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Do advanced moral reasoners also show wisdom?
Linking moral reasoning and wisdom-related knowledge

and judgement

M. Pasupathi and U.M. Staudinger
Max Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin, Germany

Wisdom and morality are both discussed as developmental ideals. They are often associated in
theoretical contexts but the nature of their empirical relation is still an open question. We
hypothesised that moral reasoning (one facet of morality), would be related to wisdom-related
knowledge and judgement, but that the two represent different facets of high level psychological
functioning. A sample of 220 adults ranging in age from 20 to 87 years completed measures of
wisdom-related performance, moral reasoning, and a battery of cognitive and personality measures.
As predicted, moral reasoning was positively associated with wisdom-related performance, although
we also found evidence for divergent validity of these two constructs. This association was
mediated by person characteristics (e.g., personality, intelligence, and additional measures). In
addition, as predicted by a threshold model, very high levels of wisdom-related performance were
unlikely among those with very low moral reasoning performance. In line with neo-Piagetian
conceptions, exploratory analyses suggested that higher age was associated with higher levels of
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement only for those with high levels of moral reasoning.
Results are discussed in terms of a lifespan model of wisdom-related knowledge and judgement.

Recent publications have called for the furthering of moral
and ethical reasoning and of wise thinking as an antidote to
societal and individual ills (e.g., Almond, 1997; Colby &
Damon, 1992; Kekes, 1995; Rest & Narvaez, 1994; Stern-
berg, 1998). Theoretically, the mutual interdependencies of
wisdom and moral reasoning have been thoroughly discussed.
Lay conceptions (i.e., implicit theories) of wisdom certainly
suggest that a wise person also displays advanced moral
reasoning. People describe wise people as humane, fair, and
moral, but also as intelligent, introspective, understanding,
experienced, curious, and knowledgeable (Clayton & Birren,
1980; Holliday & Chandler, 1986; Orwoll & Perlmutter,
1990; Sternberg, 1986). Conversely, the highly moral person
is also described as wise, but qualities like honesty, principled
thinking, sincerity, loyalty, and trustworthiness are considered
more prototypical of highly moral people than is wisdom
(Walker & Pitts, 1998). Despite the common-sense view that
those who are moral may also be wise, and vice versa, this
relationship has received almost no empirical research
attention. The goal of this paper is to examine whether
moral reasoning predicts wisdom-related knowledge and
judgement. Our hypotheses are grounded in the conceptual
and empirical literature on morality and wisdom, to which we
turn next.

Philosophical and conceptual perspectives on morality
and wisdom

Aristotle argued that ‘‘. . . it is not possible to be good in the
strict sense without practical wisdom, nor practically wise
without moral virtue’’ (Nicomachean Ethics, cited in Almond
1997, p. 421). Kant viewed wisdom as having both intellectual
and moral aspects, and argued that the ultimate task of wisdom
was to seek the good (Critique of Practical Reason, I, 1, after
Baltes & Staudinger, in press). Although there are several
philosophical views of relations between wisdom and morality,
a common one is that wisdom provides insight and judgement
about dif� cult and uncertain matters of life. Such insight
includes reasoning and judgement relevant to taking moral
actions, but is not limited to only moral concerns (Assmann,
1994; Baltes & Staudinger, in press; Csikszentmihalyi &
Rathunde, 1990; see types of wisdom in Kekes, 1995). Put
differently, principled or advanced moral reasoning may be a
necessary but not suf� cient condition for wisdom to arise. This
view is also consistent with psychological conceptions of
wisdom and morality.

Psychological approaches to wisdom. Conceptions of wisdom
in psychology stem from four perspectives: the implicit
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approach reviewed above, and three explicit approaches, in
which wisdom is operationally de� ned and assessed at the
individual or behavioural level (Pasupathi & Baltes, 2000;
Staudinger & Baltes, 1994). All three explicit approaches, one
relating wisdom to personality development, one to post-
formal cognitive development, and one to expertise develop-
ment, support a view of morality as one feature of wisdom.

Personality-based approaches view the developmental tasks
of middle and old age as leaving something behind for future
generations, and coming to terms with one’s life as lived
(Erikson, 1959). The latter involves consolidating ‘‘a sense of
lifelong wisdom and perspective’’ (Erikson, Erikson, &
Kivnick, 1986, p. 72). These tasks involve the acceptance
of moral obligations towards future generations and towards
oneself, in the sense of self-acceptance and forgiveness. Thus,
the Eriksonian notion of wisdom is based in part on morality.
Post-formal approaches de� ne wisdom as ‘‘encompass[ing]
such issues as moral and ethical understanding [but also]
understanding one’s own emotions and inner life and
differentiating them from those of others, and using such
understanding . . . in striving for a rational attitude that unites
. . . objective validation with . . . subjective signi� cance
(Labouvie-Vief, 1990, p. 78; see also Pascual-Leone, 1990).

In our own work we regard wisdom as expert knowledge
and judgement about dif� cult and uncertain matters of life,
employed for the good of self and others (Baltes, Smith, &
Staudinger, 1992; Baltes & Staudinger, 2000). We typically
assess this kind of knowledge and judgement by asking people
to think aloud about dif� cult, fundamental life problems (see,
e.g., Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Staudinger, 1999). We reserve
the term ‘‘wisdom’’ for peak levels of expertise, and refer to
less-than-expert levels of knowledge and judgement as
wisdom-related.

In our view, wisdom-related knowledge and judgement is
characterised by a family of � ve criteria, presented in Table 1.
These criteria make it possible to evaluate an individual’s
knowledge and judgement, as demonstrated in their responses
to wisdom-related dilemmas. The two basic criteria, rich
factual and rich procedural knowledge about life, stem from
the notion of wisdom as expertise (in the widest sense).
However, they do not fully characterise wise knowledge and
judgement. The latter three criteria, grounded in the historical

wisdom literature, neo-Piagetian research on post-formal
thinking, and aspects of lifespan psychology (see Baltes et al.,
1992), are more speci� c to wisdom than to other areas of
expertise. Part of expert knowledge and judgement about life is
knowing about conditions of lifespan contexts, which may
partly function to constrain the applicability of facts and
procedures. Wise knowledge and judgement also acknowledges
variation in values, but retains a small set of universal standards
oriented towards bene� ting oneself and others. Finally, such
knowledge and judgement involves recognising uncertainty in
what is known about past, present, and future, as well as seeing
ways of managing that uncertainty. This conception also
suggests relationships to moral reasoning. Most clearly, we
conceive of wisdom as something employed for the good of the
self and of others; thus, ethics enters into the core of applying
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement. This is most clearly
expressed in two of the � ve criteria: value-relativism and
lifespan contextualism. Those two criteria imply that prin-
cipled moral reasoning is one important antecedent/correlate
of wisdom.

In sum, explicit conceptions of wisdom suggest that
morality and wisdom are related. Two possibilities arise from
these literatures. One is a linear relationship, in which wisdom-
related performance and moral reasoning performance are
moderately and positively associated. Another, based on
notions of morality as a necessary but not suf� cient aspect of
wisdom, is a threshold model, in which peak levels of wisdom-
related performance should not be possible without some
(unspeci� ed) level of moral reasoning capacity. These two
possibilities are not mutually exclusive.

Psychological theories of morality. Theories of moral reasoning
are less likely to mention wisdom. In the present paper we
focus on reasoning about moral dilemmas, an aspect of moral
development that offers a clear theoretical tradition, estab-
lished � ndings, and the closest link to the operationalisation of
wisdom that we employ in our own work (i.e., a focus on
judgement as opposed to action). For a broader approach to
morality and development, we recommend comprehensive
reviews by Rest (1983) and Turiel (1998).

Psychological approaches to moral reasoning have generally

Table 1
Wisdom criteria (after Baltes et al., 1992)

Basic criteria High performances are exempli� ed by:

Rich factual knowledge about life Consideration of general (human condition) and speci� c (e.g., life events, institutions) features
of life matters as well as scope and depth in coverage of issues.

Rich procedural knowledge about life Consideration of decision strategies, goal selection, choosing means to achieve goals, people to
consult with, as well as strategies of advice-giving.

Metalevel criteria High performances are exempli� ed by:

Lifespan contextualism Consideration of past, current, and possible future life contexts and the circumstances in which
a life is embedded.

Value relativism Consideration of variations in values and life priorities and the importance of viewing each
person within an individual framework, but also the importance of a small set of universal
values oriented towards the good of others and oneself.

Awareness and management of uncertainty Consideration of the inherent uncertainty of life (in terms of interpreting the past and
predicting the future) and effective strategies for dealing with uncertainty.
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been dominated by the work of Kohlberg (e.g., 1973; Colby &
Kohlberg, 1987). For Kohlberg and his followers, post-
conventional (or principled; Rest, 1983) moral reasoning is
the pinnacle of moral reasoning development (Colby &
Kohlberg, 1987; Kohlberg, 1973; Rest, 1983). Such reasoning
is complex and abstract, concerns human problems, implicitly
emphasises uncertainty in determining the priority of compet-
ing moral claims, and requires individuals to acknowledge
multiple perspectives but arrive at a decision for, or evaluation
of, one action (Kohlberg, 1973; Rest, 1983). Although the
particular abstract principles used in moral reasoning may be
care oriented rather than justice oriented (e.g., Gilligan, 1982),
the idea of increasing complexity and maturity is common to
many perspectives. These characteristics share similarities with
the de� nitions of wisdom reviewed above.

Why moral reasoning and wisdom are not the same

Despite conceptual overlap between moral reasoning and
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement, there is reason to
believe that relationships between these two characteristics
would be moderate. First, moral reasoning is more limited in
scope than wisdom. Moral values like justice or fairness
represent only one way to view dif� cult and uncertain
situations (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs, & Lieberman, 1983; Rest,
1983), and the most critical features of many problem
situations may be practical or factual rather than moral (Colby
et al., 1983). Thus, substantial variability in wisdom-related
performance would be independent of individual differences in
moral reasoning capacity. A second important divergence is
that Kohlberg’s stage model posits the transcendence of
conventional value systems in order to attain higher levels of
moral reasoning. In contrast, high levels of wisdom-related
performance can be associated with the endorsement of a
conventional value if it � ts the dilemma at hand. High-level
wisdom-related judgement is always dependent on the task at
hand and is not characterised by the invariant application of
abstract principles of justice and fairness.

In sum, conceptions of both developmental ideals, peak
moral reasoning and wisdom, imply that moral reasoning and
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement may be related, but
are also distinct. As we see below, the empirical evidence,
though sparse and indirect, also suggests relation, but not
equivalence.

Empirical evidence for relations between morality and
wisdom

Empirical evidence that principled moral reasoning is asso-
ciated with higher levels of wisdom-related knowledge and
judgement is largely indirect and takes two forms. First, the
two performances show similar developmental trajectories.
This similarity could be due to a relationship between them, or
to a shared dependence on other developing features of the
individual (e.g., personality, intellectual ability, cognitive
style). Second, the types of people who reason well about
moral issues share some common features with those who
display high levels of wisdom-related knowledge and judge-
ment.

Becoming wise and/or developing advanced moral reasoning
ability. Peak or ‘‘wise’’ responses to dif� cult life dilemmas

are rare, and wisdom-related performance is generally un-
correlated with age across adulthood (Smith & Baltes, 1990;
Staudinger, 1999). Some researchers observe declines in post-
formal reasoning during later adulthood (Labouvie-Vief,
Hakim-Larson, & Hobart, 1987), and there is some prelimin-
ary evidence that wisdom-related performance may also
decline in very late life (e.g., over age 80; Baltes, Staudinger,
Maercker, & Smith, 1995). During adolescence, wisdom-
related knowledge and judgement shows major age-related
increases (Pasupathi, Staudinger, & Baltes, 2000).

Moral reasoning development has been theorised to take
place in stages. Early stages are characterised by concerns
with punishment or reward (Kohlbergian stages 1 and 2 or
pre-conventional), intermediate stages focus on norms and
rules (stages 3 and 4 or conventional), and more advanced
stages are characterised by the use of abstract principles,
employed independently of current societal rules or regula-
tions, to determine the most moral course of action in
dif� cult situations (stages 5 and 6 or post-conventional;
Colby & Kohlberg, 1987; Kohlberg, 1973; Rest, 1983).
Although people typically proceed through lower stages
before attaining higher levels of reasoning, few people reach
the highest stages and reason predominantly using abstract
principles of justice or fairness (see, e.g. Colby et al., 1983;
Kohlberg, 1973; Lind, 1983; Pratt, Diessner, Pratt, Huns-
berger, & Pancer, 1996; Pratt, Pancer, Hunsberger, &
Manchester, 1990; Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997a). Moral
reasoning performance shows steep increases in adolescence
and is largely stable in adulthood, with some studies showing
small declines in later life (Pratt et al., 1990, 1996; Rest,
1983).

If it isn’t age, what is it? Although age may not automatically
be the bringer of wisdom or advanced moral reasoning, other
characteristics are associated with both performances. Our own
developmental model for wisdom-related knowledge and
judgement, depicted in Figure 1, implies that a complex set
of factors is required for people to become wise, and that there
are multiple ‘‘paths’’ to wisdom. Correlational evidence from
adult samples supports this model. For example, those who are
open to new experiences, are creative, who think about the how
and why of an event rather than simply whether it is good or
bad, who demonstrate more social intelligence, or who are
oriented towards personal growth display higher levels of
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement (Staudinger, Lopez,
& Baltes, 1997; Staudinger, Maciel, Smith, & Baltes, 1998).
Those who specialise in professions which provide extensive
training and practice in dif� cult and uncertain life matters,
such as clinical psychology, show higher wisdom-related
performances (Smith, Staudinger, & Baltes, 1994; Staudinger,
Smith, & Baltes, 1992; Staudinger et al., 1998). Finally,
intellectual ability does play some role in wisdom-related
performance. Very low levels of intellectual ability may be
related to lower performance, but given a minimum level of
intellectual functioning, this relationship is not important
(Baltes et al., 1995; Staudinger, 1999).

Looking at correlates of moral reasoning yields a remarkably
similar picture. Intelligence functions as a necessary but not
suf� cient precondition for high levels of moral reasoning
(Colby et al., 1983; Kuhn, Langer, Kohlberg, & Haan, 1977;
Rest, Turiel, & Kohlberg, 1969; Stewart & Pascual-Leone,
1992). Social intelligence, particularly perspective-taking
ability, is also central for moral reasoning (Kohlberg, 1973;
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Piaget, 1932; Pratt et al., 1990; Selman, 1971). Further, a ten-
year longitudinal study depicts those who improve in moral
judgement over time as ‘‘those who love to learn, who seek new
challenges, who make plans and set goals, who take risks, who
see themselves in the larger contexts . . . who take responsibility
for themselves . . .’’ (Rest, 1986; p. 57). These qualities sound
like openness to experience, creativity, and thinking re� ectively
about life situations. People who acquire high levels of moral
reasoning are thus described very similarly to those who display
high levels of wisdom-related knowledge and judgement (see,
e.g., Staudinger et al., 1997, 1998).

Moral reasoning as a factor in the development of wisdom? Our
ontogenetic model of wisdom implies that people with
particular ways of acting and reacting to the world (as captured
by cognitive styles and personality characteristics like openness
to experience or creativity) are more likely to have particular
experiences, evaluate their experiences in a certain fashion, and
thus are more likely to develop and re� ne their knowledge
about dif� cult matters of life. Advanced moral reasoning might
also represent a way of thinking, ordered around justice and
fairness, that actually facilitates this process of knowledge
acquisition and integration. Engaging in principled moral
reasoning may in fact promote the kind of re� ection and
evaluation that allows people to gain insight from experience.
In a cross-sectional dataset, this assumption would be re� ected
in � nding that for individuals with high levels of moral
reasoning, wisdom-related performance might show increases
with age.

Summary and hypotheses

The consensus in the theoretical and empirical literature is
clear, but direct evidence relating moral reasoning and wisdom
is lacking. This literature leads us to two hypotheses. First,
moral reasoning will be a predictor of wisdom-related
performance. This relationship could be linear and/or could
follow a threshold function (i.e., a certain level of moral
reasoning is necessary for high levels of wisdom-related
performance). However, in keeping with the general literature
on personality and individual difference constructs, and
consistent with the literature above, which suggests that these
two capacities are related but not equivalent, we do not expect
the relationship to be large.

Second, because people who show high levels of moral
reasoning appear to share many characteristics with those who
show high levels of wisdom-related performance, we expect
that a relationship between wisdom-related performance and
moral reasoning may not be unique. Rather, the relationship
might be due to person characteristics like personality,
cognitive styles, and intellectual ability that contribute to the
development of both characteristics. In particular, person
characteristics previously shown to predict wisdom-related
performance were of interest (Staudinger et al., 1997). Below
we present the results of a study testing these hypotheses in a
large and heterogeneous sample of German adults. In addition,
we explored whether wisdom and age were differently related
at different levels of moral reasoning to gain a � rst glimpse at
whether moral reasoning might play a role in the acquisition of
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement.

Figure 1. Ontogenetic model of wisdom-related knowledge and judgement.
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Method

Participants

Participants were recruited with the assistance of a survey
research company in order to achieve a heterogeneous sample.
The 220 participants ranged in age from 20 to87, with an average
of45 (SDˆ 16years). Approximately one-thirdwere between 20
and 35, one-third between 35 and 50, and the remaining third
were over 50. All were German, and 41% were female. They had
an average of 12 (SD ˆ 3) years of education, with a range from 8
to 16 years.1Thirty per cent worked full-time, 25% were retired,
19% were either students or in vocational training, 14% worked
part-time, 3% were homemakers, and 9% were unemployed.
The employment of the participants ranged from owners of small
businesses and self-employed professionals (6%) to blue-collar
workers (15%), with the largest proportion employed in mid
level white-collar jobs (38%). Thus, the sample was quite
heterogeneous in terms of occupational training, age, gender,
and current employment status.

Measures

Wisdom-related performance. Wisdom was assessed according
to the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm (for procedural details see
Staudinger, Smith, & Baltes, 1994). Participants were asked to
think aloud about a series of dif� cult life situations faced by
hypothetical people. The procedure involved a training
portion, in which participants received practice in thinking
out loud (Ericsson & Simon, 1984), and practice in problems
involving hypothetical people. Following the training, partici-
pants were presented with the wisdom tasks one at a time and
asked to think aloud in response to them. The three tasks used
in the present study are shown in Table 2. All three tasks have
been used in earlier studies (suicide: Maercker, Böhmig-
Krumhaar, & Staudinger, 1998; meaning of life and family
problems: Staudinger & Baltes, 1996). Responses to these
dilemmas were transcribed and evaluated by a panel of ten
expert raters, specially selected and trained to evaluate the
degree to which a think-aloud protocol matches an ideal (wise)
response to the task (Staudinger et al., 1994). Raters received
ideal, average, and poor responses during training. Each rater
evaluated the protocols according to a single wisdom criterion,
giving the protocol a score between 1 and 7, where a score of 7
indicates a close match to an ideal protocol for that criterion,
and a score of 1 a poor match to the ideal. Protocols were
evaluated in a random order. Two raters were randomly
assigned to one criterion. Cronbach’s alpha across the � ve
criterion scales and the three tasks was .94 (Cronbach’s alphas
for a single task or a single criterion ranged from .75 to .92).
The resulting ratings were collapsed to create a single wisdom
score for each participant (see, e.g., Staudinger et al., 1997).

Moral reasoning. Participants also completed a paper-and-
pencil measure of moral reasoning, the Moral Judgment Test
(MJT) designed by Lind (1978, 1983, 1985).2 The MJT, a

German-language measure based on Kohlbergian theory, asks
participants to respond to two stories, one involving work and
the other health. Each story presents a moral dilemma and the
actions taken by the main character(s) in solving the dilemma.
Respondents were � rst asked whether they think the action
taken was the right one, after which they review six arguments
supporting, and six arguments condemning this action. Two
arguments, one pro and one con, are presented for each
Kohlbergian moral reasoning stage. Participants were asked to
evaluate the acceptability of each of the 12 arguments in
justifying or condemning the action described on a 9-point
scale, where 1 corresponded to a rating of unacceptable and 9 a
rating of very acceptable. Appendix A provides a more detailed
illustration for one dilemma.

Lind and Wakenhut (1980) advocate the use of two
measures: (1) a preference measure, in which participants’
ratings of the arguments are summed within stages, and the
stage receiving the highest ratings is assigned; and (2) a
consistency measure based on within-subjects analysis of
variance, which indicates the degree to which participants’
ratings are in� uenced by the stage-rank of the arguments.

There are some measurement problems with these indices
that have been discussed in the literature (see Rest et al.,
1997a). One is that by assigning a categorical stage score based
on differences in quantitative ratings means that some people
receiving a stage 5 score only differ by a single point from
people receiving a stage 4 score. Another issue concerns the
importance of having both information about preferences, and
the consistency with which preferences are held (Colby et al.,
1987; Rest et al., 1997). Other questionnaires measuring moral
reasoning, as well as the more recent methods for scoring the
interview, employ indices which combine preference and
consistency information (see Colby et al., 1987; Rest et al.,
1997). Based on these problems, we sought an alternative
scoring method to the ones recommended by Lind.

Recent work on the De� ning Issues Test, a measure similar
to the MJT promoted a new scoring method (the N2 indicator)
that showed the expected developmental pattern in moral
reasoning and expected patterns of correlation with other
measures (Rest et al., 1997a,b). The N2 score is computed to
take into account participants’ preferences for higher stage (5
and 6) items, and penalises them for the degree to which they
fail to differentiate between these and lower stage items.
However, computing the N2 index requires both ranking of
statements and rating of statements, and the MJT does not
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1Mandatory school attendance in Germany is eight years.
2Due to pragmatic research constraints (i.e., time and money), we were not

able to apply Kohlberg’s original moral reasoning interview in addition to our
wisdom interview procedure. The Lind measure was the only German version of
a moral reasoning questionnaire known to us. Translating existing American
questionnaires did not seem advisable as cross-cultural differences (semantic,
conceptual) take on special relevance with regard to moral reasoning.

Table 2
Assessing wisdom-related performance: Tasks employed in the
present study

Suicide task (Existential life management)
Somebody gets a phone call from a good friend who says that he/she
can’t go on anymore, that he/she has decided to commit suicide. What
could one do or consider?

Meaning of life task (Life review)
In re� ecting over their lives, people sometimes realise that they have
not achieved what they had once planned to achieve. What could one
do or consider?

Family task (Life planning)
A 14-year-old girl absolutely wants to move out of her family home
immediately. What could one do or consider?
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provide ranking data. The interview measure (Colby &
Kohlberg, 1987) is scored by weighting the stages represented
in an interview response by the number and type of issues at
each stage, raised by a participant; thus, the overall weighted
average assigns a score based on both which stage is the most
typical for a participant, and on the degree to which that stage
is most typical. Thus, we computed a moral reasoning score for
the MJT by summing the acceptability ratings given to stage 5
and 6 reasons (principled reasons) and dividing (weighting)
them by the sum of acceptability ratings given to stages 1 to 4.
Doing so yields a measure which can range from .06
(minimum possible endorsement of stage 5 and 6 reasons
and maximum endorsement of reasons at stages 1 through 4),
to 4.5 (maximum endorsement of stage 5 and 6 reasons and
minimum endorsement of stage 1 through 4 reasons). A score
of .50 would mean that a participant gave equal ratings to
principled reasons (stages 5 and 6) and to stages 1 through 4
reasons. Scores above .5 represent the point at which people
begin exhibiting a preference, however small, for higher stage
items over lower stage items. The resulting score correlates .38
(p < .01) with Lind’s advocated measure of preference, and
.70 (p < .01) with Lind’s advocated measure of consistency.
Thus, our score indicates both the degree to which participants
preferred principled stages of moral reasoning and the
consistency with which they held that preference. Computing
this measure separately for each of the two problems on the
MJT allows the computation of a split-half reliability; the
Cronbach’s alpha in this case was .59. This is in the lower
range of satisfactory for an alpha based on two numbers, and
suggests that our measure represents something consistent
about participants’ approach to moral problems. The lower
correlation with Lind’s preference measure is likely a result of
the categorical scaling issue mentioned above.3

Measures of person characteristics. Additionally, participants
were assessed for facets of: (i) intellectual functioning; (ii)
personality; and (iii) measures re� ecting both personality and
intellectual ability, which we refer to as ‘‘interface’’ measures.
We selected several measures within each of these larger classes
of predictors, based on predictors identi� ed in a prior study
(Staudinger et al., 1997).

(i) Intellectual functioning. Fluid/mechanics intellectual
functioning was assessed using a shortened version of Raven’s
Progressive Matrices (Baltes, Kliegl, & Dittmann-Kohli, 1988;
Raven, 1971), which is a nonverbal measure of analogical
reasoning ability. Crystallised/pragmatics intellectual function-
ing was assessed using the vocabulary subtest of the WAIS
(scoring by two raters: 82% agreement; K ˆ .75) and a
practical knowledge questionnaire similar to the practical
knowledge subtest of the HAWIE (scoring by two raters:
99% agreement, K ˆ 1.0; Lindenberger, Mayr, & Kliegl, 1993;
Wechsler, 1982).

(ii) Personality. Neuroticism (a ˆ .85), extraversion (a ˆ
.74), openness to experience (a ˆ .77), conscientiousness (a ˆ

.82), and agreeableness ( a ˆ .69) were assessed using the short
form of the NEO personality inventory, which requires
participants to rate the degree to which behavioural descrip-
tions � t them with a 5-point likert-type scale (NEO-FFI;
Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1989; Costa & McCrae, 1985).
Psychological mindedness (a ˆ .44), or an orientation to
think about situations psychologically, was assessed with 22
items from the California Psychological Inventory which asks
participants to make yes or no judgements about whether a
description applies to them (Gough, 1964; Weinert, Streufert,
& Hall, 1982).

(iii) Interface measures. Creativity was assessed using
subtests of the Torrance creativity tests that ask participants
to generate multiple potential consequences of an imaginary
scenario, to make as many new drawings out of a given
stimulus as possible, or to come up with as many possible titles
for a given, simple picture (Torrance, 1974). Responses are
scored for � uency, � exibility, and originality by independent
coders. Inter-rater reliability, assessed with correlations,
ranged from .72 to .97. Factor analysis of the subscores
indicated that a single underlying factor could be identi� ed on
which all subscales showed substantial loadings (eigenvalue
4.5, 46% of the variance accounted for); thus, we averaged
across subscores to arrive at a single creativity measure.

Finally, thirteen thinking styles were assessed using a 104-
item German translation of a measure developed by Sternberg
(Sternberg, 1988, 1994). This measure requires participants to
endorse descriptive statements about the ways they prefer to
employ their abilities in everyday life using a 5-point Likert-
type scale. Each style is characterised by eight items. The styles
are (brie� y described): legislative (preferences for creating,
formulating, or planning; a ˆ .74); executive (preferences
for carrying out plans; a ˆ .80), judicial (a preference for
evaluation and analysis, a ˆ .59), global (a preference for
general or abstract tasks; a ˆ .72), local (a preference
for details of tasks; a ˆ .60), progressive (a preference for
change and innovation; a ˆ .87), conservative (a preference
for the tried and true; a ˆ .87), hierarchical (a preference for
structuring goals hierarchically, a ˆ .74), monarchic (a
preference for doing one thing at a time, a ˆ .56), oligarchic
(a preference for juggling multiple competing goals; a ˆ .79),
anarchic (a style with little clarity or awareness of goals; a ˆ
.44), internal (a preference for working in isolation; a ˆ .79),
and external (a preference for working with others; a ˆ .84).

Procedure

Participants took part in approximately six questionnaire and/
or interview sessions at the Max Planck Institute for Human
Development. The two-hour sessions were distributed over a
period of approximately four months, with at least one week
between sessions in most cases. Participants were reimbursed
for participation in the entire study with 75DM (approxi-
mately $45 at the time). In the � rst session, participants
completed the Berlin Wisdom Interview, as described above.
In addition, at the end of the � rst session, measures of � uid
intellectual functioning, vocabulary, and creativity were ad-
ministered. In session IV, the test of practical knowledge, the
Sternberg Thinking Styles questionnaire, the psychological-
mindedness questionnaire, the Moral Judgment Test, and the
NEO-FFI were administered in this sequence. Additional data

3Some readers may rightly view a ratio score as suspect. Scores weighting
Lind’s preference measure by Lind’s consistency measure yield similar � ndings
(e.g., yielding a product), as did weighting Lind’s preference measure by the ratio
of preferences for the preferred stage to preferences for all other stages, or
weighting Lind’s preference measure by the difference between the ratings
assigned the preferred stage and the average of preference ratings across other
stages. That all these varying methods of scoring yield similar � ndings is
encouraging. We selected the measure we did employ because it showed the
highest correlations with Lind’s advocated preference measure.
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were collected in the other sessions that were not employed for
the present study.

Results

In reporting results, we focus on the two hypotheses and
exploratory question from above. First, to test whether and
how moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance were
related, we describe the simple zero-order correlation between
moral reasoning level and wisdom-related performance, and
examine our threshold model by using x 2 tests. Second, we
examined whether the association between wisdom-related
performance and moral reasoning was unique, or whether it
was best explained by a third set of variables. Correlational,
regression, and commonality analyses were used to analyse
whether the variance in wisdom-related scores predicted by
moral reasoning performance was unique to moral reasoning,
or shared with other predictors. Finally, we explored whether
the relation between age and wisdom-related performance
differed depending on levels of moral reasoning, again
employing regression-based techniques.

Relations between morality and wisdom

We � rst examined the linear relationship between wisdom-
related performance and moral reasoning. As predicted, the
degree to which participants demonstrated high level moral
reasoning and the level of their wisdom-related performance
were signi� cantly, but not overwhelmingly, correlated in our
sample (r ˆ .29; p < .01). Considering the reliabilities of the
two measures (.95 for wisdom-related performance and .59 for
moral reasoning), the attenuated correlation would be some-
what larger. There were no nonlinear (e.g., quadratic or cubic)
relations between moral reasoning and wisdom-related perfor-
mance. Participants attained an average wisdom-related
performance score of 3.9 (SD ˆ 1.0, range ˆ 1.4–6.5), and
an average moral reasoning score of .69 (SD ˆ .23, range ˆ
.39–2.2). How robust a relationship is it? Although we do not
have data on a second comparable sample, we did draw 20
random split-half samples, and computed the resulting
correlations between wisdom-related performance and moral
reasoning. The resulting estimate for the con� dence interval of
this correlation was .28 § .02.

Are peak levels of wisdom-related performance possible
when moral reasoning ability is low? We de� ned peak levels of
wisdom-related performance as those in the top 20% (see also
Baltes et al., 1995). For this analysis, we classi� ed individuals

as being in either the top 20% of wisdom-related performances
(wisdom score greater than 4.85; n ˆ 45), or not (wisdom
score below 4.85; n ˆ 175). We also classi� ed each individual
as being in either the bottom 20% of moral reasoning
performances (moral reasoning below .53; n ˆ 45), the top
20% of moral reasoning performances (moral reasoning above
.81; n ˆ 43), or in the middle range of moral reasoning
performances (moral reasoning scores between .53 and .81; n
ˆ 132). We then examined the relationship between these
classi� cations. Such an analysis represents a � rst approach to
exploring a threshold relationship between wisdom-related
performance and moral reasoning.

The results are shown in Table 3. The overall x 2
…2† ˆ16.8,

p < .001 con� rms that the two performances are related. As
can be seen, of those people among the top 20% of wisdom-
related performances only 2 (rather than the expected 9)
were in the bottom 20% of moral reasoners. This 20% cut-
off for moral reasoning, a value of .53, can be thought of as
the point below which participants found pre- and post-
conventional reasons (stages 1 through 4) slightly more
acceptable than principled reasons (stages 5 and 6). Note
that the linear relationship detected above is not due solely to
the bottom 20% of moral reasoners in the sample; when
excluding these individuals moral reasoning and wisdom
remain signi� cantly correlated (r ˆ .20, p < .01), though at
a smaller magnitude.

In sum, the hypothesis that moral reasoning and wisdom-
related performance would be related received clear, though
moderate support. This relationship had both a linear aspect
and a threshold aspect. Speci� cally, at very low levels of moral
reasoning ability, peak levels of wisdom-related performance
were extremely unlikely.

What is it that accounts for the linear relationship between wisdom-
related performance and moral reasoning? In exploring this
question, we � rst examined zero-order correlations between
moral reasoning, wisdom-related performance, and the person
characteristics that were identi� ed as correlates of wisdom-
related performance in earlier work (see Table 4). Two points
can be made from Table 4. First, consistent with the literature,
wisdom-related performance and moral reasoning evinced
similar relationships with person characteristics, as shown by
Table 4. Thus, person characteristics could mediate the
relationship between moral reasoning and wisdom-related
performance. Second, many of the person characteristics
showed strong intercorrelations, particularly subscales of the
thinking styles measures.

In order to reduce redundancy in our predictor sets, we

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2001, 25 (5), 401–415 407

Table 3
Moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance: A threshold?

Lower 20% moral reasoners Average moral reasoners Upper 20% moral reasoners

Observed Expected Observed Expected Observed Expected

Average wisdom performers 43 36 106 105 26 34

Peak wisdom performers (20%) 2 9 26 27 17 9

Total 45 132 43

Note: Expected gives the counts expected if these two performances were independent.
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conducted regressions within each set (personality, intelli-
gence, and their interface) predicting wisdom-related perfor-
mance using backwards elimination. Based on the results of
these backward regressions, personality was represented by
openness to experience, intelligence by analogical reasoning
and vocabulary, and the personality-intelligence interface by
creativity, and judicial, oligarchic, and external thinking styles.
This nonredundant predictor set was employed for the
remaining analyses in this section.4

We then conducted two hierarchical regression analyses
predicting wisdom-related performance which are summarised
in Table 5. In the � rst model we entered moral reasoning � rst,
followed by the person characteristics. This model provides the
baseline for comparison with the second model. In the second,
we entered the person characteristics � rst, and moral reasoning
last. Together, all independent variables (person characteristics
and moral reasoning) accounted for 32% of the total variance
in wisdom-related performance. Table 5 illustrates that moral
reasoning accounted for a total of 8% of the variance (when
entered � rst), but virtually none of this variance was unique to
moral reasoning. In other words, the contribution of moral
reasoning to wisdom-related performance is almost completely
shared with person characteristics. These results suggest that
we can understand the predictive relationship between moral
reasoning and wisdom-related performance through person
characteristics. In particular, this result raises the question of
which speci� c person characteristics are mediating the relation
between moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance.

Which person characteristics serve the strongest mediating func-
tion? Further detail about the relations between moral reason-
ing and other variables in predicting wisdom-related
performance can be gleaned from commonality analysis
(Pedhazur, 1982). In this analysis, 7% of the 8% predictive
variance due to moral reasoning is shared with person
characteristics. Table 6 depicts the composition of this shared
predictive variance. As shown in Table 6, moral reasoning
shares approximately 2% of its power to predict wisdom-related
performance with the personality-intelligence interface mea-
sures, 1% with both personality and the interface measures, 2%
with cognitive measures and the interface measures, and 3%
with personality, cognitive, and interface measures. In other
words, the strongest overlap in single predictors is between
moral reasoning and the interface measures, and there is much
overlap between moral reasoning and all three of the person

predictors (Appendix B provides more detail about this analysis,
including information about individual predictors for each
regression equation in the commonality analysis).

Individual predictors are listed in Table B1 in Appendix B.
Examining the signi� cance of individual predictors suggested
that moral reasoning predicted wisdom independently of the
intelligence measures, and of the personality measures, as
moral reasoning remained a signi� cant predictor in the context
of vocabulary, analogical reasoning, and openness to experi-
ence. In contrast, moral reasoning was never a signi� cant
predictor of wisdom in the context of the interface measures.
Speci� cally, oligarchic style, external style, and creativity
appeared to overlap with moral reasoning in predicting
wisdom-related performance, as evidenced by the fact that
their presence in a regression model ensured that moral
reasoning would not be a signi� cant predictor, and as
supported by examining the zero-order correlations presented
earlier. In particular, creativity and an oligarchic thinking style
demonstrated similar, and signi� cant bivariate correlations
with both moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance.
In sum, both moral reasoning and wisdom-related perfor-
mance are supported by creativity, and by the absence of a
tendency to juggle multiple, equally important goals. This
relationship is evident from a commonality analysis perspec-
tive, and by examining bivariate correlations and individual
predictors, as well.

Moral reasoning as a moderator of the relationship
between age and wisdom-related performance

In our � nal set of analyses we examined relationships between
age, moral reasoning, and wisdom-related performance. As in
prior work, age was not associated with wisdom-related
performance (r ˆ ¡.03), whereas moral reasoning performance
showed decline with increasing age (r ˆ ¡.31); see Baltes &
Staudinger, 2000; Pratt et al., 1996). We next examined
whether the relationship between age and wisdom-related
performance might vary depending on a person’s level of moral
reasoning. This is a cross-sectional approach to examining
whether some abilities appear to facilitate the acquisition of
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement over time. Our
hierarchical regression model predicted wisdom-related per-
formance from the interaction of age and moral reasoning,
after controlling for main effects of both. The overall model
accounted for 12% of the variance in wisdom-related
performance, F(3, 216) ˆ 9.7, p < .001. The interaction of
age and moral reasoning was associated with higher wisdom-
related performance (D R2 ˆ .03; D F ˆ 7.8; p < .01). Age was

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2001, 25 (5), 401–415 409

4 Although the analyses presented did not include years of education,
recomputing all analyses including education as the � rst predictor in the
equation increases the total variance accounted for to 40%, but does not result in
any changes to the pattern of results observed.

Table 5
Hierarchical regression predicting wisdom-related performance

Predictor variables D R2 D F p <

Equation 1
First step: Moral reasoning .08 19.9 .001
Second step: Person characteristics .23 10.2 .001

Equation 2
First step: Person characteristics .31 13.5 .001
Second step: Moral reasoning .01 1.8 n.s.

Table 6
Which type of person characteristic has the most overlap with moral
reasoning in predicting wisdom-related performance?

Predictor set Predictive variance shared with
moral reasoning (7%)

Personality .00
Intelligence .00
Personality-intelligence interface .02
Personality and intelligence .00
Personality and interface .01
Intelligence and interface .02
Personality, intelligence and interface .03

Note: Numbers do not sum exactly because of rounding.
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associated with reductions in wisdom-related performance
(D R2 ˆ .03; D F ˆ 6.1 p < .02; b ˆ ¡.59, t ˆ ¡2.5, p < .02),
and moral reasoning was not a signi� cant predictor of
performance after age was partialled out (D R2 ˆ .005; D F ˆ
1.3; p ˆ n.s.). Follow-up analyses of the interaction effect
showed that for individuals who performed above the median
on moral reasoning, increasing age was associated with higher
wisdom-related performances (r ˆ .16). For those who
performed below the median on moral reasoning, age was
unrelated to wisdom-related performance (r ˆ ¡.04). This is
shown in Figure 2. Further, the interaction remained
signi� cant even after statistically controlling for all person
characteristics ( D R2 ˆ .01; D F ˆ 4.1; p ˆ .05). This � nding
also proved robust when we drew random split-half samples
and computed the variance accounted for by the interaction
term in each sample. Over 20 samples, the average size of the
interaction term was D R2 ˆ .04, with a con� dence interval of
.036–.044.5

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to provide an empirical test of
the relationship between moral reasoning and wisdom-related
knowledge and judgement. The � ndings con� rmed our two
predictions and yielded an interesting age interaction. First,
participants whose moral reasoning was more principled (i.e.,
of a higher quality) also showed higher levels of wisdom-related
performance and principled moral reasoning seems close to a
necessary condition for higher levels of wisdom-related
performance. Second, as demonstrated by the regression
analyses and commonality analysis, this association was

mediated by person characteristics like creativity, cognitive
styles, personality, and intellectual ability. Finally, moral
reasoning was a moderator of the relationship between age
and wisdom-related performance. Speci� cally, among partici-
pants with high levels of moral reasoning, wisdom-related
performance increased across the age range of the sample. For
those with lower levels of moral reasoning, wisdom-related
performance and age were unrelated. Before we discuss
implications of our � ndings, at least four important limitations
must be addressed.

Limitations

First, our study is cross-sectional and correlational in nature;
leaving us with no information on the developmental course
and sequence of relationships between moral reasoning and
wisdom-related knowledge and judgement. Second, we em-
ployed a questionnaire method to assess moral reasoning rather
than a Kohlberg-type interview procedure, though the latter is
more similar to our own wisdom-related assessment. This
decision was made on pragmatic grounds, as the wisdom
paradigm is costly and time-consuming and adding another
costly procedure to assess moral reasoning was not possible.
Thus, it could be the case that the relationship between moral
reasoning and wisdom-related performance would actually be
higher if both constructs were assessed using interview
measures. Available data suggest that correlations between
the interview and questionnaire methods assessing moral
reasoning are reasonable, sometimes as high as .70, and
averaging around .40 (Rest, 1983, 1986). Third, our explicit
goal was to assess moral reasoning rather than other aspects of
morality. Other facets of morality include assessing situations
as moral, being motivated to take moral action, and actually
enacting moral behaviours (see Rest, 1983, 1994). Our view
was that moral reasoning (determining which course of action
is moral) is most similar in spirit to our own wisdom tasks that

5As Cohen (1994) has convincingly argued, it is not the effect size but rather
statistical signi� cance that is of importance for evaluating interactions , because
interactions aim at understanding processes and not at identifying population
parameters.

Figure 2. Moral reasoning moderates the relationship between age and wisdom-related performance.
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also ask for judgement and advice (e.g., ‘‘What could one do or
think in such a situation?’’). However, wisdom-related knowl-
edge and judgement might be related to many other facets of
morality. For example, metamoral reasoning, or knowledge
about when moral reasoning ought to be employed, might be
another feature of wisdom-related knowledge and judgement
(e.g., Swanson & Hill, 1993). These remain open questions for
future investigations. Finally, our assessment of moral reason-
ing is not the only way that moral reasoning can be assessed,
and many critiques of Kohlberg’s general view and related
measures can be found (see, e.g., Boyes & Walker, 1988;
Gilligan, 1982; Wygant, 1997).

Implications for theories of wisdom and moral
reasoning

Despite such limitations, these � ndings provide support for
theoretical conceptions of wisdom and morality presented
above. All of the theories reviewed, including the implicit or
‘‘lay’’ theories, suggested that better moral reasoning should be
related to higher wisdom-related performances and vice versa.
Some implied that at very low levels of moral reasoning,
wisdom (peak levels of wisdom-related knowledge and judge-
ment) would be impossible. We found only moderate evidence
in the present study for these hypotheses. At least when using
these particular measures, better moral reasoning is weakly
related to better wisdom-related performance. The size of the
linear relationship was about the same as many other
correlations reported in the literature on personality, creativity,
and cognitive style. Further, the threshold analysis suggested
that almost none of the individuals with very low (bottom
20%) moral reasoning performances were among the top
performers with respect to wisdom-related knowledge and
judgement. Certainly, this analysis is a rough approximation to
testing a threshold relationship, and ultimately threshold
relations should be evaluated using other measures and more
powerful statistical approaches. These � ndings suggest some
overlap, but substantial discriminant validity in measures of
moral reasoning, and our assessment of wisdom-related
knowledge and judgement.

The linear relationship between wisdom-related perfor-
mance and morality was mediated by a set of variables
measuring person characteristics, and particularly, with mea-
sures of the interface between personality and intelligence, like
creativity or thinking style. This does not mean the relationship
between moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance is
uninteresting. Rather, it indicates that moral reasoning
and wisdom-related performance draw on similar cognitive
and personality resources, in particular, thinking styles and
creativity. This lack of uniqueness in association is also
consistent with conceptions of moral reasoning and wisdom-
related knowledge and judgement. Both moral reasoning and
wisdom (peak levels of wisdom-related knowledge and judge-
ment) are theorised to draw on particular abilities and qualities
of persons. For example, our own � ndings about the
development of wisdom show that this development draws
on qualities like creativity, openness to experience, and a
tendency to think about how and why events happen, rather
than judging them as good or bad (Staudinger et al., 1997).
Similarly, recent arguments about peak morality and high
levels of moral reasoning propose a role for person qualities like
openness to experience (e.g., Colby & Damon, 1992) and a
complex way of thinking about situations (Rest, 1986). Based

on theories of moral reasoning and wisdom, it is not surprising
that the same qualities support both capacities, and thus
mediate the relationship between them.

Of course, to some extent, the tasks assessing wisdom-
related knowledge and judgement and those assessing moral
reasoning are related, and thus demand similar background
abilities and qualities. We view this overlap in methodology less
as an artifact than as re� ective of the conceptual similarities
between theories of wisdom and morality. However, in this
study wisdom-related performance was assessed using a
production or ‘‘free recall’’ measure, and moral reasoning
was assessed using a ‘‘recognition’’ measure. That is, wisdom
in the present study was assessed very differently (using open-
ended responses) than was moral reasoning (which was
indexed from reactions to standardised items).

All of the predictive power of moral reasoning in predicting
wisdom-related performance was shared in some way with the
interface measures, while only about half was also shared with
personality or cognitive measures. So, a con� guration of
personality and cognitive characteristics rather than one or
the other alone best accounts for the relationship between
moral reasoning and wisdom-related performance. This is
consistent with notions of moral reasoning as cognition about
values, ethics, and situations in which individual desires and
collective good may be at odds (Rest, 1983), and with notions
of wisdom as the adaptive integration of cognition, emotion,
and motivation (Staudinger & Baltes, 1994).

Are advanced moral reasoners more likely to develop
wisdom?

Our third, and exploratory � nding, that older adults with
principled moral reasoning were among the most wise in this
sample, is a rich source for speculation about the development
of wisdom. The � nding suggests that those with advanced
moral reasoning ability acquire more wisdom-related knowl-
edge and judgement with age, whereas those with lower levels
of moral reasoning ability do not. What can we make of this?
One set of interpretations highlights the role of knowledge
structures in knowledge acquisition over the lifespan. Many
researchers have suggested that structures can facilitate the
acquisition of content, whether structures are viewed as
content-free, as in cognitive-structuralist accounts of develop-
ment (Kohlberg, 1973; Piaget, 1932) or structures are viewed
as expert, routinised knowledge (e.g., Chi, Glaser, & Farr,
1991; Ericsson & Smith, 1991). Such structures are a key tool
in the individual’s intellectual development, in that they
provide a means by which experiences may be assimilated or
accommodated over time.

Applied speci� cally to wisdom, abstract, high level ethical
principles might provide a relatively complex structure or
heuristic (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000) with which to make
sense of dif� cult life situations one encounters. This, in turn,
facilitates further acquisition of knowledge about factual and
procedural aspects of dif� cult life situations, as well as the
awareness of limits, constraints, and conditions on that
knowledge. Advanced moral reasoners have a sophisticated
conceptual tool—their capacity to make use of abstract ethical
principles—for extracting insight from experience. As they
grow older, then, and acquire experiences, they stand to gain
more from that experience than those who lack this tool.
Knowledge acquisition earlier in life may lead to the formation
of ethical principles as behavioural guidelines, with these
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principles in turn facilitating further knowledge acquisition in
the area of life pragmatics.

There are many alternative accounts, of course. Sophisti-
cated moral reasoning may also require that people transcend
their individual beliefs and values in favour of more general
principles This ability to transcend one’s own perspective may,
in turn, facilitate the acquisition and expression of wisdom-
related knowledge and judgement over time, from life
experiences. Or, alternatively, demonstrating a consistent
preference for complex moral arguments on an instrument
like the MJT may indicate a similar preference for complex
thinking about life experiences, again, leading to the acquisi-
tion of greater insight from experience over time. These three
accounts, one invoking knowledge structures, one invoking
perspective-taking capacity, and a third invoking motivations
or preferences for complex thinking, all share a common
pathway to facilitating the lifespan acquisition of wisdom: All
point to the greater likelihood that a person will gain insight
from experience. Our � ndings do not allow us to distinguish
between these (or other) alternative explanations; they raise
new questions for future work on the development of wisdom.
In addition, they suggest that other kinds of reasoning in
adulthood, such as re� ective judgement (Kitchener & King,
1990) or integrated thinking (Labouvie-Vief, DeVoe, & Bulka,
1989) might have similar relationships with one another, and/
or age.

Are advanced moral reasoners more likely to demonstrate
wisdom? Our results suggest that to some extent, they are.
Further, the � ndings imply that this is because people who are
creative, and who do not like to juggle competing, equally
valued goals but are rather able to set priorities tend to be
advanced in moral reasoning, and also to demonstrate high
levels of wisdom-related knowledge and judgement. Finally,
moral reasoning may be a way of thinking about situations that
supports the development of wisdom-related knowledge and
judgement, which suggests that advanced moral reasoners may
be particularly likely to accumulate wisdom. This paper
provides but a � rst set of pieces in the complicated puzzle of
the relationship between moral reasoning and wisdom-related
performance. Those pieces, in turn, have pointed to additional
parts of the puzzle, in particular, the processes that may link
wisdom-related performance and reasoning over adulthood.

Manuscript received July 1999
Revised manuscript received March 2000
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Appendix A

Moral reasoning task

The Moral Judgment Test (Lind, 1983, 1985) presents partici-
pants with two ethical dilemmas faced by hypothetical characters.
The characters select a particular action. Participants � rst decide
whether they agree with the action taken, and then rate the
acceptability of several reasons justifying or condemning this
action. There are 12 reasons per dilemma, six pro, and six con,
with two statements representing each of Kohlberg’s moral
reasoning stages (one pro and one con). Reasons at stages 5
and 6 in Kohlberg’s scheme represent principled moral reasoning.
Below are some example reasons, ordered in terms of their
Kohlbergian stage, for a dilemma in which a terminally ill patient
asks a doctor to give her an overdose of painkillers. The doctor
complies, and participants must evaluate the acceptability of a set
of arguments for or against the doctor’s action, including the following
arguments (translated from the German):

1. because he probably put himself into a very dif� cult situation.
Others have already been punished for similar actions. (con)

2. because the woman would have died anyway, and it was not so
dif� cult for him to give her a bigger dose of pain reliever. (pro)

3. because probably most of his colleagues would have behaved
similarly, given a similar situation. (pro)

4. because he did not break any laws, because the woman couldn’t
be saved and he reduced the amount of time that she would have
to suffer. (pro)

5. because people must be able to fully trust a doctor to be
completely oriented towards preserving life, even when they
themselves might want to die because of terrible pain. (con)

6. because protecting the life of a person is the highest moral
imperative. As long as there are no clear criteria to distinguish
euthanasia from murder we can’t allow anyone to interfere with
the lives’ of others in this way. (con)

Appendix B

Commonality analysis

Commonality analysis is computed by calculating the variance
accounted for by all predictors and individually by combinations of
predictors, and then using this information to compute the amount of
variance that is unique to each predictor, or shared among various
combinations of predictors. In the text we presented these results with
a strong focus on moral reasoning as a predictor of wisdom. In this
appendix we present the regression results used to compute
commonality analyses, and a brief overview of how the regression
results were used to compute commonality analyses for those readers
unfamiliar with this technique. Regression analyses are conducted to
determine: (1) the total variance accounted for by all predictors; (2)
the variance accounted for by each group of predictors entered singly;
(3) the variance entered by each possible pairwise combination of
predictors; and (4) the variance accounted for by each three-way
combination of predictors. The results of these regressions are
presented in Table B1.

The � nal step in conducting the commonality analysis is to
compute the variance that is unique to each predictor group, shared
between combinations of predictors, or shared among all groups of

predictors. For example, to compute the variance uniquely accounted
for by moral reasoning, we subtract the variance accounted for by
personality, intelligence, and interface measures in Table B1, which
includes all unique and shared variance involving these measures
(34%) from the total variance accounted for by all predictors (34%).
This yields 0. To estimate the amount of variance shared by
personality and moral reasoning, we subtract the variance unique to
personality (2%), unique to moral reasoning (0%), and the total
shared and unique variance accounted for by intelligence and
interface measures (32%). Again, this yields a value of 0. Finally, to
estimate the variance shared by three predictors (e.g., personality,
moral reasoning, and the interface measures), we subtract the variance
unique to all three predictors (1%, 1%, and 12%, respectively), the
variance uniquely shared among combinations of pairs of predictors
(personality and interface, personality and moral reasoning, and
interface and moral reasoning, or 2%, 0%, and 2%, respectively),
and the total variance accounted for by intelligence alone and in
combination with other predictors (10%). This yields a value of
1%.
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Table B1
Regression models used in computing commonality analyses

Regression models D R2 UR2 F p <

Total variance (8 measures in all) .32 12.1 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, vocabulary, external style, oligarchic style
(ts > 3.0, ps < .05).

Single predictor sets
Personality (openness to experience) .10 .01 22.7 .001
Intelligence only (vocabulary, analogical reasoning) .13 .02 16.4 .001
Interface only (creativity, external, judicial, oligarchic thinking styles) .27 .12 19.4 .001
Moral reasoning only .08 .01 19.9 .01

Variance shared between pairs of predictor sets
Personality and intelligence (3 measures) .17 .01 14.6 .001

Signi� cant individual predictors: vocabulary, openness to experience
Personality and interface (5 measures) .28 .02 16.8 .001

Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, openness to experience, oligarchic
thinking style

Personality and moral reasoning (2 measures) .15 .00 18.6 .001
Intelligence and interface (6 measures) .30 .03 15.2 .001

Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, oligarchic style, judicial style,
external style, vocabulary

Intelligence and moral reasoning (3 measures) .17 .00 14.2 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: moral reasoning, vocabulary

Interface and moral reasoning (5 measures) .28 .02 16.3 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, judicial style, oligarchic style

Variance shared between three predictor sets
Personality, intelligence, interface (7 measures) .31 .02 13.5 .001

Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, external style, oligarchic style
vocabulary

Personality, interface, moral reasoning (6 measures) .29 .01 14.5 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: creativity, oligarchic style, openness to
experience

Personality, intelligence, moral reasoning (4 measures) .20 .00 13.1 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: moral reasoning, openness to experience,
vocabulary

Intelligence, interface, and moral reasoning (7 measures) .31 .02 13.4 .001
Signi� cant individual predictors: oligarchic style, judicial style, external
style, creativity, vocabulary

Note: R2re� ects the total variance accounted for by a set of predictors; the individual predictors identi� ed had regression coef� cients signi� cant at
the p < .05 level, in the context of that predictor set (i.e., not including other predictors). Where no individual predictors are listed, coef� cients for
all predictors in the equation were signi� cant at p < .05. UR2re� ects the unique variance accounted for by a predictor set.
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