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      Eudaimonia and Wisdom                     

     Alan     Law      and     Ursula     M.     Staudinger    

       Wisdom has long been considered an ideal 
endpoint of human development, attracting the 
attention of scholars for thousands of years, with 
the result that our thinking remains heavily infl u-
enced by the ideas of ancient Greek philosophers 
in particular. In more recent times psychologists, 
especially those interested in individual develop-
ment across the lifespan, have ventured into 
empirical investigation of wisdom. This has been 
a rather courageous undertaking given the fact 
that there is probably no phenomenon richer in 
associations and ideational history. Although 
there has been general agreement that wisdom is 
not easily attained, there remains some disagree-
ment about what wisdom is and how it should be 
studied. 

 In this chapter we outline psychological 
approaches to investigating wisdom and its devel-
opment. We review fi ndings relating to a view of 
wisdom as the perfect integration of mind and 
virtue: it is highly relevant to any discussion of 
ideal human development. Indeed it has been dis-
cussed as an important outcome of the good life 

(eudaimonia) and also as a means to achieve a 
good life (e.g., Baltes,  2004 ; Brugman,  2006 ; 
Schwartz & Sharpe,  2006 ; Schwartz & 
Wrzesniewski, Chap.   8    , this volume). We under-
stand eudaimonia as the kind of well-being that 
arises when practicing wisdom (phronesis) to 
solve the existential confl icts and dilemmas that 
occur in everyday life and thus leading a “good 
life” irrespective of the emotional states coming 
with it (e.g., Baltes,  2004 ; Höffe,  2007 ; 
Staudinger,  1999a ). This chapter is presented in 
light of the challenges put forward by Nussbaum 
( 2008 ), who argues that psychology has paid too 
little attention to eudaimonia in particular, and in 
general to subjective states relating to well-being: 
we contend that the psychological study of wis-
dom has already garnered a range of fi ndings that 
address many of her concerns. 

 In psychological terms, eudaimonia may be 
described as productive self-actualization, as 
growth towards an ideal kind of mental health. In 
this tradition, Ryff and Singer ( 2008 ) defi ned 
eudaimonia as “self-realization, played out indi-
vidually, each according to his or her own dispo-
sition and talent” (p. 17). This is in line with the 
earlier understanding of good psychological 
health as consisting in more than just the absence 
of symptoms of psychological ill-health (e.g., 
Jahoda,  1958 ; Maslow,  1954 ; Rogers,  1962 ). It is 
also understood as the feelings experienced 
alongside personal expressiveness (in the sense 
of expressing one’s true self) by Waterman ( 1993 ). 
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Similar ideas are discussed in relation to 
Csikszsentmihalyi’s “fl ow,” which focuses spe-
cifi cally on subjective states experienced during 
rewarding activities (see Csikszentmihalyi,  1999 ; 
Waterman,  1990 ). 

 While these approaches tend to emphasize a 
fl ourishing that is individualistic and autonomous 
in nature, this is different from our understanding 
of eudaimonia, which combines this notion of 
ideal self-actualization with a striving towards 
the practice of virtues (e.g., honesty, concern for 
others, justice). It further involves bringing to 
bear our mind, in the sense of moral-practical 
judgment and prudence, when we attempt to 
solve the fundamental issues of our lives to reach 
the ultimate good, which we defi ne as reaching 
beyond the individual and including the good of 
others. Balancing individual goals with a concern 
for the greater good and the good of others in our 
view is the essence of eudaimonia as it relates to 
wisdom (see Staudinger & Glück,  2011 ; 
Sternberg,  1998 ). Such balance is a lofty goal, 
often requiring transcendence of social con-
straints, and resistance to self-actualization in the 
more limited sense of hedonic satisfaction. 

 To elucidate our view of wisdom, we fi rst 
present fi ndings clarifying its defi nition and psy-
chometric location and then explore its relation to 
the good life. Next we consider the path of nor-
mative human development through the lens of 
psychological conceptions of person maturation 
and present a model of positive person develop-
ment that positions wisdom as separate from 
such typical lifespan developmental trajectories. 

9.1     Recent Developments 
in the Psychological 
Defi nition and Study 
of Wisdom 

 One of the most important recent developments 
in the increasing body of literature regarding the 
psychological study of wisdom is the demarca-
tion of more specifi c fi elds of inquiry. Defi ning 
two subtypes of wisdom, general and personal 
(Staudinger,  2013 ), has helped to reconcile some 
of the inconsistencies in earlier research. Personal 

wisdom refers to knowledge, judgment and 
insight relating to one’s own life, while general 
wisdom is focused on the lives of others and life 
in general. 

 Personal wisdom was fi rst investigated by ask-
ing laypeople to rate adjectives as to their rele-
vance for wise persons, revealing some broad 
agreement: in 1976, Clayton found that wise 
people are typically considered to be relatively 
strong on affective characteristics such as empa-
thy and compassion, refl ective processes such as 
intuition and introspection, and cognitive capaci-
ties such as experience and intelligence (see 
Sternberg,  1990 ). Further work summarized in a 
review by Bluck and Glück ( 2005 ) shows that lay 
conceptions can be captured by fi ve subcompo-
nents: cognitive ability, insight, refl ective atti-
tude, concern for others and real-world skills. 

 In actually measuring personal wisdom, 
researchers such as Ardelt and Webster (e.g., 
Ardelt,  2003 ; Webster, Taylor, & Bates,  2011 ) 
have emphasized the personality and attitudinal 
components of wisdom identifi ed by laypeople 
and have used those to construct self-report scales 
of personal wisdom. Such measures have yielded 
contradictory fi ndings in comparison with the 
performance-related approach to personal wis-
dom, which involves the rating of verbal 
responses to fi ctitious or personal life dilemmas 
in an interview situation (e.g., Mickler & 
Staudinger,  2008 ). For example, measures of 
subjective well-being appear to be have a rela-
tionship with self-reported wisdom (e.g., Ardelt, 
 1997 ; Bergsma & Ardelt,  2012 ) while no rela-
tionship was found with a performance measure 
of wisdom (Mickler & Staudinger,  2008 ). As 
such, a research focus on an inward-turning 
refl ection and the development of affective skills 
in support of mastering one’s environment and a 
positive attitude towards one’s own experience, 
as captured variously by Ardelt’s Three 
Dimensional Wisdom (e.g., Ardelt,  2003 ), 
Whitbourne’s Ego-integrity, based on Erikson’s 
maturational theory (e.g., Whitbourne & 
Waterman,  1979 ), Wink and Helson’s transcendent 
wisdom ( 1997 ), Ryff’s personal growth dimen-
sion (e.g., Ryff,  1989 , this volume) and Webster’s 
Self-Assessed Wisdom Scale (e.g., Webster,  2003 ), 
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yields information about personal wisdom 
(Staudinger & Glück,  2011 ). 

 In contrast, general wisdom is defi ned in terms 
of the knowledge, insight, and judgment a person 
has about life in general. General wisdom has 
been studied using the Berlin Wisdom paradigm, 
originating from the Max Planck Institute in 
Berlin (e.g., Pasupathi, Staudinger, & Baltes, 
 2001 ; Smith & Baltes,  1990 ; Staudinger, Lopez, 
& Baltes,  1997 ), and also by Sternberg ( 1998 ) 
and Neo-Piagetian researchers who have focused 
on the development of advanced forms of adult 
thought (e.g., Kramer,  1983 ). To date, there is 
only one performance-based measure of general 
wisdom, that of the Berlin paradigm. In this case, 
participants are asked to respond verbally to the 
challenging life situations of a fi ctitious character 
(for example,  a 15 - year - old girl  wants to get 
married right away. What should one/she con-
sider and do?), and their response is coded by 
trained laypeople according to fi ve criteria of 
general wisdom: factual knowledge, procedural 
knowledge, lifespan contextualism, value relativ-
ism, and awareness and management of uncer-
tainty. A participant’s mean score for the fi ve 
criteria across all tasks is referred to as his or her 
wisdom-related performance (WRP). Note that 
there is no attempt to measure whether such per-
formance is also evidenced in actions, as dis-
cussed in Staudinger, Dörner and Mickler ( 2005 ), 
and the criteria are assumed to be domain-general 
rather than variant across domains. Reliabilities 
of these ratings have been found to be surpris-
ingly high, across fi ve criteria around 0.98 and 
for individual criteria ranging between 0.7 and 
0.85 (Baltes & Staudinger,  2000 ; Staudinger, 
 1999b ). Research using the Berlin Wisdom 
Interview has found wisdom to be an advanced 
integration of cognitive and personality charac-
teristics with characteristics at their interface 
playing a major role: while crystallized and fl uid 
intelligence both are necessary but not suffi cient, 
the Big 5 personality characteristic of openness 
to experience, as well as social intelligence, 
thinking style (judiciousness) and creativity as 
well as life experiences contribute uniquely to the 
overall variance in WRP scores (Pasupathi & 
Staudinger,  2001 ; Staudinger et al.,  1997 ; 

Staudinger, Maciel, Smith, & Baltes,  1998 ; 
Staudinger & Pasupathi,  2003 ). While there is a 
relationship between age and WRP from early 
adolescence to young adulthood, there is no rela-
tionship thereafter (Pasupathi et al.,  2001 ; 
Staudinger,  1999b ). Thus in adolescence, aging 
plays an important role, as it is typically accom-
panied by physiological and psychological 
changes such as increases in empathy and the 
ability to think abstractly and show refl ective 
judgment (see Brugman,  2006 ). These may set 
important foundations for the development of 
skills in life review, which are, in the Berlin 
model, considered crucial for the development of 
wisdom. While exploration and internal confl icts 
are to some extent expected and encouraged for 
young people in their journey towards becoming 
contributing members of society, continued 
developments in such insightful thinking are non- 
normative (i.e., rare). It can be argued that while 
a socially constrained self is ideal for the pursuit 
of one’s own subjective well-being, it is only by 
transcending that self that we can evidence higher 
levels of wisdom. Below we address the impor-
tance of such transcendence for our conception 
of wisdom.  

9.2     The Importance of Self- 
Transcendence for the “Good 
Life” 

 While much of the psychological work on eudai-
monia mentioned above is implicitly connected 
to concepts of individual fl ourishing or self- 
actualization, psychologists studying wisdom 
have tended to include some component of other- 
directedness in their conceptions of a good life, 
whether this involves compassion (e.g., Bergsma 
& Ardelt,  2012 ), or both interpersonal and extra-
personal interests (Sternberg,  1998 ). What role 
such orientations have in wisdom has been an 
important question for philosophers. John Kekes, 
for example, emphasizes that wisdom allows for 
the prioritization of ideals, and that the good life 
will become possible from following some paths 
and rejecting others according to their perceived 
appropriateness for meeting one’s goals ( 1983 ). 
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As it does not specify the nature of these goals, 
this position appears to relate more to the self- 
actualization notion of eudaimonia than our 
notion of personal wisdom. Kunzmann ( 2007 ) 
notes, however, that Kekes in his later writings 
refers to the importance of developing in this way 
without violating others’ rights and with a con-
cern for encouraging others to develop. Although 
there is a strong tradition of associating wisdom 
with the practice of other virtues (Baltes,  2004 ), 
there are challenges to this position, such as 
Whitcomb’s proposition that an evil person can 
be wise (see S. Ryan,  2014 ). Obviously such a 
notion of wisdom is at odds with our approach, 
which requires that wisdom by defi nition is ori-
ented towards balancing one’s own good with 
that of others. If one has brought to bear their 
knowledge of how to act, with the limitations of 
the human condition in mind, but acts without 
compassionate consideration of others, this can-
not be considered wise action but rather clever at 
best. It is clear therefore that in order to develop 
wisdom, it is not suffi cient either to build a body 
of theoretical knowledge about how best to act, 
nor to act only towards self-actualization goals 
irrespective of what they are. It is only with a 
highly developed appreciation of the needs of 
others and a strong understanding of the contexts 
(e.g., temporal, cultural) in which actions might 
occur that one might show wisdom. 

 It can be expected that insight into the diffi cult 
and uncertain matters of life in general is more 
easily developed by those who are exposed to 
certain professional contexts, such as family 
judges, ministers or priests, and clinical psychol-
ogists, as they are more exposed to the funda-
mental challenges of other people’s lives and 
receive training and mentorship in dealing with 
them, and indeed there is empirical evidence that 
this is so (Smith, Staudinger, & Baltes,  1994 ). Of 
course it may be the case that such professional 
contexts are sought out by individuals with a pre-
dilection for intense scrutiny of the lives of oth-
ers, but regardless, certain professional contexts 
provide fertile grounds for developing theoretical 
knowledge. Similarly, in a nomination study in 

which journalists, using a delphi technique, were 
asked to nominate contemporary public fi gures 
whom they considered wise, and who were then 
interviewed according to the Berlin Paradigm, an 
emergent pattern in the biographies of the higher 
scoring nominees was a series of challenges and 
threats that contribute to nominees’ life experi-
ence. In particular, the older wisdom nominees 
faced these challenges and threats within a con-
text that appears to have been conducive to wis-
dom development: life under the Third Reich in 
Germany preceding and during World War Two, 
many having faced the threat of imprisonment for 
their actions to benefi t others (Staudinger,  1999a ). 
If professional and historical contexts can pro-
vide the opportunities (direct or vicarious) for 
growth that increase life insight among those 
who have the personal orientation to learn from 
them, then, as Staudinger ( 1999a ) suggests, there 
may be an increased potential for high levels of 
wisdom in younger people of recent generations 
as technological advances increase our exposure 
to life and life problems, through the prolifera-
tion of the internet and various uses of social 
media. Whether the increased accessibility of 
such information alongisde the availability of a 
range of new social tools amounts to a new his-
torical context conducive to the development of 
wisdom or not remains to be seen. 

 This is not to say that learning what is neces-
sary to display wisdom is a satisfying process. 
Similarly to the subject of Wordsworth’s happy 
warrior, from whom Nussbaum ( 2008 ) draws 
inspiration for her critical challenge to psychol-
ogy, or more particularly to Kahneman’s approach 
to subjective well-being (e.g., Kahneman & 
Krueger,  2006 ), among participants in studies 
using the Berlin paradigm, attaining high levels 
of insight into life is clearly not associated with 
high levels of hedonic satisfaction (e.g., 
Staudinger et al.,  1997 ; Wink & Staudinger, 
 2015 ). Later we address some reasons for the 
absence of subjective well-being as a correlate of 
wisdom by later life but fi rst review fi ndings we 
associate with a more typical understanding of 
maturation.  
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9.3     Sad But True: Wisdom Is Not 
a Result of Typical 
Maturation 

 In the early days of a developmental psychology 
considering the whole life span, the study of the 
maturation of a person was most notably 
addressed by Erik Erikson (e.g., Erikson & 
Erikson,  1997 ). Erikson placed wisdom as a pos-
sible outcome attainable in the last phase of 
human development: within his framework of 
person development as a sequence of psychoso-
cial crises, wisdom and integrity (vs. despair) 
would be achieved only after successful resolu-
tion of the confl icts of earlier stages in life and 
under appropriate social conditions. As such, it 
refl ected an adaptive maturation within the con-
fi nes of one’s own culture and was associated 
with an ability to integrate one’s past life and, in 
acknowledgement of the approaching end of 
one’s lifetime, a sense of satisfaction with one’s 
role in what has already happened. His alterna-
tive outcome in the eighth stage of a person’s life, 
despair, occurs with the realization that, as the 
end of life approaches, one’s goals from younger 
days are left unachieved and are now rendered 
unachievable. The pursuit of hedonic and eudai-
monic forms of well-being in later life now can 
be seen as quite distinct activities: on one hand, 
we may attempt to adapt to increasing losses, by 
seeking to feel satisfi ed with what is left after we 
discard goals that are no longer possible; and on 
the other hand we may maximize gains, by 
refreshing our sense of purpose in life and being 
open to new experiences. Not only are these dis-
tinct activities, but pursuing Erikson’s notion of 
integration may actually undermine progress in 
personal wisdom as a recent study suggests 
(Mickler & Staudinger,  2008 ). 

 Although there has not been a great deal of 
empirical work to support Erikson’s ideas, other 
work seeks to look beyond dichotomous out-
comes (i.e., integration, despair) in the manner of 
Marcia’s ( 1966 ) identity status approach to ado-
lescent identity outcomes. In this framework, a 
bipolar conception of outcomes in later life is as 
insuffi cient as in adolescence (Hearn et al.,  2012 ). 
Marcia’s approach to identity formation in ado-

lescence identifi es four categories to account for 
the different types of progress that has been made 
towards the achievement of identity. The basic 
distinction between identity achievement and dif-
fusion is bolstered by the alternatives of morato-
rium and foreclosure, and there is by now a large 
body of evidence that supports such differentia-
tion both in the structure of outcomes and in 
terms of the processes by which these are 
achieved (see Luyckx et al.,  2008 ). Recent work 
describes four types of later-life Integrity:  inte-
grated  persons are socially mature, open to expe-
rience, and tolerant of ambiguity (refl ective of 
wisdom as previously discussed), and  despairing  
persons do not share such characteristics and are 
more prone to negative emotions.  nonexploring  
persons are high on social maturity and emo-
tional positivity (refl ective of hedonic pursuits), 
and  pseudointegrated  persons are low in social 
maturity and well-being but fairly high in open-
ness to experience (Hearn et al.,  2012 ). Also 
studying identity development through adult-
hood, Helson and Srivastava ( 2001 ) found that 
their sample could be categorized as  achievers , 
high in personal growth and environmental mas-
tery,  depleted , with low scores on both dimen-
sions,  conservers , with high environmental 
mastery but low personal growth, or  seekers , with 
high personal growth but low environmental 
mastery. While achievers appeared to be higher 
in terms of two typical indicators of maturity, the 
Competence scale of the California Personality 
Inventory and Peterson and Klohnen’s measure 
of generativity ( 1995 ), only seekers showed high 
levels of intrapsychic differentiation as demon-
strated in their scores on a composite wisdom 
scale. 

 Employing a combined neo-Piagetian and 
psychodynamic perspective, Gisela Labouvie- 
Vief has reached complementary conclusions in 
the affective domain. By categorizing individuals 
as high or low on two separate dimensions 
referred to as affect optimization and affect com-
plexity, she describes four “personality” types. 
Affect optimization involves the automatic 
deployment of skills to limit individual emotional 
experience to the positive in order to maintain 
well-being, while affect complexity rather 
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involves being able to postpone positive emo-
tions to allow for differentiation and coordination 
of one’s own current feelings and synchroniza-
tion with those of others (Labouvie-Vief & 
Medler,  2002 ; Labouvie-Vief, Diehl, Jain, & 
Zhang,  2007 ). Those who are  integrated  in this 
typology are also functioning optimally, open to 
experience and socially mature, with high levels 
of positive affect, but such individuals are con-
trasted with a  dysregulated  group, who show low 
levels of both positive affect and complexity, a 
 defended  group, who use denial and repression to 
maintain positive affect with low complexity, and 
a  complex  group, who are open and tolerant but 
not experiencing high levels of well-being. 

 That identity development, cognitive-affective 
development and personality development have 
been found to vary each along at least two dimen-
sions in a compellingly similar manner suggests 
that there are indeed latent trajectories guiding 
adult development. In addition, such differentia-
tion of pathways through development makes it 
problematic to designate one or other as, in and 
of itself, leading to an ideal form of maturation, 
even if a typical pattern of maturation can be 
observed. In particular, the groups labelled above 
as complex, pseudointegrated and seeker are of 
special interest in the context of wisdom develop-
ment because of their close associations with 
openness to experience. As explained earlier, this 
personality characteristic is one of the strongest 
unique contributors to wisdom-related perfor-
mance in the Berlin Paradigm (Staudinger & 
Pasupathi,  2003 ). Although openness alone is not 
suffi cient for the development of wisdom, we 
must recognize its role in orienting individuals 
towards more differentiated life experiences. The 
existence in typologies of groups that are not well 
adjusted but who seek new experiences is no sur-
prise, but the possibility that the outcome of 
developing in this way is not always suboptimal 
has seldom been acknowledged. 

 Thus, we maintain that the typical kind of per-
son maturation can be described to incorporate 
elements of identity, cognition and affect, and 
this is generally targeted towards hedonic well- 
being at the exclusion of eudaimonia-related 
development. This is not always associated with 

happiness, which is one of Nussbaum’s ( 2008 ) 
key criticisms of psychological approaches to 
studying well-being. However, the psychological 
study of wisdom as an optimal outcome of an 
atypical developmental trajectory has addressed 
many of the characteristics of eudaimonia that 
Nussbaum calls attention to. Proceeding from the 
understanding that there is more than one form of 
positive person development, below we consider 
two such pathways, the more typical, adjustment, 
and the atypical trajectory, growth, which encour-
ages the development of wisdom. In contrast to 
Nussbaum, we do not bemoan the fact that matu-
ration towards adjustment and well-being exist. 
Rather, we even argue that this developmental 
trajectory serves important functions for the 
functioning of a given human collective.  

9.4     Growth and Adjustment 
as Two Trajectories 
of Positive Person 
Development 

 Drawing on such developmental traditions as 
outlined above, Staudinger and colleagues (e.g., 
Staudinger & Kessler,  2009 ; Staudinger & 
Kunzmann,  2005 ) have distinguished between 
two types of positive personality development 
they have labelled as  adjustment  and  growth : the 
former comprises elements of social maturity and 
competence, while the latter is associated with 
progress towards personal wisdom. 

 The fi rst trajectory, adjustment, results in mas-
tery of “the demands of everyday life and its vari-
ous roles (work, family), that is, social and 
practical competences, reliability, and emotional 
stability” (Dörner, Mickler, & Staudinger,  2005 , 
p. 279). It is one of few areas of human compe-
tence that show age-related increase, rather than 
decline. Adjustment refl ects a prioritization of 
developing skills to develop and then maintain 
subjective well-being in the face of age-related 
increases in constraints, such as diffi culties with 
movement, hearing, or fi nances and social status. 
The typical personal resources accrued include 
professional skills and increasing competence in 
everyday problem-solving, emotional balance, or 
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social relations (Dörner et al.,  2005 ). The related 
concept of social maturity (Helson & Wink, 
 1987 ) has been described in terms of “outward 
orientation” implying that both the demands and 
successes are primarily experienced socially, by 
means of the prescribed roles and norms for 
behavior present in one’s socio-cultural environ-
ment (Dörner et al.,  2005 ). By their very nature, 
societies depend on a rather high “prevalence” of 
adjustment as one means of maintaining them-
selves (e.g., in the conservation of values). Thus, 
progress towards social maturity or adjustment is 
reinforced and guided by social institutions, such 
as education and legal systems (e.g., Staudinger 
& Kessler,  2009 ; Staudinger & Kunzmann, 
 2005 ). Although in the earlier stages of life, 
socially determined, age- and history-graded 
goals seem to be the motivation for individuals to 
make progress towards reaching adjustment, in 
later life, roles and expectations are less clear and 
developed. It may be that an awareness of the 
fi nitude of life is a prime motivator for further 
adjustment-related progress in the later stages of 
life (Staudinger & Kunzmann,  2005 ). 

 The normative trend towards adjustment is 
refl ected in the developmental patterns of the Big 
5 personality model (Costa Jr., McCrae, & Dye, 
 1991 ): emotional stability increases (the reverse 
pole of neuroticism), as do conscientiousness and 
agreeableness (Costa Jr., McCrae, & Dye,  1991 ). 
Usually this pattern is combined with high levels 
of environmental mastery, positive relations with 
others, and self-acceptance, which are dimen-
sions of Carol Ryff’s ( 1989 ) Psychological Well- 
being Scale (Staudinger & Kunzmann,  2005 ). 

 In contrast, the second trajectory, growth, is 
characterized by the employment of critical self- 
refl ection, complex emotion regulation, and a 
striving towards transcending constraints, 
whether social, psychological, or biological 
(Dörner et al.,  2005 ). Personal growth, in this 
sense, however, reaches beyond the individual 
and includes the goal to balance one’s own good 
with the good of others. 

 More specifi cally, three facets characterize 
this notion of growth: fi rstly, it involves cognitive 
insight into oneself, others and the world; sec-
ondly, it requires complex emotion regulation as 

indexed by a tolerance of ambiguity, and thirdly, 
a motivation that transcends self-interest and is 
focused on the well-being of others (Staudinger 
& Kessler,  2009 ). Despite the possibility that 
subjective well-being can be experienced along-
side gains on a growth trajectory, achieving sub-
jective well-being or hedonic happiness is not the 
target; instead, the ideal endpoint of progress on 
the growth trajectory is high levels of personal 
wisdom. Personality growth is not typical: it is 
rare, and will frequently put individuals at odds 
with their social context as they emancipate 
themselves in thinking and feeling and transcend 
the social structures and constraints that are 
embraced by those pursuing adjustment (Dörner 
et al.,  2005 ; Staudinger & Kessler,  2009 ; 
Staudinger & Kunzmann,  2005 ). 

 Thus, personality growth is prototypically 
indicated by a high level of openness to new 
experience, and high scores on the Ryff scales of 
personal growth and purpose in life (Staudinger 
& Kessler,  2009 ). Autonomy is also an indicator 
of growth as it is likely to be required to tran-
scend the given social structures (e.g., Wink & 
Staudinger,  2015 ). Although Ryff’s Psychological 
Well-being Scale is intended to capture the eudai-
monic side of well-being, at least in later life, we 
suggest that only these three scales are truly 
indicative of the kind of eudaimonia we associate 
with wisdom, and there is empirical evidence for 
this (Wink & Staudinger,  2015 ).  

9.5     Growth, Adjustment, 
and Subjective Well-Being 

 Research has demonstrated that age-related 
increase in indicators of personality adjustment is 
typical (e.g., Field & Millsap,  1991 ), refl ecting 
an increasing importance up to mid-life in fi nd-
ing an acceptable role and fi tting in to one’s 
social milieu. Thus, higher levels of adjustment 
are accompanied by high levels of hedonic well- 
being, refl ecting satisfaction at mastering the 
developmental tasks largely prescribed by the 
given socio-historical setting: empirical evidence 
supports this association (Seiffge-Krenke & 
Gelhaar,  2008 ; Staudinger & Kessler,  2009 ). 
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The search for personality growth and eudai-
monia, in contrast, cannot be reduced to the quest 
for hedonic happiness, as Nussbaum ( 2008 ) 
suggests. Rather, a certain amount of subjective 
well-being seems a necessary precondition to 
provide the motivational energy to venture on the 
pathway towards personal wisdom. Hedonic 
well-being may be experienced along this path-
way, but probably at different times than during 
adjustment-related progress, and it is itself not 
the motivating goal (Staudinger & Kunzmann, 
 2005 ). That meeting different kinds of goals 
results in different emotional experience appears 
at fi rst to sit neatly with Ryan and Deci’s ( 2000 ) 
suggestion that hedonic experiences occur in 
response to achieving relatedness and compe-
tence, while autonomous, self-determined goals 
are eudaimonic (see also Ryff & Martela, this 
volume). However, one of the key features of our 
notion of growth that distinguishes it from self- 
determination theory or Ryff’s notion of personal 
growth is that following this trajectory leads 
towards the development of personal wisdom, 
which entails that self-determined goals are 
aimed to balance the needs of the self and others 
and aim to increase the greater good (Staudinger 
& Kunzmann,  2005 ). 

 Thus, personal wisdom is not synonymous 
with successful maturation, in the sense of adjust-
ment, nor necessarily accompanied by high lev-
els of subjective well-being, nor directly linked 
with the achievement of self-related goals. 
Indeed, following a growth trajectory, transcend-
ing extant societal demands (if needed) and seek-
ing the kind of challenges that seem necessary for 
making progress on the wisdom pathway will 
frequently be linked with challenging experi-
ences and negative emotions. This supports 
Nussbaum’s ( 2008 ) assertion that she would 
report dissatisfaction with her life as a whole if 
she caught herself experiencing satisfaction (like 
Aristotle’s dumb grazing animals), because she 
attaches value to “striving, longing, and working 
for a diffi cult goal” (p. 587). Although Nussbaum 
presents this as something of a paradox, it is less 
of a contradiction than she suggests if we 
consider a distinction between growth and 
adjustment as outlined above: the refl ective 

dissatisfaction of being confi ned to adjustment- 
related goals that she describes, in fact may be 
important in promoting the quest for growth- 
related goals. Such dissatisfaction with hedonic 
outcomes has been discussed in other literature 
as well (e.g., Kringelbach & Berridge,  2009 ; 
Vittersø & Søholt,  2011 ; Vittersø, this volume), 
and it may be the case that such dissatisfaction is 
one motivator for new goals and activities that 
might later contribute to the development of wis-
dom. The consideration of emotions experienced 
during certain kinds of activities, whether these 
are pleasurable and satisfying or challenging and 
interesting, is clearly important for drawing a dis-
tinction between eudaimonic and hedonic well- 
being. However in the broader timeframe of a 
whole life, we would argue that it is not that 
which is experienced at the time, but rather one’s 
interpretation of these after the fact that is impor-
tant for one’s cognitive and affective experience 
of living a good life. We consider the process of 
life review to be essential for the development of 
wisdom (Staudinger,  2001 ), and it is partly 
because of the inherent temporal distance 
between event and review that the subjective state 
at the time of the event becomes less salient in 
our perspective.  

9.6     Life Review: A Crucial Social- 
Cognitive Process 
on the Road to Wisdom 
and Eudaimonia 

 Life review, constructing, reconstructing, inter-
preting and evaluating an individual’s life course 
(whether one’s own or someone else’s) is a pro-
cess that we engage in across the lifespan 
(Staudinger,  2001 ). The ability to engage in life 
refl ection or life review emerges in adolescence 
(Habermas & Bluck,  2000 ), as we become aware 
of ourselves and the gestalt of our lives. Life 
review is a crucial social-cognitive process when 
it comes to making sense of our experiences and 
potentially transforming them into insights into 
life, and therefore this social-cognitive process is 
at the heart of the development of wisdom 
(Staudinger, Smith, & Baltes,  1992 ). Butler’s 
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early work on life review ( 1963 ), in line with 
Erikson, suggested that life review was a process 
through which one could develop both negative 
(e.g., terror and suicide) and positive (e.g., seren-
ity) outcomes. Research into life review has 
shown that it is no more diffi cult for older people 
than younger: indeed it may be an important skill 
developed over the lifespan to assist in prevent-
ing negative outcomes and maintaining subjec-
tive well-being, used by some but not by others 
(see Wink & Schiff,  2002 ) as a way of coping. In 
fact older adults may be better able than others to 
fi nd meaning through review of personal experi-
ences (Pasupathi,  2001 ). Like other skills, these 
may be facilitated through traning interventions, 
as fi ndings from early studies involving interven-
tion suggest that there is signifi cant plasticity, for 
example in terms of increased scores when 
knowledge relevant to value relativism is acti-
vated, and when dyads can work on tasks 
(Böhmig-Krumhaar, Staudinger & Baltes,  2002 ; 
Staudinger & Baltes,  1996 ). 

 Work on  autobiographical memory  and  remi-
niscence  (Bluck & Levine,  1998 ) suggests that 
there are two distinct outcomes of reconstructing 
memories of one’s life: self-acceptance, which 
we have associated above with adjustment and 
subjective well-being in a more hedonic sense; 
and self-change, which Bluck and Levine ( 1998 ) 
defi ne as changes to one’s self-concept. Looking 
back on one’s life experiences with a goal of self- 
change may be associated with eudaimonic well- 
being, for example in the case of eudaimonic 
resilience. Eudaimonic resilience is a response 
after a diffi cult event that involves an exercise in 
meaning-making and thereby growth, not only a 
return to baseline levels of affect, as is typically 
the result of resilience (Bauer & Park,  2010 ; 
Bauer, Chap.   10    , this volume). The process of 
review inherently involves evaluation, and here 
we are reminded of Erikson’s (e.g., Erikson & 
Erikson,  1997 ) concept of integrity in the fi nal 
stage of life: it is not an objective goodness of 
action throughout one’s life that is indicative of 
wisdom: successfully navigating through the 
confl icts of prior stages equips one with the abil-
ity to make sense of previous experience in a 
manner supportive of continued mental health. 

Rumination, for example, as opposed to refl ec-
tion, consists in passive dwelling on subjectively 
negative aspects and may be both a cause and a 
consequence of lower levels of well-being 
(Staudinger,  2001 ). An ability to actively review 
lives with suffi cient emotional detachment to 
engage with previously experienced emotions 
without being consumed by them should be con-
sidered a necessary condition for development 
along a growth trajectory towards wisdom. This 
resonates with Nussbaum’s reminder of the 
Socratic suggestion that happiness requires self- 
examination, which she claims is missing from 
contemporary subjective-state psychology 
( 2008 ): we consider such skills in refl ection to be 
more characteristic of growth towards wisdom 
rather than towards happiness per se. As stated 
earlier, in our view, both hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being can be experienced along the path 
towards wisdom. However neither hedonic nor 
eudaimonic well-being, experienced separately 
or together, is suffi cient for the development of 
wisdom. On the contrary, at least as far as hedonic 
satisfaction is concerned, the pursuit of well- 
being may well interfere with a person’s develop-
ment towards wisdom.  

9.7     Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have used the psychological 
study of wisdom to demonstrate that, in contrast 
to Nussbaum’s ( 2008 ) assertions, there is a sub-
stantial body of psychological literature that, for 
quite some time, has looked beyond the simplis-
tic notions of happiness limited to hedonic pur-
suits (cf., Diener,  2000 ; Kahneman & Krueger, 
 2006 ). In presenting a defi nition of wisdom that 
is heavily dependent on an understanding of the 
good life as involving self-transcendence and a 
concern for the good of others, we hope we have 
shown the depth of investigation already avail-
able to review. Although there remains disagree-
ment about how to defi ne and measure wisdom 
(Staudinger & Glück,  2011 ), the increasingly 
comprehensive body of work associated with 
these endeavours has indeed provided substantial 
reason for the consideration of eudaimonic 
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 pursuits as, at the very least, worthy of more 
attention. In particular, we have addressed a 
distinction between two trajectories of person 
development, adjustment and growth. Although 
adjustment is the more typical pathway and is 
strongly associated with the pursuit of hedonic 
satisfaction in life, it certainly does not encom-
pass the full range of positive outcomes available 
and in this sense we agree with the criticism that 
an attempt to measure well-being only with indi-
cators of adjustment will fall short. However, we 
have also illustrated through our presentation of 
fi ndings in wisdom research that the growth 
trajectory, while bearing many similarities to 
eudaimonia, is not synonymous with it. This is in 
particular because the typical psychological 
understanding of eudaimonia tends to emphasize 
the pursuit of self- related, self-actualizing goals, 
while growth towards wisdom is charaterized by 
a balance of such goals with a concern for the 
welfare of other people and society as a whole.     
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