (Brienza et 

al., 2017). Moreover, gaining greater insight into the contexts affording vs. inhibiting wise 
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reasoning can aid in the creation of environments that foster wisdom. Researchers and 

practitioners could utilize situational cues to create wisdom-enhancing “nudges” (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2009) and boosts. Pragmatically, one can capitalize on emerging research suggesting 

that contexts that cultivate an ego-decentered mindset can be effective for enhancing wise 

reasoning in everyday life.  

Future Directions 

Future research assessing wise reasoning may benefit from the design of interventions 

facilitating wisdom in the face of critical interpersonal or societal challenges. Some preliminary 

work by Brienza, Kung, & Chao (2017) suggests that instructions to apply wisdom-related 

strategies in reflections on a long-standing ideological conflict can improve intergroup attitudes. 

In four initial correlational studies conducted during heightened intergroup conflicts around the 

world (i.e., 2014 Umbrella Movement protests in Hong Kong; 2015 Baltimore protests), they 

found that wise reasoning related to more positivity toward outgroups and attenuated intergroup 

attitude polarization. A follow-up experiment showed that participants who were given an 

instructional wise reasoning session responded with more positivity to outgroup members, were 

more likely to show support for equality for the outgroup, and showed greater motivation to have 

personal contact with the outgroup. Overall, the findings suggested that wise reasoning 

interventions may help to quell a wide variety of societal challenges and may even be useful for 

conflict prevention.  

Another key question for future research concerns the role of affective processes for wise 

reasoning. Do emotions interfere with or enable wise reasoning? When examining specific social 

contexts, it is possible that wise thought benefits from emotional down-regulation (Gross, 2015). 

At the same time, it is also possible that wise reasoning may benefit from a more differentiated 
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and balanced emotional experience (Grossmann, Huynh, & Ellsworth, 2016). Indeed, 

preliminary evidence suggests that wise reasoning is associated with a balanced experience of 

multiple, diverse emotions (Grossmann et al., 2016; Grossmann & Oakes, 2017). This raises 

novel questions concerning the functional-informational value of positive and negative emotions 

for wise reasoning (Nesse & Ellsworth, 2009). 

Finally, focus on how wise reasoning unfolds in specific situations enables researchers to 

examine the neurophysiology of wisdom, including visceral functioning (Grossmann, Sahdra, et 

al., 2016) and functioning of prefrontal cortical regions (Meeks & Jeste, 2009). Future work will 

benefit from exploring the relationship of wise reasoning to human neurobiology, thereby 

enabling researchers to situate wise reasoning within a systemic framework of social, cognitive, 

and neurophysiological processes (Grossmann, 2017a). 

Conclusion 

 Wise reasoning concerns reflective processes facilitating sound judgment, in line with 

standard dictionary definitions, folk concepts, and following a long history of theorizing about 

wisdom in philosophy. These reflective processes are context-specific, and modifiable via 

experimental manipulations such as those involving ego-decentering. Scholars interested in wise 

reasoning would benefit from studying not only its components and their utility for improving 

the quality of people’s judgments and for promoting well-being, but also the contexts affording 

and inhibiting the expression of wise reasoning in daily life. 
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