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Wising Up 
Your Decisions May Be Smart. Are They Sustainable? 

 

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

meaningful contribution to society?” 

 

Joseph Kaeser, President and CEO of Siemens* 
 

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

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

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

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

social impact.”   

Paul Polman, CEO, Unilever**  
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Wise Leadership: a New Platform for What’s Next 
For nearly 60 years, executive search has worked with boards to position 

some of the world’s most influential business leaders. If business dynamically 

shapes society, then executive search, by association, has a societal role. 

Executive search firms are certainly evolving – developing ever more refined 

assessment mechanisms and metrics, installing digital platforms, reaching 

into new zones of strategic talent management. Modern executive search 

firms, and Amrop is no exception, position themselves as trusted advisors. 

 

Yet trust in leaders remains fragile. In 2014, as failures accumulated in the 

wake of the 2008 crisis, an Amrop task force began to suspect that something 

was missing from the leadership equation. Not only in the way leaders were 

hired and positioned, but in the way leaders functioned. We asked ourselves: 

beyond the buzzwords of innovation, digitization, globalization, leading 

change, engaging employees and satisfying shareholders, what was this 

missing link? What was the x-factor that distinguishes today’s most exemplary 

- and admired - business leaders? 

 

We concluded that the answer could lie in the difference between smartness 

and wisdom.  

 

As you will read, smart leaders become wise when they address the 

dilemmas of modern business in a holistic way. Not only do wise leaders 

create and capture vital economic value, they also build more sustainable and 

legitimate organizations – as reflected in ESG reporting. We will argue that the 

thinking and practice that have taken business to where it is today are 

unlikely to equip Leaders For What’s Next.  

 

Going forward, wise leadership will be a driving platform for Amrop. It is 

reflected in Amrop’s new Mission: ‘shaping sustainable success through 

inspiring leaders.’   

 

We don’t claim to have all the answers. We do aspire to bringing this subject 

into the core of our debate about what ‘Leaders For What’s Next’ truly means. 

Our purpose is to ask questions, raise awareness, and wherever we can, 

contribute to raising the bar. To do so pragmatically, focussing on the factors 

over which leaders can exercise some control in the shifting and 

unpredictable sands of modern business. 

 

This first article sets the scene. Working with the Amrop Editorial Board, Dr. 

Peter Verhezen, a specialist in corporate governance and ethics, unpacks 

leadership wisdom and makes a compelling business case for it. During 2017, 

we will explore the subject further, with a landmark Amrop global study that 

we hope will give some insights into the current health of leadership wisdom. 

 

I wish you inspiring reading. 
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Executive Summary 
Today’s ethical, ecological and societal challenges call for executives who are not just 

accomplished and smart, but wise. Smart leaders become wise when they holistically 
address and resolve the profound dilemmas of modern business. Hiring organizations should 

select leaders who not only create and capture economic value, but create a more 
sustainable and legitimate organization.  
 

There is a strong business case for smart.

There is a stronger business case for wise. 

 

SMART LEADERS WISE LEADERS 

Apply Processes to Avoid Errors Aim Higher

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Dive Deeper 

 

 

 

Are confident, not hubristic Have a Moral Compass + MQ

— 

— 

— 
Apply 3 conditions
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Setting the Scene
How can business regain the trust it has lost? 

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

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

only more reasonable, but also more wise? 

 

Business Reality is Not Black Or White 

 

About the Author 

Dr. Peter Verhezen is Adjunct Professor for Governance and Ethical Leadership at the 

Melbourne Business School (Australia) and Visiting Professor for Business in Emerging 
Markets and Strategy and Sustainability at the University of Antwerp and Antwerp 

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

Consultant in Governance at the International Finance Corporation (World Bank) in Asia 
Pacific, Peter advises boards and senior executives on governance, risk management and 

ethical leadership. He is the author of a number of articles and books on corporate 
reputation and corporate governance. Peter is working closely with the Amrop Editorial 

Board in its exploration of wise decision making 
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The Vital step From Smart, to Wise 

Wise decision-makers have  

some vital signs 

Beyond Profitability, to Purpose  

It’s time to resolve the paradox of smart 

leaders who make unsustainable 
decisions. 



 

From Accomplished, to Smart 
Learning to Think Straight(er) 

Smart Decision-Making Means More Accurate Thinking  

1 - Avoiding the Main Decision Making Errors 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

2 - Steering Clear of Deceptive Short Cuts 
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Bias – a Rogue’s Gallery  

 

 

Anchoring Bias 

 

Groupthink 

 

Sunk-Cost Fallacy 

 

Confirmation Bias 

 

Framing Bias 

 

Overconfidence 

Effect 

 

Base-Rate Bias  

 

Halo Effect 
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3 - Managing Overconfidence 

4 - Combining Intuition and Deliberation 

 

 

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

uncertain situation. 
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5 - Balancing Innovation and Risk 

 

    

 3 Conditions for Smart Decision Making 

 

1 2 3 
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From Smart, to Wise 
The Stakes are Rising 

Environmental, Social and Governance Criteria (ESG)  

Put Wisdom in the Spotlight 

 

 

In 2016, the 

Harvard Business 

Review added 

company ESG 

ratings as a variable 

in compiling its 

annual list of the 

world’s 100 Best-

Performing CEO’s.  
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Leaders For What’s Next - What Wise Executives Do Differently 
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A Case of Reputation 

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

Decision-Maker 
A Framework For What’s Next  

1 - Managerial Wisdom Has a Venerable History 

3 

 

 

“We can be 

knowledgeable 

with other men’s 

knowledge, but we 

can’t be wise with 

other men’s 

wisdom.”  
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2 - Wisdom is a Beautiful Construction Site 

Wise leaders are able to:  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

3 - Wise Leaders Take Care to Ask Deeper Questions  

— 

— 

— 
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4 - Wise Leaders Have a High MQ

It is almost impossible to 

exhaustively describe 

the exact features of a 

wise leader; but the 

virtues of integrity, 

responsibility, 

compassion, patience 

and forgiveness would 

almost certainly be on 

that list, constituting 

what can be labeled 

moral intelligence (MQ) 

or ‘character’.  
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The Bottom Line 
Return on Character 

It Pays to be Principled 

4 

Highly “principled” CEOs 

outperform “self-

focused” CEOs by a 
factor of five. 
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MQ is a Cornerstone of the Leaderhip Equation 
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Conclusion 
Why do smart leaders so often make unsustainable decisions? We see that 

the paradox can only be resolved when leaders also have genuine concern for 

socio-ethical and ecological challenges.  

 

Leaders can certainly learn to make smarter, and thus more reasonable, 
decisions. They can become more aware of their biases, and deploy the 

processes that will enable them to gain better insights.  
 

However, more than ever before, organizations and society at large need 
wise leaders who are not just commercially accomplished or cognitively 

smart, but who are also able to make responsible decisions, resolving fiendish 

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

It is time for boards and talent strategists to take measures to identify and 

cultivate wise leaders. People who not only create and capture economic 

value, but who are equipped with what it takes to a create a sustainable 

enterprise. One that has truly earned its legitimacy in society.  
 

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

unethical decisions, and to create a sustainably successful organization, a 

transformation from smart to wise leaders is needed. Consistent with an 

organizational shared value and purpose, 3 P’s need to be addressed – 
Process, Performance and People. 

 
How big is the gap between aspiration and performance? The current health 

of leadership decision making will be addressed in our upcoming global study. 
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Editorial Board 
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www.amrop.com/offices 



 

 

 Wising UP:  

 

 

 22 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 Wising UP:  

 

 

 23 
 

 

 

References 
 
1 

 
 
2 

3 

 
4 

5 
 

 
6 

 
7  
 
8 
 
9 

 
10 

 
11  
 
12 

 
13 
 
14  
 
15 ,  
 
16  
 

                                                        



 

 

 Wising UP:  

 

 

 24 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                               
17 

18 

 
19 

 
20 

21 
 
22 

 
23 

  
 
24 

 

 
25 

 
26  
 
27 

 
28 
 
29  

 
30 

 
31  
 
32 
 
33  
 
34 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wisdom/
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/sites/gsb/files/publication-pdf/cgri-survey-2016-americans-ceo-pay.pdf


 

 

 Wising UP:  

 

 

 25 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                               

 
35  

 
 
 
 


