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1 |  INTRODUCTION

The Austrian province of Carinthia, in which our university 
is located, was long considered a stronghold of right-wing 
nationalist politics. In 2008, we happened to launch a media 
call for wisdom nominations not long after province governor 
Jörg Haider, a widely known right-wing politician, had died 

in a self-caused car crash in 2008. When we received nom-
inations of people who had been close to him as exemplars 
of wisdom, we began to wonder about the relationship be-
tween wisdom and ideological values. We would never have 
considered Haider or his political sidekicks, who were as 
well-known for corruption as for fomenting nationalism and 
xenophobia, as wise in any sense. But to what extent were 
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we just projecting our own worldviews into wise individuals? 
Does a right-wing nationalist consider Haider as just as wise 
as other people consider Gandhi or Mandela?

Wisdom is one of the great ideals that people strive to 
achieve. When we imagine a wise person, we imagine the 
person we hope to become, a person who has grown into a 
source of advice and care for others––and, presumably, a 
person who shares our fundamental beliefs and values. To 
what extent are wisdom researchers' ideas of wisdom-related 
values influenced by their own ideologies? While most psy-
chological conceptions of wisdom do not explicitly include 
value orientations, some of their components are clearly 
value-laden. Drawing on Shalom Schwartz's theory of basic 
values (e.g., Schwartz, 1994, 2012), the self-transcendent 
values of benevolence (caring for the welfare of one's group) 
and universalism (caring about the world at large, including 
nature) would seem particularly relevant to wisdom. Several 
wisdom conceptions explicitly include concern for the 
well-being of others and a larger common good (e.g., Ardelt, 
2003; Sternberg, 1998) or awareness of the relativity of one's 
own values and tolerance for other worldviews (e.g., Baltes 
& Staudinger, 2000; Grossmann et al., 2010) as components 
of wisdom. In an expert survey of wisdom researchers, con-
cern for a common good and value relativism and tolerance 
were among the characteristics most closely associated with 
wisdom (Jeste et al., 2010). But are these ideas about wisdom 
shared by people who do not endorse these values as much as 
many psychologists do? For example, do people who do not 
consider universalism as an important value for themselves 
still share our conviction that wise individuals care about the 
world at large? Jonathan Haidt has pointedly argued that the 
long-term emphasis of moral psychology on justice and care 
was to some degree a projection of researchers' liberal ide-
ologies and that in many other parts of the world, as well as 
among conservatives in Western countries, other aspects of 
morality such as respect for authority, in-group loyalty, and 
purity or sanctity, are considered as equally important (Haidt, 
2008). Could wisdom researchers have fallen prey to a similar 
overgeneralization when they proposed wisdom components 
such as value relativism and tolerance (Baltes & Staudinger, 
2000)? This paper aims to answer this question by taking two 
different approaches. First, we investigate to what extent peo-
ple ascribe their own value orientations to wise individuals. 
Second, we investigate which actual value orientations are 
correlated with wisdom. In other words, this research looks 
at both the value orientations that people outside academia 
associate with wisdom and the value orientations that wise 
individuals actually have.

In Studies 1, 2, and 4, we examined the relationship be-
tween people's own value orientations and those that they as-
cribed to wise individuals. The main goal of this research was 
to decide between two hypotheses: if aspects like benevolence 
and universalism are generally viewed as characteristics of 

wisdom (at least in the Western world), then even people who 
do not endorse these values themselves should believe that 
wise individuals endorse them. If they are just projections of 
our own values, then those people should imagine wise indi-
viduals as being just as, or perhaps even more, nonbenevolent 
or nonuniversalistic than they are.

In Studies 3 and 4, we also analyzed actual relationships 
between value orientations and wisdom. Little earlier research 
has investigated this question. Kunzmann and Baltes (2003) 
found that wisdom was positively correlated to striving for 
self-understanding and personal growth and to other-oriented 
goals (well-being of friends, societal engagement, and eco-
logical protection) and negatively correlated to striving for 
a pleasurable life. Webster (2010) largely replicated these 
findings with a different measure of wisdom, except for a 
zero correlation with striving for a pleasurable life. Le (2008) 
found that values related to conservation (security, tradition, 
and conformity) were negatively related to wisdom in both a 
European-American and a Vietnamese-American sample. To 
get a more detailed picture and to examine consistency with 
people's views, Study 3 measured the full set of Schwartz's 
(1994, 2012) values and related them to six different mea-
sures of wisdom. In Study 4, combining the approaches of the 
earlier studies, participants from three age groups filled out a 
value survey for themselves and for a wise person as well as 
a measure of wisdom.

2 |  STUDY 1:  VALUE 
ORIENTATIONS ASCRIBED 
TO WISDOM EXEMPLARS BY 
LEFT-WING AND RIGHT-WING 
PARTICIPANTS

Research on “laypeople's” theories of wisdom shows that 
most people describe wise individuals as having life experi-
ence and using it to provide advice and guidance for others, 
and as open to views diverging from their own and tolerant 
of individual differences (overview in Bluck & Glück, 2005). 
There are, however, individual differences in the centrality 
that people assign to some aspects of wisdom; for example, 
older adults view compassion as more central to wisdom than 
young adults do (Glück & Bluck, 2011). What people think 
about the values that wise individuals hold, and how these 
ideas relate to their own values, has not yet been investigated. 
Study 1 (Gussnig, 2016) investigated differences between the 
values that participants with right-wing, neutral/center, and 
left-wing political orientations ascribed to wise individuals.

Studies using Schwartz's circumplex model of human 
value orientations repeatedly found that individuals identi-
fying with the political left (“liberals” in the North American 
terminology) had higher levels in the values of benevo-
lence, universalism, and self-determination and individuals 
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identifying with the political right (“conservatives”) had 
higher levels in tradition, conformity, power, security, and 
achievement (Caprara, Schwartz, Capanna, Vecchione, 
& Barbaranelli, 2006; Caprara, Schwartz, Vecchione, & 
Barbaranelli, 2008; Piurko, Schwartz, & Davidov, 2011; 
Schwartz, Caprara, & Vecchione, 2010). Assuming that we 
would replicate these findings, the main research question 
of Study 1 was whether the two groups would also believe 
that wise individuals endorsed the respective values.

2.1 | Method

2.1.1 | Participants

Study participants were recruited through listservs of 
Austrian universities and higher-education colleges. Based 
on typical differences between different fields of study in 
the political orientations of their students, as reflected in 
student-council elections, we tried to reach as many differ-
ent universities and fields of study as possible. Eventually, 
a total of 160 students (68.1% women, age range 18 to 
70 years, M = 26.9, SD = 9.2) from various fields of study 
completed the online survey, of whom 85 (53.2%) self-
identified as left-wing (23) or left-leaning (62), 52 (32.5%) 
as neutral/center, and 23 as right-leaning (20), right-wing 
(2), or extreme right-wing (1). Thus, in spite of our efforts 
to reach right-wing individuals, the distribution was highly 
unequal. However, we considered the sample of 23 right-
wing participants as sufficient for the first test of our hy-
potheses. In Study 4, the same analysis was conducted with 
a somewhat larger and more heterogeneous sample; results 
are reported there.

2.1.2 | Measures

The invitation email included a link to an online survey in 
which participants were first asked to report demographic 
data, including their political orientation on a 7-point scale 
from “extreme left” to “extreme right.” They were also 
asked whether they had ever been in touch with scientific 
research on wisdom; those who agreed to this question 
were later excluded from the analyses. Afterward, they 
were presented with the most recent German version of the 
Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ-RR; German version 
by Beierlein, Davidov, Schmidt, Schwartz, & Rammstedt, 
2012). The PVQ-RR includes three items for each of 19 
human foundational values proposed by Schwartz et al. 
(2012, p. 669):

• Benevolence/caring (devotion to the welfare of in-group 
members),

• Benevolence/dependability (being a reliable and trust-
worthy member of the in-group),

• universalism/tolerance (acceptance and understanding of 
those who are different from oneself),

• universalism/concern (commitment to equality, justice, 
and protection for all people),

• universalism/nature (preservation of the natural 
environment),

• humility (recognizing one's insignificance in the larger 
scheme of things),

• conformity/rules (compliance with rules, laws, and formal 
obligations),

• conformity/interpersonal (avoidance of upsetting or harm-
ing other people),

• tradition (maintaining and preserving cultural, family, or 
religious traditions),

• security/personal (safety in one's immediate environment),
• security/societal (safety and stability in the wider society),
• face (security and power through maintaining one's public 

image and avoiding humiliation),
• power/dominance (power through exercising control over 

people),
• power/resources (power through control of material and 

social resources),
• achievement (success according to social standards),
• hedonism (pleasure and sensuous gratification),
• stimulation (excitement, novelty, and change),
• self-direction/thought (freedom to cultivate one's own 

ideas and abilities),
• and self-direction/action (freedom to determine one's own 

actions).

Each item is a one-sentence description of an individual 
of the same gender as the participant who strongly endorses 
the respective value (e.g., “Protecting society's weak and 
vulnerable members is important to him” [universalism/
concern]; “She wants people to admire her achievements” 
[achievement]). Participants rated each description on 
a 6-point scale from “not like me at all” to “very much 
like me.” They first filled out the PVQ-RR with respect 
to themselves. Then, they were asked to name the person 
whom they considered as most similar to an ideally wise 
person and to report at least three characteristics of this 
person. Afterward, they filled out the PVQ-RR as they 
thought the wise person would fill it out.

Following the scoring guidelines for the PVQ-RR 
(Beierlein et al., 2012), individual response tendencies 
were controlled by subtracting participants' individual av-
erages across all items from their averages for each dimen-
sion, resulting in an average of zero over all dimension 
scores for each participant. This correction was performed 
separately for participants' reports of their own and the 
wise individual's values. Reliabilities were comparable to 
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or higher than those reported by Schwartz et al. (2012), 
with Cronbach's alphas ranging from .58 for stimulation to 
.89 for tradition.

2.2 | Results

2.2.1 | Participants' own values

Figure 1 shows the means of the three groups (left-wing, 
neutral/center, and right-wing) as they characterized them-
selves and their respective wisdom nominees concerning 
the 19 value dimensions, arranged according to the circular 
continuum of human values (Schwartz et al., 2012). As the 
figure shows, the general profiles of the three groups were 
relatively similar, with the highest means for the two self-
direction dimensions and benevolence and the lowest for the 
power dimensions.

Group differences were tested using univariate analyses 
of variance with post hoc Scheffé tests using the Bonferroni-
Holm correction for multiple group comparisons. Means, 
standard deviations, and effect sizes are displayed in Table 1, 
which also shows Spearman correlations between the value 
dimensions and political orientation. The significant differ-
ences in participants' own values replicated earlier research 
(Caprara et al., 2006, 2008; Piurko et al., 2011; Schwartz 
et al., 2010). For left-wing and center/neutral participants, 
universalism/tolerance and universalism/concern were just 
as important as benevolence and self-direction, followed by 
humility. Right-wing participants also rated benevolence and 
self-direction highest, followed by universalism/tolerance, 

achievement, and tradition. Universalism/nature was rated 
lower than the other two universalism dimensions by all three 
groups.

Left-wing participants had higher means than right-wing 
participants in all three universalism dimensions, with the 
largest group difference in universalism/concern. Right-
wing participants had higher means than left-wing partic-
ipants in tradition and both power dimensions (although 
power still had the lowest mean of all values). Center/neutral 
participants had higher means than left-wing participants in 
conformity/rules. In all other dimensions, they were inter-
mediate between the left- and right-wing participants, siding 
with the left-wing participants on universalism/nature and 
power/resources and with the right-wing participants on 
tradition.

2.2.2 | Values ascribed to wisdom nominees

The main question of the current research concerned the 
values that the participants ascribed to wise individuals. As 
Figure 1 and Table 1 show, the three groups agreed about 
the high importance of self-direction and benevolence for 
their wisdom nominees (as well as for themselves). Left-
wing and center/neutral participants had higher means than 
right-wing participants in the universalism dimensions, 
and right-wing participants had higher means in tradition, 
power, and achievement. An interesting picture emerged 
when we compared participants' own means to those they 
ascribed to their respective wisdom nominees. Left-wing 
participants described their wisdom nominees as even 

F I G U R E  1  Study 1: Value orientations reported by left-wing, center-neutral, and right-wing participants for themselves and the wisest 
person they know
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higher than themselves in universalism/tolerance and self-
direction/thought, but also as higher than themselves in 
humility and tradition. They also described their wisdom 
nominees as lower than themselves in security/personal, 
the self-enhancement values of face, power/resources, and 
achievement, and in hedonism. Right-wing participants had 
no significant differences between their own values and 
those they ascribed to a wise person. This was to some ex-
tent due to their small group size; descriptively, they had 
effect sizes similar to the two other groups on tradition, uni-
versalism/concern, and universalism/tolerance, where they 
imagined the wise person to be higher than themselves, and 
for the security dimensions, where they imagined them to 
be lower than themselves. Interestingly, while both the left-
wing and center-neutral participants imagined the wise per-
son to be higher than themselves in self-direction/thought, 
there was no such difference for the right-wing participants. 
Center/neutral participants largely paralleled the left-wing 
participants in the differences between themselves and their 
wisdom nominees. The correlations between political ori-
entation and the value dimensions were largely consistent 
with the group differences. The further to the right par-
ticipants placed themselves on the political continuum, the 
higher were their scores in tradition and conformity/rules 
and the lower in universalism. Concerning the wisest per-
son they knew, participants who placed themselves further 
on the right imagined this person to value tradition more 
and universalism, benevolence/care, and self-direction/
thoughtless.

2.3 | Discussion

This study investigated differences between university 
students self-identifying as politically left-wing, neutral/
center, and right-wing in the values they endorsed them-
selves and those that they ascribed to the wisest person 
they knew. Concerning participants' own values, the differ-
ences between the three groups replicated earlier research 
(Caprara et al., 2006, 2008; Piurko et al., 2011; Schwartz 
et al., 2010): all three groups considered benevolence and 
self-direction as most important and power as least im-
portant. However, left-wing participants considered uni-
versalism (tolerance and concern) as equally important as 
benevolence and self-direction, and they rated power and 
tradition as least important. For right-wing participants, 
benevolence and self-direction were followed by security, 
achievement, and tradition, and universalism/nature and 
universalism/concern were second-lowest in importance 
after power. Center/neutral participants were largely inter-
mediate between the two other groups. Thus, participants' 
own value orientations were consistent with their political 
attitudes.V
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Interestingly, however, these differences did not fully 
translate into participants' views of the values of wisdom 
nominees. In spite of differences in overall levels, all three 
groups believed that their respective wisdom nominees were 
more universalistic concerning tolerance and concern than 
themselves, but also more traditional than themselves and 
less concerned about their personal security. This finding 
suggests that there is an ideology-independent component 
in the values that participants associate with wisdom: peo-
ple imagine wise individuals to be more concerned about 
the needs of humanity at large, more tolerant of differences 
between individuals, and more respectful of cultural and reli-
gious traditions than they themselves are. Notably, universal-
ism and tradition were the values where the right-wing and 
left-wing participants' own values were most divergent, sug-
gesting that they assume wise individuals to take a more bal-
anced stance than they do. One interesting finding was that 
universalism with respect to nature––that is, environmental 
protection––had a far lower mean than the two other compo-
nents of universalism both concerning participants' own val-
ues and those they ascribed to wise persons. The data for this 
study were collected in 2016; at the time we are writing this 
(October 2019), this picture might look quite different due to 
the recent increases in people's awareness of the dangers of 
climate change.

Moreover, the general value profiles that the left-wing 
and right-wing participants drew of their wisdom nominees 
differed significantly in several aspects. Left-wing and cen-
ter/neutral participants believed that their wisdom nomi-
nees cared little about their own standing: they described 
them as high in humility and low in achievement, power, 
face, personal security, and conformity. Right-wing partic-
ipants also viewed their wisdom nominees as caring little 
about conformity, power, and face, but as relatively high 
in achievement and low in humility. These findings are 
reminiscent of McAdams et al.'s (2008) qualitative study 
of the idealized father figures of conservative and liberal 
Americans: while liberals described ideal fathers as empa-
thetic, open, democratic, tolerant, and nurturant, conser-
vatives descrived a more authoritative, discipline-oriented 
ideal.

In sum, neither of our hypotheses was completely dis-
confirmed. While the value profiles that left-wing and 
right-wing participants reported for their wisdom nominees 
did differ in the same dimensions where their own values 
differed, neither group seemed to simply project their own 
values onto the wisdom nominees. Left-wing participants 
described them as more tradition-oriented and right-wing 
participants described them as more universalistic than 
themselves. These findings suggest a general idea of wise 
individuals as combining concern for the world at large and 
acceptance of individual and cultural differences with re-
spect for tradition––in other words, a wise individual may 

respect the traditions of his or her own cultural upbringing 
just as much as those of other people in other parts of the 
world. An interesting aspect that emerged as highly central 
both to participants' own values and those they ascribed to 
wise individuals was self-direction. Having control of one's 
own life and freedom to decide was viewed as important 
both for oneself and for one's nominated wise person by 
participants of all political orientations.

Concerning the limitations of this research, one important 
question concerns the way we assessed which values partici-
pants ascribed to wise individuals. One could argue that ask-
ing them to fill out value scales as they thought a wise person 
would focuses too much on cognitive representations of wis-
dom and therefore does not reflect the more emotional way 
in which people experience wisdom in real life. We believe, 
however, that this problem mostly concerns value orientations 
that are not associated with wisdom. Participants may have 
had a hard time, for example, deciding how much a wise per-
son would value hedonism or conformity. It seems unlikely 
to us that participants would have to think carefully about 
whether they believe that a wise person values benevolence 
or self-direction. Still, future research might look into more 
naturalistic accounts of people's experiences with wise per-
sons' value orientations, such as people's stories about their 
experiences with wisdom nominees (for an example of such 
an approach, see Montgomery, Barber, & McKee, 2002).

The generalizability of our findings is limited in at 
least three ways. First, participants were mostly university 
students. Second, they were thinking of a specific wise 
individual, which may have led them to draw less upon 
their general ideas about wisdom than upon their knowl-
edge about that particular person. And third, participants 
were grouped according to political orientation, which 
may not always be based on clear, explicit individual 
value orientations; young people may have adopted their 
political orientations from family members or peers with-
out much consideration. Study 2 aimed at resolving these 
shortcomings.

3 |  STUDY 2:  VALUE 
ORIENTATIONS ASCRIBED TO 
IDEALLY WISE PERSONS

For Study 2 (Schrottenbacher, 2017), participants were 
broadly recruited through various online channels. Instead 
of thinking about a concrete individual they considered as 
wise, they were asked to imagine an ideally wise person 
and fill out the PVQ as this person would. Finally, the sam-
ple was not grouped according to political ideology, but 
differences were analyzed separately for each value dimen-
sion. Thus, the main aim of Study 2 was to investigate to 
what extent the similarities and differences identified in 
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Study 1 would replicate if participants high and low in each 
value dimension were compared: for example, would even 
participants explicitly low in benevolence agree that wise 
individuals are benevolent?

3.1 | Method

3.1.1 | Participants

Participants were recruited through various online channels, 
including snowball distribution on Facebook and a link to the 
study on the homepage of the magazine “Psychologie heute” 
(the German version of “Psychology Today”). The final 
sample consisted of 187 individuals (78.1% women) ranging 
in age from 15 to 75 years (M = 36.22 years, SD = 15.00). 
Education was relatively heterogeneous, with 31 participants 
(16.8%) having completed only the nine years of schooling 
compulsory in Austria, 62 (33.5%) having completed the 
equivalent of high school, and 87 (46.5%) having a college 
or university degree.

3.1.2 | Measures

Study 2 used the original 40-item version of the Portrait 
Values Questionnaire (German version by Schmidt, 
Bamberg, Davidov, Herrmann, & Schwartz, 2007). The PVQ 
measures 10 value dimensions––self-direction, power, uni-
versalism, achievement, security, stimulation, conformity, 
tradition, hedonism, and benevolence––using three to six 
items per scale. As in the PVQ-RR, each item is a short de-
scription of an individual of the same gender as the partici-
pant who strongly endorses the respective value. Participants 

rate each description on a 6-point scale from “not like me at 
all” to “very much like me.” Reliabilities in the current study 
ranged from .58 (tradition) to .87 (achievement). After re-
porting demographic information, participants first filled out 
the PVQ with respect to their own value orientations. Then, 
they were asked to imagine an ideally wise person and to take 
some time to think about what this person looks like, how he 
or she typically behaves, and what characterizes him or her. 
Next, they were asked to report the gender of the ideally wise 
person. Based on their response, they were presented with the 
male or female version of the PVQ and asked to fill it out as 
they thought the ideally wise person would. As in Study 1, 
individual response tendencies were controlled by subtract-
ing participants' individual means across all items from the 
mean scores for each dimension.

3.2 | Results

For each of the basic values, the sample was split at the 
median of participants' personal endorsement of the value. 
Figure 2 and Table 2 display the means of the two groups 
for their personal values and their beliefs concerning an 
ideally wise person's values. As Figure 2 shows, the two 
light-grey lines describing the ideally wise persons   sug-
gest a highly consistent pattern across the two groups in 
spite of their differences in level (which were significant 
for all value dimensions not just––naturally, due to the me-
dian splits––concerning the participants themselves, but 
also concerning the ideally wise individuals). As Table 2 
shows, the values that the participants ascribed to the wise 
individual differed significantly from their own values for 
most value dimensions. Participants described the ideally 
wise individuals as higher than themselves in benevolence, 

F I G U R E  2  Study 2: Value orientations reported by participants above and below the median for each value dimension for themselves and an 
ideally wise person
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universalism, and tradition, and lower than themselves in 
achievement; participants high in power and hedonism 
also described wise individuals as lower than themselves 
in these two dimensions. The largest negative differences, 
with Cohen's ds near or above 1, were found for benevo-
lence, universalism, and tradition in the below-median 
group, showing that participants low in these character-
istics imagined an ideally wise person to be much higher 
in them than themselves. The largest positive differences 
were found for power and achievement in the above-me-
dian group, showing that participants high in these charac-
teristics imagined a wise person to be much lower in them 
than themselves.

3.3 | Discussion

The findings of Study 2 were consistent with those of Study 
1 but clearer, as participants were grouped by their actual 
values rather than by political orientations. While partici-
pants' own value orientations certainly influenced the values 
they ascribed to wise individuals, these differences affected 
the level much more than the pattern of values that they as-
sociated with wisdom. Independent of their own value ori-
entations, participants described an ideally wise individual 
as high in benevolence, universalism, and self-direction and 
low in power and achievement. They also imagined an ide-
ally wise individual to be higher than themselves, though not 
particularly high, in tradition, and lower than themselves in 
hedonism. For the other values––conformity, security, and 
stimulation––, the values ascribed to wise individuals were 
near the scale midpoint and less extreme than those of the 
participants. In both panels of Figure 2, the wise person's 
value pattern was shifted to the top in comparison to par-
ticipants' own value patterns, showing again that people im-
agine wise persons to be higher in self-transcendent values 
and lower in self-protective values than themselves.

In sum, the picture of wise individuals that emerges from 
Studies 1 and 2 is quite consistent and mostly relates wisdom 
to Schwartz's dimensions of self-transcendence and self-di-
rection: people generally seem to believe that wise individ-
uals care both about members of their own group and about 
humanity at large and that they value the freedom to live a 
self-directed life. At the same time, wise individuals are as-
sumed to value cultural, religions, and familial traditions more 
than other people do. They are not assumed to care much 
about self-enhancement, as manifested in power over others or 
personal achievement, or about their own security or pleasure.

This picture is quite consistent with earlier research in-
vestigating actual relationships between measures of wisdom 
and value orientations. Kunzmann and Baltes (2003) found 
that performance in the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm was pos-
itively related to an orientation toward insight and personal T

A
B

L
E

 2
 

St
ud

y 
2:

 M
ea

ns
 a

nd
 st

an
da

rd
 d

ev
ia

tio
ns

 o
f p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 a

bo
ve

 a
nd

 b
el

ow
 th

e 
m

ed
ia

n 
in

 e
ac

h 
di

m
en

si
on

 (s
el

f a
nd

 w
is

do
m

 n
om

in
ee

)

V
al

ue
 d

im
en

sio
n

Lo
w

H
ig

h
G

ro
up

 d
iff

er
en

ce
 

(C
oh

en
's 

d s
)

G
ro

up
 d

iff
er

en
ce

 
(C

oh
en

's 
d s

)

Se
lf

W
isd

om
 n

om
in

ee
D

iff
er

en
ce

 
(C

oh
en

's 
d z

)
Se

lf
W

isd
om

 n
om

in
ee

D
iff

er
en

ce
 

(C
oh

en
's 

d z
)

Se
lf

W
isd

om
 n

om
in

ee

1 
St

im
ul

at
io

n
−

1.
28

6 
(.5

59
)

−
.9

82
 (.

88
5)

−
.3

01
**

.2
44

 (.
56

3)
−

.2
13

 (1
.0

58
)

.4
46

**
*

−
2.

72
7*

**
−

.7
87

**
*

10
 S

el
f-

di
re

ct
io

n
.3

86
 (.

37
6)

.6
09

 (.
61

7)
−

.3
41

**
1.

37
4 

(.3
68

)
1.

00
0 

(.7
44

)
.4

40
**

*
−

2.
65

5*
**

−
.5

79
**

*

2 
H

ed
on

is
m

−
.6

03
 (.

65
7)

−
.8

66
 (1

.0
66

)
.2

28
.9

51
 (4

93
)

−
.0

62
 (1

.1
27

)
.8

10
**

*
−

2.
67

3*
**

−
.7

33
**

*

3 
A

ch
ie

ve
m

en
t

−
1.

16
1 

(.6
55

)
−

1.
72

1 
(.8

21
)

.6
25

**
*

.4
12

 (.
52

1)
−

1.
02

4 
(1

.1
69

)
1.

19
5*

**
−

2.
65

6*
**

−
.6

91
**

*

4 
Po

w
er

−
1.

83
2 

(.5
68

)
−

1.
98

7 
(.8

53
)

.1
80

−
.3

31
 (.

61
3)

−
1.

31
7 

(.9
61

)
1.

03
2*

**
−

2.
53

9*
**

−
.7

37
**

*

5 
Se

cu
rit

y
−

.3
80

 (.
49

2)
−

.3
20

 (.
71

5)
−

.0
92

.7
47

 (.
39

1)
.3

47
 (.

54
7)

.7
27

**
*

−
2.

53
3*

**
−

1.
04

7*
**

6 
Tr

ad
iti

on
−

1.
59

1 
(.4

97
)

−
.5

41
 (.

20
1)

−
.9

97
**

*
−

.2
76

 (.
59

0)
.2

01
 (.

83
8)

−
.6

12
**

*
−

2.
40

9*
**

−
.7

79
**

*

7 
C

on
fo

rm
ity

−
1.

03
7 

(.5
23

)
.1

68
 (.

46
8)

−
.4

26
**

*
−

.6
83

 (.
85

7)
−

.1
04

 (.
73

8)
.3

29
**

−
2.

42
7*

**
−

.7
24

**
*

8 
U

ni
ve

rs
al

is
m

.1
32

 (.
55

9)
.8

71
 (.

83
5)

−
.9

16
**

*
1.

22
3 

(.3
14

)
.1

.6
33

 (.
50

8)
−

.8
47

**
*

−
2.

40
7*

**
−

1.
10

3*
**

9 
B

en
ev

ol
en

ce
.1

73
 (.

40
7)

1.
03

5 
(.6

18
)

−
1.

24
3*

**
1.

21
9 

(.3
65

)
1.

48
1 

(.6
00

)
−

.4
44

**
*

−
2.

70
3*

**
−

.7
33

**
*

**
*p

 <
 .0

01
; *

*p
 <

 .0
1.

 S
ig

ni
fic

an
ce

 le
ve

ls
 a

re
 B

on
fe

rr
on

i-H
ol

m
 c

or
re

ct
ed

. 



842 |   GLÜCK et aL.

growth as well as to other-enhancing orientations concern-
ing the well-being of friends, societal engagement, and 
ecological protection and negatively related to striving for 
a pleasurable life. Webster (2010), using the Self-Assessed 
Wisdom Scale, largely replicated those findings except for 
a zero correlation with living a pleasurable life. Moreover, 
Le (2008) found negative relationships between wisdom and 
the meta-value of conservation, which includes tradition. 
The negative relationship may, however, have been caused 
by other aspects of conservation such as security and con-
formity––a hypothesis to which we come back in Study 4. 
In Study 3, we moved our focus from investigating people's 
ideas about wise individuals to actually investigating how 
measured wisdom relates to Schwartz's value dimensions.

4 |  STUDY 3:  ACTUAL 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
WISDOM AND VALUE 
ORIENTATIONS

Studies 1 and 2 showed that people hold quite consistent be-
liefs about relationships between wisdom and value orienta-
tions. Study 3 tested whether these relationships are reflected 
in actual correlations between measures of wisdom and value 
orientations. If that is the case, wisdom should be positively 
related to universalism, benevolence, self-direction, and tra-
dition, and negatively to power and possibly to other self-re-
lated values such as achievement, security, or hedonism. This 
study was the first to relate wisdom to all subdimensions of 
Schwartz's value scales, as most earlier research (Kunzmann 
& Baltes, 2003; Le, 2008; Webster, 2010) used less com-
prehensive value-orientation measures. As method variance 
plays an important role in wisdom research (Glück et al., 
2013), six different measures of wisdom––three self-report 
measures and three open-ended measures––were used. We 
assumed that correlations of wisdom measures with value 
orientations might reflect, to some extent, the value aspects 
that were part of the conceptions of the respective wisdom 
measures. For example, Ardelt's (2003) conception of wis-
dom, which underlies the Three-Dimensional Wisdom Scale, 
puts some emphasis on compassion and concern for others, 
whereas the Berlin wisdom paradigm (Baltes & Staudinger, 
2000) includes value relativism as one criterion for a wise 
response.

4.1 | Method

4.1.1 | Participants

This study was part of a larger research project investigat-
ing the development of wisdom (see, e.g., Glück, Bluck, & 

Weststrate, 2018; Glück et al., 2013; König & Glück, 2014); 
data collection took place from 2009 to 2011. As wisdom is 
a rare phenomenon, we aimed to recruit a higher proportion 
of wise individuals by including wisdom nominees. As men-
tioned earlier, in the fall of 2008 calls were issued in local 
newspapers and radio programs in the Austrian province of 
Carinthia, asking people who knew a particularly wise per-
son to contact the project team. Excluding self-nominations, 
82 individuals were nominated as wise, of whom 47 agreed 
to participate. Other participants were recruited through let-
ters sent to about 1,600 Carinthians from a commercially 
available address list; a few older participants were con-
tacted through students and colleagues. In total, 47 wisdom 
nominees and 123 other participants took part in the study; 
thus, the whole sample consisted of 170 people (90 women, 
80 men). Age ranged from 19 to 95  years (M  =  56.0, 
SD = 16.1); 64.7% of the participants were married or living 
with a partner, 23.8% had a university degree, and 38.8% 
were retired. Most participants came to the lab for two inter-
view sessions and filled out some materials at home before 
and between the interview sessions; a few older participants 
were interviewed in their homes. Participants received € 70 
(about $ 80) for their participation.

Because of resource limitations, the open-ended wisdom 
measures were transcribed and rated only for the 47 wis-
dom nominees and 47 age- and gender-parallel control par-
ticipants. In this subsample, age ranged from 26 to 92 years 
(M = 60.3, SD = 15.8); 58.6% of the participants were mar-
ried or living with a partner, 23.0% had a university degree, 
and 49.4% were retired.

4.2 | Measures

4.2.1 | Schwartz Value Survey

After the first interview session, participants were given 
a German version of the Schwartz Value Survey (SVS; 
Schwartz, 1992; German version by Glöckner-Rist, 2006) 
and asked to fill it out at home and bring it to the second 
session. The German SVS is a list of 57 values each de-
scribed by a name and a brief explanation, such as “social 
justice (eliminating injustice, taking care of those in need)” 
for universalism, “respect for tradition (preservation of 
time-honored customs)” for tradition, or “authority (the 
right to lead and make decisions)” for power. Participants 
rate to what extent they consider each value as a guiding 
principle in their lives. The 9-point response scale is la-
beled at −1 (opposed to my principles), 0 (not important), 
3 (important), 6 (very important), and 7 (extremely impor-
tant). The 57 items refer to the same 10 value dimensions 
as the PVQ described in Study 2; Cronbach's alphas ranged 
from .64 (stimulation and tradition) to .81 (universalism; 
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see Table 3). As recommended for the SVS, scores were 
corrected for individual response tendencies by centering 
each participants' item responses on his or her overall mean 
(Kusurkar & Croiset, 2015).

4.2.2 | Performance measures of wisdom

Participants were presented with the life-review task from 
the Berlin wisdom paradigm (BWP; Baltes & Staudinger, 
2000) and interviewed about two difficult events from their 
life (Glück & Bluck, 2013; Glück et al., 2018). For the life-
review task, participants first completed some practice tasks 
to get acquainted with the think-aloud method (Staudinger, 
Smith, & Baltes, 1994). Then, they were presented with the so-
called life review problem: “In reflecting over their life, peo-
ple sometimes realize that they have not achieved what they 
had once wanted to achieve. What could a person consider 
and do in such a situation?” They were given ten minutes to 
think about the problem (Glück & Baltes, 2006) and then pro-
duced their responses, which were recorded and transcribed. 
The transcripts were rated by 10 trained student raters, two 
for each component of the Berlin wisdom paradigm (factual 
knowledge, procedural knowledge, life-span contextualism, 
value relativism, and recognition and management of uncer-
tainty) following the BWP manual (Staudinger et al., 1994). 
The total score was computed as the mean across the 10 ratings 
(Cronbach's alpha = .85; see Glück et al., 2013, for details).

The two other performance measures were autobi-
ographical interviews about two difficult life events. In the 
MORE Life Experience model of the development of wis-
dom, Glück and Bluck (2013) argued that wisdom manifests 
itself in the way participants reflect upon past challenges in 
their own life. To test this prediction, participants were in-
terviewed about a difficult life event and a difficult conflict. 
In both cases, they were first asked to make a list of the 
most difficult life events/conflicts they had encountered. 
(Seven participants did not complete the conflict interview 
because they did not remember a serious interpersonal con-
flict.) Then, they were interviewed about the most difficult 
event/conflict in the list that they (a) were willing to talk 
about, (b) had encountered as adults, and (c) considered as 
no longer ongoing. They first narrated the event freely and 
then answered some more specific questions (how the sit-
uation had ended, how they and, in the conflict interview, 
their opponent had felt at the time, how they were feeling 
about the experience now, whether they had learned some-
thing from the experience, and if so, what). Responses were 
transcribed and rated by trained student raters with respect 
to the components of four different wisdom models: the 
Berlin wisdom paradigm (Cronbach's alphadifficult event = .65; 
Cronbach's alphaconflict = .76), the three-dimensional theory 
of wisdom (Ardelt, 2003; Cronbach's alphadifficult event = .70; T
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Cronbach's alphaconflict = .82), the Bremen wisdom paradigm 
(Mickler & Staudinger, 2008; Cronbach's alphadifficult event 
= .78; Cronbach's alphaconflict = .88), and the MORE life ex-
perience model (Glück & Bluck, 2013; Cronbach's alphadif-

ficult event = .75; Cronbach's alphaconflict = .88). Each student 
rated two components from two different models; raters re-
ceived internship credit for their participation. Scores for 
each wisdom model were computed as averages across the 
respective component ratings. For the current analyses, a 
Promax factor analysis was run across the eight means, re-
sulting in two factors with eigenvalues above 1 that together 
explained 82.53% of the variance. The four ratings for the 
difficult life event interview had loadings between .85 and 
.93 on factor 1, the four ratings for the conflict interview 
loaded on factor 2 (.83–.95). Thus, the factor scores for the 
two interviews were used in the analyses; the correlation 
between them was .37.

4.2.3 | Self-report measures of wisdom

Participants were presented with three self-report measures 
of wisdom (for details see Glück et al., 2013). The Three-
dimensional Wisdom Scale (3D-WS, Ardelt, 2003; Cronbach's 
alpha =  .86) measures three components. The reflective di-
mension assesses people's willingness to take different per-
spectives on phenomena and on themselves. The cognitive 
dimension measures the desire to gain a deep understanding 
of issues concerning human existence. The compassionate 
dimension refers to a positive, caring attitude toward others. 
The Adult Self-Transcendence Inventory (ASTI, Levenson, 
Jennings, Aldwin, & Shiraishi, 2005; Cronbach's alpha = .83) 
defines wisdom as self-transcendence that develops through 
the stages of self-knowledge, detachment from external 
sources of self, and integration of all self-aspects. The Self-
Assessed Wisdom Scale (SAWS, Webster, 2007; Cronbach's 
alpha = .90) has five subdimensions: openness (being inter-
ested in alternative viewpoints and one's own inner experi-
ence), emotional regulation (being aware and able to regulate 
one's own and others' emotions), humor (being able to recog-
nize irony and to use humor for stress reduction and bonding), 
critical life experience (having had important and difficult 
personal experiences), and reminiscence and reflectiveness 
(reflecting about and integrating past experiences).

4.3 | Results

Table 3 shows the correlations between the wisdom meas-
ures and the dimensions of the Schwartz Value Survey. 
The correlations varied considerably by measure of wis-
dom, with six significant correlations for the 3D-WS, five 
for the ASTI, one for the difficult-event interview, and zero 

(at least after the Bonferroni-Holm correction) for the three 
other measures. Self-direction was positively correlated 
with three wisdom measures, universalism and benevolence 
were positively correlated with two. Two wisdom measures 
were also negatively correlated with power and security. 
Unexpectedly, none of the wisdom measures was correlated 
with tradition. As the results of Studies 1 and 2 might suggest 
a quadratic (inverse U-shaped) relationship between tradi-
tion and wisdom, with highly wise individuals having inter-
mediate rather than extreme positions on this value, we also 
tested for quadratic components in the relationship between 
tradition and the wisdom measures, but there was no signifi-
cant quadratic component for any measure. Closer inspec-
tion of the items measuring tradition in the SVS revealed that 
they were somewhat heterogeneous in content and not really 
consistent with the definition of “tradition” as maintaining 
and preserving cultural, family, or religious traditions that 
was used in the PVQ-RR in Study 1. Only one item referred 
to respecting traditions, the others were mostly about humil-
ity and devoutness (Schwartz, 1992). Interestingly, that one 
item (“respect for tradition [preservation of time-honored 
customs])” was negatively related to the 3D-WS (r = −.161, 
p =  .043), the ASTI (r = −.195, p =  .014), and the BWP 
(r  =  −.288, p  =  .006). Positive correlations were found 
for the item “humble (modest, selfless)” with the SAWS 
(r = .176, p = .027), the ASTI (r = .206, p = .010), and the 
conflict interview rating (r = .236, p = .032).

4.4 | Discussion

Study 3 investigated actual relationships between value ori-
entations and six different measures of wisdom in a sample 
that included 47 wisdom nominees. Based on Studies 1 and 
2, we expected positive correlations between wisdom and be-
nevolence, universalism, self-direction, and tradition, and a 
negative correlation between wisdom and power. The results 
were mostly consistent with these predictions, but two find-
ings seem remarkable: first, there was considerable variation 
across measures of wisdom, and second, there was no rela-
tionship between wisdom and tradition.

4.4.1 | Differences between 
measures of wisdom

Based on other research, we could have expected differences 
between performance and self-report measures, as self-report 
measures of wisdom generally have stronger relationships 
with other self-report measures (Glück et al., 2013). This 
was clearly the case here: while one of the three self-report 
measures had six and one had five significant correlations 
with value dimensions, only one of the three open-ended 
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performance measures had only one significant correlation. 
(Notably, some correlations with universalism, benevolence, 
self-direction, and-- negatively--with power became insig-
nificant only after the Bonferroni-Holm corrections.)

One possible explanation for these results concerns 
method variance. Self-report measures of wisdom have 
higher correlations with other self-report measures than 
performance measures do (see, e.g., Glück et al., 2013). 
The validity of self-report measures of wisdom has long 
been controversial (Brienza, Kung, Santos, Bobocel, 
& Grossmann, 2018;  Glück, 2018; Glück et al., 2013; 
Kunzmann, 2019). Simply put, the main problem is that 
self-report measures do not measure how wise people actu-
ally are but how wise they think they are. At least two aspects 
of wisdom, however, render it difficult to judge with respect 
to oneself. First, there is a broad consensus that wisdom 
includes critical self-reflection and intellectual humility 
(Grossmann, 2017; Weststrate & Glück, 2017). Therefore, 
very wise people might actually describe themselves as less 
wise in a self-report scale than not-so-wise, very self-con-
fident people. Second, wisdom manifests itself in highly 
difficult, emotionally challenging situations (Glück, Bluck, 
Baron, & McAdams, 2005). Self-report measures, however, 
assess people's views of their typical behavior. Most people 
may be good at, for example, taking others' perspectives or 
utilizing their life knowledge in many everyday situations, 
but few of us are wise enough to do so in the face of aggres-
sive accusations or deeply threatening information.

With respect to the current study, it seems plausible that 
the correlations between wisdom and values may be somewhat 
inflated by the fact that both the self-report wisdom scales 
and value scales were assessing people's general beliefs about 
themselves and about what is important in life. We believe, 
however, that only part of our findings can be explained by 
method variance. After all, the third self-report scale did not 
have any significant correlations with values, which suggests a 
more complex pattern that also involves the content of the wis-
dom measures. The wisdom conception underlying the 3D-WS 
emphasizes compassion and the consideration of other people's 
perspectives (Ardelt, 2003). The ASTI is based on a definition 
of wisdom as self-transcendence, that is, as perceived intercon-
nectedness with others and the world at large (Aldwin, Igarashi, 
& Levenson, 2019; Koller, Levenson, & Glück, 2017). It 
makes sense that these two measures, which explicitly include 
other-related aspects of wisdom, would be more closely related 
to the self-transcendent value dimensions of benevolence and 
universalism than the other measures, which focus on intraper-
sonal aspects (the MORE interviews and the SAWS) or general 
wisdom (the BWP). This interpretation would also explain why 
self-direction was the only value that had a third significant 
correlation with an open-ended measure.

These results bring us back to the original question: wis-
dom measures reflect the specific wisdom conceptions of their 

creators, which may, in turn, to some extent reflect those re-
searchers' own value orientations. One could say that research-
ers who believe that wisdom manifests itself interpersonally 
created measures that include compassion, perspective-taking, 
or self-transcendence, which, therefore, have higher correla-
tions with values like benevolence or universalism. In that 
sense, the results of Studies 1 and 2 on people's conceptions of 
wisdom may actually constitute stronger evidence concerning 
the relationship between wisdom and values than the direct 
correlations found in Study 3. Moreover, the consistency be-
tween people's conceptions and actual correlations could be 
viewed as an important indicator of a measure's validity: per-
haps those measures of wisdom that do not include any inter-
personal aspects of wisdom are missing an important aspect 
of that complex construct. In Study 4, we used a measure of 
wisdom that attempts to capture the common variance across 
different wisdom scales (Glück et al., 2013) rather than a mea-
sure representing any specific conception of wisdom.

4.4.2 | Zero correlations with tradition

Studies 1 and 2 found that while people did not imagine 
wise individuals to score particularly high in the tradition 
dimension, they did imagine them to score higher than 
themselves. Study 3, however, did not find any relationship 
between wisdom and tradition; in fact, tradition had the 
second-lowest mean of all value dimensions after power. 
This may be related to the way the tradition dimension was 
represented in the SVS: the only item referring to respect 
for traditions was worded in a rather conservative way, and 
the low reliability of the tradition scale suggested low inter-
nal consistency. Future research might investigate in more 
detail how wise individuals negotiate the tension between 
respect for time-honored customs, respect for other people's 
or cultures' traditions, and openness to new experiences. In 
Study 4, we used a more differentiated measure of tradition.

5 |  STUDY 4:  WISDOM, 
VALUE ORIENTATIONS, AND 
CONCEPTIONS OF WISE VALUE 
ORIENTATIONS IN THREE AGE 
GROUPS

Study 3 found that the relationships between wisdom and val-
ues were largely consistent with people's views as identified in 
Studies 1 and 2, but there were differences between measures 
of wisdom. In addition, the connection that Study 1 and 2 par-
ticipants quite consistently made between wisdom and tradi-
tion was not found in Study 3, perhaps because the value scale 
used in Study 3 represented tradition in a highly conservative 
way. For these reasons, Study 4 used different measures of 
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both wisdom and values. We used a measure of wisdom that 
represents the common variance across three different wis-
dom scales rather than any specific wisdom conception. We 
also used the PVQ and not the SVS to measure value orien-
tations and added items that explicitly referred to respect for 
traditions, in contrast to conforming to tradition. In addition 
to measuring participants' wisdom and values, we also once 
again assessed the values they ascribed to a wise individual, 
combining the designs of Studies 1 to 3. We predicted that 
wisdom would be related to benevolence, universalism, self-
direction, and respect for traditions, both in the comparisons 
between participants' own values and those they ascribed to a 
wise person and in the actual correlations between wisdom and 
values. Finally, given that Study 1 had been somewhat under-
powered with respect to right-wing participants, we aimed to 
replicate the findings of Study 1 concerning political attitude 
by asking participants to indicate their political orientation and 
relating political orientations to the value dimensions. In addi-
tion, the Study 3 sample may have been somewhat restricted 
in variability. While we attempted to recruit a wide range of 
participants with respect to education and age, the fact that 
participants had to be willing to be interviewed about highly 
difficult life experiences may have led to an elevated level of 
reflectivity even among those participants who were not nomi-
nated for wisdom. Study 4 did not include any interviews.

5.1 | Method

5.1.1 | Participants

Participants were recruited through a large first-year course 
on developmental psychology at the University of Klagenfurt, 
Austria. This course is mostly taken by students of psychol-
ogy and the educational sciences. Students could earn course 
credit both by participating in an online survey themselves 
and by motivating people aged either 30–50 years (“young 
middle age”) or 60 years and older to participate. In earlier 
studies, we found that while this approach obviously creates 
a bias toward higher education (and interest in psychology) in 
the youngest segment of the sample (the university students), 
the older participants recruited through the students come 
from a wide range of educational levels and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Therefore, we divided the sample into two 
groups. Of the 166 university students (aged 18–29 years), 
77.1% were women, and 86.1% had completed the Austrian/
German equivalent of high school. Of the 190 other partici-
pants, 67.9% were women, and 44.9% had completed less 
than high school, 24.1% had completed high school, and 31.0 
had a college or university degree. As in Study 1, participants 
were asked to report their political orientation on a 7-point 
scale. Seven participants (2.0%) identified as extreme left-
wing, 57 (16.0%) as left-wing, 77 (21.6%) as left-leaning, 

137 (38.5%) as neutral/center, 37 (10.4%) as right-leaning, 3 
(.8%) as right-wing, and 2 (.6%) as extreme right-wing.

5.2 | Measures

5.2.1 | Brief wisdom screening scale

To measure wisdom, we used the Brief Wisdom Screening 
Scale (BWSS, Glück et al., 2013). The BWSS was devel-
oped using a purely empirical approach; it consists of those 
21 items from the ASTI, 3D-WS, and SAWS that had the 
highest correlations with a common factor extracted in a fac-
tor analysis of the three scales. Thus, it does not represent 
any specific conceptual model of wisdom, but best represents 
the common ground across three different models. In other 
words, it represents the common variance across the wisdom 
conceptions underlying the three original measures. Given 
that it includes nine items from the ASTI and four from the 
3D-WS, we still expected to find similar correlations as in 
Study 3, but the results should be somewhat less specific to 
any given wisdom conception. Cronbach's alpha was .80.

5.2.2 | Portrait Values Questionnaire 
including respect for traditions

As in Study 2, we used the original 40-item version of the Portrait 
Values Questionnaire (German version by Schmidt et al., 2007). 
In order to get a more differentiated picture of the tradition di-
mension, however, we added three items representing the no-
tion of respect for traditions. The original three items measuring 
tradition in the PVQ described a person who (1) thinks people 
should not ask for more than they have and be satisfied with 
what they have, (2) considers religious belief as important and 
tries hard to do what the respective religion requires, and (3) 
thinks it is best to do things in traditional ways and considers it 
as important to keep up traditional customs. To better represent 
respect for tradition, we added the following three items:

1. S/he thinks it is important to have respect for cultural 
traditions. S/he tries to show respect for other people's 
traditions and customs.

2. S/he believes that people should have respect for the reli-
gious faith of others. S/he tries not to criticize other peo-
ple's religious convictions.

3. S/he is interested in the religious and cultural traditions of 
other countries. S/he tries to approach people from other 
cultures and learn more about their traditions.

As in Study 2, participants first filled out the PVQ con-
cerning their own value orientations and then the BWSS. 
Then, they were asked to indicate their own political 
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orientation on a 7-point scale ranging from “extreme left-
wing” to “extreme right-wing” as in Study 1. Afterward, 
they were asked to imagine a wise person. They were told 
that they could either think of a person they knew or just 
imagine a wise individual––in any case, it should be an ex-
traordinarily wise person. They were asked to indicate that 
person's gender and then presented with the PVQ in the ver-
sion for that gender. Then, as in Studies 1 and 2, they were 
asked to indicate for each item of the PVQ how similar the 
person described was to their wise individual. Cronbach's 
alphas for the PVQ dimensions ranged from .55 (tradition, 
original version) to .84 (achievement); Cronbach's alpha for 
the three additional “respect for tradition” items was .66.

5.3 | Results

5.3.1 | Differences between participants' own 
values and those they ascribed to a wise person

Table 4 shows the means of the two groups in the PVQ 
dimensions. Across groups, participants imagined a wise 
person to be more universalistic, benevolent, and tradi-
tional (in both the original and the newly added scales) than 
themselves. The university students also imagined a wise 
person to care more about self-direction than themselves, 
while the other participants saw no significant difference 
between themselves and the wise person in self-direction. 
This was partly due to their high mean in self-direction (the 
difference between the groups in self-direction was almost 
significant, t (354) = −1.896, p = .059). In addition, both 

age groups imagined a wise person to care significantly less 
than themselves about hedonism, achievement, and power.

5.3.2 | Correlations between 
wisdom and values

Table 5 shows the correlations between the BWSS and the 
dimensions of the PVQ in the two groups and in the total 
sample. As the table shows, the correlations were largely 
consistent across groups. Wisdom was most highly posi-
tively correlated with universalism (r = .329) and self-direc-
tion (r = .321) and moderately correlated with benevolence 
(r = .225), the new respect for tradition scale (r = .222), and, 
unexpectedly, stimulation (r = .229). Notably, the correla-
tions with benevolence and respect for tradition were sig-
nificant only in the non-university students. Wisdom was 
negatively correlated with conformity (r = −.329) and se-
curity (r = −.274), and, again only in the nonstudent group, 
with achievement (r = −.217), and power (r = −.137). Figure 
3 illustrates the relationship between wisdom and values by 
displaying the average value orientations of participants in 
the top and bottom quartile of the BWSS score distribution.

5.3.3 | Differences between 
political orientations in the values ascribed to a 
wise person

As Table 6 and Figure 4 show, the differences in values be-
tween left-wing, center/neutral, and right-wing participants 

T A B L E  4  Study 4: Descriptive statistics and comparisons of value orientations of self and wise person: University students and other 
participants

Value dimension

University students (N = 166) Other participants (30–87 years; N = 190)

Self Wise person
Difference 
(Cohen's dz) Self Wise person

Difference 
(Cohen's dz)

Stimulation −0.197 (0.940) −0.312 (0.943) .112 −0.741 (1.004) −0.742 (1.060) .001

Hedonism 0.482 (0.729) −0.043 (0.936) .515*** −0.002 (0.903) −0.582 (1.203) .505***

Achievement −0.104 (0.811) −1.114 (1.174) .776*** −0.691 (1.162) −1.162 (1.195) .382***

Power −1.027 (1.007) −1.533 (1.137) .386*** −1.141 (1.046) −1.274 (.990) .362***

Security −0.102 (0.718) −0.016 (0.715) −.118 0.282 (0.688) 0.039 (0.785) .349***

Tradition (original 
items)

−1.062 (0.719) −0.441 (0.881) −.728*** −0.630 (0.823) −0.080 (0.881) −.355***

Tradition (new 
items)

0.120 (0.879) 0.572 (1.079) −.416*** 0.142 (0.908) 0.672 (0.996) −.582***

Conformity −0.583 (0.742) −0.483 (0.801) −.114 −0.360 (0.755) −0.352 (0.802) −.009

Universalism 0.623 (0.604) 0.935 (0.778) −.416*** 0.705 (0.632) 0.978 (0.785) −.362***

Benevolence 0.643 (0.563) 1.041 (0.641) −.531*** 0.689 (0.594) .995 (0.744) −.435***

Self-direction 0.653 (0.590) 0.817 (0.612) −.233** 0.775 (0.612) 0.866 (0.717) −.122

***p < .001. Significance levels are Bonferroni-Holm corrected. 
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were more pronounced in Study 4 than in Study 1. The 
three groups differed significantly in almost all value di-
mensions, both concerning their own values and those of 
a wise person. Concerning their own values, left-wing and 
center-neutral participants rated the three values of univer-
salism, self-direction, and benevolence highest, with some 
differences in order but quite similar means, and all other 
value dimensions considerably lower. Right-wing partici-
pants rated security highest of all values, followed by self-
direction with a similar mean, and then, with some distance, 
benevolence and universalism. Concerning the values of a 
wise person, however, benevolence, universalism, and self-
direction were the top three in all three groups, even though 
the order was somewhat different. Fourth came the new 
respect for tradition scale in the left-wing and center/neu-
tral group and security in the right-wing group. As Figure 4  
shows, once again the pattern for the wise person was shifted 
somewhat to the top of the figure (the self-transcendent  
pole), compared to the pattern for participants' own values, 
in all groups, but the patterns were also somewhat different 
between the three groups. In addition to security, right-wing 
participants also imagined the wise person as higher on the 

values of power and achievement than left-wing and center/
neutral participants did, whereas left-wing participants im-
agined the wise person as higher on the new “respect for 
tradition” scale and stimulation. In sum, the differences in 
the values that the groups with different political orienta-
tions assigned to wise individuals were along the same lines 
but more pronounced than in Study 1.

5.4 | Discussion

The results of Study 4 largely confirmed the findings of 
Studies 1 to 3, but showed somewhat larger differences be-
tween the political-orientation groups than in Study 1. Both 
university students and 30- to 87-years-old other participants 
imagined wise individuals to be high in universalism, be-
nevolence, and self-direction, higher than themselves both in 
traditionalism (the original tradition scale of the PVQ) and 
in respect for tradition, and low in achievement and power. 
When wisdom was actually measured using the BWSS, it 
was again significantly related to universalism, benevolence, 
self-direction, and respect for tradition, but there was no 

 

University students Other participants

TotalN = 166 N = 190

Stimulation .261** .278*** .229***

(p = .001) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Hedonism .017 .122 .047

(p = .826) (p = .093) (p = .382)

Achievement −.170 −.206** −.217***

(p = .029) (p = .004) (p < .001)

Power −.051 −.191** −.137*

(p = .515) (p = .008) (p = .010)

Security −.263** −.362*** −.274***

(p = .001) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Tradition_original −.021 −.137 −.056

(p = .784) (p = .060) (p = .289)

Tradition_new .137 .285*** .222***

(p = .079) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Conformity −.371*** −.338*** −.329***

(p < .001) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Universalism .273*** .362*** .329***

(p < .001) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Benevolence .119 .298*** .225***

(p = .128) (p < .001) (p < .001)

Self-direction .340*** .294*** .321***

(p < .001) (p < .001) (p < .001)

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05. Significance levels are Bonferroni-Holm corrected. 

T A B L E  5  Study 4: Correlations 
between wisdom and values in university 
students and other participants
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relationship with traditionalism. As Figure 3 shows, partici-
pants high and low in the BWSS were equally low in tradi-
tionalism. This finding may imply that wisdom is indeed less 
related to a somewhat conservative, traditional orientation 
than people tend to think. Note, however, that in none of our 
studies participants imagined wise individuals to be highly 
traditional––they only imagined them to be somewhat more 
traditional than themselves.

Alternatively, these patterns suggest that the BWSS may 
emphasize aspects of openness to diversity and change. This 
notion is supported by its positive correlation with stimula-
tion and with its negative correlations not only with achieve-
ment and (weakly) with power, but also with conformity and 
security. The items measuring stimulation in the PVQ refer to 
being interested in new experiences, taking risks, and leading 
an exciting life. While they are not exactly consistent with 
how most people would imagine a wise person, they clearly 
share some variance with Openness to Experience, which 
has frequently been identified as a predictor of wisdom both 
conceptually and empirically (e.g., Glück & Bluck, 2013; 
Staudinger, Lopez, & Baltes, 1997; Webster, 2007). How 
traditionally-oriented wise individuals really are remains an 
open question for further research.

As mentioned earlier, the differences between the three po-
litical-orientation groups were more pronounced than in Study 
1, presumably because of the broader range of age and educa-
tional levels in Study 4. The differences in participants' own 
values again replicated earlier research (Caprara et al., 2006, 
2008; Piurko et al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2010). The differ-
ences in the values participants ascribed to wise persons, how-
ever, again suggest a combination of participants projecting 
their own values onto wise persons and some values that are 
generally associated with wisdom: all three political groups 

considered benevolence, universalism, and self-direction as 
the most important values for wise individuals, although in 
different orders (while left-wing participants ranked universal-
ism highest, center/neutral and right-wing participants ranked 
benevolence highest). Right-wing participants assumed wise 
individuals to be higher on power and achievement than left-
wing and center/neutral participants did, which may, again, 
suggest that their ideas of a wise person were somewhat more 
along the lines of a powerful protector of his or her group than 
an open-minded and humble explorer of the variability of 
human life (see also McAdams et al., 2008).

One clear limitation of Study 4 is that wisdom was mea-
sured by self-report only. However, open-ended measures such 
as the Berlin wisdom paradigm require an enormous effort 
of transcription and coding that is hardly possible with larger 
samples. Another important limitation is that we have no clear 
rationale to explain the differences between the two groups, 
which differ not only in age but also in education and probably 
in many other variables. The university students are a relatively 
homogeneous group, largely studying psychology and educa-
tion, whereas the other participants are a broad mix of different 
life phases and orientations. However, as most results of this 
study were consistent across the two groups, their heterogene-
ity may actually underline the reliability of our findings.

6 |  GENERAL DISCUSSION

The research reported here started out from the question whether 
wisdom researchers have been projecting their own value orien-
tations into their conceptions and measures of wisdom. While 
psychological wisdom theories are not very explicit about the 
values they associate with wisdom, at least two value-related 
components of wisdom can be identified in the literature: wise 
individuals are assumed to care about the well-being of others in 
need and to be tolerant and accepting of divergent perspectives 
and worldviews (see, e.g., Ardelt, 2003; Baltes & Staudinger, 
2000; Glück & Bluck, 2013; Grossmann, 2017; Sternberg, 
1998, 2019; Sternberg & Glück, 2019). These two value ori-
entations are quite closely related to the moral foundations of 
care and fairness that, as Haidt (2008) criticized, have long been 
viewed as the only true cornerstones of morality by psycholo-
gists who considered their own values as the gold standard, ig-
noring different value systems in other cultures as well as in 
more conservative circles in their own culture. Therefore, the 
first question investigated in this paper was which values peo-
ple outside academia associate with wisdom. Do people who do 
not share the typical worldviews of academic psychologists still 
share their ideas about the value orientations of wise individu-
als? In Studies 1, 2, and 4, participants filled out questionnaires 
measuring Schwartz's universal values (Schwartz, 1992, 1994, 
2012; Schwartz et al., 2012) twice: once describing their own 
values and once describing the values of a very wise person. 

F I G U R E  3  Study 4: Value orientations reported by participants 
in the top and bottom quartiles of wisdom
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The second research question concerned the actual relationship 
between wisdom and value orientations: are wiser individuals 
indeed higher in benevolence and universalism? The answers to 
both questions are discussed in the following.

6.1 | Research question 1: What 
value orientations do people ascribe to wise 
individuals?

If benevolence and universalism are universally viewed as 
typical of wisdom, then even people who do not endorse 
these values themselves should believe that wise individu-
als endorse them. If they are just projections of researchers' 
values, then those people should imagine wise individuals 
as being just as, or perhaps even more, nonbenevolent and 
nonuniversalistic than they are.

The results concerning this question were quite clear. 
Study 1 found that neither left-wing nor right-wing partici-
pants simply projected their own values onto their wisdom 
nominees: while all participants agreed that wise people 
value benevolence and self-direction, left-wing participants 
described them as more tradition-oriented and right-wing 
participants as more universalistic than themselves. Also, 
right-wing participants' picture of a wise person was some-
what more authoritarian and achievement-oriented than 
that of left-wing participants. In Study 2, participants were 
grouped according to their actual value-dimension scores in-
stead of political orientations. Independent of their own val-
ues, participants described ideally wise individuals as high 
in benevolence, universalism, and self-direction and low in 
power and achievement. They also described them as higher 
than themselves, though not particularly high, in tradition, 
and lower than themselves in hedonism. In Study 4, both 

university students and older, less educated participants again 
described wise individuals as high in benevolence, universal-
ism, and self-direction, low in power and achievement, and 
higher than themselves in tradition.

In sum, the three studies showed large commonalities in 
people's views across different ideologies: people believe that 
wise individuals are concerned about members of their own 
group, but also about humanity at large, that they very much 
appreciate the freedom to live a self-directed life, and that 
they value cultural, religions, and familial traditions more 
than other people do. Moreover, people believe that wise in-
dividuals do not care much about self-focused values such as 
power over others, personal achievement, or their personal 
security and pleasure. In general, even participants who held 
relatively strong values seemed to view wise individuals as 
more balanced in their perspective.

The resulting picture of a wise person is of someone who 
is concerned about the well-being of others, is accepting of 
cultural, religious, and individual differences, respects the 
traditions of his or her own culture as well as those of others, 
and cares deeply about self-direction, fairness and equality 
as fundamentals of human society. He or she does not par-
ticularly care about his or her personal security and is not 
at all interested in power and authority. These findings are 
largely in line with other research on lay theories of wisdom. 
Typical exemplars of wisdom, such as Mahatma Gandhi, 
Jesus Christ, or Martin Luther King (Paulhus, Wehr, Harms, 
& Strasser, 2002; Weststrate, Ferrari, & Ardelt, 2016) are 
individuals who engaged themselves for the well-being of 
others and achieved major changes to the better by peace-
ful means. Our findings raise an important question: if even 
people far on the right side of the political spectrum consider 
universalism and benevolence as important characteristics of 
wisdom, why do they vote for populist right-wing politicians 

F I G U R E  4  Study 4: Value orientations reported by left-wing, center-neutral, and right-wing participants for themselves and a highly wise 
person
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such as (in Austria) Jörg Haider or, more recently, Sebastian 
Kurz or (in the U.S.) Donald Trump, who clearly do not fit 
into this picture of wisdom? We are grateful to an anony-
mous reviewer who brought up this question and proposed 
four possible answers: supporters of right-wing populists 
may (a) consider these politicians as wise (i.e., benevolent 
and universalistic), or (b) see them at least as politically 
wise (which may be a subcategory with somewhat different 
characteristics), (c) not think wisdom is an important qual-
ity in politicians at all, or (d) think that it is not for them to 
decide whether something that a politician does is wise (or 
right) or not. This is clearly a question for future research, 
but our speculative response would be a combination of all 
four: our findings suggest that right-wing participants con-
sider benevolence (caring about one's own group) as more 
typical of wisdom than universalism (caring about a good 
that goes beyond one's own group). People who feel betrayed 
or disadvantaged may feel strongly attracted to politicians 
who ostensibly care about them and their group, even if it 
is at the expense of others. (Anecdotally, informal conversa-
tions with supporters of former governor Jörg Haider support 
this idea. He was considered as willing and able to protect 
the people of our province, which was somewhat economi-
cally disadvantaged, and he was very good at seriously tak-
ing care of the needs of people who came to him for help. 
Many Carinthians still tell stories of people approaching 
Haider at public events, receiving immediate help, and in 
addition, Haider remembering them and their stories years 
later.) Thus, people may consider populist politicians as wise 
or at least partially wise because they perceive them as stand-
ing up against some important injustice, or they may not see 
them as particularly wise but consider it as more important 
that someone takes care of their needs. In addition, a high 
degree of willingness to submit to, rather than question, au-
thorities, even if they do something unethical, is related to 
right-wing authoritarianism (Son Hing, Bobocel, Zanna, & 
McBride, 2007). Thus, right-wing voters are more inclined 
than left-wing voters to accept leaders' unethical behavior, 
arguing that they are in no position to judge their leaders or 
that their leaders' behavior is still a “lesser evil” compared 
to other dangers. Future research should look into the extent 
to which people of different political orientations consider 
wisdom as a desirable quality in politicians.

6.2 | Research question 2: 
How are measures of wisdom related to 
value orientations?

Our findings on the values that people associate with 
wisdom paint a relatively clear picture. To what extent 
is that picture consistent with the value orientations that 
wise individuals actually hold? Study 3 investigated 

correlations between six different measures of wisdom 
and self-reported value orientations in a sample that in-
cluded 47 wisdom nominees. While the results showed 
some differences between different measures of wisdom, 
they were largely consistent with the findings of Studies 
1 and 2: two measures of wisdom were positively re-
lated to benevolence, self-direction, and universalism. 
The same was true across three different age groups in 
Study 4, using a different, empirically derived measure of 
wisdom that represents the common variance across the 
three self-report measures used in Study 3. These results 
largely replicated earlier findings (Kunzmann & Baltes, 
2003; Le, 2008; Webster, 2010). Study 4 also found a sig-
nificant correlation between wisdom and the new scale 
measuring respect for others' religious and cultural tradi-
tions in all three age groups. Surprisingly, there was also 
a relationship between wisdom and stimulation, that is, 
a person's need for new experiences and insights, which 
may reflect wise individuals' desire for constant learning 
and growth. In sum, our findings suggest that there is a 
reliable relationship between wisdom and a specific set 
of value orientations. Wiser individuals indeed care about 
the well-being of others––not just their own group, but 
the world at large. They value the freedom to make their 
own decisions and choices and have respect for cultural, 
religious, and individual differences.

One question that remains open concerns the relationship 
between wisdom and a certain amount of traditionalism or 
conservatism. Participants across three studies believed that 
wise individuals are not highly traditionalistic, but more tra-
ditionalistic than themselves. Actual correlations between 
wisdom and traditionalism, however, were zero across two 
studies. It is not yet clear whether this reflects a consistent 
bias across all measures of wisdom used in our research, 
which may overprioritize openness to change and diversity 
(see, e.g., Glück & Bluck, 2013; Staudinger et al., 1997; 
Webster, 2007), or whether it reflects a consistent bias of 
our participants, who may underestimate the extent to which 
openness is a necessary part of wisdom (see Weststrate, 
Bluck, & Glück, 2019, for an overview of research on peo-
ple's theories of wisdom).

In sum, the actual correlations between wisdom and 
value orientations that we found were consistent with peo-
ple's beliefs about wisdom and value orientations. Notably, 
however, three out of six wisdom measures in Study 3 
were not significantly correlated with value orientations 
at all. Thus, the answer to the question that we asked in 
the beginning––do our conceptions of wisdom just reflect 
our own value orientations?––is somewhat different from 
what we might have expected. In fact, laypeople's concep-
tions of wisdom may more consistently include certain 
value orientations than conceptions of wisdom, or at least 
the measures derived from them, do. Perhaps it would be 
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worthwhile to consider whether ethical and interpersonal 
aspects should be more explicitly part of our wisdom con-
ceptions. On the other hand, it is not quite clear whether 
people's conceptions of wisdom should be the “gold stan-
dard” against which to assess the validity of wisdom mea-
sures. Unless they are highly wise themselves, people can 
only see the outside behavior of a wise person and may 
thus underestimate the relevance of intrapersonal aspects. 
In this way, wisdom conceptions are stereotypes, and ste-
reotypes can be quite incorrect. In any case, it would seem 
important for future research to study the value orientations 
of wise individuals in more depth.

Specific limitations of the three studies were mentioned 
in the respective discussion sections. Here, we would like 
to emphasize one particularly important general limita-
tion. All our data were collected in the German-speaking 
countries, that is, in a “Western,” individualistic society. 
As there are clear and meaningful cultural differences in 
people's conceptions of wisdom (e.g., Asadi, Khorshidi, & 
Glück, 2019 Takahashi & Overton, 2005; Yang, 2001), our 
findings are unlikely to be generalizable beyond “Western” 
countries. We hope that further research will distinguish the 
culturally universal and culture-specific aspects of wisdom.

We consider the studies reported here as starting points 
for a broader program of research on wisdom and morality 
(Sternberg & Glück, 2019). Do wise individuals act in better 
accordance with their values than most of us do? How cen-
tral is morality for wise individuals? How do wise individ-
uals make difficult ethical decisions? If wisdom is, indeed, 
a universally desirable quality, we may be able to learn a lot 
from the way wise individuals navigate moral challenges. 
In today's world, it may be a good idea to listen to the wise.
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