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Abstract

Purpose — Although the notion of wisdom confronts the economic rationale of business
organizations, this paper aims to argue that organizations are coming under increasing pressure
not only to learn, change and adapt, but also to take actions that are ethically acceptable and respond
to the expectations of multiple stakeholders, or in other words to act wisely. Accordingly this article
seeks to progress the debate on the relationship between organizational learning, learning
organizations and wisdom, in pursuit of a new version of the model of the learning organization, the
practically wise organization.

Design/methodology/approach — First, the literature on the learning organization and
organizational learning is reviewed with a view to the identification of useful models and concepts.
The paucity of reference to wisdom in that literature is noted. The following sections develop the
theme of practical wisdom and, the essence of the practically wise organization, respectively. Finally a
model for the practically wise organization that is both a virtuous and a learning organization is
proposed.

Findings — The paper finds that a practically wise organization is a learning organization whose
learning architecture is based on the principles of practical wisdom. Such an organization manages the
processes associated with the seven pillars of wisdom: understanding dynamic complexity; developing
personal wisdom competency; deliberating towards ethical models; refreshing shared sustainable
vision; group wisdom dynamics; deliberated praxis; and embodied learning.

Originality/value — The article is a first step towards extending the theory and practice associated
with the learning organization and organizational learning to embrace the multi-stakeholder, ethically
and morally informed perspectives embedded in the notion of practical wisdom.

Keywords Learning organizations, Corporate social responsibility, Business ethics

Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction

This article was prompted by an invitation, embedded in a call for papers for a special
issue of this journal, to envisage the future of or for, the learning organization. Our
proposition is that such a future must embrace and interpret the concept of practical
wisdom. Whilst acknowledging what might be perceived as the naiveté of
transplanting philosophical systems of thinking founded in a pre-modern era into a
post-industrialised, instrumental and secular world (Case and Gosling, 2007) and in no
sense underestimating the challenge of this endeavour, we seek to make a contribution
to the integration of wisdom into organizational learning theory. We argue that the

The authors would like to thank the anonymous reviewers who have engaged actively with the
proposals that we are striving to articulate in this article, and thereby moved the discussion
forward.
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learning have essentially been proposed in a value free vacuum, and take an
instrumental perspective on the nature of learning, and avoid explicit articulation of
the purpose and the outcomes of the learning. Further, wisdom is often absent from the
dominant managerial discourse that is rational economistic and technocratic. McKenna
and Rooney (2005) suggest that this is not surprising as the managerialist discourse
does not easily accommodate the transcendent (imaginative, creative and
inter-subjective) and human (ethical) defining components of wisdom. The
organizational learning literature prefers instead to privilege a loose association
between learning processes and change and organizational development and, in turn,
survival and future success (e.g. Garrett, 1987; Starkey, 1996; Pearn et al., 1995). Here
we start from the position adopted by Bierly et al. (2000) that in order to improve the
understanding of the impact of organizational learning and knowledge on competitive
advantage it is necessary to understand the role of data, information, knowledge, and
most especially, wisdom. Indeed, we go further and propose that the concept practical
wisdom is more appropriate than the more indistinct term wisdom. Practical wisdom is
a pivotal concept as increasingly individuals, organizations and societies must
understand and respond to the moral and ethical expectations presented to them by
their various stakeholder groups. As discussed later in this article wisdom is a
polysemantic concept and therein lies much of its richness. Nevertheless, for the
purpose of initial orientation, we start this article with the definition of practical
wisdom proposed by Aristotle. Practical wisdom, or phronesis, is:

a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard to human goods.

Organizations are operating in increasingly dynamic environments characterised by
rapid change and uncertainty, such that they are making decisions in uncertainty.
Traditional decision-making processes based on information, knowledge and learning
are designed to reduce uncertainty in decision making, but in dynamic environments
high levels of residual uncertainty mean that judgements must be made in uncertainty
and risks must be taken. It is becoming increasingly necessary to develop practical
insights into situations without relying on rules. Further, organizations are
increasingly being called to account for an apparent lack of ethics and social
responsibility associated with, for example, insider trading, illicit accounting practices,
environmental dumping, and excessive executive compensation (Jones, 2005). Indeed
many organizations understand the need to make statements about their “corporate
social responsibility” (e.g. Jones et al., 2005; Ricart et al., 2005) and their commitment to
both their own sustainability and survival and the sustainability of the communities
and environments with which they interact. While cynics might view such policy
statements as no more than the creative management of public reputation, they are an
implicit acknowledgement of the expectations to which organizations feel that it is
necessary to respond. Indeed, if over time there should be accumulating evidence that
such statements are no more than insubstantial rhetoric; then they will have a negative
rather than a positive impact on reputation. Accordingly, organizations are coming
under increasing pressure not only to learn, change and adapt, but also to take actions
that are ethically acceptable and sustainable, and which balance the interests of a
range of different stakeholders. In other words there are increasing expectations that
organizations should act wisely or with wisdom.
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This article aims to make a specific contribution to the exploration of the nature of
practical wisdom in organizations. Specifically, it seeks to progress the debate on the
relationship between organizational learning and wisdom, in pursuit of a new version
of the model of the learning organization, the practically wise organization. The next
section reviews the literature on the learning organization and organizational learning
in pursuit of useful models and concepts. It also notes the paucity of reference to
wisdom in that literature. The following section returns to the notion of wisdom, and
specifically develops the theme of practical wisdom and wisdom in the workplace and
making some proposals concerning the essence of the practically wise organization.
Next, the five disciplines of the learning organization are used to propose the processes
that constitute the seven pillars of the practically wise organization, an organization
that not only learns, but also is able to develop its capacity to act wisely. Conclusions
lead into recommendations, which invite further research in this area.

The learning organization and organizational learning

This section seeks to summarise the key themes in the debate about the concepts of the
learning organization and organizational learning as a foundation for moving forward
to the concept of the practically wise organization. This summary is not intended to be
a comprehensive review of the literature on organizational learning, but is rather
designed to surface key aspects of that literature that inform the development of
propositions later in this article. Through this analysis it will become evident that the
early literature in this field focussed primarily on learning with little reference to
knowledge, and that even in recent literature there has been little attempt to link
wisdom and organizational learning, or to embed it in the notion of the learning
organization. Another not inconsiderable challenge is the contested nature of the
concept of the learning organization, and insidious doubts about the effectiveness of
one of the key planks of organizational learning, double loop learning, to produce
organizational knowledge.

Although, as will be discussed later, there is some ambiguity about the notion of, in
particular, the concept “learning organization”, there is general agreement that the two
concepts of organizational learning and learning organization are tightly interrelated.
Ortenblad (2004) probably captures the complexity of this conceptual relationship
when he says that organizational learning can be viewed both as one aspect of the
learning organization, and also as an idea in its own right. At the heart of the concept of
organizational learning is the notion that organizations and not just individuals can
learn, and thereby change and adapt to survive and succeed. Senge ef al. (1999, p. 33)
defines organizational learning thus:

The practice of organizational learning involves developing tangible activities: new
governing ideas, innovation in infrastructure, and new management methods and tools for
changing the way people conduct their work. Given the opportunity to take part in these new
activities, people will develop an enduring capacity for change. The process will pay back the
organization with far greater levels of diversity, commitment, innovation and talent.

Senge’s definition suggests that whilst organizational learning is about superior
performance, it also impacts on commitment and contribution.

Small and Irvine (2006) suggest that the two main components of organizational
learning theory relate to the concepts of double loop learning and the learning
organization.
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concepts of single and double loop learning. Single loop learning is concerned with
responding to changes in the environment without changing the core set of
organizational norms, while double loop learning, on the other hand, occurs when
organizations respond to changes in their environment by challenging and redefining
underlying assumptions and organizational norms. Double loop learning is tightly
coupled with the organization’s ability to adapt its learning processes, or to control
how it learns. Yet, some commentators have started to question the efficacy of double
loop learning (Henderson, 1997, Blackman et al., 2004). Interestingly, Blackman et al.
(2004) suggest that double loop learning may frequently create mistakes and fail to
detect possible interesting lines of thought. They argue that there are very real
problems with the conversion of subjective experience into organizational knowledge,
and that in order to focus on this process it is important to understand the two different
types of knowledge proposed by Popper (1979):

(1) knowledge or thought in the subjective sense, consisting of a state of mind or
consciousness or a disposition to behave and to react; and

(2) knowledge or thought in an objective sense, consisting of problems, theories
and arguments as such (Popper, 1979, pp 108-9).

There is evidence in these concerns about the effectiveness of double loop learning that
it may be necessary to pay greater attention to the relationship between objectivity and
subjectivity. Nonaka and Toyama (2007) also observe that one of the drivers for a
better understanding of strategic wisdom is the need in strategy creation to understand
the interaction between subjectivity and objectivity. Such discussions hint at the need
to recognise the link between knowledge and behaviour, and subjectivity that arises
from context, themes that we revisit later in our discussion of practical wisdom.

Next we turn to the other key concept in organizational learning, the learning
organization. Although the concept was probably introduced by Garratt in 1987, the
seminal and much quoted work is Senge’s (1990) book The Fifth Discipline and Senge is
viewed as the guru of the learning organization (Jackson, 2001; Smith, 2003). The
learning organization is seen as the type of organization that is best suited to double
loop learning. It is generally viewed as being an ideal, or a norm that is to be aspired to
and approached, rather than realised (Cavaleri, 2004). Concerns have been expressed
about the theoretical underpinning of the concept (Cavaleri, 2004; Moilanen, 2001;
Small and Irvine, 2006) and it is generally accepted that the tools and frameworks
associated with the learning organization are designed more to support consultancy
and practice, rather than to support the development of theory and science. At the core
of The Fifth Discipline is the identification of the widely quoted five disciplines of the
learning organization: systems thinking; personal mastery; mental models; building
shared vision; and, team learning. However, even in the early days of this concept,
many other authors sought to express their understanding of the concept of the
learning organization. The flavour of some of these perspectives can be captured
through the following definitions:

Facilitates the learning of all its members, and continuously transforms itself (Pedlar ef al.,
1990).
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Facilitates participative and innovative development with and between people and
institutions commercially, technologically and socially (Lessem, 1991).

Forms the strategy, structure and culture of the enterprise into a learning system (Stahl et al.,
1992).

Encourages double loop learning, in which learning informs and changes organisational
objectives and impacts on strategic directions (Argyris, 1990).

In addition, other authors started to develop related concepts such as the learning
laboratory (Leonard-Barton, 1992), the knowledge creating organization (Nonaka, 1991;
Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), and the knowing organization (Choo, 1996, 2006). A
recent contribution, for example, from Goh (2003), suggests the following as building
blocks of a learning organization:

+ clarity of mission and vision;

+ leadership commitment and empowerment;
+ experimentation and rewards;

+ effective transfer of knowledge; and

+ teamwork and group problem solving.

This enthusiasm for, and indeed the central significance of, learning and knowledge to
the future of organizations has led to much development of the original concept of the
learning organization. Even within the context of interpretations of Senge’s seminal
work, Ortenblad (2007) has been able to identify 12 different interpretations of what
Senge means by the learning organization but also to demonstrate that the five
disciplines remain as one important interpretation.

Over the years a number of authors have commented on the ambiguity of the
concept of the learning organization (e.g. Burgoyne, 1999; Garvin, 1993; Leitch et al,
1996) and have suggested that the five disciplines do not provide much guidance on
how to start the process of creating a learning organization. Some argue that such
ambiguity is not helpful to either practitioners or theory building (Jackson, 2000;
Ortenblad, 2007). On the other hand, it has also been suggested that such ambiguity or
vagueness 18 beneficial because it allows engagement with, and interpretation and
adaptation of the concept to suit different organizations (e.g. Hawkins, 1994; Pedlar
et al.,, 1991; Pearn et al., 1995; Watkins and Golembiewski, 1995). In 2000 it was possible
for Rowley to argue that the link between learning and knowledge was not generally
acknowledged in the literature on learning organizations, such that little attention was
paid to that which is being learned, ie. knowledge (Rowley, 2000). Cavaleri (2004,
p. 162) echoes the same point:

... there is little evidence . . . that knowledge is of great importance to efforts directed toward
becoming a learning organisation.

However, he balances his discussion by noting that this was a reciprocal relationship,
because first generation knowledge management failed to appreciate that
organizational learning is a critical component of knowledge processing. The
growing literature on knowledge management (KM) too frequently welcomed
indiscriminate knowledge creation, without exploration of its role in learning
processes. Fortunately, work on other aspects of organizational learning, such as that
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creating organization (Nonaka, 1991), and the knowing organization (Choo, 1996, 2006)
started to recognise the significance of knowledge in organizational development and
learning. More recently, there have been some key contributions to the debate on the
relationship between the knowledge management and organizational learning
paradigms which suggest that there are grounds for a more integrated perspective
on knowledge and learning, which could form a platform for advancing to wisdom.
Taking a theoretical and philosophical perspective, Cavaleri (2004) suggests that both
KM and organizational learning are grounded in the philosophy of “pragmatism”.
Firestone and McElroy (2004, p. 182), from the KM practitioner’s perspective suggest
that:

The LO is the normative aspect of OL. It is the form of organization that according to some is
best suited for double-loop OL, in the process sense, to occur. KM, however is that
management activity or process whose objective is to enhance double-loop knowledge
processing in the organization by creating a sustainable innovation system. So it too is
normative and its objective is to enhance double loop organizational learning processes which
it calls knowledge processes.

In conclusion, there would appear to be considerable debate surrounding both of the
key elements of organizational learning, double loop learning and the learning
organization. This perhaps suggests that the time is ripe for a different perspective.

Practical wisdom

There is a growing literature that has started to recognise the importance of wisdom to
organizations. Juxtaposing concerns about the limited success of knowledge
management initiatives in organizations (e.g. Bierly et al, 2000) and the complexity
and hyper turbulence of organizational environments and their consequences for
strategic leadership, organizational theorists have started to seek something beyond
knowledge and are looking to better understand the role of organizational and
managerial wisdom (Boal and Hooijberg, 2001; Gosling and Mintzberg, 2004;
Hambrick, 1989; Prusak and Davenport, 2003). Very recently there has been an
upsurge of interest in wisdom and specifically practical wisdom (phronesis) in the
context of strategy (McKenna et al., 2006; Nonaka and Toyama, 2007; Statler et al,
2006). These papers agree that:

... the rationalistic approach to strategy has resulted in strategic theories that exist apart
from the realities of business because they obscure the most significant reality — that
strategy is a dynamic process created and practiced by human beings (Nonaka and Toyama,
2007, p. 372).

They suggest that whilst rational judgement is necessary, wise management also
requires a capacity for counter-intuition, vision and humanity (McKenna ef al., 2006). In
the wider economic context, Rooney and McKenna (2005, p. 307) suggest that the
discourse on knowledge-based economies is limited by an inadequate conception of
knowledge that does not embrace the axiological dimension of knowledge that leads to
wisdom:

a wisdom-based renaissance of humanistic epistemology is needed to avoid increasing social
dysfunction and a lack of wisdom in complex technological societies.
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These recent contributions would suggest that it is timely to return to Aristotle’s
notion of practical wise judgement because its appropriation and use in more recent
literature does not always retain it original meaning and purpose. In addition, there is a
need to explore how wisdom can be considered at both the individual level and in its
application across a learning organization.

A coherent discussion of how practical judgements made privately can be
communicated in public can be found in Aristotle. Aristotle generally restricts his
discussion of practical wise judgement to personal actions, although he does advocate
the use of phrosisis by the community leader to achieve actions that are for the
community’s collective benefit. Using Pericles as an example of a man of practical
wisdom, Aristotle (2000, 1140a: 9-10)[1] writes that “they [who have practical wisdom]
can see what is good for themselves and what is good for men in general: we can
consider that those who can do this are good at managing households or states”.
Further, in discussing the relationship between personal and political wisdom,
Aristotle (2000, 1141b: 23-4) argues that they are both of the “same state of mind, but to
be them is not the same”. Political wisdom he defines as having to do with “action and
deliberation, for a decree is a thing to be carried out in the form of an individual act”
(Aristotle, 2000, 11141hb: 27-8). Moreover, since the object of rhetoric is judgement
(1377b: 21) and since we judge necessarily within a framework of emotion (Aristotle,
2000, 1378a: 1) Aristotle provides an account of emotions and how they alter
judgements. This he does in Rhetoric (Aristotle, 2000, 1378a: 20-23). In engaging with
emotion, Aristotle introduces the realization that people are not “moved to act” simply
on the basis of rationality. Emotional appeal is often needed to initiate others to act in
accord with the wishes of the rhetorician. The analogy is clear if we replace the
rhetorician with the manager in the context of the learning community of an
organization.

Aristotle introduces phronesis in his earlier books Posterior Analytics and Problems
but discusses it in most detail in Book VI of Nicomachean Ethics. Here he discusses the
nature of truth and places practical wisdom alongside art, knowledge, philosophic
wisdom and comprehension as the five forms of knowing. He concludes that “practical
wisdom, then, must be a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard to
human goods” (Aristotle, 2000, 1140b: 20/21), and is a form of rationality which deals
with opinion. Moreover Aristotle argues that the experience of the practically wise
gives their opinions equal validity with that of demonstrated (empirical) fact. Thus in
times of uncertainty where there is insufficient evidence to construct deductive
argument the trust that the organizational members have in their leaders and in each
other enable action grounded on the plausibility of what is readily knowable and
endorsed by the authority of trusted colleagues rather than reliance on apparently
undeniable facts.

The ability to make practical judgements is based on deliberation and practical
reasoning mediated through experience and a discernment of the decision situation.
We deliberate about things which could be different, where we have a choice, and we
may involve others “to aid us in deliberation on important questions, distrusting
ourselves as not being up to the task” (Aristotle, 2000, 12b: 10/11). The deliberation of
what might otherwise be is a type of plausible reasoning, a reasoning according to
Aristotle that is in the syllogistic form of deductive logic. Deliberation is not about ends
but “what contributes to ends” (Aristotle, 2000, 1112b: 12) and is a process of inquiry,
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not-deliberative inquiry). Moreover, once we have made our choice, Aristotle leads us
through the Rhetoric to the “use of persuasive speech to lead to decisions” (Aristotle,
2000, 1939b1: 8).

The emphasis on practical action as a way of being in Aristotle’s the Ethics begs
the questions regarding community acts. This aspect of political advocacy is rectified
in the Rhetoric where many of the themes developed in the Ethics are
re-contextualised. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle addresses the more public and political
aspects of moving people emotionally and rationally into action. Aristotle ( 2000,
357a: 2/5) states the “[D]uty of the rhetoric is to deal with such matters as we
deliberate upon without arts or systems to guide us ... the subject of our
deliberations are such as to seem to present us with alternative possibilities, about
things that could not have been”, a role for the practically wise. Thus the rhetoric’s
purpose is about the art of making practical judgements and communicating them
convincingly, requiring an understanding of oneself and others as social, political and
cultural beings.

The continuity that is evident between the Ethics and the Rhetoric is revealed
through the nature of argument and the character of the rhetorician. In the first line of
the book Aristotle (2000,354a: 1) states, “(R)hetoric is the counterpart of dialect” and
then he states explicitly that rhetoric “is an off-shoot of dialectic and also of ethical
studies” (Aristotle, 2000, 1356a: 25/26). These two themes illustrate firstly, how the
practically wise know not only the particulars of the situation upon which they are
making a judgement but that they cannot be “practically wise without moral
excellence” (Aristotle, 2000, 1144b: 31) and these virtues ought to be brought to bear
on the subject of the deliberation. This requirement is also found for those who
practice rhetoric. For Aristotle the good character of the rhetorician “may almost be
called the most effective means of persuasion he possesses” (Aristotle, 2000,
1356a: 14).

The nature of practical judgement is not one that is revealed solely through a
heuristic of decision making. It is not simply a logical analysis or a synthesis but a
response to being engaged, purposively, within a specific context. More is required
from the wise practitioner, the phronimos. Practical wisdom requires an ability to act
appropriately, often in ways that help define the future which may be
incomprehensible, incommensurate or just dogmatically blocked by others’ ways of
being. Such ability sets the practically wise apart from those able just to make practical
judgements without the virtuous comportment. Through phronetic insight the
Dphronimos is able to select one set of premises. The choice is an act of phronetic insight
designed to effect change in others through communicating, compelling or persuading
others through the use of examples or through practical syllogism[2] and manifested in
action at the right time in the right place to achieve its goals

The ability to move others to action in times of uncertainty is, for Aristotle, a
function of the character and the weight, both emotionally and rationally, of the
argument. We believe this concept offers direction for management in their need to
communicate with their stakeholders not just in terms of the content of the message
but significantly through the credibility that they as moral people hold. This requires
that leaders are practically wise as well as managerially competent and raises the
issues of the nature of wise competencies and of cultures that encourage wise decisions.
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The essence of the practically wise organization

For organizations to survive it is clear that they need to produce knowledge and
mnovation as well as act on new and radical perspectives on society. Created and
maintained in the service of the economy and functioning as the technological
underpinning of industrial capitalism, organizations have a tendency toward market
utility with its implicit notion of causal certainty rather than, as we propose a form of
action that acknowledges the uncertainty of their reality; practical wisdom. It is here
that we find the locus of the “crisis of the corporation,” where social environmental and
economic value merge to create a new responsibility for owners and employees alike in
this age of super-conductivity, complexity and change.

This notion of practical wisdom confronts the neo-liberal notion of the function of
business. It is about a community étzos in which the needs of others both internal to
and external to the organization render the practices of the organization moral. It has a
culture of concern for others such that individuals are inducted into a culture of
deliberative action, to a praxis of practical wisdom where they learn by practical
experience to becoming expert in making judgements initially within their specific
domain based on the relative data but then in a more general sense in become expert at
understanding the implication of data and acting in line with, and are encouraged by,
the actions of their mentors. It is manifested through a collaborative form of learning
organization whose mission recognises the corporate social responsibility of the
organization and of its members, where error is tolerated provided it leads to learning
and where winning at all costs is not acceptable. Indeed it is an organization whose
sustainability (in every sense) is cherished by it employees and by its stakeholders.

The situated nature of practical judgements necessarily foregrounds the importance
of the socio-economic structure of an organization in which skills can be learnt,
practiced and improved to render the judgement maker expert in practical judgments.

The wise organization must create time for the virtues that allow wise, practical
judgements to be made. An organization has a temporality where it remembers the
past, accepts responsibility for it and uses that to devise a new space for itself in the
future whilst acting now. Such an organization lives the knowledge it creates and
accepts responsibility for what it has created and uses this as experience upon which to
build a culture, its ethos. The ethos of wisdom is one that encourages learning for
without learning it cannot flourish. Aristotle’s practical wisdom is the part of a virtue
that makes it a virtue. The learning in a wise organization is that which is reflective as
well as propositional. It does not depend exclusively on rationality or utility but on a
sense of being, of making good practical judgements interpreted in the situation with
the future consequence at it core. It is the ability to make “right” judgements, driven by
qualities such as compassion, honesty, empathy, responsibility, or commitment. As
Aristotle indicated, an excess of courage is rashness and foolhardiness not bravery.

Our proposal then is for an organization that is practically wise which requires that
it understands the universal issues that it faces and is able to act on them.

It embraces the uncertainty of its future through building competence in developing
the experience of those who make judgements and recognizes that wise judgements are
made by those with an ethical disposition. This disposition is learned through the
experience of others within the organization and manifests itself in the virtues of those
sanctioning decisions. In this way the learning organization acts responsibility morally
and substantially for the betterment of its environments and stakeholders. It develops



a sustainable strategy which struggles, ultimately, for the betterment of all those From learnjng to

involved. This is not a naive position for practical wisdom has at its core in Aristotle’s’
ethical and political writings; it is in fact very much in the world and conscious of
others in how it acts. It seeks to make good moral judgments about its future within the
political context it finds itself. It is a holistic concept where polices and practices are
based on deliberate action, where the consequences of that action are considered in the
medium and long term, and where self interest is that of humanity. A practically wise
organization is one in which people learn to make the right decision to act in the light of
the consequence envisioned at the right time. Such an organization is a workplace with
its structure, culture, atmosphere or climate and prescribed way of conducting
business is a dwelling[3] place, a place where people feel at home although not
tranquilised. It has a ethos where people work, learn and teach each other to make
better good judgement for the benefit of all stakeholders.

The seven pillars of the practically wise organization
In this section, we revisit the elements of the five disciplines of the learning
organization with a view to using this model as a basis for a model for a practically
wise organization. The five disciplines of the learning organization are used as a basis
because the model, although much discussed and ambiguous has prompted much
reflection on learning in organizations; a similar model for wise organizations might
act as a catalyst for discussion of wisdom in organizations. In addition, we believe that
a practically wise organization must also be a learning organization, or in other words,
that wisdom is achieved through learning and practice or Aristotelian praxis. On the
other hand, the value-free concept of learning as previously discussed in the
organizational learning literature is not sufficient. Finally, as with the learning
organization, we propose the practically wise organization as an aspirational state built
on the experience of practically wise judgements. In positioning our proposal for a
practically wise organization in the organizational learning literature our intention is to
sow the seeds of a significant paradigm shift in the theory and practice of
organizational learning.

By reviewing each of the five disciplines of the learning organization is reviewed in
turn, we propose the seven pillars of the wisdom organization:

(1) Systems thinking is seen as an integrative discipline drawing together the other
four disciplines. Systems thinking is associated with seeing the bigger picture
and understanding the interrelationships of a system. A wise organization
needs to understand and act on the interdependency and complexity within the
organization, but it needs to extent this understanding to its interactions with
its environment, in order to encompass an understanding of the
interdependency and complexity of relationships between all stakeholders
groups. This understanding takes into account the dynamic nature of
organizations and their environments, the disruptions, tensions and conflicts of
interests that such change provokes. For the wise organization we therefore
suggest the pillar: understanding dynamic complexity.

(2) Personal mastery is the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening our
personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, and of seeing
reality objectively. A key aspect of personal mastery is not only learning, but
also understanding the value of our learning to others. The contribution of the
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individual is a vital component of the wise organization. The ability or capacity
to exercise individual practical wisdom requires mastery of practice.
Individuals need to practice seeing other’s perspectives, assessing complex
and dynamic situations, taking long-term perspectives and taking
responsibility for their actions; by seeking to exercise wisdom they ill become
more adept at wise actions, decision, and behaviours. In a practically wise
organization personal aspirations remain important, but the nature of the
aspirations need to directed towards making an ethically balanced contribution,
rather than towards only achieving individual gain. This means seeking and
developing individuals whose virtue is not solely in their ability to perform, but
also whose disposition to other enables them to understand the consequences of
their own and the organization’s action. For the wise organization we therefore
suggest the pillar: developing personal wisdom competency.

Mental models are the assumptions and generalizations that influence how one
understands and interprets the organization. This discipline is associated with
surfacing, challenging and responding to our mental models through reflection
and enquiry, thinking and awareness. The transition from a learning
organization to a practically wise organization requires a re-assessment of
mental models to ensure that they embrace an ethical ethos and an
understanding of the role and impact of organizations and their actions that
extends beyond the economic imperative. This process may be facilitated by
organizational commitments to corporate social responsibility, but will not be
embedded unless there is space for individuals to revisit and continually revise
their mental models. This requires that organizations create a “dwelling place”
in which there is time and space for deliberation, and that they proactively find
ways of avoiding the increasing compression of activities. For the wise
organization we therefore suggest the pillar dimension: deliberating towards
ethical models.

Building shared vision is associated with working together towards a common
sense of purpose to crate a picture of the future. Wise organizations, like
learning organizations need to have processes and cultures that empower and
engage people and that encourage them to align their ethical models and
personal mastery with a common view around the sustainable future for the
organization. In a dynamic environment, this is not a once and for all process,
but a continuing state through which visions are reviewed, shared, accepted,
and evolved. Particular challenges are associated with responding to the
dynamic environment and the ethical ethos that characterise a wise
organization. Further, the nature of the vision for a wise organization must
be underpinned by ethical standards and aspirations and balanced
consideration of the interests of multiple stakeholders and stakeholder
groups, and must hold sustainability at its core. For the wise organization we
therefore suggest the dimension: refreshing shared sustainable vision.

Team learning as a discipline recognises teams as the fundamental learning
unit. It is within teams and through the process of dialogue and discussion that
learning and collective thinking and action can be promoted. Similarly, in a
practically wise organization there is a need to consider the capacity of the
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in alignment with the organization’s shared vision. Further, the close
interactions within groups are crucial to individual learning towards wisdom,
as is particularly necessary to support the processes associated with developing
personal wisdom competency and deliberating towards ethical models. For the
wise organization we therefore suggest the pillar: group wisdom dynamics.

The five disciplines of the learning organization has provided a useful basis for
starting on the process of identifying the key pillars of a wise organization. However
the notion of a learning organization has a dominant cognitive paradigm, with
managerialist undertones, and little explicit reference to ethics and value systems. It is
possible to adapt the five disciplines to inject a stronger ethical orientation, but at the
heart of the concept of practical wisdom is the notion of judgements and acts, neither of
which feature explicitly in the five disciplines. Wisdom can only be demonstrated
through engagement in action, and a wise judgement or action is context dependent.
We therefore propose an additional dimension to the wisdom organization: deliberated
praxis.

Further the “cognitive” orientation of the learning organization model omits
consideration of connative and affective aspects of the experience of organizations,
and, more generally, people in societies. Although the notion of learning often involves
learning through experience, the development and growth of wisdom has an even
stronger emphasis on experiential development. In a practically wise organization,
learning and development is simultaneously an outcome of and a precursor to action or
praxis. Accordingly we propose a seventh pillar of a practically wise organization:
emboddied learning.

In conclusion then, we propose that the aspirational state of being a practically wise
organization wise involves attention to the following seven processes, or pillars of the
practically wise organization. The practically wise organization will be continually
seeking to develop the processes associated with:

+ understanding dynamic complexity;

+ developing personal wisdom competency;
* deliberating towards ethical models;

+ refreshing shared sustainable vision;

+ group wisdom dynamics;

* deliberated praxis; and

+ embodied learning.

Conclusions

This article has proposed the concept of the practically wise organization, the article
thereby seeks to make a contribution to the exploration of the nature of practical
wisdom in organizations, and to progress the debate about the relationship between
organizational learning and wisdom. Starting from the stance, that a practically wise
organization is both a virtuous and a learning organization, this article has used the
five disciplines of the learning organization as a platform for proposing to the seven
pillars of the practically wise organization.

practically wise
organization

367




TLO
15,5

368

The practically wise organization is sustainable in dynamic, complex environments
in which the interests of multiple stakeholders must be accommodated. It understands
the universal issues that it faces and is able to act on them. It embraces the uncertainty
of its future through building competence in developing the experience of those who
make judgements and recognises the importance of an ethical ethos to wise choices and
actions. It captures knowledge and learning created by a deliberate engagement with
its environment and becomes skilful at the engagement through experience, practice
and judgement. This is achieved, we argue within a learning organization whose
learning architecture is based on the principles of practical wisdom with the moral
reasoning that implies. In this we argue that good decisions are not just short-term
goal, achieving decisions, but ones that sustain the integrity of the organization based
on the moral value of the organizational ethos. This calls for an organization where
experience counts; such an organization is a dwelling place whose ethos instructs, and
directs, achievement and the identity of its employees. It is a place where time is not
valued as a commodity, but as a facilitator of deliberation and action. Finally it is a
place where knowledge grows not in some form of human capital, but as wisdom.

Recommendations for further research

This article has taken a specific perspective on the integration of the concept of wisdom
within organizations. Whereas others have discussed wisdom in the context of
leadership and strategy the context here is organizational learning. Notwithstanding
these contributions, wisdom has received relatively limited attention in the
management and organization literature. Accordingly, one of the purposes of this
article and many of the other recent contributions on wisdom has been to support the
formulation of questions, as the first step towards greater understanding. Arguably
one of the most important questions about practical wisdom in organizational life is
whether wisdom in this context is concerned with specific value sets that are seen to be
ethical or socially responsible, or whether a more prosaic conceptualization is
appropriate. Nonaka and Toyoma (2007, p. 378), for example, suggest that:

Phronesis is the ability to understand and bring fruition [to] that which is considered good by
individual customers in specific times and situations.

A recent study of student’s conceptions of wisdom shows a similarly pragmatic
approach to wisdom. Respondents saw wisdom as being associated with knowledge,
experience and practical action, and sometimes with understanding and responding to
the wider context, but rarely with ethical stances or positions (Rowley and Slack, 2008).

Analysis of the organizational learning literature prompts a few other key questions
about wisdom in organizations:

« Is the wise organization an aspirational state, and indeed maybe even an
intermittent state? Practical wisdom involves judgement in risky and changing
situations; failure is inevitable but so is learning. A key aspect of wisdom may be
an understanding of how individual, groups and organizations deal with failure
in general, and failures in the exercise of wisdom, in particular.

+ Is it really possible, as has been the intention with the learning organization, to
design a collection of tools and techniques to be used by consultancies in wisdom
development? Indeed, more fundamentally, is it possible for consultants, with
their often-limited temporal engagement with an organization to contribute to
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leaders? , ~ practically wise
+ What role can models of wisdom development and growth, and wise

ol : . . ) . organization
organizations, have in provoking reflection, debate, theory making and practice? &
Other questions, many of which are interdependent, include:
(1) What is the purpose or outcome of organizations being wise, and therefore what 369
is the justification for the discussion of practical wisdom in organizational
behaviour?

(2) What constitutes wisdom in an organizational context?

(3) What is the relationship between wise individuals in an organization and a wise
organization[4]:

« (Can an organization be wise?

* To what extent does the organizational context impact on individual’s
capacity or opportunity to be wise?

=~

What are the reasons for believing that organizations should seek to be wise?
What are the challenges in seeking to become a wise organization?

)

How is or can wisdom be recognised, and is it possible to “measure” wisdom?

—_~ o~~~
~ 1
—_— = = D

Are there examples of “wise organizations”, and if so how can they be
identified?

Notes
1. All references refer to the Barnes collected works for Aristotle.

2. It is not suggested that all the deliberations of those with practical wisdom is syllogistic in
nature but that this is a central feature of the way in which practitioner approach the their
practice.

3. The nature of dwelling is well developed by Heidegger (1975), in “Building dwelling
thinking”, he claims that: “to dwell, to be set at peace, means to remain at peace within the
free sphere that cares-for each thing in its own nature. The fundamental character of
dwelling is this caring-for (Heidegger, 1975, p.149).

4. We thank reviewers of a previous version of this article for their comments, which have
inspired this list of questions.
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