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Introduction
The objective is simple: ‘Better decision-making’. The only issue is that there are so
many different views over what we mean by ‘better’. At the core of all decisionmaking is the need to balance Power with Responsibility, as the vehicle for resolving
the ‘better’ question. This article explores why that is so difficult? It also argues that
exploring the concept of Wisdom can provide invaluable insights into how to
achieve the most effective balance between Power and Responsibility, which is
central to what our values mean in practice, as well as how we incorporate ethics
into our decision-making.
Wise decision-making also, inevitably, involves moral / ethical choices and this
occurs every time we take a decision. Hence it is not surprising that we find that the
comments we might define as Wisdom are essentially comments about the
relationship between people, or their relationship with society, and the universe as a
whole. These statements are generally globally recognised as relatively timeless and
they are insights that help us provide meaning to the world about us. Yet how often
it seems to be almost totally ignored in Futurist, Strategy, Knowledge Management,
and even Ethics, literature. We also appear to spend more and more time focused on
learning knowledge, or facts, that have a relatively short shelf life, and less and less
time on knowledge that overlaps with Wisdom, that has a long shelf life. Why is
that? What can we do about it?
Power and Responsibility
Western sociological and management/leadership literature is full of references to
Power. How to get it? How to keep it? And How to prevent it being taken away? In
parallel, but rarely in the same studies, there is also an enormous amount of
literature on the concept of Responsibility.
While Power is the ability to make things happen, Responsibility is driven by
attempting to answer the question: ‘In whose interest is the Power being used?’ Yet
the two concepts of Power and Responsibility are simply different sides of the same
coin; they are the Ying and Yang of our behaviour; they are how we balance our
relations with ourselves with the interests of others, which is at the core of what we
mean by our values. Power makes things happen, but it is the exercise of an
appropriate balance between Power and Responsibility that helps ensure as many
‘good’ things happen as possible.

This critical relationship between Power and Responsibility is reinforced by
examining how these two concepts interact in practice, through a variety of different
management dimensions.
First, it is useful to visualise a two-by-two (Boston) box (see diagram below), with
Power (+&-) along the horizontal axis, and Responsibility (+&-) along the vertical.
In one square, where there is a strong Power-driven (+) culture, combined with little
sense of Responsibility (-), there is a high probability of megalomaniac or dictatorial
behaviour. While another square would combine a high degree of Responsibility (+),
with little Power (-), which is a classic recipe for stress. In fact, this is a major cause
of relatively unaddressed individual, organizational and societal stress, reinforced
by many empowerment programmes, that are more concerned with giving
individuals more Responsibility than giving them more real authority (ie: Power). A
further square has low levels of both Power (-) and Responsibility (-) producing the
net result of ‘drop-outs’, whether individual, organisational or societal. This
category is often viewed as an attractive option when individuals consider it relative
to the alternative to the stress, which is all too often associated with situations where
the feeling of impotence is associated with the feeling of Responsibility. The ideal is
to work towards the final square where there is an appropriate balance between
Power and Responsibility (+/+). Although this compartmentalisation is an inevitable
simplification, it does show how the underlying pattern of Power <> Responsibility
relationships influence individual behaviour, which is particularly critical in areas
related to ethical decision making.
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This basic relationships between Power and Responsibility is confirmed from
experience in several other organisation/societal dimensions:

1. Organisational culture can be considered as either one that encourages the
sharing of information, as opposed to a ‘Knowledge is Power’ culture. (Although I
consider it is more appropriate to use the word Information, rather than
Knowledge, for reasons that are discussed in more detail later.) Almost all
management techniques (Total Quality Management, Learning Organisations, and
Knowledge Management, to name but three) are based on the assumption of a
sharing knowledge culture and these techniques are unlikely to be effective within a
‘knowledge is power’ culture. Teams, and virtually all other management
techniques, flourish best under a Responsibility-driven culture. In addition, as we
move further into a knowledge economy, the effective sharing of
information/knowledge will become even more critical for all our decision-making
whether as individuals, within organisations, or for society as a whole.
2. It is often argued that people oppose change, when the underlying problem is, in
fact, that there is a difference of opinion on how to define progress - or what we
mean by ‘better’. In a culture where those affected by change are either in control,
or they trust those driving the change, there is usually general agreement on how
progress is defined, and there is little opposition to any change initiatives. The
greater the trust levels, the easier it will be to undertake change, simply because
there is general agreement that the change will be equated with progress. Despite all
the talk of the need for change in many situations, what is really required is the need
for greater emphasis on the concept of progress. Unfortunately, it is very rarely the
case that all change can be equated with progress. This difference between change
and progress is at the heart of most organisational difficulties in this area, partly
because the vast majority of change is still top down driven, and this is,
unfortunately, combined with the widespread existence of a Power-driven culture,
which has fostered a breakdown in trust in far too many situations.
3. Another important dimension of the Power-Responsibility relationship arises in
many organisations where they experience the damaging effects of bullying,
corruption, as well as sexism and racism. These problem behaviours are, essentially,
in the vast majority of cases, essentially little more than the ‘Abuse of Power’. If
individuals took a more Responsible-driven (ie; ‘others focused’) approach to their
personal relationships, there would be an enormous reduction in these harmful antisocial behaviours.
4. The issues considered above are also reflected in the language we use to discuss
them. Phrases, such as ‘Corridors of Power’, ‘Power Struggles’, even ‘Lusting after
Power’, are widely used, but would not attitudes and behaviours be different if the
language used was more focused on using phrases such as ‘Corridors of
Responsibility’. Why do we never hear about ‘Responsibility Struggles’? There are
very few, if any, examples of people being accused of ‘Lusting after Responsibility’.
Why not? If Power and Responsibility are two sides of the same coin, shouldn’t the
words Power and Responsibility be virtually interchangeable?

The greater the level of a Responsibility-driven decision-making culture, the more
effective and sustainable will be the consequences of that process; and the less
regulation will be required to manage the inter-relationship between the various
stakeholders. In contrast, more and more regulations will be needed in an attempt
to regulate Power-driven cultures, where those regulations are designed, in theory,
as an attempt to make the decision-making processes more accountable, and so
encourage more responsible behaviour. If we all behaved more responsibly in our
relationship with each other, there would be much less pressure for more and more
regulation and legislation.
Rights and Responsibilities
In addition, it can be argued that it was a pity that there has been such an emphasis
on ‘Rights’ during the twentieth century (The UN Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, the European Declaration of Human Rights, etc.), rather than emphasising a
combination of Rights with Responsibilities. In almost all current ethical debates
(as well as legal and other regulatory structures), the ultimate objective is to try to
achieve the appropriate balance of Rights and Responsibilities. If individuals
behaved more Responsibly and ethically towards each other, it would be much more
likely that the net result would be a higher standard of ethical decision making
overall. This is a classic case where the outcome and process are closely inter-linked.
In the context of the above comments, it is worth mentioning that probably 90% of
violent behaviour arises because there is an imbalance, or discontinuity, between
Power (self-focused), and our sense of Responsibility (others-focused), which leads
to a breakdown in the ability to communicate effectively between those involved.
This breakdown becomes even more acute, and problematic, if it is combined with
an inability to undertake a constructive dialogue in the first place.
Leadership is nothing more than the ‘well informed, Responsible, use of Power’.
The more the leadership related decisions are Responsibility-driven (ie, the more
they are genuinely concerned with the wider interest), not only will they be better
informed decisions, but the results are much more likely to be genuinely reflect the
long term interests of all concerned, which also happens to be a sound foundation
for improving their ethical quality.
Wisdom
In essence, the above leadership definition is exactly what could also be called ‘Wise
Leadership’. In this context the concepts of leader, leading and leadership are used
interchangeably, although it could be argued that leaders are individuals (including
their intentions, beliefs, assumptions, etc.), while leading is their action actions in
relation to others, and leadership is the whole system of individual and social
relationships that result in efforts to create change/progress. However, the above
definition, can be used to cover the integrated inter-relationship of those three
dimensions.

There is an enormous amount of literature that explores Wisdom, and this can
provide useful insights into what works and what doesn’t? However, partly because,
for various reasons, the word Wisdom has been widely misused and misunderstood,
it might be useful to explain how I got involved in exploring this generally neglected
dimension of thinking about how people, organisations and society work well in
practice.
My background is Science, with Engineering and Business degrees, and a career in
industry and finance that ended up with my writing and lecturing on Strategy,
where I consider Strategy to be about ‘understanding what makes organization,
people and society work’, and what helps them work ‘better’. Recognising that
‘better’ is a values driven word. In other words, I have a very practical approach to
these issues.
It is worth emphasizing that I didn’t have a classical education and, perhaps I
should also mention that in this journey and discussion, I have no religious agenda.
Reflecting on those earlier experiences lead to exploring the questions: What do we
mean by Wisdom? And Why it is an important subject for both organizations and
society? This interest arose particularly from two directions. First my interest in
strategy in the early 1990’s was very influenced by the widespread discovery (or
more strictly re-discovery) of the importance of Organisational Learning, (largely
thanks to the work of Peter Senge and his book The Fifth Discipline) and this is
reflected in two relevant wise quotes:
„Effective learning is the only sustainable competitive advantage‟
and:
„Only if the rate of learning is greater than the amount of change are we likely to find
change equated with progress?‟
The net result of this emphasis on learning naturally leads to the question: What is
it important to learn? Trying to answer that question partly lead to the massive
growth in the Knowledge Management industry. I was brought up on the
Data/Information/Knowledge pyramid, which ended with Wisdom at the top. Yet
most Knowledge Management books, with a few notable exceptions, do not discuss
the role and importance of Wisdom.
The second dimension arose in the late 1990’s, when I was involved in a number of
‘Futures’ related activities in the run up to the Millennium. In fact, the recent move
into the new Millennium was probably the most focused point in human history for
exploring these questions. In these discussions there was an enormous emphasis on
technology. But I found that almost no-one had looked at what had we really
learned over the past two or three thousand years that was really important to pass

onto the next generation – ie., Wisdom. (This lead to a project for the World Future
Society, ‘Messages for the New Millennium’ - (http://wfs.org)).
Wisdom is something everybody seems to talk about. We all appear to want more of
it, yet few people appear to reflect on what Wisdom really is, especially in
management/leadership literature. And there is little consideration of how can we
learn Wisdom more effectively? An over-riding objective of these brief comments is
simply that it would be very useful for us to try to rehabilitate the word / concept of
Wisdom.
Wisdom Definition
But what do we really mean by Wisdom?
According to the Wikipedia (5/8/05) entry for Wisdom:
“Wisdom is often meant as the ability and desire to make choices that can gain
approval in a long-term examination by many people. In this sense, to label a choice
„wise‟ implies that the action or inaction was strategically correct when judged by
widely-held values ….
… Insights and acts that many people agree are wise tend to:


arise from a viewpoint compatible with many ethical systems,



serve life, public goods or other impersonal values, not narrow self-interest



be grounded in but not limited by past experience or history and yet
anticipate future likely consequences



be informed by multiple forms of intelligence – reason, intuition, heart,
spirit, etc.”

More briefly Wisdom can be considered as: „Making the best use of knowledge … by
exercising good judgement‟ …. „the capacity to realise what is of value in life for
oneself and others‟ …. Or as „the end point of a process that encompasses the idea of
making sound judgements in the face of uncertainty.‟
Of course, Wisdom is one thing, ‘being wise’ is quite another. Being wise is certainly
more than the ability to recycle Wisdom. In essence, ‘being wise’ involves the ability
to apply wisdom effectively in practice.

Wisdom Statements
Wisdom statements are those that appear to be useful in helping us all make the
world a better place in the future. They are not absolute statements; they are simply

statements that reflect our understanding of behaviour patterns that appear to work
in a positive, sustainable, direction. But a statement of Wisdom is only useful if it
also checks out with our own experience.
Of course, that relatively simple objective is not quite as easy as it sounds, for at
least two reasons:
Firstly, the word 'better' inevitably means that we are involved in considering the
whole subject of values. A critical part of the content of any Wisdom statement is
the extent to which it incorporates judgments about values. In fact that is a critical
part of the definition of what we mean by Wisdom. That does not mean that all
statements that reflect values can be defined as Wisdom; the extra dimensions
required is that they are widely accepted and have 'stood the test of time'. In
addition, while all wisdom is reliable, useful, information, not all reliable
information can be considered as Wisdom; they are insights into values, people and
relationships that work. They are not simply technical statements that have no
human or relationship dimension.
Secondly, it is important to recognise that in trying to 'make the world a better place
for us all' can easily run into potential areas of conflict. For example, making things
'better' for some people can be at the expense of making it worse for others. Much
of the conflict in this area is because different people use different time horizons,
when they talk about the future. Some people are obsessed with tomorrow, whilst
others are primarily concerned with what they perceive to be the needs of the next
hundred years. How, or whether, differences in perspectives are resolved is critically
dependent on the quality of dialogue between the parties.
In my view, there are no absolute answers; consequently the only way to make
progress is to try to ensure that the quality of the dialogue between all concerned
(ie., all the stakeholders) is as effective as possible. In the end, the quality of our
decisions depends on the quality of our conversations/dialogue; that is not only
dialogue about information but, perhaps even more important, it is about what is
the best way to use that information. In other words it is about our values. Dialogue
facilitates both the transfer of technical knowledge, as well as being an invaluable
part of personal development. Having a quality dialogue over values is not only the
most important issue we need to address, but it is often the most difficult. In this
area, there is a paradox with the concept of passion, the importance of which is
emphasised in much current management literature. If this passion is exhibited by a
Power-driven person, who tend to think they have all the answers, and they are all
too often not interested in listening, then holding a positive dialogue can easily
become problematic! The only way to ‘square that circle’ is to ensure that all the
other people involved are convinced of their integrity, and that they are reflecting a
genuine concern for the wider interest in the decisions that are taken. The greatest
challenge that most organisations face is how to manage effectively Power-driven,
passionate, people in such a way that their priority is encouraged to be consistent
with the long term interests of the organisation as a whole, rather than just with

their own personal interests. Incorporating this wider (Responsibility-driven)
interest into our decision-making at all levels, irrespective of whether they are
personal, organisational or societal, is the ultimate test of both values and
leadership.
Re-interpreting the Data-Information-Knowledge-Wisdom relationship
The traditional approach to the data-information-knowledge-Wisdom link sees a
close relationship within a pyramid that starts with data at the bottom, moves
through information and knowledge, to end with Wisdom at the top, giving, in
theory, greater 'added value' as we move up that pyramid. In my view, this
progression has a fundamental flaw, arising from the fact that the relationship
between these four items is not linear and there is no basic step-by-step, linear,
movement up the pyramid from data to Wisdom. The mechanistic view of that
progression is partly a reflection of the Newtonian tradition, repackaged by the
Management Science of Taylorism.
In practice, the integration of all four elements requires at least one, if not two,
quantum (/qualitative) jumps. Information can certainly be considered a ‘higher’
form of data, as it provides greater context and so greater meaning. However, the
transformation of information into knowledge requires the first quantum jump. A
book that describes how a jet engine works is an example of information. It is only
when information is actually used that it is turned into knowledge. In a similar way
science produces ‘value’ and ‘values’ free information. It isn’t until something is
done with that information that we need to recognise that all our choices
(/decisions), are concerned with ‘adding value’, as well as being values driven, and
these decisions are driven by our perception that one alternative is somehow ‘better’
than another.
In essence, knowledge is information in use and, of course, it is through its use, and
through the feedback learning loop, that you gain further information, which then
gets turned into even more legitimate knowledge based action. Overall, this is a
never ending, dynamic, process.
But where does Wisdom come in? Wisdom is the vehicle we use to integrate values
into our decision-making processes. It is one thing to turn information into
knowledge that makes things happen through its use, but it is quite another thing to
make the ‘right’ (/’good’/’better’) things happen. How we actually use knowledge
depends on our values. Instead of moving up from data/information/knowledge to
Wisdom we are, in parallel, moving down from Wisdom to knowledge -- and that is
how we incorporate our values into our decision-making. Hence we can see the
application and relevance of what is generally called Wisdom. It is only justified to
consider that decisions can be reduced to a cost/benefit analysis, if it is possible to
quantify all the ‘values’ elements within the equation in monetary terms. In the past
values have been included implicitly, whereas today that dimension invariably needs
to be made much more explicit. All decisions involve the integration of the

economics dimensions of ‘added value’, with the ethical (ie., ‘right’) dimension of
‘values’.
Of course, this is a dynamic process and there is continual feedback from the
experience of our actions into whether we need more information. But what and
how much further information is required is also a values influenced decision. How
values are assessed and applied, both as the ends and means, are critically
important dimensions in all our decision-making.
Our values/Wisdom define the limits of what are considered acceptable choices in
the first place and those decisions determine our knowledge/action priorities. These
priorities then determine what information is required, in order to try to ensure that
the decision is as well informed as possible. In turn that information need
determines what further questions have to be asked about what additional data is
required. It also needs to be recognised that the way the word (/concept) Wisdom,
has been used in the past has not always helped this process.
We need to start with Wisdom (/our values) as our base, which provide the
framework within which to manage knowledge, and so on through the pyramid to
information and data. Consequently, without a sound base at one level, it is difficult
to manage effectively the next layer up (or down). Knowledge as information in use,
and Wisdom as the integration of knowledge and values to produce wise action. This
is confirmed by the comments below:
“Wisdom is the power that enables us to use our knowledge for the benefit of ourselves
and others.”
(Thomas J. Watson)
“Knowledge is not wisdom, unless used wisely.”
(J.D. Anderson)
"Knowledge without wisdom is a load of books on the back of an ass."
(Japanese Proverb)
“Knowledge is of no value unless you put it into practice.”
(Anton Chekhov (1860-1904))
Many of the important messages about the state and future of the Human Race were
made over a thousand years ago, in China, the Middle East and other early
sophisticated societies. In fact, Wisdom insights are very similar irrespective of
which part of the world identified as their source, because they consist of statements
about relationships between people, either individually or collectively in societal
context, or about our relationship with the universe as a whole, that they have ‘stood
the test of time’.

Learning
Wisdom is by far the most sustainable dimension of the information/knowledge
industry. But is it teachable? It is learned somehow, and as far as I know, there is no
‘values’/Wisdom gene. Consequently, there are things that we can all do to help
manage the learning processes more effectively, although detailed consideration of
these are outside the scope of this paper.
We need to recognise that the more change that is going on in society, the more
important it is that we make sure that our learning is as effective as possible. That is
the only way we have any chance of being able to equate change with progress. If we
want to have a better future the first - and most important - thing that we have to do
is improve the quality and effectiveness of our learning.
We are trying to improve things. We are trying to make progress. Of course, the
concepts behind the words: 'improve', 'better' and 'progress' are powerfully valuesdriven. Organisations and individuals don’t have a problem with change, only with
how we perceive progress. Our success in this area is critically dependent on the
quality of our dialogue as discussed earlier. Unfortunately, it is not easy to be
optimistic about current trends, when the media is so focused on sensationalism and
confrontation.
Wisdom Insights
Some examples of statements about Wisdom that not only reflect the points made
above, but provide additional insights into the meaning and usefulness of the word,
would include:
"Knowledge is a process of piling up facts; Wisdom lies in their simplification."
(Martin H. Fisher)
“Wisdom Outweighs any wealth”
(Sophocles)
“Wisdom is the intelligence of the system as a whole.”
(Anon)
“ Wise people through all laws were abolished would lead the same life.”
(Aristophanes)
And some of the general Wisdom messages that we might like to pass onto future
generations might include:
"By doubting, we come to examine, and by examining, so we perceive the truth."
(Peter Abelard)

“The price of greatness is responsibility”
(Winston Churchill)
"If you won't be better tomorrow than you were today then what do you need tomorrow
for?"
(Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav (1772-1811))
"You must be the change you want to see in the world."
(Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948))
"The purpose of studying history is not to deride human action, not to weep over it or to
hate it, but to understand it -- and then to learn from it as we contemplate our future.”
(Nelson Mandela)
“Concern for others is the best form of self interest”
(Desmond Tutu)
What are the implications of these ideas for us all?
A Wise Society
In recent years we have seen considerable effort to move people from the idea of
'Working Harder' to 'Working Smarter'. But what is really needed is to move
beyond 'Working Smarter' to 'Working Wiser'. We need to move from ‘The
Knowledge Society’ to ‘The Wise Society’. And, the more we move along that
progression, the more we need to recognise that we are moving to a situation where
the important issues primarily reflect the quality of our values, rather than the
quantity of our physical effort. If we want to improve the quality of our decision
making, the focus needs not only to be on the quality of our information but,
perhaps even more importantly, on the ‘right’ use of that information, hence the
importance of improving the dialogue related issues mentioned earlier.
Stakeholder analysis can help understand the map of the Power/Responsibility
relationships within decision-making processes. All decisions require trade-offs and
this involves judgement between the interests of the various stakeholders, within a
framework of a genuine concern for the long term - and the wider interest. It is also
the case that where there is no common agreement over objectives, values are
invariably the dominant agenda in any discussion. It is here that Wisdom reflected
in both content, and process, can be critical. How often do we seem to be either
obsessed with technology - or so focused on the experience of the here-and-now that the issue of Wisdom appears to be virtually ignored? Are we really focused on
what is important, rather than on just what is easy to measure?
One reason for the recent obsession with an information based approach is because
that provides a relatively easy framework within which to get agreement of
decisions. Any focus on the values dimension can make decision-making much more
problematic. There are two answers to such a view: First, values are implicitly

involved in all decision-making and all we are doing is making the discussions about
the values dimension more explicit, a process that is, after all, at the core of
Knowledge Management. It is also through making information/knowledge more
explicit that we can improve the effectiveness of our learning processes. Secondly
the evidence suggests that there is much more agreement across all cultures and
religions about fundamental human values (and Wisdom) then is generally
recognised.
Finally I come back to the point made at the beginning. Why are we interested in
Ethics and the Future? The answer is, simply that we are concerned with trying to
make the world a ‘better’ place. But for whom? And how? To answer both
questions we need to re-ask fundamental questions: Why do we not spend more time
to ensure that the important messages that we have learned in the past ('Wisdom')
can be passed on to future generations? How do we ensure these messages are
learned more effectively? These are critical strategy questions, as well as being at
the very foundation of anything we might want to call 'The Knowledge Economy',
although what is really needed is to focus on trying to move towards a concept closer
to ‘The Wise Economy’. This focus naturally overlaps with the greater attention
recently being given to values/ethical related issues and ‘the search for meaning’ in
management/leadership literature.
Overall, Wisdom is a very practical body of sustainable knowledge (/information)
that has an incredibly useful contribution to our understanding of our world. Such
an approach would enable us all take ‘better’ (/wiser) decisions, lead ‘better’ lives
and experience wiser leadership, particularly in areas that involve explicit, or
implicit, ethics and values related issues which are themselves closely linked to
establishing more appropriate relationships between Power and Responsibility.
If we cannot take Wisdom seriously we will pay a very high price for this neglect.
We need to foster greater respect for other people, particularly those who have
views, or reflect values, that we do not agree with. This requires us to develop our
capacity to have constructive conversations about the issues that divide us and that,
of itself, would go along way to ensure that we improve the quality of our decisionmaking for the benefit of all in the long term.

