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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a systematic and context-sensitive model for measuring organizational wisdom in Iranian higher education
institutions and to identify its principal dimensions and components. This exploratory-developmental qualitative study was conducted
within an interpretivist paradigm using an inductive approach and thematic analysis. The study population consisted of academic and
executive experts with relevant knowledge of higher education management and organizational wisdom, who were selected through
purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. A total of 22 interviews were conducted; however,
following quality assessment, 20 interviews were retained for the final analysis. The interviews were transcribed, reviewed repeatedly,
and systematically coded to identify conceptual patterns and thematic relationships. The trustworthiness of the findings was assessed
according to Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability. Coding reliability was
additionally evaluated through Holsti’s coefficient and Cohen’s kappa. The thematic analysis generated 296 initial codes, which were
organized into 27 subthemes and six overarching themes. The final model comprised cognitive and organizational learning capacity, the
organization’s ethical-value orientation, organizational social interaction capacity, leadership and strategic structural capability,
technological and knowledge-management capability, and knowledge-application and problem-solving capability. Holsti’s coefficient was
0.713, while Cohen’s kappa was 0.647, indicating acceptable coding reliability. The thematic relationships further demonstrated that
organizational wisdom emerges through the integration of experience-based learning, critical reflection, multidimensional analysis, ethical
decision-making, organizational justice, trust, participatory governance, wise leadership, strategic foresight, data-driven decision-making,
digital empowerment, university—industry interaction, and the transformation of knowledge into practical value. Organizational wisdom
in higher education is a multidimensional, systemic, and context-dependent construct that cannot be reduced to the accumulation of
information or institutional knowledge. Rather, it develops through the interaction of ethical judgment, collective learning, social
relationships, future-oriented leadership, technological capability, and the effective application of knowledge to real organizational and
societal problems.

Keywords: Organizational wisdom; organizational wisdom measurement; higher education institutions; knowledge management; wise leadership;

thematic analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education institutions operate within increasingly complex, uncertain, and rapidly changing
environments characterized by technological transformation, knowledge expansion, intensified accountability,
changing stakeholder expectations, and the growing demand for socially relevant research and education.
Universities are no longer expected merely to transmit knowledge or award academic qualifications; rather,
they are required to generate new knowledge, develop human capital, support innovation, address societal
problems, and contribute to sustainable national development. Fulfilling these responsibilities requires more
than access to information, advanced technologies, or technically competent managers. It demands the capacity
to interpret complex situations, integrate diverse forms of knowledge, recognize the ethical implications of
decisions, anticipate long-term consequences, and translate knowledge into responsible action. These

capabilities are commonly associated with organizational wisdom, which refers to an organization’s collective



ability to combine knowledge, experience, values, judgment, reflection, and action in ways that are
contextually appropriate and socially responsible (Sternberg & Karami, 2021; Vasconcelos, 2022).

The conceptual foundations of wisdom are closely related to the Aristotelian notion of phronesis, or practical
wisdom. Practical wisdom differs from theoretical knowledge and technical expertise because it concerns the
ability to identify and perform the right action in a particular situation. It involves moral judgment, sensitivity
to context, awareness of competing interests, and commitment to the common good. Ancient philosophical
traditions also emphasize the association of wisdom with virtue, responsibility, moderation, and ethically
grounded action (Chemhuru, 2017). In management scholarship, however, the application of practical wisdom
requires further conceptual development because organizations are collective and multilevel systems in which
decisions emerge from the interaction of individuals, structures, cultures, technologies, and formal procedures.
Accordingly, organizational wisdom should not be understood merely as the personal wisdom of senior
managers. Rather, it must be institutionalized in organizational routines, decision-making processes,
knowledge systems, relationships, leadership practices, and strategic structures (Peltonen, 2022).
Organizational wisdom is closely associated with knowledge management but is conceptually broader.
Knowledge management generally focuses on creating, storing, transferring, and applying knowledge, whereas
organizational wisdom concerns the quality, purpose, timing, and ethical appropriateness of knowledge
application. An organization may possess extensive databases, highly qualified personnel, and advanced
systems but still make short-sighted, unjust, or ineffective decisions. Wisdom therefore provides the evaluative
and ethical framework through which knowledge is translated into appropriate action. Research on
organizational wisdom and organizational spirituality in knowledge management has highlighted the role of
values, meaning, reflection, and responsibility in connecting knowledge with action (Rocha & Pinheiro,
2020). Similarly, studies have demonstrated that organizational wisdom can strengthen knowledge
management and innovation by enabling organizations to interpret information more effectively and transform
it into contextually relevant decisions (Ghaffari & Bakhtiari, 2025).

Organizational learning is another central foundation of wisdom. Wise organizations learn from previous
decisions, preserve valuable experiences in organizational memory, critically examine established
assumptions, and revise ineffective practices. Organizational learning enhances absorptive capacity and
enables organizations to acquire, interpret, and apply knowledge more effectively (Pierscieniak &
Stelmaszczyk, 2020). In knowledge-intensive institutions such as universities, wisdom depends on the ability
to integrate explicit knowledge, tacit experience, interdisciplinary perspectives, and critical reflection. The
concept of the wise company similarly emphasizes that continuous innovation emerges when knowledge
creation is combined with practical judgment, experience, and value-oriented leadership (Nonaka & Takeuchi,
2019). Therefore, organizational wisdom in higher education should include experience-based learning,

organizational memory, critical thinking, scientific reflection, multidimensional problem analysis, and the

development of academic capabilities.



Wisdom also has an explicitly ethical dimension. A decision may be technically efficient but cannot be
regarded as wise if it ignores justice, transparency, responsibility, or the long-term welfare of stakeholders.
Ethical orientation is especially important in universities because institutional decisions affect academic
freedom, educational equality, research integrity, faculty development, student opportunities, and public trust.
Models of organizational wisdom developed in educational contexts have emphasized ethical conduct, justice,
responsibility, and value-based decision-making as central components of wise management (Pakravan et al.,
2025). Moreover, wisdom capital is sustained when moral judgment is embedded in organizational values,
policies, and practices rather than remaining dependent on the personal characteristics of individual leaders
(Vasconcelos, 2022).

A further characteristic of organizational wisdom is its collective and relational nature. Universities cannot
become wise solely through the expertise of a small number of senior administrators. Wisdom emerges through
dialogue, participation, knowledge sharing, mutual trust, collaboration, and psychological safety. Wise
organizations create conditions in which members can express alternative perspectives, challenge assumptions,
report errors, and contribute to collective decision-making. Research has linked wise organizations and wise
leadership with job satisfaction, well-being, and positive organizational relationships, indicating that wisdom
is reflected in both institutional performance and members’ experiences (Ardelt & Sharma, 2021). Similarly,
grounded models of organizational wisdom have shown that cultural, relational, and managerial conditions
interact in shaping wise organizational behavior (Rahimi et al., 2024).

Wise leadership and strategic structure are also essential because organizational wisdom must be translated
into coordinated action. Wise leaders are expected to balance competing goals, consider long-term
consequences, understand contextual complexity, and integrate ethical judgment with strategic reasoning.
Research on wise leadership has identified judgment, flexibility, contextual awareness, and moral orientation
as central characteristics of wise managerial performance (Dashtaki et al., 2024). Other studies have indicated
that experience, self-awareness, ethical intelligence, organizational culture, and supportive structures function
as antecedents of wise management (Erfan-Nejad et al., 2024). A systematic review of wisdom in managerial
decision-making similarly suggests that wisdom improves decisions by reducing short-term bias, broadening
the assessment of consequences, and balancing efficiency with ethical and social considerations (Javadi &
Damayanti, 2025).

Contemporary organizational wisdom must additionally incorporate technological capability and data-
informed decision-making. Higher education institutions generate large amounts of educational, research,
administrative, and financial data. Distributed data systems and knowledge-management infrastructures can
improve access to information, coordination, and the quality of institutional decisions (Safarov et al., 2024).
Nevertheless, data alone do not guarantee wisdom. Data must be critically evaluated, interpreted within

context, and integrated with professional experience and ethical judgment. Therefore, digital empowerment,



knowledge-management infrastructure, data-driven decision-making, and the responsible use of technology in
problem-solving should be regarded as important dimensions of organizational wisdom.

Finally, organizational wisdom is expressed in the capacity to apply knowledge and solve real problems. A
university may produce substantial scientific output while having limited influence on social, industrial, or
policy-related challenges. Wise higher education institutions transform knowledge into practical value,
develop problem-oriented research, cooperate with society and industry, and evaluate the wider consequences
of innovation. Organizational wisdom has been associated with value innovation and the ability to combine
stakeholder needs, prior experience, and organizational values in creating meaningful solutions (Mora Cortez
& Johnston, 2019). It has also been linked to innovation capacity and the recognition of responsible
opportunities for change (Pierscieniak, 2025). Existing models have attempted to operationalize
organizational wisdom and develop measurable dimensions, yet further context-specific work is required,
especially in higher education (Rezaeian et al., 2019; Rocha et al., 2025). Accordingly, the present study
aimed to design and validate a contextually grounded model for measuring organizational wisdom in Iranian
higher education institutions.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory-developmental design within the interpretivist paradigm and
followed an inductive approach. The research population consisted of academic and executive experts who
possessed relevant knowledge and experience in higher education management, organizational behavior,
knowledge management, and organizational wisdom. Participants were selected through purposive sampling
to ensure the inclusion of individuals capable of providing rich and informed accounts of the phenomenon
under investigation. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to explore participants’
perceptions of the characteristics, conditions, manifestations, and measurable dimensions of organizational
wisdom in higher education institutions.

A total of 22 interviews were conducted. Following an initial assessment of data quality, two interviews were
excluded because their content was insufficient for systematic coding. Consequently, 20 interviews were
included in the final analysis. Interviews were transcribed verbatim, reviewed repeatedly, and accompanied by
field notes prepared immediately after each interview. The texts were initially read without coding to achieve
immersion in the data. Subsequently, meaningful units were identified, initial codes were assigned,
conceptually similar codes were grouped, and broader subthemes and main themes were developed through
thematic analysis.

The trustworthiness of the qualitative findings was evaluated through credibility, transferability,
confirmability, and dependability. Expert reviewers assessed the coding process and thematic structure, while
coding reliability was examined through Holsti’s coefficient and Cohen’s kappa. The iterative comparison of

codes, subthemes, and main themes continued until a coherent conceptual model was developed. The final



model was organized around the relationships among the identified dimensions and their constituent
components.

Findings

The thematic analysis produced 296 initial codes. These codes were classified into 27 subthemes and
subsequently organized under six main themes. The first main theme, cognitive and organizational learning
capacity, included experience-based learning and organizational memory, critical thinking and scientific
reflection, knowledge integration and multidimensional problem analysis, and the development of scientific
knowledge and capabilities. This dimension reflected the organization’s ability to learn from experience,
preserve institutional knowledge, question existing assumptions, and analyze complex issues from multiple
perspectives.

The second main theme was the organization’s ethical-value orientation. It consisted of ethical decision-
making, organizational justice, organizational honesty and transparency, and social responsibility. This
dimension represented the extent to which institutional decisions and practices were guided by fairness,
integrity, accountability, and attention to broader social consequences.

The third main theme, organizational social interaction capacity, included participation in decision-making,
scientific collaboration and synergy, organizational trust and empathy, and psychological safety and freedom
of expression. The findings indicated that organizational wisdom depends on open communication, meaningful
participation, cooperative relationships, and a climate in which members can express alternative views without
fear.

The fourth main theme was leadership and strategic structural capability. Its subthemes included long-term
strategic orientation, wise leadership, facilitating structures, and organizational agility and flexibility. This
dimension emphasized future-oriented governance, context-sensitive leadership, supportive organizational
arrangements, and the ability to adapt to environmental change.

The fifth main theme, technological and knowledge-management capability, comprised data-driven decision-
making, knowledge-management infrastructure, digital empowerment, and the use of technology in problem-
solving. This theme demonstrated that wise organizational functioning in contemporary higher education
requires reliable data systems, effective knowledge infrastructures, and the capacity to apply digital tools
responsibly.

The sixth main theme was knowledge application and problem-solving capability. It included the practical
relevance of research, university interaction with industry and society, the transformation of knowledge into
value, and a problem-oriented institutional approach. This dimension reflected the university’s ability to
convert academic knowledge into solutions, social value, innovation, and practical outcomes.

The reliability analysis supported the consistency of the coding process. Holsti’s coefficient was 0.713, while
Cohen’s kappa was 0.647. Because both coefficients exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.60, the qualitative

categorization was considered sufficiently reliable. The resulting conceptual model demonstrated that



organizational wisdom is produced through the interdependence of cognitive, ethical, social, strategic,
technological, and practical capacities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that organizational wisdom in higher education is a multidimensional, systemic, and
context-dependent phenomenon. It cannot be reduced to managerial experience, knowledge accumulation,
technological sophistication, or ethical intention alone. Rather, wisdom emerges when these capacities operate
together and reinforce one another. Cognitive and learning capacities enable the university to understand
problems and learn from experience, while ethical orientation determines whether acquired knowledge is used
responsibly. Social interaction allows diverse knowledge and perspectives to enter the decision-making
process, and strategic leadership converts collective understanding into coordinated institutional action.
Technological and knowledge-management capabilities support evidence-informed decisions, whereas
knowledge-application capacity ensures that institutional learning ultimately contributes to solving real
problems.

The model also suggests that weakness in one dimension may undermine the effectiveness of the others. For
example, advanced data systems without ethical judgment may generate technically efficient but socially
harmful decisions. Ethical values without appropriate structures and leadership may remain symbolic rather
than operational. Knowledge production without interaction with society may increase academic output
without creating meaningful public value. Likewise, participatory structures without trust and psychological
safety may fail to generate genuine collective wisdom. Therefore, organizational wisdom should be assessed
as an integrated institutional capability rather than as a collection of isolated characteristics.

The cognitive-learning dimension highlights the importance of organizational memory, reflection, and critical
inquiry in universities. Higher education institutions are expected to promote critical thinking among students,
yet their own administrative processes may sometimes rely on routine, precedent, or short-term reactions. A
wise university institutionalizes reflection, learns from failed policies, documents successful practices, and
integrates different disciplinary perspectives when addressing complex challenges.

The ethical-value dimension reinforces the view that wisdom is inseparable from responsibility. Universities
make decisions with consequences for access, fairness, academic careers, research integrity, and public
confidence. Accordingly, transparency, justice, honesty, and social responsibility should be treated as
operational criteria of institutional wisdom rather than as abstract values.

The social interaction dimension demonstrates that organizational wisdom is inherently collective.
Participation, trust, collaboration, and freedom of expression allow organizations to access knowledge
distributed across their members. When employees and academics fear negative consequences for expressing
concerns, the organization loses access to valuable information and corrective feedback. Psychological safety

therefore represents not only a well-being issue but also an essential condition for wise decision-making.



The strategic, technological, and practical dimensions further indicate that wisdom must produce observable
organizational consequences. Wise leadership should support long-term thinking, institutional adaptability,
and balanced decision-making. Data and technology should improve judgment rather than replace it. Research
and knowledge should be translated into policies, innovations, services, and solutions that address educational
and societal needs.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and measuring
organizational wisdom in Iranian higher education institutions. It identifies six interrelated dimensions and 27
constituent subthemes that collectively explain how universities can transform knowledge, values,
relationships, leadership, technology, and research into responsible and effective action. The model can serve
as a foundation for developing a quantitative measurement instrument, evaluating institutional strengths and
weaknesses, comparing different types of universities, and designing targeted interventions to improve

decision-making, innovation, accountability, and societal responsiveness.

References

Ardelt, M., & Sharma, B. (2021). Linking wise organizations to wise leadership, job satisfaction, and well-being. Frontiers in Communication,
6, 685850. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.685850

Chemhuru, M. (2017). Elements of environmental ethics in ancient Greek philosophy.  Phronimon, 18, 15-30.
https://doi.org/10.25159/2413-3086/1954

Dashtaki, A. S., Eskandari, H., Borjali, A., Oreyzi, H. R., & Sternberg, R. ]J. (2024). How do wise leaders perform? Conceptualizing wise
leadership and its styles. Management, 28(2).

Erfan-Nejad, M., Mousavizadeh, S. M., & Mannati, R. (2024). Identifying antecedents of wise management in organizations using the fuzzy
cognitive mapping method. Strategic Management of Organizational Knowledge, 7(3), 55-66.

Frach, L., Jami, E. S., McAdams, T. A., Dudbridge, F., & Pingault, J. B. (2023). Causal inference methods for intergenerational research
using observational data. Psychological review, 130(6), 1688.

Ghaffari, S., & Bakhtiari, M. (2025). Examining organizational wisdom and the progress of knowledge management with the driving role of
innovation in public libraries of Qom Province. Knowledge Retrieval and Semantic Systems Quarterly, 12(42), 183-218.

Jakubik, M. (2021). Searching for practical wisdom in higher education with logos, pathos and ethos: Case: Finnish universities of sciences.
Philosophies, 6(3), 63. https://doi.org/10.3390/ philosophies6030063

Javadi, T., & Damayanti, R. (2025). The role of wisdom in managerial decision-making: A systematic review with a meta-analytic approach.
European Journal ngtudieS in Management & Business, 34.

Mora Cortez, R., & Johnston, W. J. (2019). Cultivating organizational wisdom for value innovation. Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing,
34(6), 1171-1182.

Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. (2019). The wise company: How companies create continuous innovation. Oxford University Press.

Pakravan, E., Amirianzadeh, M., Ahmadi, E., & Salehi, M. (2025). Designing a model of organizational wisdom for elementary school
principals. Educational Innovations, 24(1), 47-68.

Peltonen, T. (2022). Practical and theoretical wisdom in management scholarship: Re-assessing the use and appropriations of Aristotle's
philosophy. Philosophy of Management, 21(2), 163-178.

Pierscieniak, ~A.  (2025).  Organizational =~ wisdom: Influences innovation.  Foundations of  Management, 17, 0004.
https://doi.org/10.2478/fman-2025-0004

Pierscieniak, A., & Stelmaszczyk, M. (2020). Organizational wisdom: The impact of organizational learning on the absorptive capacity of an
enterprise. European Research Studies Journal, 23(Special Issue 2), 271-281.

Rahimi, F., Khalili, B., & Bavorsad, B. (2024). Designing an organizational wisdom model with a grounded theory approach. Studies in Library
and Information Science, 16(2), 57-82.

Rezaeian, A., Nezafati, N., Otarkhani, A., & Al-Masrouri, K. (2019). Designing and explaining a model for measuring organizational
wisdom. Human Resource Management Researches of Imam Hossein Comprehensive University, 11(1).

Rocha, R., & Pinheiro, P. (2020). Organizational wisdom and organizational spirituality in knowledge management: What is known?
Proceedings of the International Conference on Intellectual Capital, Knowledge Management & Organisational Learning,

Rocha, R., Pinheiro, P., d'Angelo, M. J., & Kragulj, F. (2025). Sublimating Aristotle's phronesis: Developing a scale of organizational
practical wisdom. Management revue, 36(4).


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.685850
https://doi.org/10.25159/2413-3086/1954
https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies6030063
https://doi.org/10.2478/fman-2025-0004

Safarov, B., Shayusupova, N., Xursandov, K., Amirdjanova, S., Muminova, D., & Jamalova, G. (2024). Distributed data systems in

knowledge management for higher education decision making. Proceedings of the 8th International Conference on Future Networks &
Distributed Systems,

Sternberg, R. J., & Karami, S. (2021). What is wisdom? A unified 6P framework. Review of General Psychology, 25(2), 134-151.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1089268020985509

Vasconcelos, A. F. (2022). Wisdom capital: Definitions, meaning and a two-level model. International Journal of Organizational Analysis, 30(2),
365-388. https://doi.org/10.1108/1JOA-09-2020-2409


https://doi.org/10.1177/1089268020985509
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJOA-09-2020-2409

