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Wising Up 

“If you don’t bridge the societal divide, you’re going to go nowhere with 

Industry 4.0 or the Internet of Things or anything else a lot of techies and 

companies are talking about. That’s something that leaders of companies are 

talking about. That’s something that leaders of companies had better think 

about. They need to ask themselves, “How do I deal with the digital divide, 

the societal divide? How do I make sure that I bring people along and make a 

meaningful contribution to society!” 

 

Joseph Kaeser, President and CEO of Siemens* 

“We made it very clear that we needed to think differently about the use of 

resources and to develop a more inclusive growth model. So we created the 

Unilever Sustainable Living Plan, which basically says that we will double our 

turnover, reduce our absolute environmental impact, and increase our positive 

social impact.”   

Paul Polman, CEO Unilever**  
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Executive Summary 
Today’s ethical, ecological and societal challenges call for executives who are not just 

accomplished and smart, but who are wise. Smart leaders become wise leaders when they 

holistically address and resolve the profound dilemmas pervading modern business. Hiring 
organizations should select leaders who not only create and capture economic value, but 

create a more sustainable and legitimate business.  
 

There is a strong business case for smart.

There is a stronger business case for wise. 

Smart leaders avoid errors.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smart leaders are confident, not 

hubristic.

Smart decisions imply 3 conditions.

 

 

 

 
 

Wise leaders add several key abilities. 
 

 

 

 

 

Wise leaders dive deeper.

 

 

 

 

The anatomy of the wise leader.

 

The moral equation. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Foreword
How can business regain the trust it has lost? 

Why do smart business leaders so often get it wrong? How could they make 

more ethical, responsible and sustainable decisions? Decisions that are not 

only more reasonable,  but also more wise? 

 

 

About the Author 

Dr. Peter Verhezen is Adjunct Professor for Governance and Ethical Leadership at the 
Melbourne Business School (Australia) and Visiting Professor for Business in Emerging 

Markets and Strategy and Sustainability at the University of Antwerp and Antwerp 

Management School (Belgium). As Principal of Verhezen & Associates Ltd. and as Senior 

Consultant in Governance at the International Finance Corporation (World Bank) in Asia 

Pacific, Peter advises boards and top executives on governance, risk management and 
ethical leadership. He is the author of a number of articles and books on the themes of 

corporate reputation and good corporate governance. 
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From Smart, to Wise 

It is time to resolve the paradox of smart 

leaders who make unsustainable 

decisions. 



 

From Accomplished, to Smart 

Smart decision-making 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

1 



 
 

        Wise Decision Making in a Complex World:  

 
 

 8 
 

 

 

 

Bias – a Rogue’s Gallery  

 

 

Anchoring bias 

 

Groupthink 

 

Sunk-Cost Fallacy 

 

Confirmation Bias 

 

Framing Bias 

 

Overconfidence 

Effect 

 

Base-Rate Bias  

 

Halo Effect 
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I believe I can fly 

A tale of two systems 

 

 

Far too many executives have failed because they have overestimated their understanding of an 

uncertain situation. 
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Be reasonable 

 

    

 3 Conditions for Smart Decision Making 

 

1 2 3 
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From Smart, to Wise 

The inexorable rise of ESG (and Reputation Risk Management) 

 

In 2016, the 

Harvard Business 

Review added 

company ESG 

ratings as a variable 

in compiling its 

annual list of the 

world’s 100 Best-

Performing CEO’s.  
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Jumping to Conclusions?  

How do you read between the lines to judge a Chairman’s performance?  



 
 

        Wise Decision Making in a Complex World:  

 
 

 13 
 

 

 

Leaders For what’s Next 
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Profiling the Wise Decision-Maker  

From ancient wisdom, to managerial wisdom 

3 

 

 

“We can be 

knowledgeable 

with other men’s 

knowledge, but we 

can’t be wise with 

other men’s 

wisdom.”  



 
 

        Wise Decision Making in a Complex World:  

 
 

 15 
 

 

 

A beautiful construction site 

 

Wise leaders are able to:  

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

The quality of questioning 

— 

— 
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Awaking the sleepwalker 

Capturing the essence 

It is almost impossible to 

exhaustively describe 

the exact features of a 

wise leader; but the 

virtues of integrity, 

responsibility, 

compassion, patience 

and forgiveness would 

almost certainly be on 

that list, constituting 

what can be labeled 

moral intelligence (MQ) 

or ‘character’.  
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Return on Character 

It pays to be principled 

4 

Highly “principled” CEOs 

outperform “self-

focused” CEOs by a 
factor of five. 
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A moral equation 
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Conclusion
 

Why do smart leaders so often make unsustainable decisions? The paradox 

can only be resolved when leaders also have genuine concern for socio-

ethical and ecological challenges.  

 

Leaders can certainly learn to make smarter, and thus more reasonable, 

decisions. They can become more aware of their [unconscious] biases, and 

deploy the processes that will enable them to gain better insights.  

 

However, more than ever before, organizations and society at large need wise 

leaders who are not just commercially accomplished or cognitively smart, but 

who are also able to make responsible decisions, resolving fiendish ethical 

dilemmas, and addressing socio-ecological challenges in their business.  

 

It is time for hiring organizations to take measures to identify and cultivate 

wise leaders. People not only create and capture economic value, but who are 

equipped with what it takes to a create a sustainable enterprise. One that has 

truly earned its legitimacy in society.  

 

In order to resolve the paradox that good managers can make bad or 

unethical decisions, a transformation from smart to wise leaders is needed. 

In our next article, we present our WDM (Wise Decision-Making) model, which 

helps leaders to reduce biases, to improve insights, to think more holistically 

and systemically, and to become wiser and therefore more responsible 

decision-makers. 
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