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ABSTRACT 

The effect of normative and nonnormative life events as 

possible determinants of wisdom in older adults was examined 

for two reasons. First, the study was designed to contribute 

to the growing body of knowledge about the aging process. 

Second, it explored an aspect of cognitive functioning, 

wisdom, that has only recently been accepted as a viable 

domain for scientific study and about which little is known. 

Because wisdom is often associated with the elderly, this 

study attempted to explain why it is that some older adults 

do, indeed, develop this optimal level of cognitive 

functioning and others do not. The experience of 

stress-producing positive and negative events over the years 

was looked at as a possible catalyst for the development of 

wisdom. 

The methodology was based on the seminal work of Baltes 

and his colleagues who have used a working definition of 

wisdom as "expertise in the fundamental pragmatics of life" 

(1987, p. 615). Ten men and twenty women, ranging in age from 

sixty-three to ninety-seven, volunteered for the study. These 

indi viduals, who lived in retirement communi ties or 

participated in educational programs, were physically active 

and mentally alert. 

Each subject, in a private, hour-long interview, was 

administered four separate procedures. First, the subject was 
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asked four questions regarding his/her personal history. 

Second, the WAIS-R Information Subtest was given to screen out 

those who could not perform on a minimallY acceptable level of 

cognitive functioning. 

was administered to 

Third, an original Life-Event Survey 

determine how many normative and 

nonnormative events the subject had experienced over the 

years. Fourth, the subject was asked to respond verbally to 

two hypothetical situations about older adults who faced 

age-specific dilemmas. This wisdom Measure, as well as the 

coding of each transcribed response, was based on research by 

smith and Baltes (1990). 

The data analyses revealed a significant positive 

correlation between the overall experience of life events and 

the overall expression of wisdom. These findings suggest that 

the experience of stress-producing life events over the years 

contributes to the development of problem-solving skills and 

a philosophical outlook associated with wisdom. 
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INTRODUCTION 
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In youth-oriented cultures, natural aging processes are 

often anticipated wi th dread and denial. However, 

physiological and psychological change and decline are 

inevi table; the "ravages of time" are irrepressible. Yet, 

amidst the ubiquitous deterioration, there is some human 

attribute that belies the passing of time, that may actually 

flourish over the years and reach its optimal state in old 

age. In the field of cognitive psychology, this attribute is 

often referred to as "practical intelligence" (Sternberg & 

Wagner, 1986; Ford, 1986; willis & Schaie, 1986; Mercer, 1986) 

or "pragmatics of intelligence" (Dixon & Baltes, 1986). 

"Practical intelligence," or expertise in successfully 

functioning in "real life," is thought to improve with age, in 

contrast to "academic intelligence" or adeptness in performing 

on tests of formal learning (Dixon & Baltes, 1986). The 

life-long development of practical intelligence is fostered by 

the accumulation of experience over years of identifying and 

solving everyday problems, as well as managing one's personal 

life, social relationships, and school or career demands 

(Sternberg, 1986a). 

"Wisdom," along with "common sense" and "street smarts," 

is a practical or "pragmatic" type of cognitive functioning. 
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Historically, wisdom has been associated with older adults 

who, conceivably, develop this attribute over a lifetime of 

exposure to everyday trials, tribulations, and successes. 

Early research results suggest that only older adults can 

perform at optimal levels in this domain, and that certain 

experiences encountered over a long period of time function as 

catalysts for growth (Smith & Baltes, 1990). The research 

conducted in this dissertation was designed to support the 

latter hypothesis. 

Statement of the Problem 

Initial wisdom research found that, even though wisdom is 

considered to be an attribute of the elderly, not all older 

adults are "wise," according to the measures used (Smith & 

Baltes, 1990). There may be several explanations for this, 

having to do with general intelligence, health, cultural 

acceptance and nurturing of wise behaviors, and societal 

expectations. Another reason may pertain to the experiences 

one encounters over the life course that contribute to the 

development and expression of wisdom. It is this latter 

suggestion that inspired the formulation of two basic 

questions addressed in this research. 

1. Do individuals develop wisdom, as well as other 

coping and life-management skills, as a consequence 

of successfully dealing with various stress-



producing experiences encountered over a life time? 

2. If they do, what types of experiences are likely to 

have the most influence on this development of 

wisdom over the life course? 
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To answer these questions, the following research design 

issues were addressed. 

1. Definition and Operationalization of Wisdom 

In approaching these questions and the study of wisdom as 

an attribute in older adults, three primary concerns were 

considered. First, how could wisdom be defined and 

operationalized to allow for scientific study? While wisdom 

has been the subject of much discussion in journals, books, 

and papers, few scholars have actually defined the concept in 

terms conducive to empirical study. For this reason, Baltes' 

working definition of wisdom as "expertise in the fundamental 

pragmatics of life" (1987, p. 615) was adopted for this 

research. In addition, Baltes developed, in conjunction with 

numerous colleagues, an instrument for quantifying the amount 

of wisdom adults possess (Smith, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989). In 

this study, a modified version of that instrument, as well as 

their methodology designed to measure wisdom, was used (smith 

& Baltes, 1990). This method involved the analysis of verbal 

responses to hypothetical situations requiring good 

life-planning skills for appropriate resolution. 
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The idea for using life-planning skills as a measure of 

the amount of wisdom one possesses evolved as 

earlier work done by smith, Dixon, and Baltes 

a result of 

(1989) . In 

their search for progressive changes in cognitive functioning, 

they suggested that certain tasks and contexts could "provide 

the opportunity for older adults to perform close to capacity" 

on wisdom measures. The utilization of knowledge systems 

which integrate factual and procedural aspects necessary for 

the appropriate response to these tasks and contexts was 

thought to be a powerful indicator of the presence of wisdom. 

2. Identification of Appropriate Life Events 

The second concern involved the identification of 

appropr iate experiences or "life events" for use in this 

study. "Life events," or normative, nonnormative, and 

history-related experiences encountered over the life course, 

are generally "stressful and disruptive of customary behavior 

patterns" (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979, p. 2). They are positive 

or negative occurrences that involve "a role transformation, 

changes in status or environment, or impositions of pain" 

(Myers, Lindenthal, Pepper, & Ostrander, 1972, p. 399). 

3. Determining Relationship Between Wisdom and Life Events 

The third concern was in determining a relationship 
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between wisdom and specific life events that may serve as 

catalysts for its development. Such a relationship is 

suggested by several scholars. For example, Birren and Fisher 

(1990) consider wisdom to be an "emergent property of 

an individual's inward and external response to life 

experiences" (p. 331). As such, wisdom is the embodiment of 

optimal changes in cognitive and behavioral responses "as a 

consequence of life events as they occur over a long period of 

time" (Brim & Ryff, 1980, p. 370). wisdom is considered to be 

an adaptive response to these life events or antecedent 

stressors, either positive or negative, which results in the 

development of expertise in coping with the experiences of 

life. If these experiences alter, at the time of their 

occurrence, the "intrapersonal context of the individual," 

they "influence later development to the extent that the 

individual affects his or her own development through 

interpretation of and interaction with his or her environment" 

(Hultsch & Premons, 1979, p. 20). 

Exceptional life-management and life-planning skills are 

honed in response to the unrelenting barrage of losses, 

disappointments, and sorrows that beset most people over a 

period of time. Even joyful events such as marriage or a 

promotion can influence the development of coping skills when 

they bring about changes in one's life. 

In summnry, then, this study focused on the expression of 
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"wisdom" in adults who were sixty years of age and older. The 

number of normative and nonnormative stress-producing 

life experiences was correlated with the score which indicated 

each subject's ability to make wise life-planning decisions. 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether multiple 

life experiences may have served as catalysts for the 

development of wisdom over the life span. 

By measuring and analyzing the presence of wisdom in 

these older adults, it was possible to show that adults in 

general do, indeed, develop wisdom as they grow older and more 

experienced, and that this development is related to the type 

and number of situations encountered in life that 

coping and life-management skills. 

Significance of the Problem 

require 

This study was designed to explore and evaluate an 

optimal state of cognitive functioning known as wisdom and its 

relationship to the experience of events over a long period of 

time. This type of research contributes to the growing body 

of knowledge about various negative and positive aspects of 

the aging process. This knowledge is of special interest to 

life-span developmental theorists who are re-defining 

traditional life stages and expectations. By "embedding 

wisdom in a developmental framework encompassing the entire 
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life span, our models of aging may be affected" (Clayton & 

Birren, 1980, p. 131). 

New information about wisdom in old age is also of use to 

social and cognitive psychologists who have only recently 

accepted wisdom as a viable domain for scientific inquiry. 

This study contributes to the "scientific mapping of wisdom" 

(p. 331) enthusiastically embraced by scholars such as Birren 

and Fisher (1990). 

This investigation is also designed to confirm the 

existence of a posi ti ve aspect of aging. It is meant to 

comfort and reassure those who may still fear old age because 

of out-dated and inappropriate misconceptions about this 

natural stage of life. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study focuses on two basic concepts and how their 

relationship affects one's ability to cognitively function at 

an optimal level in later years. These concepts, wisdom and 

life events experience, were selected as framework components 

for two reasons: (1) each is considered to be an endemic 

attribute in the normal aging individual and (2) a positive 

correlation between the two supports the notion that there are 

some benefits or consolations for those who live long, 

eventful lives. 



19 

wisdom 

Wisdom, once considered too amorphous for scientific 

study, can now be measured quantitatively when it is defined 

as having four specific properties. First, wisdom involves a 

good knowledge of basic facts and procedures required to 

function effectively in daily life. Second, wisdom includes 

the development of a perspective on living over a period of 

many years. An adult of thirty may consider sixty as being 

old, whereas one who is still active at ninety may think of a 

sixty-year-old as a "youngster." Third, v .. isdom includes a 

sense of uncertainty. At any moment, fate may step in and 

dramatically alter even the most carefully laid plans. And, 

finally, wisdom incorporates philosophical observations about 

the conditions of humankind and life in general. 

Verbal responses on the Wisdom Measure were scored on 

each of these four criteria to arrive at a total wisdom score. 

These verbal responses were elicited by probes presented after 

subjects were read each of two stories regarding characters in 

hypothetical situations. This procedure was based on the 

supposition that the cognitive processes underlying 

verbalization are a subset of all cognitive processes, and 

they can be scientifically measured in accordance with certain 

specifications to yield "hard" data (Ericsson & Simon, 1984). 

Subjects in this study were screened by the Wechsler 

Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised (WAIS-R) Information Subtest 
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to be sure they were mentally active and alert. Even though 

wisdom is associated with the elderly, early research has 

shown that not all older adults evince "wise" behavior. This 

observation may be due to limitations in the instruments and 

sampling procedures used in these early, exploratory studies. 

Another explanation may be the increase in the incidence of 

organic brain syndrome manifestations of delirium and dementia 

in older adults. Therefore, the results of this study can be 

generalized only to those older adults who are mentally 

healthy. 

Life Events 

Life events "operate throughout the life course, their 

effects accumulate with time, and, as a dynamic package, they 

are responsible for how lives develop" (Baltes, 1987, p. 621). 

Those events that have the most impact are "stressful and 

disrupti ve of customary behavior patterns" (Hul tsch & Plemons, 

1979, p. 2), and their advent either indicates or requires a 

significant change in the ongoing life pattern of the 

individual (Holmes & Rahe, 1967, p. 217). Stressful life 

events are a Iso considered to be "experiences involving a role 

transformation, changes in status or environment, or 

imposition of pain (Myers et al., 1972, p. 399). 

These life events can be divided into various categories, 

but a common model includes normative (or age- graded), 
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nonnormative, and history-graded (Baltes, 1987). Neugarten 

(1968) suggests that normative events be further subdivided 

into two categories. "on-time" events are those that occur at 

the usual time of life, and "off-time" events happen at an age 

when they are not normally expected. 

These categories are also referred to in Baltes' 

trifactor model. According to him, life events which 

developing adults must "process, react to, or act on" (1987, 

p. 621) are divided into three basic categories. First, 

age-graded or normative events are defined as biological or 

environmental influences that are strongly related to 

chronological age, that are fairly predictable in their 

temporal sequence, and that are similar among individuals in 

a given culture. Since these events generally occur on a 

chronologica 1 basis, "on-time" events happen when normally 

expected, and "off-time" events occur at an inappropriate time 

of life. The former are considered to be less stressful 

because society prepares individuals to expect certain events 

at certain stages (e.g. retirement at age sixty-five). The 

latter produce more stress because they come as unplanned-for 

interruptions in the usual course of events (e.g. unexpected 

death of a spouse in young adulthood) . 

Second, nonnormative events also include biological and 

environmental influences, but they are not clearly related to 

chronological age, applicable to many individuals, or 
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predictable as to duration and intensity of their influence 

(e.g. an accidental injury). The occurrence of nonnormative 

events can be subdivided into proximal and distal categories 

as suggested by Hultsch and Premons (1979). Analysis of these 

variants would be useful in a study of the life-span 

development of wisdom. However, because there is no clear 

relevance to a subject's present expression of wisdom or the 

experience of stress-producing life events as a whole, 

nonnormative events used in this study were not identified as 

proximal and distal. 

Third, history-graded events also involve biological and 

environmental influences, but they are associated with 

historical time and affect the larger evolutionary context in 

which individuals develop. These events are of two types: 

(1) those that initiate long-term change in society (e. g. 

invention of computers) or (2) those that are time- or 

period-speci f ic (e. g. World War II). In this study, the 

latter type of events are included as nonnormative influences 

and are considered significant only if they directly affected 

the individual. 

Fallacies in Attributing Cause to Life Events 

In developing a list of life events appropriate for this 

study I familiar, clearly defined influences were chosen to 

facilitate analysis. However, it should be noted that these 
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specific events may not of themselves be the true cause of 

adapti ve responses or, ideally, the nurturing of a wise 

perspective. According to Brim and Ryff (1980) there are 

several reasons why this is so. First, event labels such as 

marriage identify a vivid occurrence, but the many discrete, 

cumulative events before and after actually contribute to its 

influence. This might include the courtship, wedding 

preparation, honeymoon, and initial adjustment to a different 

life style. 

Second, the most recent event, such as the death of a 

loved one, may be recalled as the more influential occurrence 

when it was actually the preceding diagnosis of terminal 

illness that had the most impact. Third, major events may 

involve the interaction of social, environmental, and 

biological factors which compound the influence on an 

individual's perspective. For example, retirement is used as 

a life-event marker, but its impact may be enhanced by the 

loss of a life-long identity as an employee, by the adjustment 

required in staying home with "no place to go," and by the 

development of a hearing impairment or some other physical 

detriment associated with 1I0ld age." These contributing 

factors are recognized, but, for the sake of simplicity, each 

life event used in this study was treated as the focal point 

in a series of interrelated experiences. 

Also, there are certain significant events or influences 
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that may occur over the life span that will not be revealed on 

a measure such as the one used in this study. These "hidden" 

events remain nameless, and perhaps even unrecognized or 

suppressed, because they may be viewed as deviant or 

unacceptable to society (e.g. rape or incest), and the subject 

is reluctant to reveal their occurrence (Brim & Ryff, 1980). 

The "other" category on the list of life events gives subjects 

the opportunity to include such a happening, even if it is not 

specifically identified. 

Relationship Between Wisdom and Life Events 

In 1982, Clayton noted that "no tasks or measures for 

wisdom have been created" although "evidence for possessing 

and utilizing wisdom-related knowledge emerges in a person's 

actions or judgements - responses to either questions about 

the human situation or dilemmas involving interpersonal or 

extrapersonal conflict" (p. 317). Since 1982, a technique 

designed specifically to measure a person's judgement in 

response to such dilemmas has been developed by Baltes and his 

colleagues (Smith, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989; Dittmann-Kohli & 

Baltes, 1990; smith & Baltes, 1990). This technique has been 

tested in a study of age and cohort differences in responses 

to life-planning problems (Baltes & smith, 1990). Their 

efforts have now paved the way for scientific inquiry in this 



nascent domain of wisdom as a prototypical example of 

intellectual development over the life span. 
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The purpose of this dissertation was to use a modified 

version of the Smith and Baltes technique to explore the 

expression of wisdom in older adults as it may relate to the 

experience of stress-producing events encountered over a 

lifetime. Early research has shown that not all older adults 

are "wise" and that not all "wise" people are old (Smith & 

Baltes, 1990). Since the development and emergence of wisdom 

is therefore not necessarily related to chronological age 

alone, it may be related to one's sUbjection to events which 

require significant compliance, adjustment, compromise, or 

adaptation to a new set of circumstances. By analyzing the 

life-event history of older adults who are judged to be wise, 

according to the Smith and Baltes measure, it may be possible 

to note a relationship. 

To explore that possibility, this study used a Life-Event 

Experience Measure and a Wisdom Measure to provide data used 

in a simple correlation analysis of these basic concepts. In 

addition to this relationship, several other relationships 

were looked at in an attempt to find other factors which may 

influence one's development and expression of wisdom in later 

years. This investigation was based on the following 

questions. 
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1. Is there a significant relationship between the 

number of stress-producing events experienced over 

many years and the expression of wisdom in old age? 

2. Is there a significant relationship between the 

expression of wisdom and any of the following 

variables? 

a. Age 

b. Gender 

c. Education 

d. WAIS-R Score 

Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions 

are used. 

LIFE EVENTS: Experiences that involve a role 

transformation, a change in status or environment, or a 

disruption of usual behavior patterns. Normative events occur 

in the lives of most people in a particular culture. An event 

is categorized as "on time" when it occurs at the usual age 

(e.g. first marriage in the twenties) or as "off time" when it 

takes place at an unusual time of life (e.g. first marriage in 

the fifties). Nonnormative events are unexpected and occur 

randomly in the population (e.g. winning a lottery). 

MECHANICS OF INTELLIGENCE: "The basic cognitive 

operations and cognitive structures associated with such tasks 
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as perceiving relations and classification." Also "the basic 

architecture of information processing and problem solving" 

(Baltes, 1987, p. 614). 

PRAGMATICS OF INTELLIGENCE: "Concerns the context- and 

knowledge-related application of the mechanics of 

intelligence." Includes (a) "fairly general systems of 

factual and procedural knowledge, such as crystallized 

intelligence, (b) specialized systems of factual and 

procedural knowledge, such as occupational expertise, (c) 

knowledge about factors of performance or skills relevant for 

the activation of intelligence in specific contexts requiring 

intelligent action" (Baltes, 1987, p. 614). Includes 

practical intelligence, social intelligence, and wisdom. 

WISDOM: "Expertise in the fundamental pragmatics of life" 

(Baltes, 1987, p. 615). Wisdom involves "good judgement about 

important but uncertain matters of life, specialized knowledge 

about life in general, and a repertoire of efficient 

strategies for applying and adapting that knowledge to many 

contexts, interpersonal situations, and life tasks" (Smith et 

al., 1989, p. 326). 
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"Practical intelligence" is defined as the phenotypic 

expression of a "combination of genotypic factors that--

permit adaptive behavior within a specific situation or class 

of situations" (Willis & Schaie, 1986, p. 240). It is 

"intelligent performance in natural situations" (Neisser, 

1976, p. 137) involving real-life tasks in everyday settings. 

sternberg (1988b) calls it "mental self- management" that 

allows one to make sense of everyday events and to function 

accordingly. 

This practically intelligent behavior is thought to be "under 

the control of cognitive processes and employed toward the 

solution of problems which challenge the well-being, needs, 

plans, and survival of the individual" (Charlesworth, 1976, p. 

150). Others have referred to this construct of intelligence 

in terms of expertise, "street smarts," specialization, 

adaptive aging, the "pragmatics of intelligence," and wisdom 

(Dixon & Baltes, 1986). 

Practical intelligence differs from "academic 

intelligence" that is measured, traditionally, by tests on 

information learned in formal educational environments. 

Neisser (1976) defines academic intelligence measures as those 

that usually have well-defined questions based on specific 
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information, with one correct answer or one correct method for 

finding the solution. Since "real-life" is rarely so simple, 

it is suggested that the cognitive processes required to 

perform well in day-to-day tasks may be quite different from 

those required in test-taking situations. 

To explain the relationship among cognitive processes 

that allow for appropriate behaviors in the test-taking 

environment as well as in "real-world" situations, Sternberg 

(1984), who is a leading proponent of the practical 

intelligence concept, developed his comprehensive "triarchic" 

model. In this theory of human intelligence, he examines the 

relationships of intelligence to an individual's internal 

world (the meta components or basic components of cognitive 

processing); to the experiential world, where one's 

environment may affect and be affected by one's intelligence 

(the knowledge-acquisition components); and to everyday 

performance in the external world (the contextual components) . 

In the context of the "external world," or everyday life, 

one must display practically intelligent behavior in order to 

survive. Sternberg suggests that three basic elements of 

practical intelligence are required: adaptation, selection, 

and shaping of the environment. Adaptive behavior varies from 

individual to individual, setting to setting, and culture to 

culture. It may require wisdom, "street smarts," and coping 

skills that are not measured on traditional intelligence 
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tests; in fact, it is quite possible that one who adapts well 

to his/her environment, relying on skills acquired by solving 

everyday problems, may be labeled as academically inept or 

even retarded when judged by standard intelligence measures. 

In some situations, adapting to the environment is 

impossible, impractical, or unwise. It is then that one may 

select an environment which is more compatible with values or 

abilities. If a new environment cannot be chosen, then the 

given situation may be shaped to provide a better "fit" for 

the individual. According to Sternberg, then, the 

"intelligent" person adapts to, selects, and/or shapes his/her 

environment for optimal fit in order to live most productively 

and comfortably. Scores on traditional intelligence tests may 

be high or low; they are not necessarily an accurate predictor 

of "success" in living. The ability to capitalize on 

strengths and compensate for weaknesses by utilizing practical 

intelligence to the fullest is ultimately of most importance. 

Practical Intelligence and Wisdom 

Wisdom is a type of practical intelligence, and it is 

distincti ve and worthy of separate scrutiny. until the 

1970's, wisdom was thought to be too amorphous or undefinable 

to study in a scientific manner. Even though it was thought 

to be somehow related to cognitive processes, its obvious ties 

to the affective domain rendered it rather enigmatic. 
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In the 1980's, however, there has been a growing interest 

in this concept, accompanied by a concerted effort to define 

the essence of wisdom and to ultimately quantify and measure 

its presence in humans. This effort has been driven by a 

desire to learn more about life-span development of all 

psychological, physiological, and sociological aspects due to 

the rapidly increasing numbers of aging individuals. Old age 

has long been feared and dreaded as a period of mental and 

physical decline, but as we live longer and healthier lives, 

there is a need to identify any benefits there may be to 

growing old. 

A Historical Perspective 

Wisdom can be studied from at least three different 

perspectives: as a historical concept in ancient literature; 

as an element in life-span developmental theories; and as the 

subject of an exciting new field of scientific inquiry. 

Historically, the concept of wisdom has often been defined 

according to three literary traditions, Western, Greek, and 

Eastern. 

In the Western tradition, wisdom was frequently referred 

to in Biblical literature such as the Book of Solomon, Job, 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Epistle of James, and Apocrypha 

(McFayden, 1921). Three distinct methods of "becoming wise" 

were described. First, because wisdom was thought to include 
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intellectual skills and mental discipline, formal education 

systems were designed to train the young sons of noblemen and 

wealthy merchants. These young men were, therefore, trained 

to be objective, knowledgeable, and "wise" statesmen, 

diplomats, and high government administrators (Noth & Thomas, 

1955) . 

A second means of acquiring wisdom was also logical but 

less formal in that one learned how to live a proper life by 

I istening to parents and other elders. A third method 

required only that one have faith in God; wisdom was 

considered to be a divine gift bestowed as a reward for 

submitting to His laws (Garnett, 1940). 

In the ancient Western tradition, then, wisdom involved 

learning, understanding, and being receptive to knowledge 

about how to conduct the affairs of state, how to live a good 

life, or how to obey the laws of God. In addition, cunning, 

ethics, a sense of justice, and prudence were also associated 

with wisdom. The young could supposedly be taught to be wise, 

and the old were not necessarily wise; there was no suggestion 

of attainment of wisdom over the life span due to experience 

alone (Clayton & Birren, 1980). 

The ancient Greeks were concerned with two basic 

approaches to wisdom: philosophical and practical. 

Philosophical wisdom was considered to be the highest form 

of knowledge about the ultimate nature of things. However, it 
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was said that only God was wise in this sense (Adler, 1955). 

Practical wisdom was concerned with the ultimate good for 

man. Through questioning, probing, investigating, and seeking 

answers about the mysteries of life and morality, one could 

attain wisdom and act wisely in matters concerning everyday 

life (Clayton & Birren, 1980). 

In the Eastern tradition, wisdom was also equated with 

knowledge about the meaning of life, about a supreme being or 

deity, and about the relationship between human beings and the 

universe. While the Western approach emphasized the 

importance of intellect and reasoning, the Eastern disciplines 

such as Zen Buddhism, Taoism, Sufism, and Hinduism focused on 

"enlightenment" (Clayton & Birren, 1980). To attain wisdom, 

one had to directly experience life, to come to terms with 

one's own nature, and to understand and accept the paradoxes 

of life. Intuition and compassion were required, as was 

meditation during which one could transcend the thoughts and 

preoccupations of daily life and perceive reality more 

clearly. 

In addition to meditation, a teacher, one who had already 

been enlightened himself, was needed to provide guidance down 

the proper path to wisdom. Once enlightenment was achieved, 

behaviors were transformed and priorities reorganized (Owens, 

1975) . The enlightened individual would become more 

compassionate and tranquil. Life would be devoted to helping 
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others, and the desire to acquire fame and power would cease, 

along with the fears of old age, sickness, death, or poverty 

(Clayton & Birren, 1980). 

In the Eastern tradition there was a relationship between 

chronological age and a state of enlightenment. However, 

although a lifetime of meditating, seeking, and understanding 

the true nature of things was required to attain wisdom, 

simply living a long time did not make one wise. 

In summary, ancient Eastern and Western traditions did 

not agree on which basic human abilities were essential for 

attainment of wisdom or on the precise course of action 

required for its development. However, both considered wisdom 

to be a desirable attribute, attainable over the course of 

time when one intentionally sought the meaning and purpose of 

life. Enlightened teachers were often considered important, 

and individuals were judged to be wise by their behavior. 

A Life-Span Developmental Perspective 

Today, in the Western world 

necessarily held in high regard. 

business acumen are respected by 

at least, 

Material 

many, as 

wisdom is not 

"success" and 

are academic 

intelligence and scholarly pursuit by others. Wisdom is not 

always associated with either material success or academic 

intelligence, but is generally thought to be an attainment of 

the elderly who, purportedly, have little or nothing of value 
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to offer modern society. Life-span developmental theorists 

who have perpetuated this belief into the twentieth century 

reflect a longstanding acceptance of Piaget's formal 

operations concept in which an obj ecti ve, 

hypothetico-deductive form of reasoning, supposedly developed 

by early adulthood, is considered the highest level of 

cognitive functioning. However, those early theorists who 

viewed old age in a more positive light are now supported by 

a growing body of empirical and theoretical work. Researchers 

such as Labouvie-Vief (1985), Arlin (1986), and Commons, 

Sinnott, Richards, and Armon (1989) suggest that a post-formal 

operations stage, which may combine objective with subjective 

forms of perception, continues to evolve into middle and late 

adulthood. This "advanced" stage of cognition holds promise 

for satisfaction, serenity, and mental stimulation in later 

years if one transcends physical decrements, contemplates the 

meaning of life and its experiences, and approaches problem 

solving in a manner unique to old age. 

Hall (1922), for example, suggested that in later years, 

there is a tendency to draw moral lessons and to sum up and 

keep a perspective. By confronting the experiences of a long 

life, it is "partly through disillusionment that older adults 

- wise older adults - are able to sift through the shams and 

vanities of life, to move toward a new and hi'Jher type of 

personality" (p. 414). 
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Jung (1953) agreed that in the second half of life, there 

are renewed opportunities for personality transformation. 

While some may grow intolerant of new ideas and change, a few 

develop patience and wisdom while turning inward to reflect on 

the meaning of life. 

Peck's (1955) model of development includes a middle-age 

task of relinquishing physical powers in favor of mental 

pursuits or wisdom if one is to age "successfully." Erikson 

(1963) views wisdom as an epigenetic concept that develops 

over the life span as stage-specific crises are met and 

resolved. Wisdom, per se, then emerges in the final stage of 

development when a lifetime of successes and failures is put 

into perspective and integrated. 

Moody's (1976) "self-actualization" model of old age is 

based on the premise that psychological growth is uniquely 

possible in later years when there is an opportunity to apply 

a lifetime of experiences to the pursuit of wisdom, knowledge, 

and creativity. "Life is a continuum in which a person moves 

upward through a series of stages of personality development, 

reachOing the highest state in old age" (Peterson, 1983, 

p. 112). It is in this older adult state, according to 

Labouvie-Vief, that the objective or rational precepts of 

Piaget's formal operations stage can be fully integrated or 

"blended" with a subjective or intuitive way of knowing, 

resulting in wisdom (1984). 
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Nemiroff and Colarusso (1990) suggest that "wisdom can be 

defined developmentally as the realistic, empathetic 

understanding of the human condition and is the result of 

having engaged the major developmental tasks of childhood, 

adolescence, and young and middle adulthood, tempered by the 

acceptance of the finiteness of time and personal death" 

(p. 485). Often associated with the emergence of "meditative 

urges, philosophic calm, impartiality, and the desire to draw 

moral lessons," wisdom is enhanced by the "existence of a 

long-term series of experiences with the human condition and 

its varying processes and outcomes" (Dixon & Baltes, 1986, 

p. 224). Thus, positive age differences or age-related 

advances in developmental functions associated with wisdom may 

be expected, and "living longer and into old age may be 

advantageous" (p. 225). 

These theorists, then, suggest that perhaps wise older 

adul ts do have something of value to offer society. In a 

world where material success and scholarly pursuit are 

revered, an influx of patience, reflection, empathy, 

intuition, impartiality, morality, and philosophic calm may, 

indeed, be welcome. 
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A Scientific Perspective 

What is Wisdom? 

While wisdom has been referenced in historical literature 

and life-span development theories for many years, the concept 

has only recently become the subject of scientific inquiry. 

As one of the pioneers in the conceptualization and 

methodological study of wisdom, Clayton (1975) identified 

several descriptors of 

intuitive, 

empathetic, 

introspective, 

intelligent, 

the term, 

pragmatic, 

peaceful, 

including experienced, 

understanding, gentle, 

knowledgeable, and 

observant. Clayton, with Birren, used these descriptors in 

a 1980 study and concluded that wisdom is multidimensional, 

integrating these general cognitive, affective, and reflective 

qualities. 

There are some similarities between these contemporary 

descriptors and those associated with ancient concepts of 

wisdom. For example, understanding, empathy, peacefulness, 

and gentleness, characterizing an affective component, and 

introspection and intuition, representative of a reflective 

component, were essential to the pursuit of enlightenment in 

the Eastern tradition. Cognitive qualities such as intellect, 

pragmatism, and observation were valued by the Western 

tradition. It is interesting to note, however, that the 

subjects in Clayton's 1975 study (especially the older ones) 

did not associate age and experience with wisdom. These 
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results were also reported in a study conducted by this writer 

(Peasley,1990). Subjects who were asked to define wisdom all 

stated that, just because they were older (in their 

seventies), and experienced in the ways of the world, they did 

not believe they were "wise" or even qualified to define 

wisdom adequately. 

In 1982, Clayton compared and contrasted the attributes 

of intelligence and wisdom (Table 1) in an effort to further 

define the construct. By clearly outlining the conceptual 

differences, she laid the foundation needed to devise 

measurement instruments for empirical research. 

Sternberg (1986b) also helped to define wisdom, as well 

as intelligence and creativity, in a study designed to elicit 

responses from "experts" and "laypersons." The experts were 

professors of art, business, philosophy, and physics, and the 

laypersons were individuals who responded to a newspaper 

advertisement. These participants listed behaviors 

characteristic of people who are wise, intelligent, or 

creative. In a subsequent study, 120 of these behaviors were 

sorted into the three categories by college students and the 

resul ts revealed six basic elements in the participants' 

conception of wisdom. According to Sternberg's study, wisdom 

includes good reasoning abilities, sagacity, good judgement, 

ability to learn from ideas and the environment, perspicacity, 



Table 1 

Differences Between "Intelligence" and "Wisdom" 

According to Clayton, the "intelligent" person: 

Thinks logically. 

Conceptualizes and abstracts from reality. 

Knows HOW to do necessary life-supporting tasks. 

Is nonsocial and impersonal. 

Uses deductive and inductive reasoning to construct 
classifications and abstract form from content. 

Uses hypothetical and theoretical thinking strategies. 

Is competent in adapting to the environment. 

Performs well on psychometric tests with cultural and 
achievement-oriented criteria. 

According to Clayton, the "wise" person: 

Understands human nature, in self and others, which is 
paradoxical, contradictory, and subject to change. 

Considers consequences of actions to self and others. 

Is social and interested in intrapersonal and 
interpersonal issues. 

Gathers information from observation of other person's 
actions and jUdgements. 

Bases judgements and actions on what is known to be 
possible and impossible from collective and individual 
experience. 

Transcends individual response to capitalize on basic 
universal needs and tendencies in human nature. 

From Clayton, 1982, pp. 315-318. 
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Table 2 

Summary of Wisdom Characteristics 

According to Sternberg's research, a "wise" person: 

Has analytical reasoning abilities. 

Is sagacious. 

Listens to others and weighs advice. 

Can deal with a variety of people. 

Uses available information and reads between lines. 

Makes clear, sensible, and fair jUdgements. 

Takes long-term as well as short-term view of consequences 
of judgements. 

Profits by experience of others and learns from mistakes 
of others. 

Changes mind if experience dictates. 

Is insightful and sensitive. 

Balances logic and instinct. 

Understands limitations of own knowledge, actions, and 
recommendations. 

Knows when to act and not act. 

Accepts reality. 

Makes "good" decisions. 

Can distinguish substance from style. 

Appreciates ideologies of others. 

Is contemplative. 

From Sternberg, 1986b, pp. 186-187. 
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complete list of characteristics.) 
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(See Table 2 for 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rathunde (1990) define wisdom in 

terms of its relationship to cultural evolution or 

evolutionary hermeneutics. They suggest that wisdom 

historically has helped humans adapt to their environment in 

three ways. First, wisdom as a cognitive process has enabled 

man to understand the world as he sought the ultimate causes 

and consequences of events. Second, wisdom as a virtue has 

provided guidelines to living a good life in harmony with the 

laws of nature. Third, wisdom as a personally rewarding 

characteristic has provided happiness and joy upon the 

contemplation of the meaning of life and living. 

In her recent work on wisdom, Labouvie-Vief (1990) 

conceptualizes it as the integration of abstract "mythos" with 

concrete "logos," of the theoretical with the practical. She 

contends that, even though wisdom is grounded in mythos or 

holistic experience, it also embodies the essence of logos 

which is logical, stable, precise, mechanistic, and 

computable. It is the integration of the subjective, 

affective domain with the objective, cognitive domain of two 

complementary, interacting, and dependent aspects of 

humanness. As such, wisdom, as a new paradigm, must be 

studied by means of a redefined scientific approach which 

combines objective investigation with subjective evaluation in 
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a "dialogic" relationship. In such a dialogue, "one mode 

provides experiential richness and fluidity, the other logical 

cohesion and stability. It is such smooth and relatively 

balanced dialogue between two modes" that she defines as 

wisdom (p. 53). 

While Labouvie-Vief, as well as smith and Baltes (1990) 

suggest a two-factor or "dual process" model for 

conceptualizing wisdom, Clayton and Birren (1980) present 

evidence in support of three domains of wisdom: cognitive, 

affective, and reflective. Brent and Watson (1980) identify 

four factors which they label as person-cognitive, practical 

experiential, interpersonal, and moral-ethical. Five distinct 

factors are identified in the 1986 study conducted by Holliday 

and Chandler, although they relate the five to Habermas's 

(1970) three-factor model of intelligence based on technical, 

practical, and emancipatory knowledge- constitutive interests. 

Holliday and Chandler categorize responses from 500 subjects 

in several studies undertaken in an effort to identify common 

descriptors of "wise" and "wisdom" and to evaluate how these 

conceptions influence problem-solving efforts. They conclude 

that wisdom is a "well-defined , multidimensional 

prototypically organized competency descriptor incorporating 

five general components. These descriptors are as follows. 



1. Exceptional Understanding, as expressed in 

"has learned from experience" or "sees things 

in a larger context." 

2. Judgement and Communication Skills, defined by 

items such as "is a good source of advice" and 

"understands life." 

3. General Competence, based on "intelligent" and 

"educated." 

4. Interpersonal Skills, expressed by "sensitive" 

and "sociable." 

5. Social Unobtrusiveness or "discrete" and "non

judgemental." (p. 136) 

44 

Several theorists view wisdom as highly developed or 

exceptional cognitive functioning. Orwoll and Perlmutter 

(1990) suggest that the wise individual is not only very 

intelligent but is also capable of transcending personal 

needs, thoughts, and feelings. 

Kitchener and Brenner (1990) suggest that "Reflective 

Judgement" is the highest level of intellectual functioning 

and is prerequisite for the attainment of wisdom. Arlin 

(1990) also defines wisdom as an advanced form of cognitive 

functioning, but she postulates "problem-finding" as the 

final stage. She suggests that wisdom is a function not of 

the answers one reaches but of the questions one poses. 

A "dialectical-constructivist" perspective is presented by 
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state in the domain 
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in which he views wisdom as a complex 

of "vital reasoning. II It can be 

illustrated by three basic premises. 

1. Wisdom causes the expert counselor to adopt a 

paradoxical attitude; it fosters freedom while 

stressing authority of reason and reasonable 

tradition. 

2. In the spirit of ancient Taoism, wisdom is 

restricting interventions on the other, world, 

and self to those needed to restore harmonious 

relations and to expand from the person's own 

world, as it is in ordinary states of 

intelligence, to encompass the wholeness of 

human reality. 

3. Wisdom appears as the state of dialectical 

integration where the person's own agency and 

communion are fully coordinated. (p. 270) 

Wisdom is the result of the integration of affect and 

cognition, according to Kramer (1990). "Wisdom is not simply 

a form of intelligence, or cognition. It is a perspective on 

reality that can be developed in a meaningful sense 

(i.e., enacted in the real relationship with self, with other, 

with society, and with a spiritual power) only if one has 

evolved a relatively well-balanced personality, where 

conscious and unconscious processes do not stand in powerful 
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opposi tion and where one has an understanding of relationship" 

(p. 309). 

Birren and Fisher (1990) look at wisdom as "an emergent 

property of an individual's inward and external response to 

life experiences" (p. 332). They suggest that a wise person 

maintains an unemotional but interested view of life while 

carefully choosing when and where to take action. 

From these highly divergent definitions of wisdom, it is 

obvious that specific characteristics of the concept are 

beginning to emerge. Birren and Fisher suggest that a lack of 

clarity about wisdom is not cause for alarm because research 

in the process of problem finding is "the most exciting and 

exacting part of the process of knowing" (p. 331). 

At this stage, innovative methodologies are required to 

further define the nature of wisdom and explore its 

significance in the lives of young and old alike. In this 

study, the definition of wisdom as suggested by Baltes (1987) 

and smith et ale (1989) is used. Based on this definition, 

basic components of wisdom, such as good judgement, 

specialized knowledge regarding facts and procedures required 

to function in life, and strategies appropriate for handling 

situations encountered over the years, are objectively 

identified. 
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How Can Wisdom Be Measured? 

Many tests of academic intelligence have been devised 

over the past nine decades or so. They are usually meant to 

rank individuals or to predict success in subsequent 

endeavors. They measure analytic skills and memory, but, 

according to Sternberg, not synthetic, practical abilities 

or wisdom. As a preliminary step in developing a measure of 

practical abilities, Sternberg and Berg (1985) asked older 

adults (up to the age of seventy) to characterize the 

intelligence of prototypes who were thirty, fifty, and 

seventy years of age. Resul ts showed that "practical" as 

opposed to "academic" aspects of intelligence become 

increasingly more important in later life. 

In another of Sternberg's studies (1988b), he 

administered four psychometric tests, two measuring cognitive 

(academic) intelligence and two measuring social intelligence 

involving interpersonal judgements in social situations. The 

thirty adults also completed two questionnaires, one of which 

required practical intelligence in order to solve real-life 

problems and one which required "wise" decisions. His 

hypotheses were substantiated: there were significant 

correlations between the cognitive intelligence and practical 

intelligence scores, as well as between the social 

intelligence and wise decision scores. This suggests that 

there may be a relationship between the different "types of 



48 

intelligence." However, one who is academically intelligent 

does not necessarily possess practical intelligenc~, and vice 

versa. In addition, because of the inherent nature of wisdom, 

it is assumed that social intelligence is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for the development of wisdom. One who 

displays social intelligence may not ever become wise, but, 

because wisdom incorporates aspects of social intelligence, 

evidence of good interpersonal judgement is necessary in a 

wise person. 

sternberg has now developed a new measure of practical 

abilities which also includes a measure of wisdom. The 

Sternberg Triarchic Abilities Test (1988a), which is not yet 

available I supposedly assesses one's abil i ty to adapt to, 

select, or shape the real-world environment, and to deal with 

novel kinds of tasks and situations. 

These attributes of Sternberg's model are comparable to 

Dixon and Baltes' "pragmatics" 

they divided into two domains: 

or "practical abilities" which 

(1) mental skills, expertise, 

and specialization; and (2) wisdom and interpretive knowledge 

(1986). They saw these "pragmatics of intelligence" as 

"prototypical aspects of intellectual functioning throughout 

adulthood" (p. 219), utilized in everyday problem solving and 

interrelated with the "mechanics" of intelligence or cognitive 
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processes. This model, when applied to aging adults, 

incorporates the theory of "selective optimization with 

compensation" (p. 220) based upon the assumption that 

intellectual aging involves stages of growth, stabilization, 

and decline. "Successful aging" requires selection and 

utilization of practical abilities to maintain intellectual 

skills and realms of expertise and to compensate for 

weaknesses. They also suggest, however, that some forms of 

mental activity, such as "wisdom," may be progressive as well 

as adaptive, and social intelligence may be refined and 

transformed over the years as individuals gain experience in 

dealing with everyday life. This expertise in the pragmatics 

of life may be enhanced by many years of practice, resulting 

in age-related advances in some developmental functions. 

According to Dixon and Baltes (1986), research on 

intellectual aging to date has looked primarily at the 

mechanics of intelligence and not at the application of 

intelligence to everyday functioning. It is in the domain of 

practical abilities, incorporating "knowledge accumulation and 

activation, expertise, and wisdom" (p. 220) that evidence of 

intellectual development can be found. 

They suggest that wisdom, specifically, encompasses a 

general understanding of the significance of common knowledge 

and of the "limits and conditions of life and living" (p.224). 



It involves the following attributes: 

1. Expertise (including descriptive and 

procedural knowledge) in the fundamental 

pragmatics of life. 

2. Interpretive and evaluative knowledge about 

the significance of this content domain. 

3. Contextual richness (breadth) of problem 

definition and solution. 

4. Uncertainty (especially, complexity and 

difficulty) of problem situation and 

definition. 

5. Good (sound, effective, practical, 

action-guiding) judgement regarding the 

conduct of life. (p. 225) 
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These criteria were also used by Dittmann-Kohli in her 

conceptualization of wisdom as a prototypical case of adult 

intellectual growth (Dittmann-Kohli & Baltes, 1990). 

According to Dixon and Baltes (1986), the acquisition and 

development of these attributes should be enhanced by 

living longer, experiencing a series of events over the 

life-time, and observing varying processes and resolutions. 

Therefore, there may be a positive correlation between old age 

and the presence of wisdom. 

To measure the presence of wisdom, they began by looking 

for good judgement as required when making decisions in 
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situations where no clearly defined goals or ideals are 

presented. They also looked for an advice-gi ving 

(action-guiding) aspect wherein a wise individual could 

distinquish between significant and trivial aspects of life 

and also take into consideration human limitations, including 

mortality, physical capacity, health, temperament, emotional 

range, personal talents, social constraints, cultural 

influences, and age- or history-graded factors (Kekes, 1983). 

This approach was also supported by Clayton (1982) who 

suggested that "evidence for possessing and utilizing 

wisdom-related knowledge emerges in a person's actions and 

judgements - responses to either questions about the human 

situation or dilemmas involving interpersonal or extrapersonal 

conflict" (p. 317). 

These initial efforts to operationalize wisdom have led 

to a recent study by smith and Baltes (1990) in which the 

presence of wisdom was actually measured. For their study, 

the concept of wisdom was framed according to the following 

theoretical definition and criteria: 

DEFINITION: 

Wisdom is expert knowledge in the domain, 

fundamental pragmatics of life (e.g., life 

planning, life management, and life review). 



SUMMATIVE CRITERION: 

Exceptional insight into human development and life 

matters, exceptionallY good judgement, advice, and 

commentary about difficult life problems. 

SPECIFIC CRITERIA: 

1. Rich factual knowledge: General and specific 

knowledge about the conditions of life and its 

variations. 

2. Rich procedural knowledge: General and specific 

knowledge about strategies of judgement and 

advice concerning life matters. 

3. Life-span contextualism: Knowledge about the 

contexts of life and their temporal (developmen

tal) relationships. 

4. Relativism: Knowledge about differences in 

values, goals, and priorities. 

5. uncertainty: Knowledge about the relative 

indeterminacy and unpredictability of life and 

ways to manage. (p. 495) 

52 

Smith and Baltes chose to analyze and compare responses 

to hypothetical situations requiring life-planning strategies 

for resolution. This procedure was adapted from a planning 

task (planning a day's errands) suggested in cognitive 

literature (Hayes-Roth and Hayes-Roth, 1979) and in methods 
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literature (Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Anderson, 1987) for the 

study of mental activities accessed through verbal reports. 

This cross-sectional study involved twenty young adults (age 

range = 25-35 years, M = 29 years), twenty middle-aged adults 

(age range = 40-50 years, M = 45 years), and twenty older 

adul ts (age range = 60-81 years, M = 68 years) who were 

recruited through a newspaper advertisement. Equal numbers of 

men and women were in each group of well-educated, 

professional individuals. This sample was chosen because the 

researchers consider wisdom-related knowledge to be an 

advanced level of social knowledge and, therefore, a 

cohort-comparable group was necessary. These subjects were 

then trained to "think aloud" by verbally solving math 

problems, naming twenty animals, retracing their route between 

home and the research institute, and planning a menu for a 

dinner for eight. 

After the preliminary training sessions, the subjects 

were given four life-planning problems which differed on two 

dimensions: (1) age of the principal character (thirty years 

versus sixty years of age) and (2) type of life decision 

(normative versus nonnormative). Their task was to formulate 

a plan of action covering what the principal character should 

do or consider in the next three to five years of his or her 

life. They were asked to think aloud, and their responses 

were tape-recorded and subsequently transcribed. A follow-up 
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interview, which included measures of verbal ability (WAIS-R 

Vocabulary Subtest), was used to collect information about 

personal life-planning experiences and to determine the level 

of cognitive functioning. 

The resultant protocols were scored and evaluated 

according to the theoretical criteria above and specific 

"ideal response" factors. Age/cohort differences were 

analyzed using an ANOVA 3 x 2 x 5 x 2 x 2 design (subject age 

x gender x rating criteria x life decision type x problem 

principal character age). Several post hoc comparisons were 

made, as well. 

The results revealed only 5% of the 240 protocols to be 

"wise" responses. These were evenly distributed across the 

three age groups. The wise protocols from older adults were 

all in response to the old/nonnormative problem. Because 

wisdom is considered to be an extraordinary quality, and the 

subjects were not selected on the basis of a wisdom 

criterion, smith and Baltes expected few "wise" responses, so 

the results were not surprising. The results did show that 

older adults are certainly as capable as younger adults of 

producing wise decisions. This study, however, did not reveal 

the marked superiority of older adults over younger adults 

that has been intimated in most wisdom literature. The fact 

that each age group scored well in response to the non

normative problem about someone their own age suggests that 
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life-planning knowledge is age-specific, providing evidence 

for continuity and change in knowledge systems during 

adulthood. 

Regarding the operationalization and measurement of 

wisdom in this initial study, smith and Baltes concluded that 

there was a reasonable degree of precision and reliability. 

They suggested that "it is possible to quantify responses on 

a set of theory-driven criteria and to obtain a multi

dimensional measure of the quality of the knowledge systems" 

(p. 501). The methodology used in their seminal work provided 

the basis for techniques used in this study. Several changes 

have been made, however, in response to suggestions by smith 

and Baltes regarding future research. 

This review of wisdom literature presents varying 

descriptions of "wise" behavior, its modes of attainment, and 

its worth to individuals and society. Historically, wisdom 

has been associated with old age and the experience gained 

through years of exposure to the trials and tribulations of 

life. In modern times, in many cultures, neither the elderly 

nor the expression of wisdom has received this formerly 

accorded reverence. 

However, during the past decade, in response to a growing 

interest in aging issues, there has been a concerted effort to 

operationally define wisdom and understand how and why this 

positive aspect of cognitive change develops over the years. 
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This study explores the possibility that multiple exposures to 

various experiences through the years significantly contribute 

to the development and expression of wisdom in old age. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
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The research questions posed in Chapter One were addressed 

through the utilization of the following methodology. This 

chapter includes a description of the study sample, 

instrumentation, interview process, and statistical analyses 

of the data. 

Sample 

The sample consisted of thirty older adults whose ages 

ranged from sixty-three to ninety-seven years, with a mean age 

of seventy-nine and a standard deviation of 8.6. There were 

ten men and twenty women which closely approximates the ratio 

of elderly men to women in the general population. All 

subjects volunteered to participate in the study after 

learning about it either by word of mouth or by printed 

notice. (Appendix A) Four subjects were recruited through 

the Older Adult Service and Information System (OASIS), an 

older adult education program, and twenty-six were from 

retirement communities in Springfield, Missouri and Tucson, 

Arizona. The average number of years in formal education was 

fifteen, wi th a standard deviation of 3.06 • Twelve had 

careers in teaching or social work, but the others had careers 

or jobs in a number of different areas, from clerking in a 
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"Five and Dime" store to running a lumber mill. 

All were given the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale

Revised (WAIS-R) Information Subtest to make sure that the 

study participants were capable of thinking clearly. Only one 

individual was eliminated from participation because of a very 

low score on this test of cognitive functioning. Physically, 

nearly all showed signs of incapacitation of some sort, 

varying from a slight infirmity to near immobility. 

the: 

Instrumentation 

Three measurement instruments were utilized. They were 

1. Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised (WAIS-R) 

Information Subtest (Wechsler, 1981). 

2. Modified Holmes and Rahe (1967) list of life events. 

3. Modified Smith and Baltes (1990) measure of wisdom. 

(Appendix A) 

WAIS-R Information Subtest 

The WAIS-R Information Subtest (Wechsler, 1981) was 

administered for three reasons. First, it functioned as a 

screening device to help identify volunteers who were not 

functioning cognitively at an optimal livel. Second, by 

administering this short, potentially easy test, the invest

igator was able to establish a comfortable, non-threatening 

atmosphere for the administration of the wisdom and life-event 
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evaluation procedures. Third, this test is clearly objective 

and is, therefore, easy and fast to score. 

The WAIS-R, which consists of eleven subtests, was chosen 

because it is used extensively for evaluating global cognitive 

functioning in adults of all ages. The verbal subtests are 

particularly appropriate for older adults because they measure 

the type of experience-based, learned knowledge about 

historical, literary, and biological facts that may be 

necessary but not sufficient for the development of wisdom. 

Scores on these tests, when given in longitudinal studies, 

generally show only slight decline with age - as represented 

by the classic aging pattern identified by Botwinick (1967, 

1977). Sometimes the scores actually show improvement, up to 

a certain point (Labouvie-vief, 1985). 

The Information Subtest is one of the verbal measures of 

crystallized intelligence or the store of learned knowledge of 

information about culture which is accumulated over time 

through experience (Horn, 1970). "This cognitive ability 

remains relatively stable or increases as the years pass 

(Figure 1) because, according to Belsky, the rate at which we 

acquire or learn new information in the course of living 

balances out or exceeds the rate at which we forget" (1990, 

p. 125), at least until old age, about eighty or ninety years 

of age. Then, supposedly, "the cumulative effect of losses -

of job, of health, of relationships - causes disengagement 
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Different life-span developmental trajectories for fluid and 
crystallized intelligence are postulated in a psychometric 
structural theory of intelligence proposed by Raymond B. 
Cattell and John L. Horn. (Figure based on Baltes, 1987.) 
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from the culture, and so forgetting finally exceeds the rate 

at which knowledge is acquired" (p. 125). 

Use of the WAIS-R Information Subtest which measures the 

relatively stable crystallized intelligence is further 

supported by a study of neurons conducted by Buell and Coleman 

(1979). They found that the neurons of normal elderly (those 

who had not died because of dementia-type ailments) had a much 

more extensive interconnection system than did those of 

normal, middle-aged adults. 

The presence of more neural branches suggests that the 

brain compensates for the loss of cells by developing those 

that continue to function. In a later study (1986), Coleman 

actually measured these neural branches in the detate gyrun 

part of the brain and concluded that, on average, three 

million millimeters of dendrites "grow" in middle and later 

life, up until very old age (about ninety). Because of this 

evidence, and the fact that older adults can perform well on 

tests of crystallized intelligence, the WAIS-R Information 

Subtest was considered to be a particularly effective 

instrument in determining the subjects I level of cognitive 

functioning. 

The test requires short answers to twenty-nine basic 

questions about people, places, and general information 

requiring short answers. The information can be learned in a 

formal educational setting, by reading, watching television, 
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and listening to the radio, or simply by living a long time 

and being aware of one's environment. The questions range 

from very easy (e.g. "What is the shape of a ball?") to 

comparatively difficult (e.g. "Who wrote Faust?"). The test 

took about ten minutes to administer and was read to the 

subjects, who gave verbal responses which were recorded by the 

investigator. 

The Life-Event Measure 

The purpose of the Life-Event Measure was to determine 

how many stress-producing events had occurred over each 

subject's lifetime. The total life-event score was then used 

in establishing a relationship with the wisdom score. 

The instrument was designed by this researcher 

specifically for this study and was based on several sources, 

including Baltes (1987), Neugarten (1968), Brim and Ryff 

(1980), Holmes and Rahe (1967), Atchley (1988), and Schaie and 

Willis (1986). 

A life event was considered to be "an experience that 

involves a role transformation, change in status or 

environment, or a disruption of customary behavior patterns." 

A list of eighteen different events were listed on a score 

sheet that was filled in by the investigator as the subject 

responded to each event. Each subj ect was asked three 

questions for each of the events: (1) "Did this event actually 



happen to you?": 

occur?" : and ( 3 ) 

time?". 
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(2) "If it did, how many times did it 

"Approximately how old were you at the 

The nine normative events were scored as to the timing in 

the subject's life. If an event occurred at the usual time, 

it was scored as "on-time." If it happened at an unexpected 

time of life, it was scored as "off-time." Nine nonnormative 

events were also included, as well as an "Other" category for 

any influential event(s) that hadn't been covered. Scores 

were tallied for normative "on-time," normative "off-time," 

nonnormative, and total life-event or "stressor" points. 

The nine normative events included those that have 

occurred in the lives of most older people. Included, for 

example, were "leaving school (by either graduating or 

dropping out)," "starting a new job," and "having a parent 

die." Some of the nonnormative events, which may not 

necessarily occur during one's life, included "getting laid 

off or fired from a job," "getting divorced or separated from 

a spouse," and "having a serious accident." 

The Wisdom Measure 

The instrument selected for this study measured the 

expression of wisdom, based on four criteria: facts and 

procedures, a life-span perspective, uncertainty, and general 

philosophical advice or perspective on life. It was based on 
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the seminal investigations by Baltes and his colleagues who 

approached wisdom as a cogni ti ve-behavioral phenomenon. Their 

work provided a basis for "empirical investigation of the 

content and organization of wisdom-related knowledge systems 

and judgmental processes" (Smith et al., 1989, p. 309). 

Historical Development of the Instrument 

Practical, not philosophical, aspects of wisdom were 

considered in the context of the domain of fundamental life 

pragmatics. This included awareness of development and change 

over time, understanding of human nature, knowledge about life 

tasks and goals, and appreciation for life's uncertainties. 

It was assumed that adults spend most of their day-to-day 

lives thinking in this domain as they plan for and decide on 

their future and the future of others (life management and 

life planning), as well as when they reflect on their past 

(life review). 

In the 1990 smith and Baltes study, subjects were asked 

to respond to four hypothetical situations which require 

life-planning strategies for resolution. Responses were then 

scored and analyzed, based on five specific criteria. 

These criteria include: 

1. Knowledge about general and particular factual 

information. 



2. Knowledge about procedures on how to function in 

day-to-day life. 
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3. Knowledge about multiple contexts of life and their 

changing relationships over time. 

4. Knowledge about relative differences in values, 

goals, and priorities. 

5. Knowledge about the unpredictability of life and how 

to manage uncertainty. 

The responses were also evaluated on the number of 

comments expressing exceptionally good judgement, advice, and 

commentary about life problems. According to the 

investigators, these responses rendered evidence of wisdom and 

"expert" knowledge about living and life, in general. Scoring 

was based on the carefully articulated characteristics of 

"ideal" responses for all five of the above wisdom criteria. 

Modification of the smith and Baltes Measure 

In this study, smith and Baltes' definitions and criteria 

for evaluation were utilized. However, the methodology was 

adjusted to fit the present purpose, incorporating some of 

their suggested revisions based on the results of their early 

investigations. First, while the Smith and Baltes study 

included young, middle-aged, and older adults, the present 

study included only older adults. Therefore, only the two 

situations involving older principal characters were used. 
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This procedure is supported by Smith and Baltes' conclusion 

that adults may be best in those areas of wisdom-related 

knowledge that are specific to their age and life 

circumstances. 

Second, the five specific criteria were reduced to four 

criteria for scoring purposes by combining factual and 

procedural knowledge. Uncertainty was the second component, 

a life-span perspective was the third specific category, and 

the fourth category covered general wisdom criteria. This 

consolidation is based on Smith and Baltes' suggestion for 

reducing the number of scoring criteria. In their study, they 

found a high intercorrelation between the five rating 

criteria, indicating a high degree of homogeneity among the 

wisdom criteria. Even though a colleague's study on life 

review (Staudinger, 1989) did not find such a high degree of 

homogeneity, Smith and Baltes suggest that "a reduced set of 

criteria may be sufficient" (p. 498). 

Third, an actual scoring procedure was utilized, rather 

than a "rating" system. In the Smith and Baltes study, 

several people rated the protocols based on a guiding set of 

criteria. This investigator used a technique for scoring the 

transcribed interviews based on procedures suggested by Smith 

et al. (1989) and outlined by Spradley (1979, 1980). Because 

of this, a structured set of questions was asked to give every 

subject an equal opportunity to respond to all of the 
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potential scoring criteria in each of the four subgroups. 

These probes, as well as the instructions to the subjects for 

responding to these questions, were adapted from Ericsson and 

Simon (1984), and smith, et ale (1989). (Appendix A) 

The instrument consisted of two hypothetical situations 

involving older adults who faced dilemmas. These situations 

were taken verbatim from the study by smith and Baltes (1990). 

In the first situation, a man who was sixty-three years old 

considered two possible options regarding early retirement. 

In the second situation, a woman who was sixty faced a 

decision regarding her work and family. 

This measure usually required about thirty minutes to 

administer. Verbal responses to the dilemmas were tape 

recorded and later transcribed and coded. This phase of each 

protocol resulted in an average of three pages of single

spaced commentary and required two to three hours to complete. 

Procedure 

Volunteers were recruited through word-of-mouth and/or by 

written notice. (Appendix A) Individuals made appointments, 

at their convenience. Up to five interviews were conducted 

per day, each requiring sixty to ninety minutes to complete. 

Each participant was interviewed personally by this 

investigator in a quiet, undisturbed environment, usually in 

the subject's apartment. 
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Questions were asked regarding age, last year of formal 

education, and type of work done during working years. A 

fourth question regarding gender was easily answered by 

observation. Answers were recorded on the "Personal 

Information and Score Sheet." (Appendix A) 

The personal information and answers to the WAIS-R 

Information Subtest were taken verbally as a way of setting 

the tone for a comfortable non-threatening session. Next, 

instructions for responding to the list of life events were 

read, followed by a reading of the list, itself. The 

participants' responses were recorded on the "Life-Event 

Experience Score Sheet." (Appendix A) 

The Wisdom Measure was then administered. Participants 

at no time were told that this was a study to determine how 

"wise" they are. In a previous study (Peasley, 1990), that 

information tended to inhibit responses by making the 

participants self-conscious. This may be explained by other 

research (Clayton & Birren, 1980) that has shown that older 

adults usually don't see themselves as being especially wise. 

Nevertheless, it may be said that, "Nei ther a wise person nor 

an innocent child knows the answer to, 'What is the meaning of 

life?' A wise person, however, knows he does not know, and 

this knowledge is the evidence of his wisdom" (p. 125). 

In the Wisdom Measure, the subject was first instructed 

to formulate a realistic life plan for the fictitious person 
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mentioned in each of the problem situations. The life plan 

was to suggest actions to be taken over the next three to five 

years of the character's life. The subject was free to ask 

about addi tional information that would be needed for a 

circumspect response, but the investigator did not provide 

feedback. 

Subjects were prompted by a structured set of questions 

to encourage a steady verbal response. (Appendix A) This 

procedure for "think aloud" protocol collection was based on 

Ericsson and simon (1984) and was designed "to provide 

additional data regarding the subject's knowledge of 

fundamental life pragmatics and, in particular, about 

strategies of information search, integration, and evaluation 

(in terms of life-span contextual ism, relativism, and 

uncertainty)," according to Smith et al. (1989, p. 322). To 

encourage a thorough mental search for information, the 

questions, based on categories from the coding system, were 

given to probe "recognition of possible themes, conflicting 

interests, and goals implied by the problem text" (p. 323). 

To probe for information evaluation, as well as 

integration, the subject was asked to review his/her thoughts. 

To directly probe life-span contextualism, relativism, and 

awareness of uncertainty, the subject was asked to generate 

different plans that could be followed to attain desirable 

goals and to indicate which (if any) routes would be better 
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and why. These probes were designed to "assist in the 

qualitative analysis of protocols, clarify the coding of 

subjects' heuristics, and in general increase available 

information about individual's knowledge concerning life 

planning and fundamental life pragmatics" (p. 323). 

statistical Analysis 

Data gathered in this study were entered into an 

Extensible VAX Editor (EVE) file in the University's main 

frame computer system through the Center for Computing and 

Information Technology (CCIT). The data were then processed 

by the Statistical Analysis System (SAS) to produce the 

desired analyses. 

Several procedures were utilized to analyze the data. 

These procedures included "PRINT" to produce a table 

containing all of the raw date, "CORR" (correlation) to 

compute simple correlations between variables of interest, and 

"FACTOR DATA" to produce five analyses of all principal 

componants. The results of these analyses are presented in 

Chapter Four. 
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Ten men and twenty-one women were interviewed for this 

study. One woman, who was eighty-four years of age, scored 

only nine on the WAIS-R Information Subtest and fourteen on 

the Life-Event Experience Score Sheet. The low WAIS-R score 

eliminated her from participation in the study. However, this 

information was withheld so that she wouldn't be embarrassed, 

and all of the measures were administered. Her responses to 

the Wisdom Measure were not transcribed, but they included 

many long narratives about her personal experiences in a 

family-owned business, as well as very few answers to the 

probes that would have been worthy of points. 

Four of the subjects were students in an educational 

program, and the remaining twenty-six were residents in 

retirement communities. Three of the communities are 

considered to be very expensive apartment complexes for older 

adults. The fourth, where the last five subjects interviewed 

live, is moderately priced. 

All participants were volunteers and eagerly responded to 

all of the measures. While the procedure took an average of 

sixty minutes to administer, each interview usually lasted at 

least fifteen to thirty minutes longer because the subjects 

were so eager to share information about their lives. Indeed, 
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they seemed delighted to have someone to talk to who was truly 

interested in them. Several served refreshments, one lady 

invited the investigator to lunch in her retirement 

community's lovely dining room, and one gentleman treated the 

investigator to breakfast at an exclusive resort, where the 

Wisdom Measure was administered over huevos rancheros and 

French toast. This person no longer drives, due to health 

problems, so the interview was an opportunity for him to enjoy 

an outing. 

Despi te attempts to control for the socio-economic status 

of the subjects, the backgrounds of those who participated in 

this study varied greatly. Many were widows of men who 

perhaps left them with large insurance payoffs. One of the 

subjects had never married and had held a number of 

nondescript jobs over the years. However, when asked if there 

had ever been a drastic change in this person's financial 

situation, either positive or negative (a question on the 

Life-Event Experience Measure), the reply was "Yes, both." 

Evidently this subject had come into a lot of money somehow, 

but chose not to elaborate on the issue. 

To further explain the fact that these individuals can 

afford to pay from $1000 to $2700 per month just for an 

apartment, one meal per day, and amenities, it may be helpful 

to look at the socio-economic-historical influences on this 

generation of the elderly. Those who are in their 
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seventies and eighties experienced several wars, the 

depression, and several recessions. They generally adhered to 

the work ethic whereby one worked hard, lived frugally, saved 

money, and invested in the future. This advice was foremost 

in many of the responses to the Wisdom Measure dilemmas, and 

it has evidently paid off for them as they enjoy a financially 

stable and comfortable retirement. 

Data Analysis 

Gathered data were scored and analyzed by the use of 

several different procedures. The following is a description 

of the data analysis process used in this study. 

(1) WAIS-R Information Subtest Scores 

Responses to the Information Subtest items were scored 

using the standard procedures outlined in the WAIS-R Manual 

(Wechsler, 1981). (Appendix A) Raw scores of at least 

fifteen correct responses out of a possible twenty-nine were 

required to show evidence of an ability to think clearly. The 

protocol from the one person who scored less was rejected to 

preserve the homogeneity of the sample group. 

(2) Life-Event Experience Scores 

Subscores were determined on the Life-Event Experience 

Score Sheet by counting all of each subject's experiences in 

each of the following categories: (1) normative "on-time," 
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(2) normative "off-time," and (3) nonnormative. A summative 

score combining all three subscores was also determined, and 

all scores were entered on the "Personal Information and Score 

Sheet." (Appendix A) 

(3) Wisdom Measure Scores 

Each Wisdom Measure protocol was scored according to the 

procedure outlined in Appendix B. Four subscores were 

determined for each subject in addition to a summative wisdom 

score, and all of these scores were entered on the "Personal 

Information and Score Sheet," as well. 

(4) All of the scores were entered into the SAS computer 

program. These 

variable total, 

included the wisdom Measure or dependent 

along with four subgroup scores, and the 

Life-Event Experience Measure or independent variable total, 

comprised of three subgroup scores. In addition, other 

potential independent variable values were entered, as well. 

They included age, gender, education level, and the WAIS-R 

score. Also, another category was created, entitled Sum of 

Life Events with Moves Deleted (LENOMV). (Table 3) 

The values for age, gender, education level, and WAIS-R 

were made available for statistical analyses to explore the 

possibility that one or more of them may influence or relate 

to one's expression of wisdom, in addition to, or instead of, 

the hypothesized independent variable, the experience of life 

events. The category LENOMV was added because some of the 
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subjects who had experienced relatively few other life 

events had a large number of points on "Moves to New Town." 

Their scores on that item reflected the life style of their 

parents (if the moves occurred during their childhood), 

requirements of particular jobs (e.g. armed services), or a 

vagabond-like life style of their own. Several mentioned that 

the moves did not necessarily cause stress; therefore, the 

scores on that item were removed to see if this affected any 

relationship between life-events experience and wisdom. 

A simple correlation analysis was run to determine the 

relationship between the two primary variables of interest, 

life events and wisdom. Additional correlations were computed 

between wisdom and other independent or predictor variables 

that showed a possible significant relationship. (Table 4) 

Independent variables were identified as: age; gender; 

WAIS-R test performance; normative "on-time", normative 

"off-time", and nonnormative events; and the total of all life 

events. The dependent variables were identified as facts and 

procedures; life-span perspective; uncertainty; general 

wisdom; and the total of all wisdom points. During the 

scoring procedure, however, it became apparent that the four 

dependent variable subgroups were not necessarily distinct and 

separate. Although a subject's comment would clearly warrant 

a point, it was not always obvious as to which subgroup it 

belonged. There was overlap, particularly between the 



Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations of Variables 

Variable 

Age 

Education 

WAIS-R Score 

Life Event Scores 

"on-time" 

"Off-time" 

Nonnormative 

Life events total 

Total with "moves" 

Wisdom Measure Scores 

deleted 

Facts and procedures 

Life-span perspective 

Uncertainty 

General wisdom 

Wisdom total 

Mean 

79.2 

15.1 

24.4 

9.5 

2.9 

15.5 

28.3 

21.4 

53.1 

27.1 

10.0 

21.3 

111.5 

S.D. 

8.60 

3.06 

2.84 

2.80 

1.89 

6.84 

8.83 

6.45 

18.15 

14.29 

4.65 

12.64 

36.22 
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Table 4 

Intercorrelation Matrix 

variable 1 2 

1 1.00 .22 

2 .22 1.00 

3 -.41 -.18 

4 -.52 -.05 

5 -.56 -.22 

6 -.21 -.18 

7 -.47 .04 

8 -.54 -.14 

9 -.45 .01 

10 -.48 -.46 

11 -.48 .08 

12 -.03 -.05 

13 -.36 -.02 

14 -.56 -.21 

Note. 

1 = Age 

2 = Gender 

3 = Formal education 

4 = WAIS-R score 

3 

-.41 

-.18 

1.00 

.42 

.35 

-.31 

.06 

.10 

.05 

.52 

.20 

.20 

.17 

.42 

77 

4 5 6 7 

-.52 -.56 -.21 -.47 

-.05 -.22 -.18 .04 

.42 .35 -.31 .06 

1.00 .39 -.08 .30 

.39 1.00 .00 .48 

-.08 .00 1.00 .21 

.30 .48 .21 1.00 

.27 .70 .40 .90 

.27 .58 .42 .84 

.30 .29 .17 .42 

.05 .42 .13 .46 

.05 .10 -.03 -.05 

.31 .52 .05 .48 

.28 .50 .15 .55 

5 = "On-time" life events 

6 "Off-time" life events 

7 = Nonnormative life events 

(table continues) 
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Variable 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1 -.54 -.45 -.48 -.48 -.03 -.36 -.56 

2 -.14 .01 -.46 .08 -.05 -.02 -.21 

3 .10 -.05 .52 .20 .20 .17 .42 

4 .27 .27 .30 .05 .05 .31 .28 

5 .70 .58 .29 .42 .10 .52 .50 

6 .40 .42 .17 .13 -.03 .05 .15 

7 .90 .84 .42 .46 -.05 .48 .55 

8 1.00 .93 .44 .47 .03 .49 .58 

9 .93 1. 00 .33 .44 .03 .52 .52 

10 .44 .33 1.00 .43 -.03 .43 .82 

11 .47 .44 .43 1.00 .03 .50 .79 

12 .03 .03 -.03 .03 1.00 -.02 .12 

13 .49 .52 .43 .50 -.02 1. 00 .76 

14 .58 .52 .82 .79 .12 .76 1.00 

Note. 

8 = Life events total 12 = uncertainty 

9 = Life events - no moves 13 = General wisdom 

10 = Facts and procedures 14 = Wisdom total 

11 = Life-span perspective 
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subgroups of life-span perspective and general wisdom. 

Therefore, it was decided that analysis procedures which 

considered just the total wisdom points for the dependent 

variable would be appropriate because the subgroup scores are 

not necessarily valid. 

Data Interpretation 

The above procedures produced analyses of the study data 

which answered the following research questions. 

Question 1: Is there a significant relationship between 

the number of stress-producing events experienced over many 

years and the expression of wisdom in old age'? 

A simple correlation analysis to determine the 

relationship between the Life-Event Total score and the Wisdom 

Total score revealed a Pearson Correlation Coefficient of .58, 

with a probability of .0008. (Table 4) This is interpreted 

to mean that there is a very significant positive relationship 

between these two variables. 

To determine the effect of "moves to a new town" on this 

relationship, the Life-Event No Move score was also correlated 

with the Wisdom Total score. The Pearson Correlation 

Coefficient of .52 between the Life-Event No Move score and 

the Wisdom Total score shows that there is still a moderately 

high correlation between the expression of wisdom and the 

number of life events that one has experienced, even when the 
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number of moves is removed from the total life-event score. 

(Table 4) 

Question 2: Is there a significant relationship between 

the expression of wisdom and any of the following variables? 

(Table 4) 

a. Age 

A Pearson Correlation Coefficient of -.56 with a 

probability of .0012 shows a significant negative 

relationship. This means that in this study, the total wisdom 

score decreased as the age increased. The Intercorrelation 

Matrix revealed only one variable, gender, that had a positive 

correlation wi th age and it was nei ther significant nor 

relevant. Of the remaining factors, "age" had a significant 

negative correlation, at the .01 level, with the WAIS-R, 

"on-time" events, nonnormative events, total life events, 

facts and procedures, and life-span perspective. 

The WAIS-R negative correlation may be interpreted as 

merely confirming the fact that, while the participants still 

did comparatively well on this test, they did find it 

increasingly difficult, as the age increased, to recall 

factual information, especially names. Correlations with the 

other variables don't lend themselves to meaningful 

interpretation. 

b. Gender 

A Pearson Correlation Coefficient of -.21 with a 
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probability of .2611 shows there is no significant 

relationship between gender and performance on the Wisdom 

Measure. In fact, "gender" had no significant relationship at 

the .01 level with any of the other variables. 

c. Education 

A Pearson Correlation Coefficient of .42 with a 

probability of .0195 suggests that there is a significant 

positive relationship between the number of years one has 

spent in a formal educational setting and one's ability to 

make wise responses to the Wisdom Measure dilemma questions. 

This relationship suggests that one who has valued a formal 

education may also pursue learning throughout the lifetime by 

observation and participation in activities. This 

interpretation is supported by the high significant 

correlation of .52 between "education" and "facts and 

procedures" on the Wisdom Measure. It is .interesting to note 

that, while the better-educated subjects did well in that one 

subgroup, they did not score nearly as well on "life-span 

perspective" (r=.20), "uncertainty" (r=.20), or "general 

wisdom" (r=.17). 

d. WAIS-R 

There is no significant relationship between the 

subjects' performance on the WAIS-R Information Subtest and 

their Wisdom Measure scores. The Pearson Correlation 

Coefficient is .28 with a probability of .1341. Between the 
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"education" and the "WAIS-R" scores, there is a correlation of 

.42 which is significant at the .05 level. This supports 

the idea that educated people are more knowledgeable about 

factual information. 

Conclusion 

Analyses of the data gathered in this study lead to the 

following results regarding the experience of stress

producing events over the life time and the development and 

expression of wisdom. 

1. There is a significant positive correlation between 

the number of stress-producing life events experienced and the 

expression of wisdom as measured in this study. 

2. "Age" showed no significant positive correlation but 

did have a significant negative correlation at the .01 level, 

with WAIS-R, "on-time" events, nonnormative events, total life 

events, facts and procedures, life-span perspective, and total 

wisdom points. This may be explained by the fact that, in 

general, the older subjects had more difficulty recalling 

information, even about their own lives and the number of 

events they have experienced. Also, some gave rather short 

responses to the Wisdom Measure probes, perhaps because they 

tired more quickly. 

3. "Gender" showed no correlation at the .01 level with 

any other variable. 
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4. "Education" showed a positive correlation, at the .01 

level, with facts and procedures and at the .05 level with the 

total wisdom score. 

5. "WAIS-R" showed a significant positive correlation at 

the .05 level only with education. 

6. Of the three subgroups of life-event variables, only 

nonnormative events showed a significant correlation, at the 

.05 level, with subgroups of the wisdom variables, namely 

facts and procedures, life-span perspective, and general 

wisdom. There was also a high correlation (.55) with the 

total wisdom scores. This may be interpreted as meaning that 

those who experienced more unusual, unexpected events in their 

lives out of necessity developed better coping and 

problem-solving skills and a philosophical attitude towards 

life in general. 

The final chapter provides a summary of all aspects of 

this study, as well as suggestions for research that would be 

of interest, based on the results of this endeavor. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

For this study, data were collected on the relationship 

between the number of stress-producing events experienced over 

a number of years and the expression of wisdom in old age. 

This chapter summarizes three major aspects of the study: 

(1) Statement of the Problem; (2) Summary of the Findings; and 

(3) Implications of the Study. 

research are then discussed. 

Suggestions for further 

statement of the Problem 

This study was designed to explore and evaluate an 

optimal state of cognitive functioning known as wisdom and its 

relationship to the experience of normative and nonnormative 

events over the years. Two specific questions were addressed: 

(1) Is there a significant relationship between the number of 

stress-producing events experienced over many years and the 

expression of wisdom in old age?; and (2) Is there a 

significant relationship between the expression of wisdom and 

any of four additional variables, including age, gender, 

education, and the WAIS-R test score? 

Summary of the Findings 

A Pearson Correlation Coefficient of .58, with a 
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probability of .0008, suggests that there is a significant 

positive correlation between the number of life events 

experienced over the years and the expression of wisdom in old 

age. Even when the number of "moves to new towns" was removed 

from the total life event score, there was a significant 

correlation of .52. 

The relationships between the total wisdom score and the 

four additional independent or predictor variables examined in 

the study are summarized as follows. There is a significant 

negative relationship (-.56, p=.0012) with "age," which 

suggests that performance on the Wisdom Measure decreases as 

age increases. There was no significant correlation between 

"gender" and the total wisdom score at the .01 level. In 

addition, no significant relationship was found between the 

"WAIS-R" score and the total wisdom score (.28, p=.1341). 

And, finally, there was a significant positive 

correlation (.42, p=.0195) between "education" and the total 

wisdom score, as well as a higher correlation of .52 with the 

facts and procedures subtest, in particular. 

Conclusion 

Based on an alpha level of .05 and a coefficient of .361 

to show correlational significance, the development of wisdom 

over the years appears to be influenced most by not only the 

total of all events but especially by the number of normative 
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events experienced at the expected time (.50) and by 

nonnormative life events (.55). In addition to these, the 

level of education (.42) also seems to be related to the 

development and expression of wisdom. 

Implications of the study 

Results of this study suggest implications that directly 

relate to several issues mentioned in Chapter One, 

"Significance of the Problem." First of all, this research 

seems to contribute to the growing body of knowledge about 

various negative and positive aspects of aging. It has shown 

that there does seem to be a posi ti ve correlation between 

experiences and wisdom. Those who have led sheltered, 

uneventful lives may be very happy and comfortable in old age, 

but evidently they haven't developed extensive coping and 

problem-solving skills because there was no need. 

The study also suggests that, based on observed 

relationships, old age is not necessarily a determinant of 

wisdom. However, this interpretation may not be valid. 

Because of physical or environmental conditions, the very 

old (late eighties into the nineties) may simply not be able 

to express themselves well in response to the Wisdom Measure 

dilemmas and probes. This does not necessarily mean that they 

haven't developed wisdom over the years; they may just be 

incapable of producing wise responses. 
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The wisdom Measure, based on a model designed by smith 

and Baltes (1990), did seem to provide a useful measure of 

wisdom. Since the coding procedure is based on empirical, 

easily identifiable criteria, this measure, with the 

modifications noted in the suggestions for further research, 

should be acceptable to social and cognitive psychologists as 

a means of acquiring valid evidence of the unique qualities of 

wisdom as one factor of intelligence. 

The results may ~e of comfort to those who lead very 

eventful lives by suggesting that they'll "gain ll wisdom as a 

result of experiencing the "pain" of stressful situations. On 

the other hand, the results may not comfort those who have 

concerns about growing old in a youth-oriented society such as 

ours. It must be noted, however, that the sample had a mean 

age of seventy-nine, with sixty percent of the subj ects 

between the ages of seventy-one and eighty-seven. Although 

these adults may be considered "old" by many, they still 

averaged twenty-four correct answers out of a possible 

twenty-nine on the WAIS-R test. This fact, along with the 

investigator's observations, should suggest that advanced 

chronological age, alone, should not be dreaded. Nearly all 

of the subj ects , even into their nineties, were extremely 

bright, alert, active, and totally interested in other people 

and in life in general. The older they were, the prouder they 

seemed to be of the fact that they enjoyed living life to the 
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It's true that some were limited by physical 

frailties, but their spirits were indomitable. 

suggestions for Further Research 

While this study provided answers to the questions 

addressed by this investigation, it also raised other 

questions. Future research is needed to answer these 

questions in order to facilitate an understanding of the aging 

process, in general, and its impact on cognitive functioning 

and social adjustment. 

Several recommendations are made which will enhance 

further investigations. First, in a replication of this 

study, the subgroups on the Wisdom Measure could be further 

combined. Possibly a "facts and procedures" category and a 

"general wisdom" category, encompassing life-span perspective 

and uncertainty, would be sufficient. This would make the 

coding procedure easier and faster, without losing anything of 

use in the interpretation of the data. 

Second, the "moves to a new town" item on the Life-Event 

Experience Score Sheet could be eliminated. If moving was a 

traumatic experience for a subject, it could be included in 

the "other" category. 

Finally, an analysis of the impact of each type of life 

event in relation to the development and expression of wisdom 

could be done. For example, would "changing jobs" be weighted 
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more heavily than "getting married" in the normative category? 

And would "having a close friend die" be weighted more or less 

than "having a serious illness?" To process this more complex 

analysis of the correlations among several independent 

variables and several dependent variables, a Canonical 

Correlation Analysis procedure should produce the desired 

computations. 

New theoretical questions were also raised by the results 

of this study. If a thirty-year longitudinal study were 

conducted with adults, beginning at age sixty, would the 

correlation trajectory for wisdom resemble that of Horn and 

Cattell's crystallized intelligence trajectory? (Figure 1) 

If so, would this support the idea that there are basically 

only two cognitive factors, crystallized and fluid 

intelligence, or even that all cognitive functions are simply 

different manifestations of "g" or general intelligence? 

Longitudinal studies have examined many different aspects 

about the aging process. Perhaps when the Wisdom Measure is 

perfected, it will be included in such a study to shed even 

more light on this fascinating subject. 
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Example of Notice to Recruit Volunteers for Research study 

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED 

for 

University of Arizona 
Department of Educational Psychology 

DISSERTATION RESEARCH 

PURPOSE: To study coping and decision-making skills 
developed over the life time. 

INVESTIGATOR: Sharon T. Peasley, Doctoral Candidate 
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PROCEDURE: Subjects will be individually interviewed for 
approximately one hour in a comfortable setting. 

Questions will be asked regarding the following: 
1. Age (at least sixty years of age, please). 
2. Education. 
3. Professional or career background. 
4. Experience with events over the years that 

required a change in life-style, 
environment, relationships, etc. 
(e.g. marriage). 

5. Suggestions on how two characters in 
hypothetical dilemmas might solve their 
problems. 

LOCATION: (Villa Campana, The Forum, Flower Square, etc.) 

DAY AND TIME: At your convenience. 

If you'd care to participate, please call Sharon 
at 881-1622 to arrange the interview. 

ALL INFORMATION WILL BE KEPT STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL! 
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Protocol #: ________ _ 

PERSONAL INFORMATION AND SCORE SHEET 

1. What is your age? 

2. Gender? (1) Male (2) Female 

3. What is the last year of formal education that you have 
completed? ("Formal education" refers to participation 
in public or private schooling for which you received 
grades, a diploma, a certificate, or a degree.) 

Grade School: High School: 
Jr. College or vocational: 
College or university: Some but no Degree: 
Bachelors: Masters: 
(Total number of years used 

Doctorate/Prof.: 
for data analysis.) 

4. When you work (or worked), how would you describe your 
type of work or your career field? 

5. WAIS-R INFORMATION SUBTEST SCORE: 

6. LIFE-EVENT EXPERIENCE SCORES: 

(1) Normative - "on-time": 
(2) Normative - "off-time": 
(3) Nonnormative: 

(4) TOTAL STRESS POINTS: 

7. WISDOM MEASURE SCORES: 

(1) Facts and Procedures 
(2) Life-span Perspective 
(3) Paradox and Uncertainty 
(4) General Wisdom 

(5) TOTAL WISDOM POINTS: 

(raw) 



WECHSLER ADULT INTELLIGENCE SCALE - REVISED (WAIS-R) 

Information Subtest 
TEST OUESTIONS 

1. What are the colors in the American flag? 

2. What is the shape of a ball? 

3. How many months are there in a year? 

4. What is a thermometer? 

5. Where does the sun rise? 

6. Name four men who have been presidents of the United 
states since 1950. 

7. How many weeks are there in a year? 

8. Who was Louis Armstrong? 

9. In what direction would you travel if you went from 
Chicago to Panama? 

10. In what month is Labor Day? 

11. On what continent is Brazil? 

12. Who wrote Hamlet? 
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13. Who was President of the United states during the Civil 
War? 

14. Who was Amelia Earhart? 

15. Why are dark clothes warmer than light-colored clothes? 

16. What is the capital of Italy? 

17. Who was Martin Luther King? 

18. What is the main theme of the book of Genesis? 

19. On what continent is the Sahara Desert? 

20. Whose name is usually associated with the theory of 
relativity? 
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21. How does yeast cause dough to rise? 

22. How many senators are there in the united states Senate? 

23. How far is it from Paris to New York? 

24. Name three kinds of blood vessels in the human body? 

25. At what temperature does water boil? 

26. What was Marie Curie famous for? 

27. What is the population of the united states? 

28. What is the Koran? 

29. Who wrote Faust? 
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WECHSLER ADULT INTELLIGENCE SCALE - REVISED (WAIS-R) 

Information Subtest Response Sheet 

1- 16. 

2. 17. 

3. 18. 

4. 19. 

5. 20. 

6. 21-

7. 22. 

8. 23. 

9. 24. 

10. 25. 

11- 26. 

12. 27. 

13. 28. 

14. 29. 

15. 
TOTAL CORRECT: 
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LIFE-EVENT EXPERIENCE SCORE SHEET 

Life Event Definition: An experience that involves a role 
transformation, change in status or environment, or a 
disruption of customary behavior patterns. 

Directions: The following is a list of events that may have 
occurred during your life time. As I read each one, please 
tell me if that event has actually happened to you. Then, if 
it has, tell me how many times it occurred and approximately 
how old you were when it happened. 

LIFE EVENTS: (4) ( 1) (2) (3) 
NO. WHAT NORM. NORM. 

Did you NO YES OCCUR. AGE(S)? "ON- "OFF- NONNOR. 
ever: (Norm. ) TIME" TIME" 

Drop out 
or graduate 
from H.S.? X -- --College? (17-25) 

Start a new 
career or X -- --job? (17-40) 

Get married? X 
( 18-30) 

Have a child? X -- (18-40) 

Retire? X -- -- (62-70) 

Have a X -- --parent die? ( 40+) 

Have a X 
spouse die? (60+) 

Get drafted? X -- -- (18-30) 

Participate -- -- X 
in a war? (18-60) 
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NO YES (4) AGE(S) (1) (2) (3) 

Have a 
child die? X X 

Have a very 
close friend 
die? X X 

Get laid off 
or fired? X X 

Experience 
marked change 
in finances? X X 

Divorce or 
separate 
from spouse? -- X X --
Have parents 
divorce or 
separate? X X 

Have serious 
illness? X X 

Have serious 
accident? X X 

Move to a 
new town? X X 

Other: 

TOTAL POINTS: (4) __ (1) __ (2) __ (3) __ 
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WISDOM MEASURE - (Interviewer) 

DIRECTIONS: (Adapted from Ericsson and simon, 1984, 

pp. 80-81; and smith, Dixon, and Baltes, 1989, pp. 320-321). 

1. I am going to read two stories about dilemmas that 

require the main character to make some choices. Your task is 

to formulate a plan which covers what the main character 

should do and consider in the next few years. 

2. To help you structure your ideas, I will ask you some 

general questions. When you respond to the questions, please 

think and reason aloud. Tell me everything that passes 

through your head during your search for an answer. 

3. The important thing is to talk aloud constantly from 

the minute we begin, because I want to get everything you 

happen to think of, no matter how irrelevant it may seem. 

4. For that reason, I am going to record your response on 

tape to transcribe later. 

5. I'm not primarily interested in your final solution, 

in your reaction time, or in right or wrong answers. I am 

mainly interested in your thinking behavior, in all your 

attempts, in whatever comes to your mind. Any question? 

(Interviewer reads the tasks on next page.) 
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LIFE-PLANNING TASK #1: 

Up to now, Jack, aged 63 and married, has approached 

compulsory retirement at 65 with some anxiety. Recently his 

company was taken over. The new management has decided to 

close the outer-suburban branch where Jack is employed. Jack 

is considering the following options: He can plan to take 

early retirement with full pay as compensation for two years, 

or he can plan to move to work in the company head office for 

a further two to three years. 

(Interviewer now reads probes from next page.) 

DIRECTIONS: This situation involves another individual. We 

will repeat the procedure used in the first example. 

LIFE-PLANNING TASK #2: 

Joyce, a widow aged 60 years, recently completed a degree 

in business management and opened her own business. She has 

been looking forward to this new challenge. She has just 

heard that her son has been left with two small children to 

care for. Joyce is considering the following options: She 

could plan to give up her business and live with her son, or 

she could plan to arrange for financial assistance for her son 

to cover child-care costs. 

(Interviewer again reads probes from following page.) 
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PROBES FOR THE WISDOM MEASURE 

DIRECTIONS: Researcher will read the first dilemma and the 

instructions regarding the requirements for a verbal response. 

Then the subject will be encouraged to structure his/her 

response by answering the following probes. After the subject 

is finished with the first response, the procedure will be 

repeated for the second dilemma. 

1. Exactly what is the character's problem, as you see it? 

(General wisdom) 

2. What goals might the character set for the next few 

years? (Facts and procedures) 

3. What should he/she do to reach those goals? (Facts and 

procedures) 

4. Is anyone of your suggested plans better than the 

others? If so, why? (Any criteria) 

5. How certain are you that the planes) you have suggested 

would work? Why? (Uncertainty) 

6. How might the character's age affect his/her situation 

and decisions? (Life-span perspective) 

7. If he/she were here now, what would you say to him/her? 

(General wisdom) 

possible follow-up probes, as needed: 

1. Please explain why you suggested ________ __ (from notes) • 

2. Have you anything else to add? 
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Table B-1 

scoring criteria for Factual and Procedural Knowledge about 

Life Matters 

One point will be given for each occurrence of the following 

that appears in the transcribed verbal reasponses. 

1. Specific themes cued by problem text. 

2. Additional themes that concern general conditions of 

life. possible themes may include: 

a. Nature of typical events and decisions. 

b. Individual vulnerability, emotions, and needs. 

(e.g. attachment, satisfaction, sense of self) 

3. Strategies and procedures for decision making in life 

matters. May include: 

a. Goals and subgoals. 

b. Steps required to reach goals and subgoals. 

c. Intentions, schemes, tactics. 

d. Evaluation of plausibility of success. 

e. Ways to monitor progress. 

f. Re-evaluation of appropriateness of goals and 

subgoals. 

4. Scenarios about future of character. 
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Table B-2 

Scoring criteria for Life-Span Contextualism 

One point will be given for each occurrence of the following 

that appears in the verbal response: 

1. Statements about past, current, and possible future 

circumstances surrounding life problems. 

2. contexts in which character's life is embedded 

(e.g. age-related, sociohistorical). 

3. contextual themes and temporal relationships. 

4. Relationships with significant others. 

5. Priorities of life themes (e.g. family, leisure, work) 

6. Developmental changes in life themes and their temporal 

sequence across life span. 

7. Consequences to character and to others of various 

decisions and actions. 

8. Conflicts between societal expectations and individual 

goals. 
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Table B-3 

Scoring criteria for uncertainty 

One point will be given for each occurrence of the following 

that appears in the verbal response: 

1. References to basic uncertainties of life. May include: 

a. Unknown aspects of any problem. 

b. Unpredictability of future events. 

c. Unpredictability of outcome of any plan or decision. 

2. References to relativistic perspective on life's 

decisions and the lack of absolutes. 

3. Identification of actions that require risk. 

4. caution about the unexpected. May include: 

a. Ways plan could go wrong. 

b. Advice about checking and monitoring progress of 

plan. 

c. suggestion that decisions be continually 

re-evaluated as to ongoing relevance and adequacy. 
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Table B-4 

Scoring criteria for General Wisdom 

One point will be given for each occurrence of the following 

that appears in the verbal response: 

1. Clear definition of problem faced by character, not as 

stated in text but from a larger perspective (e.g. in 

terms of life goals and themes). 

2. Identification of issues. 

3. Identification of alternative courses of action. 

4. Advice that is not dogmatic or one-sided (e.g. helping 

or guiding character toward making own decision). 

Expressions of preferences or suggestions for "good" 

ways of dealing with problem are acceptable. 

5. Any expression of "exceptional insight" into difficult 

life decisions. 

criteria for Tables B-1 through B-4 are based on Smith et al., 

1989, pp. 325-326, and Smith and Baltes, 1990, p. 504. 



Table B-5 

Summary of Obtained Data 

Subject: 

variable: 

Age 

Gender 

Education 

WAIS-R 

Life events 

"On-time" 

"Off-time" 

Nonnorm. 

Total 

"No moves" 

Wisdom 

Facts 

Perspect. 

Uncert. 

General 

Total 

1 

74 

M 

18 

27 

14 

2 

18 

34 

24 

74 

20 

11 

29 

134 

2 

73 

F 

12 

26 

6 

3 

14 

23 

20 

51 

9 

4 

16 

80 

3 

87 

F 

13 

23 

7 

2 

7 

16 

15 

35 

13 

12 

17 

77 

4 

82 

F 

18 

27 

12 

1 

15 

28 

24 

45 

21 

17 

27 

110 

5 

80 

F 

16 

25 

9 

o 

9 

18 

15 

27 

10 

4 

6 

47 

6 

87 

F 

10 

26 

8 

3 

23 

34 

33 

28 

28 

8 

25 

89 

7 

89 

F 

16 

23 

8 

3 

12 

23 

20 

55 

33 

9 

51 

148 

8 

86 

M 

15 

28 

12 

o 

21 

33 

23 

77 

24 

10 

31 

142 

(table 

9 

79 

F 

17 

23 

11 

o 

26 

37 

25 

58 

39 

17 

19 

133 

106 

10 

76 

F 

12 

23 

7 

4 

24 

35 

27 

67 

21 

8 

11 

107 

continues) 



Subject: 

variable: 

Age 

Gender 

Education 

WAIS-R 

Life events 

"on-time" 

"Off-time" 

Nonnorm. 

Total 

"No moves" 

wisdom 

Facts 

Perspect. 

Uncert. 

General 

Total 

11 

86 

F 

16 

23 

9 

2 

12 

23 

17 

62 

14 

2 

30 

108 

107 

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

70 63 66 76 90 69 70 76 87 

F F M F M M F M F 

15 13 18 18 16 20 18 10 17 

25 25 25 21 19 28 24 25 24 

12 

6 

26 

44 

35 

64 

32 

15 

38 

149 

17 

4 

24 

45 

33 

43 

55 

10 

43 

151 

11 

2 

20 

33 

22 

61 

36 

10 

23 

130 

11 

2 

24 

37 

25 

67 

57 

7 

36 

167 

10 

4 

3 

27 

22 

49 

10 

15 

3 

77 

11 

5 

13 

29 

19 

75 

26 

14 

18 

133 

9 

3 

8 

20 

16 

54 

49 

10 

6 

119 
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6 

14 

31 

24 

57 

35 

7 

24 

123 

6 

1 

6 

13 

11 

70 

42 

10 

19 
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Subject: 

Variable: 

Age 

Gender 

Education 

WAIS-R 

Life events 

"on-time" 

"Off-time" 

Nonnorm. 

Total 

"No moves" 

wisdom 

Facts 

Perspect. 

Uncert. 

General 

Total 

21 

73 

M 

20 

26 

9 

4 

23 

36 

25 

80 

29 

6 

12 

127 

22 

86 

F 

12 

22 

4 

5 

16 

25 

21 

23 

78 

F 

16 

28 

12 

7 

26 

45 

30 

45 61 

26 28 

13 8 

16 21 

100 118 

24 

83 

F 

16 

28 

7 

2 

9 

18 

14 

25 

70 

M 

18 

27 

9 

2 

11 

22 

14 

34 51 

9 10 

5 19 

11 28 

59 108 

26 

97 

M 

8 

15 

5 

5 

9 

19 

12 

27 

65 

M 
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