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Summary in English and Dutch

Business environments are now frequently described as VUCA – vol-
atile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. The COVID-19 pandemic 
breaking out in 2020 serves as a case in point. Therefore, strategies, 
business models, tactics, and plans set for the year were challenged. 
In this situation, executives worldwide did not suffer from insuffi-
cient general knowledge about strategizing, business modeling, or 
planning. This research project posits that what practitioners need to 
survive and thrive is practical wisdom. Executive education institu-
tions play a crucial role in supporting them. 

Embarking on exploratory research, this study addresses the research 
question of how executive education course participants perceive the 
process of developing practical wisdom in business schools? Adopting 
a constructivist grounded theory design, 32 in-depth one-on-one 
interviews served as the basis for an emerging substantive theory. It 
portrays a three-act process and six concrete steps to explain how 
study participants grew their practical wisdom. 

The thesis contributes to several fields within the academic body 
of knowledge, e.g., rethinking practical wisdom, improving leader-
ship development, and modernizing executive education and busi-
ness schools overall. The research yields five suggestions for future 
research and adds ten testable hypotheses. Regarding practice, several 
stakeholders can benefit from new insights. Society at large, organiza-
tions as both value creators and employers, learners, and the learning 
architects in executive education providers could benefit from a bet-
ter understanding and corresponding improvements. Thus, gained 
insights contribute to a better return on education (ROE). It also pre-
pares the learner more aptly for this VUCA world. 
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Een werkomgeving is in de huidige realiteit vaak volatiel, onzeker, 
complex en ambigu (VOCA, NL; of VUCA, EN). Ter illustratie, toen 
de pandemie uitbrak in 2020 werden de voor dat jaar vastgestelde 
bedrijfsstrategieën, business modellen, tactieken en plannen ineens 
ter discussie gesteld, maar leidinggevenden ondervonden wereldwijd 
geen hinder van een gebrek aan kennis hieromtrent. Dit onderzoek-
sproject veronderstelt dat professionals vooral praktische wijsheid 
nodig hebben om te overleven en te gedijen onder deze omstan-
digheden. Managementopleidingen en leiderschapsinstituten spelen 
dan ook een cruciale rol. Deze studie start met verkennend onder-
zoek, en richt zich op de onderzoeksvraag: hoe ervaren deelnemers 
aan een managementopleiding het proces van het ontwikkelen van 
praktische wijsheid tijdens hun studie. Deze veelomvattende nieuwe 
studie is gestoeld op een constructivistisch ontwerp, gebaseerd op 32 
diepgaande individuele (1-op-1) interviews. Het schetst een proces 
van drie handelingen en zes concrete stappen en dient om uit te leg-
gen hoe de praktische wijsheid van de onderzochte cursisten toenam. 

De stelling draagt bij aan wetenschappeiljk onderzoek binnen dit vakge-
bied met betrekking tot het opnieuw waarderen van praktische wijsheid, 
het verbeteren van leiderschapsontwikkeling, het moderniseren van 
managementopleidingen en commerciële bedrijfskundige opleidin-
gen binnen het economisch domein in het algemeen. Vijf suggesties 
worden gegeven voor verder onderzoek en 10 verifieerbare hypothe-
ses worden hierbij aangeboden. De inzichten uit dit onderzoek, alsmede 
een beter begrip en overeenkomstige verbeteringen, kunnen van belang 
en toepassing zijn voor verschillende partijen en stakeholders. Dit is de 
samenleving in het algemeen, maar ook organisaties en werkgevers die 
geïnteresseerd zijn in deze waardecreatie, waaronder aanbieders van 
executive education die samen met studenten de leerarchitecten zijn. 
Het onderzoek toont aan dat de verworven inzichten bijdragen tot een 
beter rendement van het onderwijs (return on education, of ROE). 
Tenslotte bereid het de student ook beter voor op deze VUCA realiteit.



19

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 1. Introduction – the real-world problem of too much knowledge and insufficient wisdom

1� Introduction – the real-world prob-
lem of too much knowledge and in-
sufficient wisdom

1�1� The case for wisdom orientation and 
research objectives

Models, facts, figures, and insights on strategizing, leadership, and 
change can be downloaded from the internet at zero or low costs. 
Technological changes also decrease costs and allow for more flexible 
learning journeys via massive open online courses (MOOCs) (Burd 
et al., 2015) on, for example, Kotter’s (2012) eight steps for manag-
ing change. On average, as many as four new leadership books are 
published per day, amounting to more than 57,000 volumes available 
on Amazon (Iarocci, 2015). The COVID-19 crisis starting to spread 
internationally in early 2020 also encouraged top business schools 
and faculty members to intensify their free access to thought leader-
ship content in the form of webinars on leadership and strategizing 
in turbulent times. 

Knowledge is therefore not in short supply. Nevertheless, leaders and 
managers frequently find themselves at a loss when it comes to the 
question of what they actually should do or should have done in a 
specific situation. The example of Nokia’s previous CEO, Stephen 
Elop, is a case in point. He surprised his colleagues, the shareholders, 
industry peers, and journalists with his helplessness when ending a 
press conference in 2013 with the statement, “we didn’t do anything 
wrong, but, somehow, we lost” (Harrison, 2016). This happened after 
the company became the official world market leader, enjoyed tre-
mendous economies of scale and thus advantageous cost structures, 
and built up unique strengths at that time, such as the world’s first 
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music streaming included for free in their service packages. Yet, suc-
cess bred a culture of fear inhibiting innovations and organizational 
evolutions as Harrison (2016) outlines. 

Already back in 1942, Schumpeter (1942) identified as the essence 
of capitalism this “mutation … that incessantly revolutionizes the 
economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, 
incessantly creating a new one” (p. 83). 

Fundamental and ongoing changes are, therefore, nothing new in the 
business world. Various industrial revolutions have brought about 
major changes over the last 230 years and the current 4th is no excep-
tion as Liao et al. (2018) detail. The authors track the shifts towards 
cyber-physical systems, including far-reaching digitization with the 
rise of the Internet of Things (IoT), for example. Product life cycles 
are shortening, with the majority of profits being generated with 
more recent products and seeing long-term cash cows being more 
and more of an exception (Horn, 2020). 

Once more, this is not a new dilemma as already Bayus (1994) crit-
ically reviews the phenomenon of ever shorter life cycles and the 
lamenting about it. Fundamental changes as part of the fourth indus-
trial revolution may well merely accelerate trends. Davenport and 
Ronanki (2018) illustrate the potential of artificial intelligence on 
automation, shaping customer and employee experiences and gen-
erating as well as acting on insights. De Cremer (2020) even foresees 
the rise of dual leadership – staff being leader by a human and arti-
ficially intelligent leader. Geopolitically, power centers are shifting as 
well, e.g., with China challenging the post-world war pax americana 
(Strangio, 2020). 

If disruption and incessant revolutions of the business world as reck-
oned by Schumpeter (1943) are not a new phenomenon, neither are 
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system shocks, such as the oil crisis in the 1970s with Issawi (1978) 
outlining its gravity – or the global financial crisis in 2008 (Mukunda, 
2018). Taleb (2011) summaries, though, that the intensity and fre-
quency is aggravating, requiring power law and not normal distri-
butions to depict them adequately. He sees the rise of black swan 
events that are in their unique form hard-to-predict and rare, entail 
above-average impact and their occurrence in hindsight appear as 
obvious if not inevitable. 

This depiction of a rising adversity in a VUCA world – volatile, 
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) (Betof et al., 2014) has 
implications on success statistics as outlined in the following two sec-
tions. A number of authors – although primarily in qualitative terms 
without quantifying their claims – that practical wisdom could help 
with the following insufficiencies. Thereby, the failure rates relate to 
all dimensions of corporate strategy moves. 

Failure on the strategic level calling for phronesis

Karnani (2010) differentiates growth in an extant business, diversifi-
cation, vertical integration, internationalization as directions for cor-
porate moves and various modes to grow. Cândido and Santos (2015) 
mention that 50-90% of strategic initiatives in one’s existing business 
fail. Regarding diversification, Schwetzler and Reimund (2003) and 
Ammann et al. (2021) illustrate that valuations of conglomerates are 
significantly lower, referring to inabilities to fully realize synergies. 

Moving on to cross-border moves as a key task in organizational devel-
opment, internationalization often has significant phases of deterio-
rating financial performance (Ruigrok & Amann, 2007). Even after 
more than 40 years of research, the link between internationalization 
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and performance is only poorly understood (Glaum & Oesterle, 
2007). The relationships emerging amongst relevant variables is com-
plex (Sengupta et al., 2019). Stuckey and White (1993) clarify that 
vertical integration as another strategic open is equally complex, 
costly, hard to reverse and often done with poor analysis. 

As for modes of growth, similar performance issues recur. For exam-
ple, Andrej and Darko (2007) note that despite the flood of research 
on the topic and the plethora of consultancies around the world offer-
ing their services, the outcomes of mergers and acquisitions are still 
rather disappointing. Even as late as of 2020, Joshi et al. (2020) see the 
mergers and acquisitions failure rate at 70-90% of an annual US$4tn 
spent on them, which continues to puzzle researchers as well as prac-
titioners according to the authors.

Failure on the operational level calling for phronesis

On the operational level, a single unifying framework to review and 
cluster failure does not exist, yet several alternatives provide an ori-
entation. Ghazzawi (2015) differentiates the social, managerial and 
entrepreneurial functions for firms. 

The social dimension relates to the degree to which needs of custom-
ers and staff are addressed. Research indicates that leaders often mis-
understand the importance of organizational culture (Boyce et al., 
2015), mismanage organizational energies, failing to ensure engage-
ment, focus and coaching (Bruch & Ghoshal, 2002), and do not 
determine time aspects correctly, leading to performance harming 
acceleration traps (Bruch & Menges, 2010). Even if leaders and their 
organizations do find solutions, these might become quickly out-
dated due to disruptions or changes in technology. Continuing the 
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analysis of the social dimension, there is an additional angle. Authors 
like Pandey and Gupta (2008) criticize an artificial fragmentation of 
the areas of human lives. Leadership can become more holistic and 
benefit from integrating wisdom from millennia-old Indian scripts 
to create more holistic solutions (Tripathi & Amann, 2017), which 
allows them to comprehend developments and gain more confidence 
as well as readiness for adversity ahead as dealing with overwhelming 
turmoil and fundamental change is not a new challenge. 

Birkinshaw and Goddard (2008) likewise clarify that firms pursing 
higher-order goals beyond narrow, short-term oriented profitabil-
ity enjoy motivation and performance advantages. There are missed 
opportunities. For Goodson et al. (2020), the COVID-19 crisis cata-
lyzes a debate on organizational purpose and thus a more balanced, 
integrated, and holistic approach to leading institutions. 

The managerial dimension addresses the resource allocation in 
economic terms. Here, especially more complex initiatives, such 
as megaprojects appear to be especially overwhelming, not meet-
ing expectations regarding their costs, time, and specifications (Li 
& Guo, 2011). The entrepreneurial dimension, in turn, investigates 
the ability to balance exploitation of established ideas versus explo-
ration of new ones. Saporito (2017) explains that the growth of arti-
ficial intelligence and machine learning have changed the learning 
dynamics and locations of knowledge in firms. Forth et al. (2020) 
calculate that 70% of digital transformation, to name but a contem-
porary theme of exploring innovations, lag behind expectations and 
do so frequently with substantial repercussions. Shooter (2021) see 
the failure rate of digital transformations even below 30%, i.e., 7% 
were initially bringing about intended change, which could not be 
sustained versus 16% in a global study indicated that change was 
positive and lasting. 
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According to Nonaka and Toyama (2007), practical wisdom helps 
interpret new environments and take practical decisions based on 
the encountered context. When, where, how to internationalize are 
highly practical and socially embedded questions for companies and 
for Tsoukas (2017), such questions require phronesis especially when 
there is a moral responsibility to consider as well. Toulmin (2001) 
argues similarly when clarifying that in complex and variable fields, 
practical wisdom helps more while mere knowledge of general prin-
ciples is insufficient. 

Linking this train of thought to more recent COVID-19 events start-
ing to haunt the world and markets internationally since early 2020, 
Fowers et al. (2021) underline the importance of practical wisdom 
during the pandemic to best cope with volatile, ambiguous business 
environments and to take wise decisions and action. The authors 
argue that phronesis can illuminate “a path to flourishing, even in a 
pandemic” (Fowers et al., 2021). 

None of the authors substantiate their claim and ways of reason-
ing with quantitative proof in the positivist sense, which points to 
the early stage in which the field of practical wisdom finds itself in. 
Simultaneously, the primarily qualitative, more conceptual and less 
empirical research calls for further research effort to better under-
stand the subject. 

The resulting stronger call for relevance and value added in busi-
ness schools

These types of problems have repercussions for business schools 
(Brown et al., 2015), which need to ensure that their program grad-
uates have the right capabilities to match the demands they will face. 
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Phronesis now appears progressively in the management literature 
(Bachmann et al., 2018). Practical wisdom, i.e. phronesis, appears to 
be of the utmost importance in order to cope with business environ-
ments’ adversity. In this context, Flyvberg (2017) regards Aristotelian 
phronesis as referring to “practical judgment, practical wisdom, com-
mon sense, or prudence.” 

If wisdom grows in importance, the questions emerge whether an 
executive education offer adds the right value and, if this is in doubt, 
how it can do so? This research project investigates the crucial role of 
phronesis – practical, applied, and actionable wisdom – as a desirable 
target of executive education. In order to endow the study with a clear 
focus, the objective is to address the research question: 

How do executive education course participants per-
ceive the phronesizing process in business schools? 

Phronesizing refers to the process of creating phronesis in the form 
of practical wisdom.1 Answering this research question is the primary 
research objective. There is, however, also a secondary research objec-
tive. Scholars have posited the world has become a VUCA (Betof et al., 
2014). Antonacopoulou (2018) outlines that this VUCA world neces-
sitates new forms of accelerated learning and an emphasis of learning 
leadership. It entails a different set of targeted learning outcomes. She 
posits that learners ought to acknowledge and embrace their vulner-
ability to avoid being surprised and continue their self-development.

Furthermore, they should remain unnerved by ambiguity and the 
unknown, and even feel personally challenged and enticed to thrive 
despite it. Moreover, learners should show more candor and remain 

1   Based on this train of thought, the definition focuses on how to build it, not 
apply it. Thus, the application phase is out of scope of both the definition and of 
the research topic. 
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open to experience an awaking. Her four features of a learner in 
VUCA times form a corresponding VUCA acronym for learning 
leadership underlining this vulnerability, unnervedness, candor, 
and awakening. Conger and Xin (2000) similarly foresee a change of 
executive education in the 21st century along six dimensions includ-
ing the learning needs of individuals and their organizations, learn-
ing andragogy, content, the role of and value added by instructors, 
the types and mix of participants, and approaches to secure and foster 
integration of learning during and after programs.

Inarguably, executives had to embrace more of this VUCA world 
when COVID-19 started to haunt firms, industries, countries, and 
practically the entire world from early 2020. According to Pantano et 
al. (2020), the pandemic triggered disruptions and forced organiza-
tions to initiate unplanned adaptations beyond the short-term crisis 
management. 

By embracing this presumption of wisdom – not knowledge, being 
a critical bottleneck – phronesis can ensure more impact of business 
schools, which is particularly relevant for this research project, but 
more generally put also for organizational learning (Antonacopoulou, 
2010). 

Reality is more daunting, however. Farris et al. (2003) posit that exec-
utive education ought to be market-oriented and driven. There is a 
universal claim that business schools offer transformational exec-
utive education (Kets de Vries & Korotiv, 2007), but few appear to 
actually do so. Statistics are clear: Based on empirical research, CAPS 
(2017) reveals that a mere 37% of executive education clients perceive 
actual impact on their organizations in terms of staff engagement as a 
result of executive education, 34% foresee only customer satisfaction 
improving, and only 32% share that profit margins, i.e., actual profit 
in absolute terms or sales, improve, although institutions have been 
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active in executive education for many years and should have learned 
better how to do so effectively. 

This is not sustainable. A recent study by Dutta et al. (2021) under-
lines the importance of innovation of what is being done during these 
learning interventions. For example, the recall rate three months 
after leaving a session can vary between 10% and 100% based on 
andragogic shifts. Learning, impact and return on education emerge 
as a function of intelligent session design, which can be largely under 
an executive education provider’s control. This effectiveness is cru-
cial as Hernandez et al. (2021) clarify that even before the COVID-
19 pandemic causing at times warlike conditions, 50% of leaders 
failed. According to their analysis, missed learning opportunities and 
readiness represents the number one factor for a leader’s derailment. 
Selecting and successfully onboarding a replacement for a failed 
leader can quickly amount to three times the salary, according to the 
author, which makes learning and the prevention of failure ever more 
important. 
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1�2� Intended contributions to the literature 
and practice

As visualized in the following figure, there are contributions to both 
research and practice when aiming to create new insights on the 
actual process of phronesizing. From the beginning of this research, 
the quest is not to contribute to the “valley of death” (De Frutos 
Belizon et al., 2018, p. 1) but to overcome it. The valley-of-death phe-
nomenon describes the risk that academic research may be rigorous 
but less relevant for practice – as also further discussed in the prelim-
inary literature review in chapter 2. 

Depicted on the top right part of the following figure, this research 
project has the ambition to contribute not to one field only but is to 
some degree of an interdisciplinary nature. The field of philosophy 
will see Aristotle’s original concept of practical wisdom revisited and 
complemented with a version seemingly better suited for a VUCA 
world with its unpredictable yet increasingly frequent extreme events 
(Mitzenmacher, 2004). The literature on complexity will benefit from 
additional considerations on practical wisdom as a coping mecha-
nism when applying a requisite variety view (Ashby, 2011) or risk 
anticipation and mitigation strategy when applying a diametrically 
opposed simplification logic (Luhmann, 1991). 

The rich field of leadership will gain clarification on what type of lead-
ers would be better suited and required in a VUCA world. Practical 
wisdom could complement more established concepts, but it needs to 
be more transparent about what can be done. This is frequently still 
unclear, as the literature review in chapter 2 will outline. The main 
priority, however, of this research project is to contribute to manage-
ment learning with its sub-field of leadership development. In partic-
ular, the expectation is to create new considerations on when, where, 
and how to build practical wisdom, i.e., addressing the question of 
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whether this can be done in executive education at all, what steps can 
be taken by whom, and what barriers there might well be. 

Figure 1: Intended contributions to the academic literature and practice
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Simultaneously, there are implications for the fi eld of business school 
development. Expectations and adversity increase. Business schools 
ought to preserve their legitimacy (Collinson, 2021). Th ere has been 
an active discussion on business school development before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and as  Hill (2021) points out, crises repre-
sent unique opportunities for business schools to innovate. Practical 
wisdom may well represent an avenue for new value creation, dif-
ferentiation, commercialization, and delivering on the original pur-
pose to educate adequately. Th ere is a link to the focused areas and 
research on measuring learning success, return on education (Philips 
& Philips, 2011), and corresponding faculty development needs to 
implement such innovations and value creation opportunities. 

In addition to these contributions to the literature, this research on 
practical wisdom can be benefi cial to broader stakeholder groups, as 



30

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

shown in the figure above. There seems to be a possibility to align 
their interests with more insights on practical wisdom. Society at 
large would receive and benefit from better-qualified graduates, man-
agers, and leaders. The quality of solutions they conceive and imple-
ment should be higher. 

This, in turn, will benefit employers. Equally, course participants 
would be better prepared for the adversity they will have to cope 
with in a VUCA world. Their return on investment and on education 
will grow. The executive education ‘industry’ and business schools 
will benefit from a variety of opportunities as well. As the literature 
reviewed in chapters 2 and 5 reveals, the field struggles with hav-
ing the intended impact. More differentiated offerings would yield 
growth opportunities and sustained financial returns. Deans and pro-
gram directors represent the next group of stakeholders and possibly 
beneficiaries. They can gain reflection opportunities on the practices 
in their institutions in order to determine the urgency and scope of 
change. 

Last but not least, faculty could receive insights on their own prac-
tices, qualifications, and impact in light of what their course par-
ticipants, the labor market, and society need. Posner (2009), for 
example, alludes to the potential of pracademics – individuals who 
are involved in academic activities but also practice in the subject 
fields. They overcome possible limitations of Ivory-tower thinking 
due to them being practitioners. Certain faculty profiles or pools for 
executive education may well evolve contingent upon the educational 
philosophies in place as the literature review illustrates. The following 
section sheds light on the structure of the analysis. 
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1�3� Structure of the analysis

Chapter 2 continues with investigating what extant literature con-
tains on the need for more practical wisdom and insights, and how 
to develop it in the context of executive education. It presents an ini-
tial literature review and only an initial one, which is in line with 
constructivist grounded theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007), the cho-
sen overall approach for the research design of this analysis. Here, 
the idea of critically reviewing the literature lies first and foremost in 
defining notions and growing the awareness of what sensitizing con-
cepts exist. Taking stock of available concepts, theories, and seman-
tics helps ask better questions and put answers into context more 
aptly. Chapter 2 will shed light on a past and on a more modern con-
ceptualization of phronesis as practical wisdom, along with a clarifi-
cation of how scholars have hitherto understood the concept in the 
academic literature. Thereby, there are several fields where phronesis 
matters, ranging from philosophy to learning and to business. 

As the introduction to the literature review in section 2.1 anticipates, 
the methodology foundation in chapter 3 builds on a clear argument 
for choosing constructivist grounded theory. This chapter will detail 
the ontological and epistemological assumptions of this research 
project, the exact method, and core implementation choices as well 
as the anticipation of ethical risks and mitigation strategies before 
ending with a critical self-evaluation. 

Chapter 4 presents and summarizes the results of the empirical anal-
ysis in terms of the interviews carried out, the coding process and 
results, and the emerging axes before providing a grounded theory 
on the phenomenon. Chapter 5 revisits the literature in light of the 
research results as part of a secondary literature review, which is cus-
tom in constructivist grounded theory but also in grounded theory in 
general (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). This review leads to hypotheses 
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for further quantitative testing. Actual empirical tests as part of fur-
ther generalization efforts fall outside the scope of this research ini-
tiative’s objectives. Chapter 6 ensures compliance with the call for 
reflexivity when adopting constructivist grounded theory and details 
critical reflections about the method. Chapter 7 examines the find-
ings’ limitations and implications for theory and practice. These 
findings contain a suggested roadmap for future research and recom-
mendations for organizational development in executive education 
institutions. Chapter 8 presents the final conclusions. 
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2� Initial literature review

2�1� Role and process of the literature review 
in a grounded theory study

There are numerous approaches to grounded theory (Vollstedt & 
Rezat, 2019). The question of whether a literature review ought to be 
undertaken or not results in widely diverging answers. 

On the one hand, the school of thought that supports Glaser (1992) 
takes a clear stance by arguing that “there is a need not to review any 
of the literature in the substantive area under study” (p. 31). On the 
other hand, Charmaz (2006) and Bryant and Charmaz (2007) support 
the possibility of carrying out literature reviews ex-ante, i.e., before an 
empirical study commences, and Charmaz (2006) also argues that 
this provides researchers with valuable sensitization toward key con-
structs and avoids harmful preconceptions. Luft and Ingham (1955) 
add the idea of blind spots to the analysis. In their Johari window as a 
framework for analysis, they point to the body of knowledge known 
to others but not to a specific individual. Becoming aware of such 
blind spots and overcoming them can improve the quality of research. 

Chapter 2 builds on Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist approach to 
grounded theory (for more details, see chapter 3 on the methodology 
and method) based on the logic that follows: Reviewing the available 
literature and sources helps with the subsequent coding (Charmaz, 
2014). For example, studies such as those by Petrinko (2019) point to 
the crucial role that teachers’ wisdom as an antecedent that enables 
phronesis in education plays in understanding the field. Taking note 
of the literature and sources and reviewing them lower the risk of rein-
venting the wheel. Researchers could, for example, believe that they 
have created new insights into a grounded theory, only to discover 
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that these had already been presented. Learning more about the 
semantics through a literature review and having more labels avail-
able empower researchers to delineate the known from the unknown 
and to identify what to look for. 

Furthermore, in linguistics, Whorfianism refers to the phenomenon 
of language shaping worldviews and determining thoughts (Nediger, 
2014). Whorfianism comes in two versions. The strong version fore-
sees that semantics limit cognition, while the weak version predicts 
a mere influence. This research project assumes and relies on the lat-
ter. Besides increasing a researcher’s sensitivity to concepts, literature 
reviews can support labeling from a semantics perspective during 
coding. In business research, Grint’s (2007) literature review revealed 
the notion and definition of bricoleur in strategizing to describe a 
particular phenomenon. It is this sensitivity toward concepts and 
semantics that the following literature pursues, being well aware of 
the need to remain open for innovations and new worldviews. 
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2�2� Past definitions of phronesis – summa-
rized as phronesis 1�0

The literature review for identifying definitions starts with the fol-
lowing goals in mind: First, the literature review ought to capture 
articles that already differentiated between wisdom in general and 
phronesis. Second, it needs to pay special attention to a truly interna-
tional approach to definitions in order to avoid a dominant Western, 
Northern hemisphere view and, thus, cultural biases. Thirdly, it 
requires an adequate and critical depiction of the status of the litera-
ture and the extent to which there is a need for more answers on how 
to phronesize. 

When it comes to the process of the literature review, it started with 
entering the key notion of “wisdom” into the academic literature 
database EBSCOhost, followed by a separate inquiry into “phronesis.” 

This search was then complemented by a general Google search and a 
specific Google Scholar search. Academic databases and Google apply 
different search algorithms, and the chosen approach combined them. 
A process of combined backward and forward snowballing (Wohlin, 
2014) ensued. Backward snowballing encourages scrutiny of earlier 
research referenced in the most promising articles initially identi-
fied. Forward snowballing, in turn, suggests following up on concepts 
mentioned in these articles and re-entering them in a separate, addi-
tional literature review to broaden and advance the search scope. 

Initial definitions of wisdom

The following patterns emerged. According to Birren and Svensson 
(2005), attempts to define wisdom go back thousands of years. Aldwin 
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(2012) agrees and adds his juxtaposition of constructs. They share a 
convergence pattern on the importance of wisdom but divergence 
regarding what it means. In the past, Greek philosophers differentiated 
between two types of wisdom: sophia referred to the love of knowl-
edge, which is an end in itself and not merely the means to an end; 
phronesis referred to individuals consciously deliberating about their 
available practical choices. In keeping with St. Augustine, Christianity 
distinguishes between worldly (scientia) and spiritual (sapienta) wis-
dom. Buddhism’s wisdom concept prajna deals with the Four Noble 
Truths that warn about suffering, which has causes but is not a fatalis-
tic situation. There are approaches to lessen or overcome these causes. 

Confucianism also integrated wisdom-related considerations but 
emphasized social stability, morality, and better means of living. 
Berthrong (2008) clarifies that this was due to Mengzi (371-289 BC), 
who introduced zhi, translated as wisdom or discernment, one of four 
seeds of virtue in the Confucian virtue ethics approach. Individuals 
are encouraged to gain more zhi to become a junzi or exemplary per-
son. Taoism, in turn, points to the crucial balance between the female 
(yin) and the male (yang) when addressing wisdom. 

Much later, Clayton and Birren (1980) understand wisdom as the 
outcome of maturation and an adult learning process, defining it as 
integrating not only cognition but also conation and affect. Holliday 
and Chandler (1986) believe five and not three dimensions depict 
wisdom on the personal level. These dimensions comprise an excep-
tional understanding followed by judgment and communication 
skills – these are, however, not taken in detail to the generalizable 
level and general competence, interpersonal skills, and, finally, unob-
trusiveness in a social setting. 

Sternberg (1990), as well as Birren and Svensson (2005), review 
numerous additional definitions, allowing for the conclusion that 
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wisdom represents a fragmented field – fragmented for centuries and 
millennia. Consequently, the scope of this study needs to be clarified. 
In the following, the emphasis will be on phronesis as practical wis-
dom, although, as the following section shows, a similar pattern of 
fragmentation and lack of convergences also characterizes the field 
of phronesis. 

Defining phronesis

This section on defining phronesis starts by placing the construct 
in its context. Thereby, Bachmann et al. (2018) clarify that practi-
cal wisdom has been discussed along similar dimensions as wisdom 
in general. These dimensions include their cross-disciplinary occur-
rence as well as recurrence over time. According to the authors men-
tioned above, one can find practical wisdom in philosophy from 
Sumerian, Eastern traditional, ancient Egyptian, Confucian, Hindu 
and Buddhist, Taoist, ancient Greek, and popular occidental cultures. 
Practical wisdom also appears in numerous theological perspectives, 
psychology – and progressively, also in management literature. 

More generally put, Jackson (2016) underlines the strong role phro-
nesis plays as a stream within social sciences research. Extending the 
view of the above-mentioned Greek knowledge-related constructs as 
shared by Aldwin (2012) allows phronesis to be positioned within 
the context of other knowledge and learning-related constructs and 
semantics. More precisely and as illustrated in the following figure, 
Millo and Schinckus (2016) specify that Aristotle’s semantics com-
prise several parts relevant for learning. 

All of these parts extend beyond mere daxo – an individual, rather 
unsubstantiated opinion. Techne refers to practical knowledge and 
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skills. Episteme zooms in on theoretical knowledge, focusing far less 
on any kind of application. Praxis sheds light on principled action. 
Even if certain contextual details were to change, relying on key prin-
ciples can help a praxis-oriented learner achieve results. Sophia, in 
turn, refers to wisdom about theory, while phronesis addresses wis-
dom that is solely focused on application. 

 Figure 2: Overview of phronesis 
versus other knowledge-related constructs
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Having positioned the topic of phronesis in this context, it clarifi es 
what lies in this research project’s scope (phronesis) and what does not 
(episteme, techne, praxis, and sophia). Th is literature review continued 
with a search for academic, peer-reviewed literature that could provide 
condensed overviews of the phronesis concept to allow us to deal with 
the variety of extant defi nitions. Th is soon turned out to be challeng-
ing, as the conventional ways of categorizing had apparent weaknesses. 
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Ames and Serafim (2019), for example, attempt to analyze phrone-
sis-related studies by categorizing them into five groups, which the 
following table shows. However, their categories are starkly different, 
juxtaposing an individual disposition, for example, with the field of 
phronetic social science. In the latter, definitions of phronesis recur. 
Perceptions of the context are also described by means of types of 
knowledge, although category three is labeled types of practical 
knowledge. There is too much overlap between the categories, and 
the above-mentioned authors refer to studies that rely on multiple 
definitions, which cannot be easily categorized. Consequently, they 
created a new category for these studies. 

Table 1: Overview of categories of studies  
based on their primary definitions of phronesis

Categorization 
of phronesis

Sample studies

Disposition for judgment or 
deliberation

Maguire (1997), Clark (2005); 
Alexander (2006), Bishop and Rees 
(2007), Wivestad (2008), Brown 
et al. (2015), Kupers and Pauleen 
(2015)

Perception of the context or 
situation

Korthagen and Kessels (1999); 
Birmingham (2003), Hirst and 
Carr (2005), Tsang (2007), 
Berthrong (2008), Gilkison et al. 
(2015), Tyson (2015), Kassam et al. 
(2016)
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Type of practical knowledge

Noel (1999b), Hartog and Frame 
(2004), Salminen-Karlsson and 
Wallgren (2008), Melville et al. 
(2012), Clegg et al. (2013), Ramsey 
(2014), Marlow et al. (2015), 
Salloum (2016)

Phronetic social science

Cairns et al. (2010), Bileišis 
(2012), Gibbs and Maguire (2012), 
Robbins (2013), Fougere et al. 
(2014), Lee (2015)

Multiple definitions
Noel (1999a); Kristjánsson (2005); 
Breier and Ralphs (2009), Kreber 
(2015)

Source: Based on Ames and Serafim (2019), p. 570

A more consistent approach to reviewing the definitions must con-
sider that previous studies may or may not cover multiple aspects 
of phronesis and that the concept is multidimensional. The follow-
ing personal approach is different and maps the suggested definitions 
and their studies. On reviewing the literature, this emerging mapping 
approach shows that four related aspects provide a holistic overview 
of the phronesis concept. Four dimensions were observed in the liter-
ature, each depicted by a simple question: 

01. Who? Who is meant when referring to someone as a phronetic 
individual, otherwise referred to as a phronimos – therefore, a 
person demonstrating phronesis (Nonaka et al. 2014, p. 369)? 

02. Where? What is the role and nature of the attention paid to each 
specific situation in which the phronimos as the individual in 
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this analysis needs to act, cope with the situation, apply previ-
ously accumulated learning, or learn from the situation?

03. How? How can one become a phronimos? Is it a question of 
applying rationality, imagination, intuition, or a combination of 
all three?

04. What? What is the result of this new learning, of applying past 
learning to either a higher or lesser degree? Is it an insight, a tem-
porary solution, a generalizable recipe, or a honed capability, a 
means to an end, or an end in itself?

The following figure maps selected studies. It shows these four central 
questions in this field in its center. On its left, single-lens, duo-lens, 
and multiple-lens definitions are exemplified as part of phronesis 1.0. 
The right side presents the emerging definition of a phronesis 2.0. The 
following sections explain these foundation questions further.
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Figure 3: Mapping and extending the definitions of phronesis

Source: Author

Addressing the question of who qualifies for a phronimos

In terms of the phronimos perspective, thus breaking down the anal-
ysis to the personal level, Flyvberg (2017) understands Aristotelian 
phronesis as referring to “practical judgment, practical wisdom, com-
mon sense, or prudence.” This is where the definitional and concep-
tual ambiguity starts. Is it something practical? Is it judgment? Is it 
common sense or prudence? Are all of the concepts that diverge of 
equal importance? Do they need to co-exist, or may one or various 
factors be lacking, weaker, or violated? Suppose a phronimos is some-
one who has the virtue of prudence and the capability to apply com-
mon sense, practical judgment, and wisdom. Would he or she still be 
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labeled a phronimos if only fulfilling one, two, or three of the four 
features? Maguire (1997), too, relies on prudence and the virtue view 
when referring to phronesis as balanced judgment. Others, such as 
Halverson (2004), merely view phronesis as the capacity to choose 
a goal deemed appropriate effectively and to subsequently devise 
means to pursue and reach this goal equally well. Whether this is 
done prudently or not does not matter explicitly. 

Others add the ethical dimension, for example, the aspiration to apply 
phronesis for the common good, to the intellectual virtue view. It is 
the intention of the global United Nations Global Compact Principles 
of Responsible Management Education initiative to overcome a nar-
row conception of shareholder value and profit maximization as 
the purposes of doing business (Alcaraz & Thiruvattal, 2017). Each 
area within business schools, including executive education, should 
embrace the normative level beyond considerations to render firms 
more profitable. 

When applying the concept of phronesis to the leadership develop-
ment context, Shotter and Tsoukas (2014) define a phronetic leader 
as an individual with “a refined capacity to come to an intuitive grasp 
of the most salient features of an ambiguous situation and, in their 
search for a way out of their difficulties, to craft a particular path of 
response in moving through them, while driven by the pursuit of the 
common good” (p. 225). There are two vital elements in this defini-
tion: the speediness of effectiveness and the ethics theme. 

Regarding the critical element of speediness, Salite et al. (2009) draw 
a parallel to the notion and idea of bricoleur (Grint, 2007) in strat-
egizing. Bricoleur refers to actors who are original but also creative 
and ingenious in terms of their traits and capabilities while also being 
quick to react resourcefully to changing circumstances in order to 
achieve success. This success is not predefined by ethics, which differs 
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from Shotter and Tsoukas’ (2014) approach to the common good. 
Nonaka and Takeuchi (2011) emphasize the importance of the wise 
leader whose actions are based on phronesis. In Nonaka and Toyama 
(2007), the authors clarify that phronesis consists of six abilities: 

“(i) the ability to make a judgment on ‘goodness’, (ii) the 
ability to share contexts with others to create the shared 
space of knowledge we call ba, (iii) the ability to grasp the 
essence of particular situations/things, (iv) the ability to 
reconstruct the particulars into universals and vice-versa 
using language/concepts/narratives, (v) the ability to use 
any necessary political means well to realize concepts for 
the common good, and (vi) the ability to foster phronesis 
in others to build a resilient organization” (p. 379). 

As an interim summary, phronesis emerges as a genuinely multidi-
mensional construct even within the field of abilities. Besides this 
focus on contributing to and elevating society through a common 
good orientation, others first focus on the moral elevation of the 
phronimos. Accumulating phronesis can also be understood in the 
Confucian manner as a lifelong journey due to learning’s cumula-
tive effect and the overall need to learn from difficult situations one 
encounters (Berthrong, 2008). Phronesis serves the purpose of per-
sonal growth. Many definitions appear to build on a single-person 
view. 

In contrast, Nonaka and Toyama (2007) interpret Aristotle’s phronesis 
as distributed wisdom moving beyond an elitist view. These authors 
list the ability to cultivate phronesis in others as a core ability to form 
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resilient organizations. Renjen (2020) illustrates how COVID-19, 
in particular, requires more resilient organizations in their quest to 
return to thrive. Similarly, Halverson (2004) differentiates between 
individual phronesis and collective phronesis. 

Addressing the question of where, i.e., context

The second set of definitions sheds light on the role of the context. 
Scholars have described environments requiring one to have phronesis 
as “difficult situations” (Maguire, 1997, p. 1412). Maguire takes a clear 
stance on the importance of moral principles versus ensuring a situa-
tional fit. Moral principles are fundamental for Maguire (1997), who 
maintains that judgment does not start with the knowledge of moral 
principles, but the fit with the encountered situation. Korthagen and 
Kessels (1999) combine the view of varying degrees of information 
availability with a contingency view, i.e., a fit view, and extend them. 

Nonaka and Toyama (2007) further note that they regard the con-
text as something dynamic – their concept of the Japanese word 
ba (roughly translated as place) is “defined as a shared context in 
motion” (p. 369). Besides ensuring that sufficient attention is paid to a 
given situation’s quirks, the behavioral profile of the phronimos helps 
explain and determine an appropriate judgment. 

Addressing the question of how to become more phronetic

The third set of definitions focuses either exclusively or simultane-
ously on accumulating and arriving at phronesis. The research above 
by Maguire (1997) clarifies that phronesis is a balancing act – a 
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balanced judgment, not a dogmatic orientation toward one factor or 
principle. This balancing act is paralleled by knowledge management 
experts Nonaka and Toyama (2007) when applying phronesis to the 
strategizing context. For them, phronesis is a coping mechanism for 
situations characterized by incomplete information, and the result-
ing phronesizing process applies previously accumulated experience 
and judgment. 

Phronesizing is, thus, the task of deciding to which degree this pre-
vious experience can be applied or has to be rejected. Besides bal-
ancing, there are other approaches. Reflection on and making sense 
of a context are central as prescribed, for example, by Gilkison et 
al. (2015). This can refer to the more intellectual task of discerning 
(Hirst & Carr, 2005) versus a more imaginative and creative response, 
such as that suggested by Tyson (2015). 

The aforementioned bricoleur concept, which Levi-Strauss (1962) 
originally proposed and which Grint (2007) discusses in the busi-
ness and leadership context, returns regarding underpinning the 
process of creating an original and ingenious solution. This refers to 
Levi-Strauss (1962) characterizing and labeling bricoleur as a “savage 
mind,” which appears to run counter to the traditional assumption 
that wise refers to brain heaviness; however, the process is usually 
not only speedier but also resourceful in terms of applying available 
resources smartly instead of being self-limiting. Consequently, the 
process is also characterized by a certain degree of agility and resil-
ience. This train of thought of leaving expertise behind and creating 
original, ingenious thoughts returns in the process view as described 
below. 
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Addressing the question of what – what is the outcome of phronesis?

The fourth set of definitions sheds light on what the final phronesis 
“product” is. Petrinko (2019) understands phronesis as the insight of 
wisdom, i.e., a specific, individual thought. However, insight can be 
not only the thought as such but also the “capacity of understanding 
hidden truths, etc. esp. of character or situation” (Delahunty, 2000, 
p. 418). Flyvbjerg (2004) refers to phronesis as something a person 
can possess – knowledge–enabling action in specific circumstances – 
which also clarifies the opposite of phronesis: general truths. 

In stark contrast, Dunne (1993) argues that phronesis covers a per-
ceptiveness of universal principles in the context of concrete, precise 
particulars. Dunne (1993) links phronesis more to situational appre-
ciation and sensitivity and attunement to a particular subject matter. 
Principles do not have to be complex and could, as Furr et al. (2020) 
argue, emerge in the form of simple rules for busy times, such as the 
COVID pandemic. On the other hand, Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) 
distinguish between political phronesis and personal phronesis with 
regard to achieving expert-level practice. In this context, Nonaka and 
Toyama (2007) clarify that phronesis has a dual nature. Phronesis 
is, first, discernment, an identification of something as good, and, 
second, an enactment or action based on this judgment arrived at. 
However, the essence of phronesis as an outcome is not necessarily 
straightforward. Given the aforementioned contextual ambiguity, it 
becomes challenging to define phronesis, also as a practical rational-
ity (Nonaka and Toyama, 2007), because there is too little informa-
tion to process rationally. 
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Summary of past defi nitions 

As these four subsections show, phronesis has four elements to cover: 
the who (actor), the where (context), the how (process), and the what 
(outcome). Consequently, and abstracting further, defi nitions identi-
fi ed diverge with regard to the quiddity of phronesis, which the fol-
lowing fi gure captures and the ensuing section explains. 

Despite its four related questions of who, where, how, and what, phro-
nesis has several contradictory facets that dominate selected authors’ 
defi nitions. Other authors emphasize more than one theme in their 
defi nitions. Th is research project acknowledges the construct’s multi-
dimensionality. Nevertheless, no defi nition fully mirroring this mul-
tidimensionality could be found, given the construct’s previously 
discovered, essential features. 

Figure 4: Selected drivers of diversity in past defi nitions of phronesis
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The closest integrative definition in the literature was put forward by 
Salite et al. (2009), who define phronesis as “wisdom of insight which 
we understand as the ability to use experience for evaluation of spe-
cific problem situations in the present to make ethical decisions about 
the required course of action that would promote the collective good 
in the future for a greater number of people” (p. 16). 

This definition’s strengths are that it acknowledges that the concept 
fosters action as outlined by both the content and the process views. 
It is multi-layered, as it considers ethics in terms of transcendental 
(Mason et al., 2014) and servant leadership (Qiu & Dooley, 2019), 
i.e., serving others or the common good. The next section explores 
this definition’s weaknesses and how to progress toward phronesis 2.0 
from a definition and a conceptual perspective. 
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2�3� Emerging definition of phronesis 2�0

Salite et al. (2009) remain vague on the role of past experiences, 
which, according to their definition, should be applied in the phrone-
sizing process. Nonetheless, elsewhere they mention that phronesis 
is more than a reflection on gathered experience (p. 16), but do not 
include this in their definition. 

The fundamental aspect of situationally created and original solu-
tions appears to be at least partly ignored. The phronetic act of bal-
ancing past solutions and the need for newer solutions are considered 
insufficiently. Consequently, this research project will continue with 
its multidimensional approach to defining phronesis but will develop 
the following emerging working definition: 

Phronesis is the meta-capability to strategically deal with 
complexity encountered over time, requiring recurring 
learning and unlearning to serve humanism in business. 
Phronesizing is the process of developing this capability. 

This definition addresses and overcomes the following weaknesses 
identified in the partial or more integrative view of the definitions 
found in the literature and therefore has the following strengths:

01. Phronesis is clearly positioned as a capability represent-
ing a non-fatalistic view. It is an endogenous, not an exoge-
nous, variable and construct. Research has long dealt with the 
extent to which personalities or leaders are born rather than 
made. The first such study on the impact of genes dates back 
to Galton’s 1869 study. Steinbeis et al. (2017) maintain that 
the emergence of the developmental cognitive neuroscience 
field has advanced the available body of knowledge massively. 
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Cognitive abilities, which include wisdom, are – to a critical 
extent – malleable. 

02. Phronesis is a meta-capability; owing to its importance, it should 
be clarified before other skills are. 

03. Phronesis serves a humanistic purpose, which overcomes the lack 
of clarity regarding what ethics other definitions refer to. Since 
Salite et al. (2009) regard the ethics aspects as underresearched, 
a definition specifying what ethics means should be a promising 
avenue. According to Crane and Matten (2007), on the norma-
tive level, ethics deals with what is morally correct or not. The 
sustainability stream within the literature on normative man-
agement clarifies the content dimensions. For example, Dyllick 
and Hockerts (2002) divide financial, environmental, and social 
sustainability into eco-efficiency, eco-effectiveness, sufficiency, 
ecological equity, socio-efficiency, and socio-effectiveness. This 
view complies with what Holzman and Gardner (1960) labeled 
a sharpener approach, i.e., zooming in, detailing to an as granu-
lar level as possible. However, when the quest is to increase clar-
ity, diversifying the ethical goal system and outlining six goals 
do not necessarily make the analysis less ambiguous. Conversely, 
Holzman and Gardner’s leveler concept zooms out, aimed at cap-
turing and pursuing the bigger picture. Pirson and Lawrence 
(2010) offered a more straightforward approach on manage-
ment’s normative level. They encourage an ethical paradigm shift 
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toward humanism, more precisely, human dignity in business2. 
Humanism transcendents the view on goods and people as price-
able, exchangeable, and exploitable as part of a shareholder value 
view (Pirson & Dierksmeier, 2014). Leaving the basic assump-
tions of market exchanges and resource optimization from an 
efficiency and effectiveness view behind, human dignity in light 
of vulnerabilities is priceless. Therefore, each individual receives 
unconditional human dignity solely for humanity reasons and 
regardless of biological or societal profiles. Humanism in business 
foresees organizations as protectors and enhancers of this dignity 
as an outcome of doing business. From a value ethics point of 
view, valuing and fostering human dignity become key. From a 
process ethics view, a discourse-based human-dignity-oriented 
process is preferable. Lastly, from an outcome ethics point of 
view, that which enhances human dignity is morally right. This 
human dignity orientation is more secular and deemed more 
broadly acceptable than the exegesis-based approach to wisdom 
that Lenssen (2010) suggests.

04. Phronesis needs to serve more than one situation. It is about 
coping with challenging situations not once but over time. 
Environments are in flux (Betof et al., 2014), and as Strebel 
(2004) outlines, over time, companies ought to shift their main 
overall trajectory as part of holistic, survival-ensuring trajec-
tory management. Tovstiga (2015) similarly outlines the S-curve 

2   The new definition of phronesis presented in this section continues to include 
the normative level. Humanism as a concept aims at overcoming the compli-
catedness of the rich concept of ethics with its many sub-fields including, for 
example, value ethics, process ethics, or outcome ethics. As humanism in busi-
ness focuses on human dignity only, it drastically simplifies the goal system, 
which is seen as advantageous. Adopting a complexity management perspec-
tive, a simplified goal system should enable leaders to achieve concrete results 
on the normative level more easily. 
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effects, with solutions’ value curves rising slowly, then at an ever-
faster rate, before the value diminishes. Organizations should 
then shift to their next S-curve of value before the windows of 
opportunities close. Yu (2018) applies the analogy and seman-
tics related to leaping when describing regular, required shifts 
of organizational logics. Regardless of whether concepts and 
labels refer to the dynamics at work as trajectories, S-curves, or 
leaps, major shifts in solutions and how all essential resources 
are aligned will be needed. Strebel (2004), Tovstiga (2015), and 
Yu (2008) argue, however, that even then, the next generation of 
solutions has a shelf life. Its functionality will often expire sooner 
than expected. Consequently, a multi-episode or mid-term view, 
if not a long-term one, is needed. Compared to the previous defi-
nitions of phronesis in Section 2.2., the focus shifts away from 
one local and particular space that Kassam et al. (2016) appeared 
to emphasize in order to focus on the spaces encountered in par-
allel and on their diversity over time.

05. Phronesis, if understood as a capability, can therefore not only 
emerge within one phronimos but also within a social group at a 
team, organizational, or even societal level.

06. Phronesis is no longer viewed as the “capacity of understand-
ing hidden truths” (Delahunty, 2000, p. 418) because in a truly 
ambiguous environment, the dynamics at work might no longer 
be fully understood. This train of thought resonates with the rea-
soning of others. Bennett and Lemoine (2014) outline that ambi-
guity implies two aspects. First, ambiguity means knowing very 
little about the situation, e.g., any causal relationships, and there 
are no relevant precedents to learn from. Second, the results of 
one’s actions are almost impossible to predict. Equally, Courtney 
et al. (1997) propose a framework with four levels of uncertainty. 
They define ambiguity as the highest form of uncertainty, making 
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accurate assessments and predictions impossible. These hidden 
truths become undetectable, and predictions about their unfold-
ing are both invalid and unreliable. As a consequence, stating 
problems will be more challenging. 

07. Context-wise, phronesis is most needed in complex situations. 
Seijts et al. (2010) regard complexity as “one of the salient hall-
marks of the 21st century.” However, the ambiguity above is only 
one of the four drivers of this complexity, with diversity, inter-
dependency, and flux (indicating the number of directions in 
which change occurs and the overall speed of change) repre-
senting the other (cf. Maznevski et al., 2007). Consequently, the 
definition is up to date with regard to today’s complex business 
environments. This definition is more specific regarding what 
contextual challenges refer to. However, there needs to be a more 
particular conceptualization of what a lack of information means 
(Korthagen & Kessels, 1999) in a “difficult situation” (Maguire, 
1997, p. 1412). 

08. The focus on learning and unlearning clarifies that phronimos, 
either as individuals or as social entities, may well be encouraged 
to resist the temptation to reapply past solutions. Thus, it is in line 
with Berthrong’s rather Confucian understanding of phronesis 
as a lifelong learning journey (Berthrong, 2008). Nevertheless, 
while there might be a cumulative effective endeavor due to 
lifelong learning, the gained phronesis has a shelf life. Martin 
de Holan et al. (2004) argue their case for a much-needed 
organizational forgetting of all that is no longer important.  
 
According to Finkelstein (2019), past expertise may even hin-
der performance severely. The author argues that expertise 
might lead to overconfidence and subsequently to an expertise 
trap. According to his logic, another trap is when previous deep 
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knowledge and accumulated experience cause individuals to be 
less curious, therefore endowing individuals with blinkers, and 
increasing vulnerability as well as decreasing experimentalism. 
While the deep knowledge concepts do not overlap perfectly, 
the logic of causing overconfidence, myopia, and a lack of learn-
ing do apply. Lynch (1998) argues similarly, citing Zen Buddhist 
Shunryū Suzuki as having said, “in the beginner’s mind there 
are many possibilities; in the expert’s there are few” (p. 207).  
 
Therefore, this definition is more open to a phronimos’ and phro-
nesis’s imaginative nature (Tyson, 2015) and a bricoleur’s origi-
nal, creative thinking (Grint, 2007) because the environment 
constantly changes. Also, Seijts et al. (2010) emphasize the need 
for ongoing learning and improvisation to deal with complexity. 
On the continuum of manners to define phronesis, Salite et al. 
(2009) rely heavily on the role of past experience. Nevertheless, 
the emerging working definition diverges and underlines the 
importance of creating new solutions without preconceptions, 
blinkers, or overconfidence.

09. The above deliberations imply that phronesis naturally var-
ies within individuals. This is in line with Kristjánsson’s (2021) 
hypothesizing that there is an interpersonal variance to perceive 
quandaries, a person-specific quality of decisions, and execution. 
Although he strongly emphasizes moral aspects in the phronesis 
while still including emotional regulation and prosocial behav-
ior, this research project views phronesis as more than merely 
scalar – it is multidirectional. 

10. Including the notion of strategy in a definition takes a clear 
stance on a teleological approach to phronesis. The notion of 
strategy refers to enabling a winning recipe. It should no longer 
be about the more neutral phrasing when applying judgment. 



56

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

Phronesis serves the purpose of winning as an individual, orga-
nization, or another grouping. 

These considerations and explanations of the emerging phronesis 2.0 
definition lead to the overview and juxtaposition presented in Table 2 
below. The numbering of 2.0 ought to indicate a more significant devi-
ation from original assumptions as done by neo-Aristotelian think-
ing (cf., e.g., MacIntyre, 2013, 1981), which remained still strongly 
inspired by Aristotle while becoming partly less political, balancing 
relativist views with absolutes, opening up to empirical research, and 
distancing itself from prejudices against non-Greek and women. 

Table 2: Juxtaposition of phronesis 1.0 versus phronesis 2.0
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et al., 2010). Th ere is a divergence in the ways in which Seijts et al. 
(2010), Courtney et al. (1997), and Maznevski et al. (2007), on the 
one hand, and the range of VUCA-related authors (e.g., Betof et al., 
2014), label complexity and ambiguity. Figure 4 outlines this and the 
review details the divergence.

 Figure 5: Two selected models on environmental complexity

Source: Author, based on Betof et al. (2014) and Maznevski et al. (2007)
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While the first group views true ambiguity as a higher form of uncer-
tainty and as one driver of complexity, Betof et al. (2014) draft two 
dimensions for their VUCA framework. These dimensions are based 
on how much one knows about 1) a situation and 2) the degree to 
which one can predict the outcomes of one’s action. 

The quadrant of higher predictability but lower available information 
is referred to as complexity, and the low-low quadrant (low on avail-
able information and low on predictability) refers to ambiguity. In 
contrast, Maznevski et al. (2007) see ambiguity as an antecedent and 
one of four crucial drivers of complexity. True complexity involves a 
critical degree of adversity in the leader’s and manager’s perception of 
coping with a situation. 

Complexity has, however, not only negative connotations and impact 
as this is the case in Betof et al. (2014). Complexity can be a driver 
of competitive and corporate advantage. Thus, the authors would 
not separate ambiguity or uncertainty from and perceived volatility 
as part of complexity, while using the label flux. Regardless of the 
semantics and conceptualizations, these authors agree that increasing 
levels of adversity characterize business environments. 

The following section reviews what the literature reveals about the 
phronesizing process. Chapter 3 subsequently presents and critically 
discusses the methodology and the method. 
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2�4� Purpose of education in general and in 
business as well as executive education

Starting the analysis at a very high level, it soon dawns that a funda-
mental discussion of the purpose and the ideal outcome of education 
warrants a revisiting of educational philosophies. This is done at a 
high level in the following and in more general terms before the dis-
cussion is divided into business education and executive education. 

On the overall purpose of education

Bolat and Bas (2018) identify four main schools of thought in edu-
cational philosophy: the first three are classics – quite established in 
the literature and available body of knowledge. As described below, 
these authors extended the fourth school of thought to reflect the 
emergence of Industry 4.0, a world of highly connected subjects and 
objects, heavily digitalized cyber-physical systems primarily used in 
production and society in general. 

The authors differentiate between the following four main views 
within normative educational philosophy, but because this typology 
recurs subsequently in the context of business education, the elabora-
tion is more extensive: 

•	  Perennialism: emphasizing absolute and eternal truths. 
Education fosters compliance with absolute and eternal truths 
and conditions individuals accordingly. This requires the 
thorough structuring of education according to various sci-
entific fields. The taught content is absolute. Teachers are sure 
about it. The teacher is the only person of authority and relies 
on rewards and punishment. Students play a passive role.
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•	  Essentialism: a joint foundation, a shared common sense, 
and, therefore, a distinct culture in a society. Education aims 
at transferring this culture, assuring cohesion, a core skill for 
operating and doing well in this culture, both during aca-
demic formation and later on. Teaching content emphasizes 
topics deemed worthy of being transferred to the next gen-
eration. Varying degrees of learning performance lead to 
rewards or punishment. Similar to perennialism, the teacher 
occupies the center stage position when conveying culturally 
relevant insights and behaviors. Students comply through 
memorization and respond to questions but remain rela-
tively passive otherwise. 

•	  Progressivism: In terms of progressivism, there is a substan-
tially higher degree of acknowledgement that the world is 
not stable but in flux. Therefore, preparing the individual for 
these pending changes becomes key. Real-life dilemmas are 
integrated into the curriculum. Given the dynamic nature 
of one’s environment, information is no longer absolute but 
evolves and is even proven wrong. Scientific thinking turns 
the student’s role into a more active one. Learning becomes 
collaborative, student-centered, and a joint responsibility. 
Tests of the learning progress emphasize problem-solving, 
not memorizing and reciting. 

•	  Reconstructionism: Education’s primary objective is to 
rebuild, i.e. renew, society and its culture. The educational 
institution is the cradle for a new generation of talents help-
ing overcome crises. Knowledge cannot be deemed certain. 
Learners should become familiar with this ambiguity and 
embrace it. More than ever before, there is a need for crit-
ical thinking and actual, honed, problem-solving acumen. 
Learning has moved from a teacher-centered, top-down, 
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one-way communication to a more democratic meeting 
place. Diversity and inclusiveness and, therefore, the entire 
society’s representativeness become key features. There is 
no longer space for punishment unless extreme scenarios 
warrant this. Tests of the learning progress are flexible and 
mirror holistic learning. In the age of Industry 4.0, a world 
emerges in which humans partly compete, partly symbioti-
cally join forces with ever smarter, increasingly autonomous 
cyber-physical systems. The speed of developments, uncer-
tainty about the future and humans’ role in it, and the loss 
of control are combined with emerging ethical dilemmas. 
Learning experiences should be student-centered, hands-on, 
and relevant.

This elaboration by Bolat and Bas (2018) argues that education serves 
a purpose and, in this sense, is what Carr (2003) refers to as “teleolog-
ical practice” (p. 10), a purpose-driven field. Biesta (2015) applies a 
different set of semantics but is largely congruent when outlining that 
education serves three purposes. They include qualification, subjec-
tification, and socialization and education is, therefore, a multi-pur-
pose field. 

In this trilogy, qualification conveys knowledge, skills, and disposi-
tions, which are either very narrow, for example, vocationally and 
professionally, or it conveys a general education. Besides this know-
ing and doing orientation, the author adds socialization’s crucial pur-
pose because education serves as an initiation into being and doing 
right in a culture or profession. In turn, subjectification refers to edu-
cation’s purpose impacting the entire person, helping him or her 
transition from being an object and action of others to being a sub-
ject taking action, initiative, and responsibility. 
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Judgment is of the utmost importance. It has repercussions for execu-
tive education providers and business schools in general. Deans, pro-
gram directors, and faculty members need to take a stance on what 
education’s overall purpose should be, on how to manage trade-offs 
between qualification, subjectification, and socialization because 
they are, at times, synergistic. Nevertheless, at other times, they con-
flict with how to deliver the learning experience and how to assess a 
learner’s potential. The last point is crucial, as there are tests of the 
learning progress that include this potential. 

Biesta (2015), therefore, adds two critical points to the question of 
how one should phronesize: The first point is that education’s purpose 
must be clarified: Is it about facts and figures on the knowing level or 
a holistic personal development? The second point is that education 
is an interdependent system that must be aligned to be effective. This 
brief discussion of educational philosophy and education’s purpose is 
not necessarily mirrored in the critical learning models, or the man-
ner learning outcomes are conceptualized, operationalized, and mea-
sured. The following analysis demonstrates this. 

Purpose of business education – in light of the struggle for its soul

Biesta (2015) proposed a general means of conceptualization edu-
cation’s purpose. In their multi-level viewpoint, Datar et al. (2010) 
apply this general discussion of education’s purpose to the specific 
case of business schools. They differentiate between three layers. 
On the knowing level, the knowledge of facts, figures, and concepts 
occur. On the doing level, the focus switches to application and actual 
problem-solving. After that, they emphasize the being level, which 
addresses values and ethics, clarifying what kind of leader or man-
ager one aspires to be. 
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This multi-layered framework of what needs to be taught, may, how-
ever, only initially point to the complexity of the discussions on 
curricula, which have been held for a long time. Mintzberg (2004) 
strongly criticized the relevance of business schools’ curricula. He felt 
that, as graduates, MBAs were hardly able to function as managers. 

This noteworthy gap between discussions of business schools’ pur-
pose mirrors their research side. To this day, the purported “valley 
of death” (De Frutos Belizon et al., 2018, p. 1) continues to challenge 
established practices regarding what business schools research and 
what practitioners need. The gap in between is too broad. 

Collinson (2021) applies a more stark set of semantics when express-
ing concerns about the future-proofing of business schools and their 
incentive as well as promotion policies – “a large and perhaps grow-
ing proportion of academic papers, the main output of business aca-
demics, are irrelevant – literally useless – in any real business context”.

Waddock (2020) equally clarifies that business schools do not meet 
and have made little progress towards the grand challenges of today’s 
business environments and society at large. The following figure 
places her view into the larger context historically and when adopt-
ing a more integrative view. Yet, to what extent is executive education 
reconstructionist, as she argues? 
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Figure 6: Scoping the purpose of executive education 
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Th ere is not necessarily agreement as, for example, Strebel and Keys 
(2005) remain more neutral. Th ese authors say that executive educa-
tion may well have its origin in academic university courses, and not 
all institutions may have adopted more modern approaches.

Old-fashioned executive education emphasizes content based 
on rational thinking. Th is can clash with the expectations when 
“hard-bitten executives bring a career of intuitive experience to 
the table and are cynical about the fruits of ‘pure logic’” (Strebel & 
Keys, 2005, p. 2). Institutions should now serve – as visualized in the 
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following – the purpose of delivering the value companies pursue. 
Thus, executive education could still show elements of perennial-
ism when relying on established academic content, the recreationist 
idea of perpetuating a corporate purpose and culture, a progressive 
stance as talent ought to be developed for pending dilemmas, and 
reconstructionist views as leaders prepare themselves to rejuvenate 
organizations, business models and offerings with the help of rele-
vant learning journeys.  

In addition to relevance and in line with Waddock (2020), Ghoshal 
(2005) points to the overly dominant homo oeconomicus paradigm 
deeply ingrained in business schools’ research and teaching. There is 
a too dominant and unquestioned belief in Milton Friedman’s liber-
alism, an ingrained assumption that the business of business is busi-
ness, which Ferrero and Sison (2014) reviewed critically, and that the 
shareholder value should be maximized. 

Consequently, students may well perceive the line between right and 
wrong as blurred and even expect managers to behave unethically 
at times (Kidwell, 2001). Gates (2002) clarifies that “these liars and 
cheats and thieves” are the responsibility of the education commu-
nity. There is a strong allegation that business schools are not doing 
enough to provide an education that highlights ethics (Cornelius et 
al., 2007). Tsoukas (2017) clarifies that phronesis can help add more 
moral acumen while fostering relevance with its focus on practical 
decisions based on what is needed in each context. 

In terms of Bolat and Bas’s (2018) overview, business schools’ cur-
ricula overemphasize the absolutism within perennialism and possi-
bly reproduce the wrong culture as an element of essentialism. Lynch 
(2014) condemns managerialism, which, as neoliberalism applied to 
the business world, continues to dominate and be perpetuated. 
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If Biesta’s (2015) semantics and conceptualization are applied, the 
qualifications are not sufficiently congruent with the requirements of 
a progressive view or even a reconstructionist view of business edu-
cation. Dwyer et al. (2017) argue that ethical, critical, and creative 
thinking skills receive insufficient attention and honing in business 
schools. The authors advocate a reconstructionist view of business 
school education. Muff et al. (2013) use similar arguments when issu-
ing a call for business schools to no longer comply with neoliberalism 
but to accept and excel at their role of providing people with a service 
from a social sustainability point of view and providing the planet 
with a service from an environmental sustainability point of view. 

Such criticisms and calls for changes would not be necessary if busi-
ness school education was not characterized by a paradigm bat-
tle. Sroufe et al. (2015) illustrate just how torn business schools are 
between the two major paradigms of a functionalist, neoliberalism, 
market-led shareholder value versus true sustainability, or humanism 
(Pirson & Lawrence, 2010) as ends in themselves. 

Spender and Locke (2011) argue that the elites have hijacked business 
schools to foster shareholder value in the future. Stiglitz (1975) warned 
of a screening effect when applying screening theory in education – a 
logic that applies here. Because of selective and norming management 
education, individuals are screened and selected who comply with a 
strong focus on shareholder value. An overemphasis on efficiency and 
effectiveness as part of functionalism (Schultz, 1995) perpetuates this 
dominant train of thought. According to Amann and Khan (2011), 
this risks that business schools are silent partners in crime. There are 
just too many unfulfilled promises (Thomas et al., 2013). According to 
Bennis and O’Toole (2005), business schools have lost their way. 

However, it cannot be denied that business schools have been integrat-
ing courses on sustainability and have otherwise been strengthening 
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their ethics, responsibility, sustainability, and humanism orienta-
tion for a while (e.g., cf. Christensen et al., 2007). The being level 
has indeed been strengthened (Thaker, 2015). Members of the United 
Nations Global Compact’s Initiative on Principles for Responsible 
Management Education (PRME) also have to regularly report their 
progress and innovations (Godemann et al., 2014). PRME emerged 
as an effective catalyst for innovations in management education, 
particularly regarding more responsibility together with sustainabil-
ity (Waddock et al., 2011).

Nevertheless, business schools’ integration of sustainability and eth-
ics is often limited to isolated courses, which may not change anyone’s 
fundamental mindset (Sroufe et al., 2015). Kessler and Bailey (2007) 
apply a different set of semantics by mentioning that metaphysics 
refer to questions of and on the meaning and role of reality and an 
individual’s place in it. Kessler (2017) details this further and main-
tains that, ontologically, questions now arise regarding why business 
schools and management education exist and persist. He does not 
differentiate between university-based and business-school-based 
business education since they have similar purposes. 

Furthermore, he cosmologically questions the universal, global 
principles of their governance. According to Kessler (2017) and an 
adopted triumvirate view, business education is first supposed to have 
a cognitive, mind-engaging purpose. The second purpose is to have 
an affective person targeting an individual’s holistic development, 
which may well include not only values or ethics but also spiritual 
elements as part of clarifying one’s identity. 

A third conative purpose is the commercial, job-market-oriented 
practice that enables careers. Kessler’s (2017) call for a more holistic 
approach to serving these three purposes is in line with Mintzberg’s 
(2004) demand for increased relevance on the cognitive and conative 
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sides. This demand is congruent with Christopher et al.’s (2017) insis-
tence on more orientation toward ethics and soul, while Sroufe et al. 
(2015) call for strengthening a different soul than that of the neolib-
eralist, managerialist one on the affective side. 

Can this progress be improved with an incremental, evolutionary, 
or revolutionary approach? Relying on meteorological metaphors, 
Bunch (2019) rephrases this question, wondering if a “perfect storm 
or climate change” (p. 81) is coming for business schools. The two 
metaphors differ in terms of probability, duration, and responses. 
Although he focuses his analysis on undergraduate business pro-
grams, Bunch’s outlined train of thought applies to business edu-
cation in general. He argues that the climate change label is more 
accurate, as a new reality is dawning that will have a lasting impact 
on organizational solutions. 

The need to differentiate between adult learners and younger 
learners

The literature adds one more complexifyer to the debate. Knowles et 
al. (2011) argue that adult learners differ from their younger counter-
parts. Thus, andragogy for adults varies from pedagogy for children. 
Learning for adults, i.e., also for executives or participants in execu-
tive education courses in general, has to enable the immediate appli-
cation of learned insights. 

This is so because lessons learned cannot be stocked for much later 
as this is the case for children who receive a sound preparation for 
their entire life span. Factors, such as the learner’s actual interest and 
learning needs, the learner’s self-concept of more or less self-directed 
learning, any prior experience as a learner, the learner’s readiness and 
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preference to learn (e.g., problem-centered versus contextual learn-
ing), and the learner’s motivation to learn emphasizing intrinsic fac-
tors), are important. This situational narrative of learning and the 
importance of immediate applicability shorten the timeframe con-
cerning the previously outlined growth of practical wisdom over the 
learner’s lifetime drastically. 

The issue with the ill-defined notion of executive education

One factor that impacts the review of the purpose of business educa-
tion and makes it somewhat more challenging is the absence of a clear 
delineation of what executive education is – and what is not. At times, 
authors on the concept like Buechel and Antunes (2007) or McCarthy 
et al. (2016) work without any explicit definition, assuming the con-
struct might well be self-explanatory or clear from the onset. This is 
not the case, as both the scope and content vary. Executive educa-
tion appears in many guises and forms, as posited by Moldoveanu 
and Narayandas (2018) in their historical review. They also clarify 
that business schools are not the only suppliers in what they label 
as industry – strategy consultancies, human resource consultancies, 
personalized and remote learning platforms, and firm or organiza-
tion-internal corporate universities and training departments. 

Most, but not all, include customized programs tailored for a par-
ticular organization and offer open programs for individuals. Less 
than half provide executive master’s program or a Doctor of Business 
Administration (DBA) program. Level 7 offerings included in the fig-
ure below refer to master’s level courses. Content-wise, CABS (2017) 
measured that the majority of schools have offerings on leadership 
(74%), strategy (72%), general management (67%), change manage-
ment (61%), entrepreneurship (53%), and finance (52%). 
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As a working definition, executive education refers primarily to the 
postgraduate offering for individuals with aspirations to become 
leaders and managers, with at least a few years of working experi-
ence, on the one hand, and a range of learning options for organiza-
tions, on the other hand. 

The Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS, 2017) reveals 
that business schools tab into a maximum of 20% of this market and 
that individuals and organizations oftentimes and primarily pursue 
executive education not for academic awards but for career growth and 
organizational development. Executive education is a market that tran-
scends business schools as a supplier. In turn, business schools have 
more activities than just executive education. This area differs from 
other areas within a business school. The association also clarifies that 
the boundaries of offerings vary, as portrayed in the following figure. 

Figure 7: Scope of executive education

Source: Based on CABS (2017), p. 5
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Summary

There is growing criticism of business schools and their education, 
mainly due to the discussion of the value they create and the val-
ues they foster. According to Datar et al. (2010), business education 
is currently truly at a crossroads. At the start of this climate change 
(Bunch, 2019), phronesis could emerge as a solution. It addresses the 
need for more meta-cognition orientation in business. If there are 
sufficient balancing skills to create situational solutions over time, it 
could be a helpful, constructive step toward progress, although not 
necessarily a panacea. The logical next question is what the literature 
finds about the phronesizing process and accumulating phronetic 
capabilities. This is the focus of the next section. 
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2�5� Phronesizing in business schools in the 
academic literature

Th ere are several suggestions and instructions on how to target and 
achieve wisdom in business education. However, the following over-
view and visualization in fi gure 8 show that there are two major opin-
ion camps in the academic literature. 

Path 1: Acquisition of phronesis through practical experience, 
quest of perfectionism, and classic leadership development as 
described by Nonaka and Toyama (2007)

In their understanding of phronesizing, Nonaka and Toyama (2007) 
emphasize the process of accumulating phronesis as the convergence 
of two activities. Th ese include gathering “high-quality tacit knowl-
edge acquired from practical experience that enables one to make 
prudent decisions and take action appropriate to each situation, 
guided by values and ethics” (Nonaka &Toyama, 2007, p. 379) com-
bined with conscious eff orts “to perfect one’s craft , which makes one 
a virtuous artisan” (p. 379). Th e authors do not distinguish between 
scenarios in which one of the two defi ning elements is absent. Th eir 
deliberations remain on the level of phronesis’ importance and main-
tain a static view: Th ey ignore process elements to a certain extent or 
portray a somewhat partial view only. 

Th e authors do not take a suffi  ciently explicit stance on the process 
elements beyond the combination above, while a third combination 
appears to play an enabling role. Th ere might also be a cultural bias in 
the defi nition that establishes a link between phronesis and elements 
of mastery, dedication, and devotion to perfection and an emphasis 
on collective needs (cf. Firkola, 2006). 
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Fi gure 8: Overview of the literature on phronesizing
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Regarding how to phronesize, the insight is to practice and under-
take relevant learning exercises. Th e authors underline the need 
to emphasize functionality in what they refer to as ba, or shared 
place and context. “Being able to imagine others’ emotions and 
the consequence of the actions of oneself and others is important 
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to building and managing ever-changing contexts” (Nonaka & 
Toyama, 2007, p. 382). 

Von Krogh et al. (2000) argue similarly by pointing out just how 
important the concepts of caring and love and, of course, trust become 
when phronimos aims to form ba. Lastly, Nonaka and Toyama (2007) 
emphasize stakeholder management skills to manage political situa-
tions, a view that Beiner (1983) shares. Beiner (1983) regards these 
skills as political judgment, the effective initiation of consensus, 
and the alignment of objectives. Furthermore, Nonaka and Toyama 
(2007) understand phronesis as the ability to grow phronesis in oth-
ers, framed as coaching skills. 

In this context, the authors outline the importance of meta-cognition 
and having multiple frames of reference for better emphasis. This is 
parallel to Kegan and Lahey’s (2009) framework of adult brain devel-
opment and understanding the highest level as the ability to self-au-
thor and rewrite mental frames and perspectives, hold multiple frames 
simultaneously, and therefore not to think in terms of either-or, but 
rather both-and. All three of these areas are leadership skills, which 
means that classic leadership development approaches should apply. 

An interim summary is that Nonaka and Toyama (2007) can be inter-
preted as suggesting 1) practice, 2) fostering perfectionism, and 3) 
pursuing classic leadership development initiatives that hone empa-
thy as a soft skill and also pursuing emotional intelligence, stake-
holder management skills, a certain degree of talent development, 
coaching skills, and ensuring progress with meta-cognitive skills. 

The breadth of the implied means of phronesizing needs to be pointed 
out. It is prominent and so comprehensive that it appears to lack 
boundaries and focus. Yet, one critical insight is that the leadership 
development initiatives can be linked to classic executive education 
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interventions. Elsewhere, Nonaka, Toyama, and Hirata (2008) define 
phronesis as the following ability: “to synthesize phronesis can syn-
thesize ‘knowing why’ with ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing what’” (p. 
54). This definition mirrors the fields of sustainability, strategy, gover-
nance, and change management, which are other fields that are cen-
tral to executive education. 

Path 2: Acquisition by fostering a beginner’s mind

The exact opposite of this lengthier process of perfecting habits – i.e., 
transcendental and servant leadership, bushido-esque virtue orien-
tation, intense practice, and the build-up of broad leadership acu-
men – appears to also emerge from the literature. As mentioned 
above, Finkelstein (2019) reviews the positive effects and the detri-
mental effect of substantial amounts of expertise, which, for exam-
ple, Dreyfuss and Dreyfuss (1986) reviewed more positively on their 
highest level of learning – the expert level. Lynch (1998) similarly 
argues in favor of a beginner’s mind and Grint (2007) in favor of a 
typical original bricoleur mind that also features creativity as a dom-
inant feature. 

Therefore, what should precisely be done? What is the road to the 
promised phronesis land? Finkelstein (2019) proposes a set of tasks. 
They include self-awareness (e.g., about one’s ego to avoid an overcon-
fidence bias, to mention just one example), training in decision-mak-
ing, using techniques to check assumptions, training to innovate (by 
applying questioning techniques, honing one’s emotional intelligence, 
and fostering diversity and related ideas as well as, for example, team 
management skills), and organizing learning-from-mistakes as part 
of organizational and personal learning. This should build on an ori-
entation toward life-long learning. 
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The bias-awareness and bias-buster literature grows and appears to be 
en vogue at the moment. Numerous others, including, for example, 
Kahneman et al. (2011), Koller et al. (2018), and Aminov et al. (2019), 
suggest better judgment and decisions can originate from knowing 
and countering biases. More specifically, Kahneman et al. (2011) 
identify two systems for thinking. One triggers answers more auto-
matically, and the other emphasizes more critical thinking. Brassey et 
al. (2017) transfer these insights to executive education as portrayed 
in the following figure. The authors outline two routes to emotional 
responses for learners as part of their recommendation to teach 
more neuroscience in executive education and grow related acumen 
amongst faculty and learning architects. 

As shown in the figure below, fear as a reaction to a stimulus can 
travel either via route A or B. The routes lead to different impacts for 
individuals and their organizations. In route A, the thalamus collects 
stimuli, feeding information to the amygdala, which would register 
danger and activate by releasing cortisol and adrenaline. Cortisol 
elevates blood sugar levels and the use of muscles, while adrenaline 
provides energy as well as increases heart rate and pain thresholds. 
In such situations of an amygdala hijack, individuals fall victim to 
freeze, flight, or fight schemes. 

In route B, the prefrontal cortex in charge of rational thinking can be 
developed through education. Fewer stimuli information would lead 
to emotional responses triggered by the amygdala, resulting in more 
emotional flexibility and a leader’s versatility.
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Figure 9: Routes to deal with stimuli 
as sample content for executive education
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Finding better ways to operate one’s brain can help if practical wis-
dom is about fi nding better quality solutions for situational chal-
lenges. Th ere is an additional fi eld closely related to countering the 
cumulative view of building up phronesis over time. It is linked to 
overcoming biases and prejudices. Inquiry-based leadership does 
not focus on leaders providing answers but on leaders asking begin-
ner-level questions instead. Brooks and John (2018) detail the unique 
power of questions. Th ey suggest integrating litigators’ questioning 
techniques into leadership practices to arrive at better quality analy-
sis and reasoning. In their elaborations of inquiry-based leadership, 
Uiterwijk-Luijk et al. (2017) argue similarly and posit that asking 
better questions extends the options space, anticipates traps, and 
improves judgment. Once again, there is a breadth of ideas, which 
are evident in themselves, as the authors outline concrete steps. Th ey 
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range from acknowledging the importance of questions as well as 
understanding types of questions and reasoning processes that bridge 
inquiry, insights, and impact. Inquiry-based leadership shares a fea-
ture that also helps switch the focus beyond the individual as ques-
tions can be addressed with others. 

In this context, Housel (2013) and Simmons et al. (2011) illustrate 
how the wisdom of the crowd can help overcome individual biases 
and the potential to move beyond the perspective of and on an 
individual. All these concepts fall into the domain and expertise of 
modern executive education. The suggestions remain prescriptive, 
frequently only backed by anecdotal evidence and an appealing inte-
grative narrative. The suggestions provide new perspectives yet con-
tinue to lack a detailed, cohesive framework on phronesizing. Related 
studies were not compiled with phronesis in mind primarily. They 
portray a strong techne focus. 

Path 3: Acquisition by fostering reflection as the core or as an 
interim step

As discussed above, Kessler (2017) regards acquisition by fostering 
reflection as an integral part of his triumvirate approach to manage-
ment education. His model refers to promoting cognitive, affective, 
and conative learning, as shown in the figure below. 
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Figure 10: The synergistic triumvirate model in business education
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This model represents a rather holistic process by acknowledging the 
three crucial types of learning. This figure’s emphasis on holistic think-
ing also occurs on the cognitive line, where it is less about knowledge 
and more about a solid comprehension and verstehen of a concept or 
a field’s gist. Kessler (2017) and Kessler and Bartunek (2014) rely on 
the analogy of turning students into cartographers to enable them to 
discern the reality with which they have to cope with and succeed in.

As outlined by Biesta (2015), the above-mentioned triumvirate 
approach supports the qualification purpose of education and its 
socialization purpose because it helps connect one to others in the 
field and exchange ideas in a substantiated manner. Other researchers 
link discernment to their understanding of wisdom (Berthrong (2008) 
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and phronesis (Hirst and Carr, 2005) such that initial progress toward 
wisdom can happen in this first phase of business education learn-
ing. Kessler (2017) also suggests honing judgment skills as a gist-based 
instruction to build the skill to extract the essence of complexities. 

The integrative nature of learning enables individuals to discover how 
to balance various theories instead of simplifying the process by sin-
gling out just one theory. Kessler (2017), however, is more cautious 
and only considers the enabling effect of gist-based instruction when 
it comes to gaining wisdom: “To the extent that these gists effectively 
convey foundational domain-specific information and knowledge 
they can also better establish a platform for synergistically crystalliz-
ing and enabling wisdom-based reflection” (p. 807). 

Wisdom-based reflection only follows in step 2, and Kessler does 
not differentiate explicitly between wisdom in general, which could 
include sophia or phronesis. It is, nevertheless, fair to surmise that 
when Kessler and Bailey (2007) mention organizational and manage-
rial wisdom, the emphasis is on the practical and applied side as the 
following definition attests:

“Data are raw facts. One memorizes them to impress other people or 
to score well on game shows. Information is meaningful and useful 
data. One gives form and function to numbers to make sense of them. 
Knowledge is a clear understanding of information. One analyzes and 
synthesizes information to comprehend it truly. Wisdom is something 
more – deeper, broader, apparent, contradictory, evident, lucid and 
nebulous, experienced and naive, all at the same time.” (p. xxii) 

These authors do not understand wisdom from a subject or per-
son view or a context or process view, but from the outcome view as 
shown in Figure 2’s categorization. The phronimos transforms data. 
Kessler (2017) specifies that wisdom is “the continuous coalescence of 
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elucidated, reflective understanding and actuated, alacritous capac-
ity.” The author then envisages learning progress becoming possible 
through deep introspection, reflection, and the dynamic integration 
of oneself, thoughts, and the outer world. Reflection questions about 
what has been learned throughout the courses or revisiting a learn-
ing journey should support the process. It is an intrinsically driven 
growth journey – a whole-person process. 

While fostering wisdom, this reflection is not an end in itself. It helps 
personalize the previously sought-after gist and enables the third level 
of holistic learning, coaching-based development. This is where the 
transition to phronesis finds completion since Kessler (2017) targets 
achieving truly “practical, value-enhancing competency and skillsets” 
(p. 9) with a “real world” (p. 9) orientation and action bias. Nevertheless, 
the explicit differentiation between sophia and phronesis is not com-
plete. The resulting whole-person learning with a preference for action 
based on honed skills is a promising path forward, though. 

Path 4: Acquisition by effective case teaching

There is a related logic within business education that appears to have 
started with Gragg’s (1940) seminal article on the statement that “wis-
dom can’t be told,” which was later repeated (Gragg, 1964). This state-
ment posits that lecturing fosters learning on the knowing level, but 
that case studies allow general practice or, specifically, honing deci-
sion-making skills. Hawes (2004) offers a similar argument in mar-
keting by using a comparison with learning to swim. Merely knowing 
about swimming techniques is of only limited value in the context. 
Borin (2001) argues that a paradigm shift occurs in the class – teach-
ers move from being a sage on the stage to adopting a guide-on-the-
side philosophy (Slunt & Giancarlo, 2004). 
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Hawes (2004) explains that the case method started a century ago at 
Harvard Business School. Although the case method’s spread intensi-
fi ed the level of interaction and democratizing trends only during the 
recent decades, it is a unique means to practice what a correct answer 
might be in a given situation. Th ere is, therefore, a substantial overlap 
with the honing of wisdom skills as previously defi ned to deal with 
a lot, if not overwhelming degrees of, information with situational 
complexities, a lack of easy solutions for a case dilemma, and the need 
to “sell” an answer in a social context when making a case. 

All of the above authors conclude that wisdom can indeed be generated in 
an orchestrated, student-driven, faculty-enabled manner. However, this 
path requires repeated eff orts to replicate the cycle of steps: Preparation 
is the fi rst step, comprising a quick initial skimming through the case. 
Th e next step is a careful second read followed by note-taking, for exam-
ple, on the timelines, characters, and their affi  liations, an extensive refl ec-
tion on the case problem and solution, and, fi nally, the anticipation of the 
questions together with draft s of possible answers. 

Figure 11: Steps to generate wisdom according to Hawes, based on an ini-
tially slow but accelerating generation of wisdom through case studies

Source: Based on Hawes (2004)
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As indicated by Stone (2000), the second step is exposure to an effec-
tively led class discussion with different types of questions. This leads 
to a cycle, which, if repeated and done well, leads to wisdom, but 
not quickly enough to avoid initial learning frustrations. While this 
method cannot be explicitly labeled as a recipe or model for gener-
ating wisdom, this is what it boils down to, as visualized in the figure 
below.  

The derived model allows for progress on unveiling what could be 
done to foster wisdom in business schools. There are a few downsides 
as well. First, Hawes appears to have a clear pro-case bias, which is 
prominent in U.S.-based business schools. He does not look beyond 
their cultural or country boundaries, for example, when indicating 
that “our country’s top business executives have been educated by 
the case method” (Hawes, 2004, p. 52). Other countries might have 
another preference or use a more mixed approach to teaching and 
learning. 

Hawes and Nie (2019), illustrate, for example, the approach fre-
quently encountered in traditional Chinese schools: more potent 
elements of cramming knowledge and passive learners. Also, the 
iterative process to building practical wisdom could be generalized 
beyond a case study tool. It is in line with Gragg’s (1964) accelerat-
ing learning by self-discovery, reflection, and application as wisdom 
may well be something which cannot be taught. It is congruent with 
de Vries’ (2015) stance on how crucial it is to see the world in “shades 
of grey” and not in “black or white” only as prescribed in perennial-
ism or blind reproductionist essentialism (Bolat & Bas, 2018) out-
lined above.

Moreover, it appears very deterministic to provide an overview of steps 
and a checklist for case analysis as a predefined path to wisdom. Such a 
checklist might fall more into the field of techne or praxis. Furthermore, 
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if these steps provided more clarity on the “magic” of how to generate 
true wisdom and if success appears to be guaranteed, how long does the 
timeframe need to be to repeat the case analyses, and how should prog-
ress be measured? Strebel and Keys (2005) outline that more mature 
participants in executive education portray a very different starting 
point for their learning journey than younger pendants. The final ques-
tion is: What is the connection with other learning frameworks? Three 
well-known frameworks mainly raise questions: 

The first is Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, which with its focus on experi-
ential learning, can exceed the potential of a case study as a tool. This 
framework distinguishes between four synergetic steps in a holistic 
learning cycle. Often starting with a concrete experience as step 1, a 
learner has a multisensory experience, which could be a case discussion. 

Step 2 involves reflective observations before step 3 fosters abstrac-
tion or abstract conceptualizations to arrive at conclusions and les-
sons learned. Step 4 foresees active experimentation by applying what 
has been learned, which, in turn, leads to experience, which triggers a 
new learning cycle. Hawes (2004) focuses on the case as a means and 
risks overfocusing on this, while the fundamental learning enabler is 
the holistic management of the learning cycle. 

Relly and Kort (2003) provide a variant of this model by distinguish-
ing four phases, but their starting point of the learning journey is 
more fixed. The challenge phase clarifies why the learner should 
bother about the topic and how to frame the real issue. The subse-
quent investigation phase allows for exploring how a subject, model, 
or idea works. 

Next, the construct phase clarifies how to use a concept and leverage 
it further. The final change phase sheds light on how what has been 
learned fits with previous insights and the other implications for the 
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individual learner, a team, or organization. Hawes (2004) implies that 
an eff ective case facilitator discusses all these phases. Still, Relly and 
Kort (2003) are more concrete, and Kahwajy et al. (2005) illustrate 
how to deploy this model fully in executive education. 

Kolb (1984) originally suggested a holistic learning cycle. As shown 
in Figure 10 below, this cycle also comprises archetypical learners in 
the form of the activist, the refl ector, the theorist, and the pragmatist, 
which Honey and Mumford (1986) focused on in their work on ren-
dering learning more eff ective. 

Figur e 12: Learning styles 
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Again, Hawes (2004) appears to overemphasize the case as a tool; a 
theorist would still prefer articles or lectures to learn, while a pragma-
tist would prefer shorter case preparations or discussions. Therefore, 
a case study can only be a means to an end, and the case discussion 
facilitator is crucial in designing and delivering a holistic learning 
experience. 

The bottom line, however, remains the same. A well-designed exec-
utive education experience appears to help build wisdom. Still, little 
remains known about the facilitator’s role and the checklists a learner 
must fulfill when preparing for a case. The actual learning journey 
toward wisdom remains underresearched too. 



87

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 2. Initial literature review

2�6� Summary of identified research gaps

The purpose of the initial literature review of constructive grounded 
theory, as outlined by Charmaz (2007), is to render the researcher 
aware of ongoing debates in the academic literature and familiarize 
himself/herself with concepts and semantics developed in the past. 
Thereby, the desired effect is a focus on sensitivity and not on perpetu-
ating myopia toward the space of additional insights and theories that 
could advance the field. Preliminary literature reviews in constructive 
grounded theories would not yield hypotheses the way that deduc-
tive, quantitative, and positivist research would foresee. Nonetheless, 
the preliminary literature review can clarify expectations and raise 
critical questions. This is a special twist within grounded theory to 
the more general review of what is known or remains unknown on a 
particular topic – in this case phronesizing in the context of business 
schools’ executive education efforts. Bearing this in mind, the status 
quo of the literature on phronesizing reveals the following main gaps. 

First, the concept of practical wisdom, i.e., phronesis, is multifac-
eted to the degree that individual authors diverge in their acknowl-
edgment of just how multidimensional it is and what is in its scope 
or not. The literature shows a gap regarding integrative efforts and 
ensuring more convergence. Consequently, the journey toward more 
practical wisdom is harder to identify, as authors rely on different 
meanings. An emerging question for the fieldwork is whether there 
could still be an integrative framework for phronesizing? This is one 
of the contributions the fieldwork and the intended grounded theory 
grounded in new data could contribute. 

Second, it does not matter what meaning is in place. It has to be revis-
ited in light of fundamental changes. There is a gap when it comes 
to a more modern understanding of phronesis. Closing the gap 
requires evolving the concept further toward a more modern version 
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of phronesis 2.0. It would integrate the latest insights on VUCA 
environments and complexity in business. As the idea of phronesis 
requires evolution and started to be in flux, it becomes more chal-
lenging to determine how to actually make progress. One interesting 
question for the fieldwork is what constitutes phronesis as an out-
come of phronesizing? This is a second expectation for the empirical 
efforts. Gaining more clarity on what phronesis is can help streamline 
efforts in executive education. 

Third, the emphasis has traditionally been on a static view of what 
phronesis is, where to deploy it, how to apply it, and what outcomes 
are. The literature is relatively silent on building more phronesis 
over time. Equally, few answers exist on preparing for scenarios that 
necessitate phronesis, measuring progress, or optimizing the learn-
ing journey when it comes to integrative, conceptually matured, 
and empirically tested or substantiated frameworks. Gaining clar-
ity on what elements matter can advance the public body of action-
able knowledge and empower faculty and program directors active in 
executive education to make progress. 

Fourth, as the concept of phronesis requires renewal and updating 
to match contemporary business challenges in a VUCA world, past 
approaches to build phronesis might well become outdated. More 
modern understandings of phronesis are likely to require adapted 
and aligned techniques to acquire it. The outlined literature best illus-
trates this with the beginner’s mind, inquiry-based leadership, and 
the repeatedly self-authoring and self-renewing multi-frame adult 
mind. It appears to prefer questions over answers, not pretending to 
know in a world full of ambiguity over overconfidence biases. Finding 
a response to whether traditional learning methods remain relevant 
can help faculty members design and implement more effective phro-
nesizing oriented experiences. 
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Fifth, culture emerges as a theme when reviewing the literature. This 
train of thought is in line with those mentioned above but possi-
bly dated approaches to defining and conceptualizing phronesis. Yet, 
the cultural perspective enables understanding the diverging authors’ 
position better and impacts further empirical studies. Different cul-
tures might view wisdom in a diverging manner. Traditions, such as 
the bushido mindset of devotion, never-ending practice, and improve-
ments, appear to persist. These different views on wisdom are surviv-
ing memes in the language of cultural evolution put forward by Weeks 
and Gallunic (2003) and their studies of organizational development. 
In the larger question of whether management is culture-bound or cul-
ture-free, the new question is whether building wisdom needs to be 
viewed through cultural lenses too or not. International samples might 
well be trickier to analyze and produce more diverse insights. An exec-
utive education provider ought to know how to deal with culturally het-
erogeneous classes. Would there still be a way to theorize on one way 
to deal with a diverse class setting? If so, how would a corresponding 
grounded theory possibly look like? Learning more about this question 
can enable executive education providers to standardize or differenti-
ate their learning methodologies, which has widespread implications. 

Sixth, the business school and executive education fields are under pres-
sure to add and demonstrate more value. Institutions need to become 
more relevant. Reviewing what is done in terms of practical wisdom as 
a value-added appears like a straightforward and vital solution. It is one 
that is not adequately mirrored in the literature. How would transfor-
mational learning experiences based on phronesizing look like? What 
happens in this black box to be opened based on perceptions of those 
who have experienced distinct value-adding moments? 

Seventh, Statler (2014) focuses on wisdom in general and on undergrad-
uates, but where is the research on the executive education level? There 
is a gap when it comes to precise levels of learners. The adult learner is 
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different in terms of learning behavior, as outlined above. To generalize 
across learners must yield to sub-group-oriented studies. Therefore, one 
additional expectation for the fieldwork and efforts towards grounded 
theorizing is the addition of executive education-specific insights. What 
matters to a course participant at the executive education level?

In sum, there are several crucial gaps concerning the process of phro-
nesizing. The following table summarizes observations and core ques-
tions regarding expectations for the empirical part of the research. As 
Antonacopoulou (2010) clarifies, business schools’ impact is “more 
about cultivating phronesis” (p. S7). Yet, how to foster the phrone-
sizing process holistically is underresearched. Therefore, the research 
question of how to phronesize not in general but in the specific con-
text of executive education of business schools warrants further con-
ceptualizing and empirical efforts. 

Table 3: Summary of observations from the preliminary literature review 
and resulting expectations for the field work

Observations from the lit-
erature

Expectations for the field work 
in terms of answers to following 
pertinent questions

1.  Phronesis is multidimen-
sional

If phronesis is multifaceted and 
multidimensional, can there still 
be an integrative way to phrone-
size?

2.  The meaning of phrone-
sis is in flux and cannot be 
the dated version 1.0 based 
on an Aristotelian under-
standing

How would those who have expe-
rienced the phenomenon of 
phroensizing describe it?



91

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 2. Initial literature review

3.  Little is known about 
actual phronesizing

What are key elements of a learn-
ing journey towards phronesis?

4.  As phronesis is in flux 
questioning the useful-
ness of traditional learning 
methods

To what extent do traditional, 
available learning approaches 
remain relevant?

5.  Culture emerges as a fac-
tor rendering the analysis 
of phronesis more chal-
lenging

How would phronesizing unfold in 
a heterogeneous class. Would this 
diversity matter? How to deal with 
this diversity?

6.  Value-adding executive 
education is much sought 
after

What are distinct value-adding, 
critical learning moments? Who 
does what in such moments?

7.  Executive education is 
merely one part of manage-
ment learning

What is distinct about executive 
education with regards to execu-
tive education? What would future 
designs for effective phronesizing 
have to be bear in mind?

Source: Author

The following chapter 3 outlines the chosen methodology and 
method to address this research question, along with a critical 
self-evaluation and anticipation as well as mitigation of any eth-
ical concerns. 
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3� Methodology

3�1� Introduction

This chapter aims at clarifying how to answer the research ques-
tion posed. According to Gray (2014), research ought to be explicit 
and transparent about the research-philosophical foundations, the 
suitability of the method, and the details of the data collection. The 
chapter starts by creating transparency on the research philosophi-
cal assumptions and their implications for grounded theory. Details 
ensue on the interview-based method. The chapter continues by dis-
cussing ethical concerns and how they were anticipated and mit-
igated. Finally, the chapter provides a critical self-evaluation of the 
methodology and method. 
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3�2� Research philosophical assumptions and 
implications for constructivist grounded 
theory as the chosen method

Al-Saadi (2014) outlines critical philosophical options for empirical 
research and choices to make in terms of ontology and epistemology. 
Researchers ought to clarify the underlying worldview within ontol-
ogy – whether it reflects an objectivist versus a subjectivist paradigm. 
Would two different researchers with diverging backgrounds uncover 
the same reality when researching the process of building phronesis 
as posited by objectivism? Epistemology, in turn, addresses the ques-
tion of how to arrive at insights. A more positivist route prefers test-
ing and generalization, while a more phenomenological view merely 
offers a better understanding and explanation of the phenomenon in 
a specific context. 

The research question is a typical how-based one, and the previously 
outlined research objectives target a better comprehension of this 
phronesizing phenomenon and theory building. For such a research 
setting, Creswell (2014) suggests a qualitative research approach. 
Goulding (2005) equally argues in favor of qualitative research when 
a deep understanding of a phenomenon ought to emerge. Nicholls 
and Lee (2006) reason accordingly and suggest qualitative research, 
especially when the phenomenon and behavioral pattern gets more 
complex. 

Within qualitative approaches, Lindlof and Tayler (2011) clarify that 
grounded theory represents one of the essential and influential means 
to carry out empirical studies. This method foresees “the discovery 
of theory from data systematically obtained from social research” 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 2) in an abductive process. 
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Likewise and as outlined in the following table, Starks and Trinidad 
(2008) juxtapose main qualitative research options in detail and 
advocate grounded theory to ensure a fit between the research ques-
tion and the empirical approach whenever this better understanding 
and explanation are central to the research to follow. They clarify that 
grounded theory is especially suitable when the researcher explores 
how a social process, in this case phronesizing, occurs in a concrete 
environment, such as executive education programs, thus when con-
text matters and the way the pattern unfolds is contingent upon the 
context. Miller and Fredericks (1999) explicate how grounded theory 
evolved into the “paradigm of choice” (p. 538) for qualitative research 
projects. For Thomas and James (2006), grounded theory represents 
even a major, if not even the major, contributor to legitimize qualita-
tive methods. 

Figure 13: Comparison of three qualitative research alternatives

Characteris-
tics

Phenome-
nology

Discourse 
analysis

Grounded 
theory

History European phi-
losophy

Linguistics/
semiotics

Sociology

Philosophy

Existence of an 
essential and 
perceived real-
ity with com-
mon features

Knowledge 
and meaning 
are produced 
through inter-
action and in 
discourses

Theory emerges 
by examin-
ing concepts 
grounded in 
data
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Goal
Describe the 
meaning of an 
experience

Comprehend 
how language 
helps cre-
ate and enact 
identities and 
acts

Develop an 
explanatory the-
ory of a social 
process

Typical 
research 
question

What is the 
lived experience 
of X?

What dis-
courses are 
used?

How does the 
social process 
of X happen in 
context Y?

Sampling Those who have 
experienced it

Those situ-
ated in the dis-
course

Those who have 
experienced X 
in unique con-
texts

Interviewing 
strategy

Participants 
describe, inter-
viewer probes

Both discuss 
in a dialogue, 
interviewer 
probes

Participants 
describe, inter-
viewer probes

Analytic 
method

Identify 
descriptions, 
cluster, distill 
categories on 
the phenome-
non’s essence

Analyze 
semantics and 
how meaning 
is created

Open, axial, and 
selective coding, 
cross-property 
analysis, distilla-
tion of explana-
tory framework

Role of ana-
lyst’s view Bracket view

Examine own 
places in dis-
courses

Bracket views
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Audience

Clinicians, 
practitioners, 
and others 
in need of an 
understand-
ing of the lived 
experience

Policy mak-
ers and inter-
ventionists 
in need of an 
understanding 
to better craft 
messages

Researchers 
and practi-
tioners seeking 
explanations to 
design interven-
tions

Product
A thematic 
description of 
the essence of X

Depiction of 
the seman-
tics in use and 
of how they 
shape identi-
ties and rela-
tionships

New theory 
generated from 
a range of par-
ticipants’ expe-
riences

Source: Based on Starks and Trinidad (2008), p. 1373

The research objective of this project is to explore the experience of 
phronesizing, which by nature of the question points to studying not 
an objective reality but a subjective experience. In diverse classes with 
diverse tracks and majors, the experience of how practical wisdom 
grows might well be a personal one. In line with Guba and Lincoln 
(1989), when exploring phronesizing their insights on subjective 
experiences applies, stating that there might well be “as many such 
constructions as there are individuals” (p. 43). 

Mills et al. (2006) share that especially constructivism rejects objec-
tive reality while emphasizing subjective experiences. Individuals are 
more likely to assign meaning themselves. They state that their real-
ity counts out of respect for the individual (Heron & Reason, 1997). 
Therefore, subjectivity is not only acknowledged but central to the 
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process of understanding phronesizing. This importance of subjec-
tivity cascades down to the method to choose as outlined in the fol-
lowing

The case for constructivist grounded theory

Starks and Trinidad (2008) compare qualitative methods but do not 
delve too deep into the variety of options within grounded theory. 
In turn, Morse and Niehaus (2009) provide an overview of diverging 
schools of thought. There is a need to clarify the researcher’s stance 
within Al-Saadi’s (2014) core research dimensions characterizing a 
researcher’s assumptions and the nature of the research approach. 
There are several competing and philosophically opposed schools of 
thought, as Suddaby (2006) illustrates. Evans and Liverpool (2013) 
refer to the diversity of approaches as an overwhelming maze. Gillani 
(2014) warns of schisms in the field as well and juxtaposes three core 
approaches with clearly delineated groups of supporting researchers: 

•	  Classic grounded theory or CGT (Glaser, 1978), which is 
more quantitative, allows for deduction. It rules out prelim-
inary literature reviews to avoid preconceptions. It applies a 
relatively rigid process of open, substantive, and theoretical 
coding as part of conceptual analysis. It assesses quality with 
aspects of fit, workability, relevance, and modifiability. 

•	  The Straussian grounded theory by Strauss and Corbin 
(1990) emphasizes qualitative data analysis, which is more 
descriptive, inductive data analysis when coding in three 
steps: open, axial, and selective. Prior knowledge is allowed 
as it helps compare answers and codes. This approach allows 
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for limited yet still more pronounced pragmatism than this is 
the case when executing purely positivist CGT studies.

•	  The constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2006, 
2012, 2014) can be descriptive and conceptual, yet more 
abductive in its reasoning. 

Charmaz (2012) makes an effort to outline how innovative and fun-
damentally different her more recent approach is compared to the 
beginnings of grounded theory. She juxtaposes objectivist and con-
structivist grounded theory, and the following table provides an 
overview of the resulting comparison. Within the first, a reality with 
its data persists in an objectivist sense. There are precise data, fig-
ures, and facts generally accessible to researchers even if they have 
a diverging background. As long as there is adequate care and pro-
cess compliance, researchers’ background is irrelevant. The research-
ers merely serve as conduits of a sound, objective research process 
to follow with discipline. The emphasis is primarily on the discover-
able data, which study subjects or participants are able and willing to 
share. Subsequent sense-making is once more reduced to objective, 
explicit data. 
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Table 4: Constructivist versus objectivist grounded theory

An objectivist approach to  
grounded theory

A constructivist approach to 
grounded theory

•	 Assumes data is objective, 
and meaning can be discov-
ered

•	 Views research process as 
objective and independent 
from researcher

•	 Emphasizes meaning in 
data, which is discoverable 
in the real world

•	 Requires a researcher to 
apply an established process 
rigorously, neutrally, and 
distant from participants

•	 Reasons that participants 
can effectively share explic-
itly themes 

•	 Assumes data and research 
process being subjective

•	 Views the researcher as 
co-constructing meaning

•	 Applies methods more flex-
ibly, pragmatically, and 
only as a means without 
guarantees of identical out-
comes across researchers

•	 Has researchers overcome 
the distance from inter-
viewees

•	 Accepts that data reflect both 
the interviewee’s and the 
researcher’s perceptions as 
meaning does not only exist 
in data but is co-constructed

•	 Allows for the research to 
play a more prominent role 
than merely applying and 
executing a process

Source: Based on Charmaz (2012)

In stark contrast, Charmaz (2007, 2012) argues in favor of construc-
tivist grounded theory. She sets fundamentally different assumptions 



101

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 3. Methodology

regarding ontology and epistemology. She elaborates that construc-
tive grounded theory views the researcher as playing a different role. 
Researchers are not necessarily alike. Their diverging interests, their 
lenses for the analysis, or their training idiosyncrasies, impact the way 
in which data are viewed, analyzed, and interpreted when constructing 
unique and context-specific meaning without claims of generalization. 

Methods are more flexible, as they are assumed not to ensure research 
success alone. Researchers also pursue more proximity to the research 
subjects and realize that sense is not only in the data alone but con-
tingent upon the constellation of researcher and study participants. 
Thereby, it is crucial to note that her constructivist grounded theory 
enriched the already rather diverse schools of thought on grounded 
theory and continues to be in flux. For example, in Charmaz (2015), 
she counted almost three times more steps within constructivist 
grounded theory than in Charmaz (2012). 

Positioning myself regarding these crucial ontological and epis-
temological assumptions, the idea of being more than a mere con-
duit of a process to follow is fundamentally appealing. The quality of 
the research is not only determined by following a process diligently 
yet blindly. Condensing and abstracting from hundreds if not thou-
sands of text bites represent fundamentally interpretative tasks for 
me. Merely ensuring compliance with a process is insufficient. I add 
to the research a clear and personal learning goal as part of a life-long 
learning initiative. 

This may well lead to more intrinsic motivation to create a true ver-
stehen of the phenomenon. Past experiences in executive education 
(in my case 22 years of designing, selling, directing, and teaching in 
executive education seminars internationally) provides sensitivity to 
certain sub-phenomena. It cannot and should not be ignored when 
interpreting data. Within grounded theory studies, this self-reflection 
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takes on an even more critical role. Nevertheless, as Gentles et al. 
(2014) criticize, this reflexivity is not only crucial but often remains 
vague, as research skips the step of creating transparency and what it 
means for them. The authors argue that the researcher influences the 
choice of topics, the interaction, and the analysis. 

Addressing this quality aspect, I clarify how I influenced this research 
project. It fits my research interests as well as life-long learning plans. 
As an employee in a business school supporting the design, direction, 
and teaching in executive education programs, I notice and experi-
ence the need for innovation. There is intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation, which supports the research process. Hall and Callery (2001) 
point to the advantages of acknowledging how the researcher’s back-
ground impacts the study, as it fosters theoretical sensitivity – even 
the choice of grounded theory as a method can by itself be a sign of 
reflexivity. This background impacts the analysis. It can do so in a 
positive way. In this sense, I am in line with Mills et al. (2006) deny-
ing an objective reality where any researcher would identify the same 
results, regardless of training and thus sensitivity for a phenomenon 
and the corresponding curiosity or motivation.

As I am interested in understanding and explaining the phenomenon 
and add a personal background as a researcher, it would be an over-
simplification to assume that any other researcher would notice the 
same opportunities and messages in the data to be analyzed. Other 
researchers might not be as involved in perceiving practical wisdom, 
along with the necessity to build up their specific insights on how to 
pursue practical wisdom, as a significant differentiator in a business 
school competition. In interviews with open-ended questions, the 
researcher would build a unique relationship with the interviewee, 
which supports the view that the researcher becomes an integral part 
of the research process. 
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Moreover, the previously carried out literature review sensitized 
me personally and would influence the interview process uniquely. 
Understanding the phenomenon with these elements as a start-
ing point speaks in favor of a subjectivist, constructivist, phenom-
enologist approach to grounded theory in particular and qualitative 
research in general. This train of thought is supported by Bourke 
(2014), who argues that divorcing oneself from subjectivity is impos-
sible, especially when analyzing complex phenomena such as the per-
ceptions of how practical wisdom grows. 

Furthermore, Fendt and Sachs (2008) argue that grounded theory is 
still an approach that overwhelms too easily since it has many open 
questions and numerous challenges to overcome, especially at the doc-
torate level. These questions and challenges range from different train-
ing that is often still insufficient for grounded theory studies to the 
lack of available mentors or coaches. There is a risk that these coaches 
then unduly impose their views and assumptions on the researchers. 

As reviewed and detailed by Starks and Trinidad (2007), other quali-
tative research options ask for and provide a fit for different research 
questions. For example, the authors consider phenomenology asking 
about a perceived experience and discourse analysis investigating the 
very discourses on a topic and how the discourses shaped identities, 
bonds, and related activities. 

These questions are not the core of this research project. Thus, these 
alternative research approaches are out of scope. Equally out of scope 
is the intention of action research and appreciative inquiry, which, 
according to Hung et al. (2018), primarily aim at improving the status 
quo. Moreover, it is crucial to note that this study is not about insider 
action research as a variant either, as the focus is not on improving 
the status quo (Coghlan, 2003). In contrast, this research project sets 
understanding and an explanatory theory as the research objective. 
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Furthermore, the nature of the study is not ethnographic. Pettigrew 
(2000) argues that grounded theory and ethnography often become 
muddled and resulting studies confusing. Fettermann (2010) sheds 
light on how ethnography is different when reviewed in the con-
text of this study. Ethnography requires prolonged exposure to the 
study subjects, i.e., living-with-the-tribe-style enduring proximity. 
Charmaz and Mitchell (2011) consider an additional core difference 
at work. Ethnography fosters exploration of the cultural values and 
group-level meanings within a setting producing thicker descriptions 
and narratives, which contrasts the attention of individual learners 
in this study and the intended outcome of an explanatory theory as a 
condition sine quo non. 
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3�3� Cornerstones of the chosen inter-
view-based method

Thompson (2011) clarifies that interviews are an essential means to 
empirical studies in grounded theory. Charmaz (2012) puts it even 
more strongly and views them as “unassailable” (p. 676). They rep-
resent a flexible tool to explore and pursue emerging insights fur-
ther as well as clarify issues with control or other follow-up questions 
(Hair et al., 2006). According to Cohen et al. (2011), interviews also 
have a long tradition in education-oriented research. Cassell (2009) 
points to the opportunity to gain richer information via interviews 
than with other means. 

Concurrently, Cohen et al. (2011) resonate with the benefits of inter-
views and share that interviews are firmly established in educational 
research. The authors also clarify that it is primarily the ratio of 
deep information to time that is highly advantageous. Holstein and 
Gubrium (2004) recommend a more intimate setup of personal one-
on-one interviews to assure confidentiality and situational probing 
opportunities during the interviewing process. 

Pairing these insights with Blaxter et al.’s (2006) view that research 
is best understood as the “art of the feasible” (p. 157), interviews fol-
lowed with a top business school’s alum community in one foreign 
country where the business school runs a subsidiary campus in the 
Middle East. This ensured the participants had as a commonality 
the context of studies, which is their Executive Master in Business 
Administration experience. Having one constant factor across inter-
views helps manage complexity in the analysis and allows for a more 
in-depth analysis of it. 

Etikan et al. (2015) outlined purposive sampling as the chosen tech-
nique prefers to identify interviewees based on preset factors, such 
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as this shared context. These authors distinguish between nonproba-
bility sampling in the form of convenience and purposive sampling. 
They encourage researchers to describe how their sample could dif-
fer from random ones. This context as a commonality is crucial as 
it ensured that study participants share a reference point, which 
does not have to be explained before the actual analysis could start. 
Riessman (2008) likens interviews in grounded theory to storytelling. 
Building interviews in one context allows for the analysis of experi-
ences on the same process. Other schools would have divergent set-
ups. 

The alternative would have been to identify and negotiate access to 
and with interviewees from several settings, i.e., business schools and 
their executive education unit. It would have consumed a substantial 
part of the interview time to merely explore the heterogeneous envi-
ronments, local settings, program architectures, andragogic philos-
ophies, which, for an initial study on phronesizing, was scheduling 
complexity in the wrong place. Equally, finding sufficient interview-
ees, who are open to adequately present both positive and negative 
perceptions, was deemed less feasible. Foley and Timonen (2015) 
outweigh advantages and disadvantages when identifying pools of 
interviewees and alert researchers of these hard-to-reach popula-
tion groups. According to them, especially when it comes to sensitive 
topics, access and trustworthiness in being truthful is vital. Honestly 
talking about the value added by one’s chosen program, possibly 
admitting a poor choice and letting a school appear in a bad light, 
can count as a sensitive topic. 

This study’s context refers to open and reasonably trustworthy indi-
viduals to reveal perception and not merely to be good ambassadors 
of their alma mater schools, yielding ineffective answers only due to 
social desirability biases in them (Nancarrow et al., 2005). Also, the 
study’s objective was to gather an initial explanatory model. It was not 
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a step towards generalization across various settings or cross-setting 
validity, thus opening a backdoor to positivism and violating the con-
text-richness as well as context-specificity of perceptions and experi-
ences. 

This study is in line with Creswell (2014), who likewise argues in favor 
of a focused context-specific qualitative, constructivist approach if 
the research goal is first and foremost exploration rather than theory 
variation. Subsequent studies can then explore variations and testing, 
which is out of the scope of this research project. Within grounded 
theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967) add an additional and helpful dis-
tinction between two types of theories. First, a substantive theory 
would always remain context-specific. Second, a formal theory aims 
to be more generic. In light of this distinction, the research on phro-
nesizing pursues a substantive theory that is in this nascent stage of 
the research a single-setting, context-specific one. 

Out of hundreds of all the Executive Master of Business Administration 
(EMBA) alumni this foreign branch campus – the researcher’s 
employer – had over the last seven years since its inception, 50 ini-
tial ones were randomly selected with the help of an online website 
that allows for randomizing the selection of study participants. There 
were no program dropouts, and hence, this study did not consider 
any questions related to dropouts. 

This study’s design chose alumni and alumnae as only after gradua-
tion two effects materialize. First, only when graduating is the learn-
ing journey complete with all parts, including applying program 
models in an integrative assignment and presenting results. Second, 
only after closing all program elements can graduates focus on their 
work, deploying their new skills, and seeing how much they have 
grown and become more effective. Only then would they see how 
capable they were in transferring insights and practical wisdom to 



108

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

workplaces. The entire pool of alums may well have graduated in dif-
ferent years. This interviewee choice factor matters less as the pro-
gram had not changed fundamentally. As the program represented 
substantial investments in time, energy, and money, participants still 
had vivid recollections regardless of whether an individual graduated 
a few years earlier or later. Based on probing questions at the begin-
ning of interviews, it seems that having some time to reflect on what 
benefitted them (or not) helped. 

The complete list of coded alumni and alumnae was entered so that 
the website generated this list of 50 and ordered them from one to 
fifty randomly. Roughly 30% of both the resulting shortlisted 50 
alumni and the overall alum community consist of women. Roughly 
50% of both groups consist of nationals versus expats. As the pro-
gram attracts and admits senior participants, most of the study par-
ticipants were in their 40s and senior management positions. As a 
top-ranked and internationally accredited school, there are constant 
performance pressures and resulting demands to innovate. 

While practical wisdom is not necessarily an explicit ranking crite-
rion, the logic applies that value from learning can indeed be stud-
ied at one of the top schools. The topic of creating value via practical 
relevance beyond mere knowledge – which could be obtained via 
Youtube, for example, too – can be deemed of relevance. Pope and 
Mays (1996) emphasize the importance of studying the phenomenon 
of interest when choosing the setting. The identified context is con-
ducive to at least commencing research on the phenomenon. 

The randomizer website https://www.randomizer.org/ creates random 
numbers for a list of entered names, ranked from 1 to 50 as a start-
ing point. According to Bowen (2008), sample accuracy is most rele-
vant in grounded theory, and this group of EMBA alumni represents 
key informants (Rousseau, 1998), as they experienced the process of 
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learning from A to Z, including a phase of post-program reflection 
and realization of the program’s relevance, i.e., their return on invest-
ment or return on education. Relying on alumni from one context was 
a pragmatic reaction to COVID-19 haunting many organizations and 
limiting access to alumni from various organizations. Simultaneously, 
many rich and possibly divergent views on one context can improve 
the context specificity of the analysis and increase the focus of the 
study that does not aim at generalization in the first place.3 

Determination of the cut-off points for the number of core inter-
views

In grounded theory and contrast to many other interviewing 
approaches, the methodology does not determine the number of 
interviews ex-ante. Corbin (1990) illustrates that also a lower number 
of interviews can still yield insightful results. Dey (1999) provides an 

3   It is essential to note that the ‘scene’ in the business world in this Middle 
Eastern state, in which the research has been conducted, is not only rather 
small but very tightly connected. Program non-nationals as study participants 
or those working abroad after graduation still stay in touch and interact with 
social media. Adding more descriptions of study participants would risk the 
principle of anonymity approved by the ethics committee greenlighting the 
research proposal for the field work. It would also allow revealing the individ-
uals behind the quotes, which would violate the agreed upon anonymity. Study 
participants must feel safe at all times that this agreed upon anonymity would 
be ensured at all times and adhering to a clear and strict no-harm policy for 
them, the researcher and the employer must be guaranteed. Therefore, no fur-
ther information on age, gender, industry background, years of experience, 
actual position, or any further transcript information possibly revealing their 
identity were added. What matters more is the pattern in their learning journey 
they shared in the interviews. 
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overview of the two main approaches to determine the cut-off point 
once interviews have started – while clarifying that none of them 
overcomes the subjective nature of the process. 

First, the theoretical sufficiency-oriented approach prescribes to 
continue interviews, i.e., adding more of the initially preselected 50 
alumni up until the point where the researcher subjectively reckon, 
based on judgment, that enough interviews took place. Second, the 
saturation perspective expects these interviews to continue until 
the researcher, within reason, concludes that no valuable additional 
information could emerge. 

Morse (2004) details this definition further by understanding satura-
tion as “the phase of qualitative data analysis in which the researcher 
has continued sampling and analyzing data until no new data appear 
and all concepts of the theory are well developed … and their link-
ages to other concepts are clearly described” (p. 1123). 

Vasileiou et al. (2018) create an awareness of the ongoing debates 
about which approach is superior. This study sided with Guest et al. 
(2006), viewing saturation as the preferred standard within grounded 
theory. Morse (2015) supports this train of thought, pointing to the 
higher level of rigor that saturation offers. Tay (2014) prescribes that 
researchers create transparency of how saturation, i.e., no essential 
new data, could be identified. 

Aldiabat and Le Navenec (2018) link the conclusion to effectively 
relying on the researcher’s subjective, wise, and intuitive reasoning, 
which can often overwhelm more novice researchers at the doctor-
ate level. Hennink et al.’s (2016) provide, at least partially, more clar-
ity by differentiating code saturation from meaning saturation. As 
long as studies achieve one, they reached saturation. Code satura-
tion addresses the researcher realizing having heard it all. Meaning 
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saturation depicts the perception of having understood it all. Morse 
(2015) sets higher standards than Hennink et al.’s (2016) and demands 
to fulfill both criteria, not just one. 

Aldiabat and Le Navenec (2018) share in this context that the trust-
worthiness of the research process and outcomes depend on explic-
itly commenting on the researcher’s thought processes align with 
information power. Clarifying the information power would allow 
for even smaller sample sizes. 

Saturation materialized after 32 interviews. The memo-writing pro-
cess exemplified in chapter 4 adds further insights. Comparing this 
figure with Thomson’s (2011) identified average of 25 interviews in 
grounded theory, the number of participants can be deemed higher. 
It reflects the quest and ambition to ensure no new data per category 
emerges. Furthermore, Morse (2000) warns of too high numbers, as 
he identified a negative correlation between data that can be analyzed 
and the overall size of the pool of interviewees. 

In line with Morse (2015), the study accomplished both code and 
meaning saturation. A clear understanding emerged as described in 
the memo-writing process added to chapter 4. Then, the additional 
value of and return on carrying out more interviews leveled off com-
pletely. Several factors account for this subjective realization of sat-
uration. The research question is relatively straightforward. As for 
information power, the characteristics of this target group helped. 

These graduates were senior executives in their organizations and 
graduated from an intense 120 credits program. They were able to 
share information effectively and straight to the point. There were 
no time constraints for any individual interviews nor any limits for 
the number of interviews overall. Calling alumni from one’s employer 
school helped in creating rapport quickly. Interviewees were happy 
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to hear from the school and reasoned their insights could eventually 
improve the school’s and their degree’s quality and reputation.

Taking enough time per interviewee is a quality criterion outlined 
by Onwuegbuzie and Leach (2007). Interviewing times varied based 
on the interviewee’s straightforwardness and eloquence and the situ-
ational need for follow-up questions. The exceptional circumstance 
of COVID-19 and working-from-home set-up amongst interview-
ees allowed for a longer and basically unlimited time for an inter-
view. This helped in the initial establishment of rapport and ensuring 
informed consent. They came to an end when all relevant experiences 
were shared and questions answered. 

No additional follow-up interviews were called for, as each case was 
evident, and all questions were addressed in sufficient detail. All the 
interviewees offered their availability for additional interviews. Their 
career information were studied before the interviews such that their 
life stories could be comprehended more easily. Hence, there were no 
difficulties in gathering more codes and contextual information. 

The constant comparison method allowed for clarifying questions 
with subsequent interview partners. However, toward the end of the 
interviews, no new codes could be added to the emerging categories. 
The following table summarizes these considerations arguing in favor 
of having achieved both codes and meaning saturation. 
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Table 5: Summary of information-power-enhancing factors accounting 
for saturation

Factors increasing informa-
tion power of the interviews Impact on saturation

Straightforward research ques-
tion

Speaking about their learning 
experience was easy for the inter-
viewees. It is about their per-
ception and there is no right or 
wrong answer.

Type of interviewees
Well-trained senior managers 
could articulate many answers 
very effectively.

Ease of establishing rapport 
with interviewees

Sharing an affiliation with an 
institution is a commonality that 
boosts trust.

Rather unlimited pool of 
interviewees

Interviews could have continued 
easily for another 10, 20, or even 
50 rounds at basically 0 extra cost.

Unlimited length of interviews 
and opportunities to add 
questions

COVID-19 enabled better avail-
ability if need be.

Availability of interviews for 
follow-up questions

The alumni’s strong commitment 
facilitated interviews and, if need 
be, created opportunities to go 
deeper.

Source: Author
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Questioning technique

Morse and Niehaus (2009) outline that although approaches to 
grounded theory diverged over time, these approaches jointly rely 
on unstructured interviews to understand the phenomenon more 
flexibly. Starting with propositions narrowing the interviews would 
impede deeper, richer, and thicker grounded theories on the complex 
realities studied as Glaser and Strauss (1971) reason. 

Overall, this study adopts a constructivist grounded theory approach 
outlined and detailed by Charmaz (2012). Moreover, rather than rely-
ing on predefined questions, this study relies on effective questioning 
techniques outlined by her (Charmaz, 2012). She considers inter-
viewing as attempting to unfold a story. This requires questions about 
specific context. According to her, interviews must capture precisely 
these conditions and sequences, while the emphasis can be on views, 
not eternal and generalizable facts. This approach is entirely in line 
with constructivist grounded theorists capturing data in their unique 
context. I relied on Charmaz’s recommendations to use initial open-
ing, intermediate, and closing questions (cf. Charmaz, 2012): 

•	  Opening questions follow the pattern of “To what extent do you 
still remember your program and the learning journey?“. “Tell 
me more about your goals for doing the program …”. “What 
attracted you to executive education?”. “Back then, what was 
your primary benefit,” “what or who contributed to ….”

•	  Intermediate questions could comprise “how did you handle 
…,” “could you describe a situation in which …,” or “as you 
look back, was there a professor who did do an outstand-
ing job at helping you gain practical wisdom?”. “Describe a 
situation in which you experienced no impact on practical 
wisdom?”. “What could that professor have done differently 
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to enable you to gain more practical wisdom?”. “Who drove 
the process?”. “When did you notice this gain in practical 
wisdom?”. “Is it a gradual process or more of a jump?”. “Did 
all modules enabled you to gain practical wisdom?”. “Did 
you gain practical wisdom in the area you expected or even 
wanted it?”. “Is a business school and executive education the 
best place to gain practical wisdom?”. “How long does it take 
to build practical wisdom?”.

•	  Closing questions included, “is there anything else the school 
could have done to gain more practical wisdom?”

The proper questioning technique helps prevent social desirability 
biases, as Nancarrow et al. (2005) alerted. Furthermore, Wright and 
Leahey (2013) offer additional advice on enhancing interview effec-
tiveness with purported circular questions. Consequently, a better 
understanding of the context, dynamics across the entire learning 
experience, and outcomes can form. The authors recommend explor-
ing behaviors and their impact on cognition, which, in turn, impact 
behaviors and, subsequently, cognition again. 

There is, thus, an element of critical incident technique (CIT) 
(Flanagan, 1954) or critical incident analysis (CIA) (Vachon & 
LeBlanc, 2011) applied in this research project. This stems from 
relying on study participants sharing specific stories about concrete 
events where phronesizing happened. The differences lie in the out-
put. Grounded theory processes these stories in an abductive pro-
cess of condensation and consolidation during the coding while CIA 
would produce lengthier narratives in prose text.

In preparation for the interviews, I familiarized myself with inter-
viewer effects explained by West and Blom (2016) and characteristics 
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of effective, qualitative interviews enumerated by Jette et al. (2003). 
While all interviews were initially intended to be in person, COVID-
19 imposing lockdowns across companies and industries enabled 
only Zoom-based interviews. The interviews varied in length based 
on the need to fully comprehend each interviewee’s experience 
and case as well as assuring saturation per interviewee. Interviews 
lasted a minimum of 25 minutes and up to 75 minutes, with the 
overall average being 45 minutes. Interviews remained the domi-
nant source of data. However, in preparation for the interviews and 
to better understand the gained insights, I reviewed the LinkedIn 
profiles of interviewees. Morse and Niehaus (2009) strongly advo-
cate attempts toward such data triangulation to understand better 
the phenomenon studied within grounded theory. These authors 
helped comprehend career moves, such as from engineering into 
predominantly people-oriented management roles and resulting in 
varying expertise. 

Secondary post-grounded theorizing interviews

In line with Charmaz (2014), constructive grounded theory fore-
sees an effort towards quality assurance in additional interviews with 
industry leaders in business schools with noteworthy executive edu-
cation operations4. With the help of these practitioners in the field, 
the purpose was primarily to assess the usefulness (cf. section 4.6 for 

4   As a clarification, these secondary interviews are not part of the original pro-
cess to develop the grounded theory yet form an essential part of a reality 
check as recommended by Charmaz (2014). The originator of the constructiv-
ist grounded theory approach used in this research distinguishes four factors to 
assess quality - credibility, originality, resonance and usefulness. Interviewing 
deans on their perspective of the emerging grounded theory allows for better 
insights for these criteria, most notably resonance. 
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results). Six interviews followed with deans from two business school 
leaders in India, two from Switzerland, one from an American, and 
one from a German executive education provider based on convenient 
accessibility for the researcher. This target group has busy schedules 
and is otherwise not easy to secure as interview partners. Interviews 
lasted 45 min. in average and were organized via Zoom in light of the 
ongoing travel restrictions due to COVID-19. Key quotes were cap-
tured in writing, yet interviewees preferred not to be recorded. Core 
questions discussed were the overall question about the usefulness of 
practical wisdom, the theory overall and any strengths or weaknesses 
of the six individual steps, and any comments or ideas for implement-
ing it.
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3�3� Mitigation of potential ethical concerns

Christians (2000) outlines the following elements of research ethics. 
Research ought to build on informed consent, assuring and ensur-
ing that data gets analyzed confidentially and that reporting complies 
with the established standards. 

Contacting the participants and conducting their onboarding as 
interviews started fully complied with the principle of informed con-
sent. The interviewees were informed in writing about the study’s 
purpose and the context, flow, anonymity, confidentiality, and initial 
questions to expect. They were assured of being able to leave the study 
at their convenience without the need to give reasons or without any 
repercussions whatsoever. 

Moreover, Williams (2009) alerts researchers that carrying out inter-
views at one’s employer bears the risk of guilty knowledge – a sit-
uation where too many preconceptions influence the flow of the 
interview and analysis negatively. Anderson (1994) singles out the 
general risks associated with positionality5 and the resulting dilemma 
when adopting two roles, i.e., the role of a researcher and former fac-
ulty. The applied interviewing technique must, for example, pay spe-
cial attention to answers potentially showing a social desirability bias, 
which Nancarrow et al. (2005) discuss as well. However, Dyer (2001) 
emphasizes the benefits a minimum level of familiarity with the con-
text entails. 

Holgersson and Melin (2005) underline just how relevant research 
can become in such a setting. Interviewing alumni who have left the 
core operations as clients after their graduation diverges from many of 
the dynamics that van Heugsten (2004) observes when interviewing 

5   Appendix 3 provides further reflections on positionality from a point in time 
many months after compiling the methodology chapter. 
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direct and current colleagues, for example. Colleagues would grow 
expectations for improvements and expect a quid pro quo for their 
study participation or prejudices based on more prolonged and more 
intense collaborations. 

For Sikes and Potts (2008), it is essential to avoid a negative view 
on an organization before or while carrying out the study, i.e., the 
researcher ought to remain open and ground insights primarily in the 
data. Coghlan (2003) agrees and adds that reflexivity can effectively 
address any risks from institutional politics as well as the dilemmas 
associated with playing two roles and insights built up previously. 

However, and exerting this reflexivity in this specific case, familiarity 
with the program and the faculty had the opposite effect. It endowed 
me with a crucial and minimum level of contextual knowledge to bet-
ter comprehend the shared insights. I had taught half of them on strat-
egy, which helps more adequately contextualize how they behaved in 
class versus their reaction to other professors. 

Furthermore, and in line with Blaxter et al.’s (2006), viewing research 
as the art of the feasible and relying on alumni emerged as the most 
promising means to enable interviews in times of COVID-19 in the 
spring and early summer of 2020 when individuals struggled to cope 
with the multi-level crisis. Gentles et al. (2014) share that such links 
can generate unique benefits, not only downsides or biases. 

Moreover, respect is vital during interviews. The participants were 
asked if they would agree to a recording of the interviews. Digitally 
capturing the interviews would make the content available for review 
later on. Each interviewee inarguably expressed a preference for 
the interview not to be recorded, which lead to extensive notes and 
memo-writing without insisting on the recording. 
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3�4� Critical self-evaluation

This section aims at providing a critical self-evaluation, which can 
help contextualize the research process6. The following reflections 
include elements of fit and alignment, transparency about the choice 
of grounded theory approach, and the efforts in preparing for inter-
views, the orientation toward information power, the acknowledged 
need for reflexivity, and considerations on a genuine interest in 
research ethics and respect for study participants’ rights.

Ensuring fit and alignment

Overall, the methodology and method can be deemed a good fit to 
address the research objectives of understanding and theory build-
ing. There is an alignment of the research question and the qualitative 
research design (Creswell, 2014). For Miller and Fredericks (1999), 
grounded theory is the clear paradigm of choice when embarking 
on qualitative projects. As the preliminary literature review revealed, 
there is a gap in comprehending how practical wisdom forms in 
executive education. The extant literature overemphasizes one learn-
ing approach, e.g., the case-based philosophy, or lacks transparency 
about what happens specifically from a process perspective. Learning 
theories about, yet holistic insights on phronesizing lack. The applica-
tion of constructive grounded theory acknowledges the early stage of 
understanding the phenomenon in executive education better. 

Furthermore, Thomas and James (2006) confirm that grounded the-
ory counts as a pivotal contributor to qualitative research methods’ 
legitimacy and acceptance in social research of a more applied nature. 

6   Section 4.6 contains an additional ex-post view on lessons learned in footnote 
form.  
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Grounded theory represents a fit for projects aimed at an explanatory 
theory of a social process (Starks & Trinidad, 2007), as is the case 
with phronesizing. 

Grounded theory represents a firm fit, as the construct of phronesiz-
ing in an executive education context is in an early stage. Tan (2010) 
confirms grounded theory as a proper method whenever research is 
in such an early stage, and only insufficient insights exist. As recom-
mended by Munhall (2001), I paid particular attention to compre-
hending the philosophical and core underpinnings of constructivist 
grounded theory. This helps address the many quandaries and open 
questions still existing in applying grounded theory, as detailed by 
Bowen (2008). 

Creating transparency about the type of grounded theory

Especially Suddaby (2006) criticized an overly generic use of the 
grounded theory approach without specifying which explicit school of 
thought applies. In light of Suddaby’s criticism, I outlined the case for 
constructive grounded theory. I acknowledge the subjective nature of 
the research topic and the idiosyncratic contribution of the researcher, 
encountered research motives, training, and assigned relevance. 

Improving readiness for the interviews and the grounded theory 
process

Working with grounded theory at the doctorate level can easily be 
overwhelming, which I tried to counter with thorough preparation, 
for example, in the form of scrutinizing interviewing techniques as 
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outlined above and perpetuating a sense of reflexivity to counter the 
downsides of the method’s subjectivity. The memo-writing process 
exemplified in chapter 4 is a further case in point. Preparing for the 
interviews by reviewing the interviewees’ LinkedIn profiles facilitated 
a better understanding of each interviewee’s case and represented an 
effort toward more data accuracy as part of triangulating data (Morse 
& Niehaus, 2009). 

Furthermore, Glaser (2013) draws attention to a challenging learning 
curve that one can experience, for example, when memoing. In order 
to avoid starting the empirical work as a complete novice, I carried 
out two sample grounded theory studies and discussed them with 
several research experts. 

Prioritizing information power

By prioritizing information power, constructivist grounded the-
ory is not about full compliance with or blindly following a process 
(Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theory focuses on sampling adequacy, 
while generalizability or any form of representativeness does not play 
the dominant role as in other approaches (Bowen, 2009). There are 
many subjective steps. The preceding sections above clarified fac-
tors substantiating saturation. As a method-inherent feature, satura-
tion will always remain a judgment call as outlined by Thorne and 
Darbyshire (2005). In line with Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora 
(2016), information power and compliance with Morse’s (2015) 
higher standards for both code and meaning saturation provided the 
foundation for the analysis. Working with saturation and not theoret-
ical sufficiency might well lead to more interviews. Initial and focused 
coding, along with resulting categories and a grounded theory, can 
become more challenging as more observations and codes emerge. 
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Moreover, a constant comparison across the answers of interviewees 
turns into a more comprehensive task. 

Ensuring focus during the interview process

Etikan et al. (2015) list various sampling techniques and prescribe 
that samples ought to be characterized as done above. This thought 
process returns during the critical self-evaluation. As a consequence 
of how to identify study participants, there is a trade-off between 
breadth and depth. Only one context could be studied. This equates 
to more depth but deprives the study of the opportunity to explore 
different contexts. Other educational settings might contribute more 
or less to the creation of practical wisdom. Studying heterogeneous 
means of fostering phronesis across different settings was not pos-
sible given the study design. This research approach also focused on 
the learner. Dillon (2012) adds to this evaluation that learning-re-
lated phenomena could benefit from studying both the learner and 
the instructor side. 

Observing reflexivity guidelines

Williams’s (2009) pointing to risks of guilty knowledge when 
researching one’s employer was countered with reflexivity as sug-
gested by him. Sokolowski (2000) recommends a self-reflection pro-
cess to ensure that I fully embrace learning opportunities from the 
data, remain fully flexible and open even for new explanations that 
might well be counterintuitive, and that the emerging grounded the-
ory is thoroughly and solely grounded in the data. 
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In fact, instead of guilty knowledge, an opposite effect emerged in 
line with Gentles et al. (2014). If grounded theory is about theories 
grounded in data, there is a benefit in better understanding this con-
text in the first place. Interviews became effective due to interview-
ees substantiating, complementing, and, if need be, correcting what 
characterizes the chosen context. The grounded theory approach 
facilitated more extended, rich interviews.

Merriam et al. (2001) outline the importance of positionality in this 
context, i.e., the relationship between interviewer and interviewee, 
along with considerations of impact. However, as long as rapport 
and genuinely open exploration of alumni experiences could emerge, 
there was no issue. I am not in charge of alum management at my 
employer’s institution. Thus, there is no power issue or a potential 
conflict of interest. In sum, the main challenges with constructive 
grounded theories are the ambiguities in the execution phase. 

Maintaining research ethics

Lastly, efforts ensued, ensuring the protection of ethics in the process. 
Bulmer (1987) indicates that ethics shows in respecting the rights of 
others and doing so should be part of one’s research values beyond 
mere compliance with prescribed ethical standards. I respected the 
interviewees’ preference for not being recorded as none of them 
agreed to do so, ensured informed consent, and a clear no-harm phi-
losophy. 
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3�5� Summary

Chapter 3 presents this research project’s philosophical underpin-
nings, which lead to constructivist grounded theory as the chosen 
method. The sections above include details on the rationale for this 
choice, how the interviewees were selected, and their responses inte-
grated into the research process. Research ethics represents an essen-
tial quality criterion and the sections above outline how potential risk 
mitigation strategies were implemented. A critical self-reflection and 
self-evaluation ensued, creating transparency on how to understand 
the chosen research design better. The following section shares the 
empirical results and emerging grounded theory on phronesizing in 
executive education at the chosen setting. No further claims of gener-
alizability are made, and the research objectives clarified that gener-
alization was out of scope. 
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4� Empirical results

4�1� Summary of the grounded theorizing 
process

Constructive grounded theory does not follow the relatively linear 
and sequential approach in deductive research, which would start 
with a literature review, a conceptual framework, and hypotheses 
before the empirical testing. Instead, constructivist grounded the-
ory based on Charmaz (2006, 2012, 2014) proposes a more iterative 
process, shift ing into literature analysis mode repeatedly and in and 
out of data collection and data analysis mode. Harrison and Rouse 
(2014) suggested creating transparency about the process and along 
with visualization. Th is is done in the following fi gure. 

Figure 14: Flow of the analysis across literature analysis, data collection, 
and data analysis mode
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Zooming in on the approach to data analysis, this study follows the 
detailed four-step approach for constructivist grounded theory out-
lined by Charmaz (2012) to endow this study with a structure estab-
lished by the method’s originator. The following table provides 
an overview of these steps as an overarching framework for con-
structive grounded theorizing. According to Charmaz (2012), con-
structive grounded theorists ought to take these steps although, as 
outlined below, especially steps 1-3 overlap and are not to be under-
stood as perfectly. Since a social process is under scrutiny, Charmaz 
suggests active language in the form of gerunds. It is acknowledged 
and accepted that the researcher’s interests, perspectives, disciplinary 
assumptions, and sensitizing concepts provide prisms in this stage. 

Grounded theorizing equally foresees that memo-writing captures 
observations and creates transparency on the researcher’s thought 
maturation process. This topic is the focus of section 4.3. Theoretical 
coding (presented in Section 4.4) should then fill in the blanks, check 
for variations within categories, and trigger noteworthy efforts toward 
completing categories. Eventually, the emerging categories and axes 
require integration into a holistic framework – thereby, the emerging 
theory is grounded in data. Section 4.5 below provides details. 

However, during the application phase, the process is not as linear 
and sequential as these four steps might indicate. Constant compari-
son of new cases with preceding ones, i.e., interviewees sharing their 
experience, takes place in parallel to memo-writing. While initial and 
relatively flexible open coding produces the first version of gerunds, 
reflections from the memo-writing can foresee focused codes replac-
ing the initial ones. The memos support the categorization process 
of these codes. Memos start with the initial interviews. Memos also 
help identify what theoretical coding should capture, the status of the 
research process regarding saturation, and opportunities to integrate 
– all while interviews continue. 
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Table 6: Overview of the four crucial steps in constructive grounded the-
ory

Steps Goal and ideal outcome
Step 1: Initial, open, 
and subsequently 
focused coding and 
categorizing

Preliminary overview of codes in gerund 
form, followed by more robust, focused 
codes and categories across codes

Step 2: Memo-writing

Capturing observations and reflections, 
advancing the analysis to a more coher-
ent level, creating transparency on the 
research process

Step 3: Theoretical 
sampling

Exploration and addition of further cases 
to mature categories, check on variations 
within them and eventually complete 
them

Step 4: Integrating the 
analysis

Constructing the grounded theory in an 
abductive process

Source: Author, based on Charmaz (2012)

The subsequent analysis took place with the help of Microsoft Excel 
to transcribe, code initially, code further to form categories, and mark 
areas for further investigation. I integrated personal experience that 
specialized software for qualitative analysis might not be easily mas-
tered and can divert the researcher’s attention away from full immersion 
in the data toward operating software. In contrast, Excel, a software I 
used intensely over decades, could be deployed with ease. Merely leav-
ing out the small talk in the initial rapport-building phase, the inter-
view text in transcripts with the entire texts were available on one Excel 
sheet, which helped establish connections between quotes and codes. 
Adding columns for codes and categories was relatively easy. 
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On visualizing

Moreover, I followed the recommendation by Chandrasegaran et 
al.’s (2017) to visualize frequently. I did so first on DIN A3 paper 
sheets in the early stages and later on in PowerPoint. The possibility 
to draw quickly on paper helped capture thoughts and observations. 
The slower compilation of figures in PowerPoint enabled a deceler-
ated reflection process to mature categories and evolve them. There 
is a second side to visualization. It addresses the question of how to 
report findings. The following sections adhere to suggestions and the 
process suggested by Charmaz (2012), and as outlined in section 3.2 
in chapter 3, grounded theory shows camps on the right way of apply-
ing the methodology. Gillani (2014) warned of schisms – adherents 
of one approach would never accept the fundamental assumptions, 
processes, reporting outcomes of divergent options. Very much as 
Kipling’s insight suggesting “Oh, East is East and West is West, and 
never the twain shall meet” (Regestein, 2012, p. 1291), any attempts 
to bridge approaches would fail. For example, Gioia et al. (2012) sug-
gest splitting the visualizations as part of the reporting on the coding 
process into first and second-order concepts before categorizing fur-
ther. First-order concepts should be closer to the interviewer’s and 
informant’s voice. Second-order concepts could then be more inter-
pretative, subjective, and reflective of the researcher’s voice. 

The authors seem to downplay that also first-order concepts and 
themes emerge from a subjective interpretation. As the authors 
already indicate themselves, reporting this additional distinction may 
well lead to an overwhelmingly rich report. For example, Gioia et al. 
(2012) point to even up to 100 first-order categories could emerge 
from the initial ten interviews. As constructive grounded theory fully 
acknowledges the possibility and the importance of the researcher’s 
view and interpretative responsibility, the overviews of the coding 
provide original quotes, codes in terms of focused codes and resulting 
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categories. This approach to reporting still provides full transpar-
ency on the origin of the categories, allowing the reader to follow 
the train of abductive thinking and conceptualizing, and is funda-
mentally more in harmony with the subjective nature of constructive 
grounded theory. 

On memo-writing

Memo-writing is a necessary process to manage the risk of going too 
native (Gioia et al., 2012). Memos help enhance reflexivity and keep-
ing a critical degree of distance to the informant’s view during the 
abductive process of interviewing and coding. The authors reason 
that each grounded theory eventually needs to arrive at a compel-
ling story. Thus, the abstraction from and qualification of the shared 
experience is crucial. For the memo-writing process, I relied on 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking software to rapidly capture observations 
and reflections. Crucially important was that voice recording and 
dictating can take place substantially faster than typing and captur-
ing thoughts in the abductive, constructive research process. Glaser 
(2013) views recording as delimiting, and it scores particularly well in 
securing preconscious thoughts for further analysis. 

Stocker and Close (2013) explain that voice recording for memos 
secures more of the feelings emerging during the field – the very gut 
feeling that Glaser (1978) identified as absolutely vital when trying to 
understand the data. He advocates, however, a private memoing pro-
cess to truly enable a free flow of ideas without inhibitions due to the 
anticipated reactions of others (Glaser, 2013). In contrast, I decided 
to include three memos as part of this report on the empirical study 
to ensure transparency. 
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Dictation helps to “let it out” (Stocker & Close, 2013, p. 2). Stocker 
and Close continue by enumerating more contextual information, 
along with better information quality, as forgetting can kick in when 
researchers focus on typing instead of voicing their thoughts aloud 
more rapidly. The authors also clarify that human beings process 
information differently. Therefore, dictation does not necessarily 
materialize these benefits for each researcher. Instead, those noticing 
a preference, as I do, will be able to secure the advantages more eas-
ily. Beyond a researcher’s cognition during this initial processing of 
information, the authors draw attention to another advantage: using 
the dictation software to play back the recording to the researcher to 
trigger further reflection and quality assurance. Overall, dictating the 
text goes even beyond the voice recording, as the subsequent trans-
formation into text is automated. 

Therefore, the chosen approach, i.e., memo-writing, also complies 
with Birks and Mills’ (2011) suggestion to keep the process flexible 
and not merely comply blindly with established conventions. Glaser 
(2013) adds that one should not critique one’s memoing approach if 
it proves to be effective. He advocates that one should follow a per-
sonal approach and welcomes variety within grounded theory, also 
approaches involving diagrams. 

Memo-writing is a means to an end, and there is discretion for the 
researcher. As an interim and more adequate summary, it would be 
better to label memo-writing as memo-dictation. The following sec-
tions continue with the details on the coding. 
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4�2� Initial and focused coding

Coding is at the center of grounded theory as this is where the data 
from the interviews get analyzed and converted into a more con-
densed and abstract form to prepare categories for subsequent inte-
gration (Gillani, 2014). The initial, open coding was done after 
transcribing the interviews in Excel. I adopted a sentence-oriented 
initial coding in Excel by adding one more column for each inter-
viewee, then for the corresponding codes, and later on for the focused 
coding, which relied on more abstract and general gerunds to form 
categories across codes. 

This can be done swiftly in Excel. It is a slightly modern variation 
of the line-by-line coding because within Excel lines matter less 
owing to flexible cell lengths and the ability to keep selected col-
umns or rows constant or “frozen” when scrolling left and right 
or up and down. Excel allows for comments, keyword searches, 
text highlighting in different colors to emphasize passage or mark 
concepts for further review. Snapshots of drawings on paper can 
be added into one master file for convenient centralization of all 
information. There was no need to learn a new software package, 
such as NVIVO with its quirks and mixed reviews if there is famil-
iarity with another software option. Six main categories result from 
the overall coding process. Together, they capture basically all key 
quotes. The analysis of the six categories ensues in the following 
sections.
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Uncovering and overcoming the initial disinterest in learning and 
cultivating a more conducive motivation to learn

The first realization when discussing motives for joining the program 
in the first place was that the clear majority of the interviewees did 
not necessarily show awareness of unique learning opportunities. 
They did not portray a keen interest in learning in the first place. The 
table below summarizes pertinent quotes per interviewee, assigned 
codes in gerund form, and “cultivating motivation” as the resulting 
category.

Table 7: Sample quotes, open codes,  
and resulting category of cultivating motivation
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Inter-
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 

“As an expat, my main 
expectation was to create a 

network with nationals. I had not 
spoken to a single local in the 

previous eight years …." 

Building 
networks and 

variety seeking 

Cultivating 
intrinsic 

motivation 

I2 
“I clearly wanted to network … 

then I also realized I had not 
much knowledge of finance, etc.” 

Networking 

I3 “I wanted to enable a career 
move … a degree helps.” 

Advancing 
career 

I4 
“I intended to move away from 

what I was doing and the 
company I was at.” 

Jumping ships 

I5 
“The school was a local supplier 
… it was convenient … I had to 

do it to keep my job.” 

Ensuring 
convenience and 
securing the job 



135

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 4. Empirical results

131 

 

I6 

“Kick up credentials was the 
main motivation … and learning 
a bit about how business works 

… I wanted structured learning.” 

Enriching CV 
and adding 
structure to 

learning 

I7 

“As a teacher, there was no need 
for business … but I had already 

been promoted into a senior 
leadership role and therefore, I 

had to.” 

Closing skills 
gap 

I8 

“I worked in sports but realized 
sports is a business. For my 

career, I need to learn how to 
deal with money.” 

Adding job 
survival skills 

I9 
“When I first moved here, I 

worked in … but then I lost my 
edge … I wanted it back.” 

Avoiding falling 
behind 

I10 

“I was in engineering … my 
brain was wired for that … then I 
was promoted to director level … 

I had to do something” 

Rewiring the 
brain 

I11 “I was an architect and wanted to 
move my career ahead.” 

Advancing 
career 

I12 “As the 2nd generation in a family 
business, I needed more skills.” Upgrading skills 

I13 

“I had a lot of experience but no 
idea what was right or wrong … I 

wanted to gain a structured 
leadership style.” 

Clarifying 
leadership 

I14 
“I had an engineering 

background and lacked the 
business skills and soft skills.” 

Growing 

I15 

“In my organizations, they bring 
in foreigners to fill the positions, 
but then the foreigners leave very 

soon. I wanted to foster 
localization.” 

Advancing 
nationalization 

I16 “I wanted to move careers into 
strategy.” 

Preparing new 
role 
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I17 
“I finally had the money and 

wanted to give structure to all of 
my skills.” 

Structuring skills 

I18 “I wanted to up knowledge and 
open new areas.” 

Learning and 
opening doors 

I19 
“Engineering is very linear. I did 

not want to experiment 
anymore.” 

Gaining clarity 

I20 

“I wanted to build a network 
outside of what I had … and 
transition out of the family 

business.” 

Expanding 
networks and 

moving on 

I21 
“I always wanted a master's 
degree … and to substantiate 

learning.” 

Seeking degree 
and upgrading 

I22 

“To obtain the qualification and 
say that I have done it … it adds 
to the CV and would help for the 
CEO role … I was bored at work 
and needed to find some thrill” 

Polishing CV 
and seeking thrill 

I23 
“I wanted to remain marketable 
… I accepted a lower title and 
needed to show credentials.” 

Improving CV 

I24 

“I was an engineer before 
moving into management … 

Nobody tells you the why and 
how … I wanted exposure to and 

learn from others.” 

Organizing 
exposure 

I25 “I wanted to gain a high profile 
with a master's degree.” 

Signaling 
competence 

I26 “I prepared a career shift … it is 
an accelerator for networks.” 

Enabling access 
to job market 
and increasing 
social capital 

I27 
“Anybody can obtain a 

certificate, but a full EMBA? I 
was already reading a lot and 

Rewarding 
efforts and 

upping one’s 
profile 
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with just a bit more effort – the 
whole thing.” 

I28 

“The master's degree is for career 
progression … the degree is for 

my career and personal 
accomplishment.” 

Advancing 
career and 
addressing 
ambitions 

I29 
“The degree is an enabler for a 

strategy role … then I wanted to 
stay in the role successfully.” 

Opening 
opportunities 

I30 

“I always wanted to do the 
EMBA … a degree from a top 

school … for my sense of 
achievement.” 

Satisfy drive 

I31 

“It is a common step … and 
therefore I had to do it, too … I 
wanted to add skills for career 

change.” 

Following the 
herd and 

changing careers 

I32 “The EMBA helps my move 
from tech to business.” 

Managing 
transition 

Source: Author 
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This represents a significant hurdle for learning not only knowledge 
and skills but also practical wisdom. When asked why they opted for 
the program in the first place, the dominant answer was job-mar-
ket related. I5, thus interviewee no. 5, revealed that “kick up creden-
tials was the main motivation.” The interviewees either wanted to 
prepare career moves or trigger efforts to keep the jobs they recently 
accepted. In addition, they mentioned they wanted to polish their 
CVs. Networking and open doors are closely related intentions. I1, 
i.e., interviewee no. 1, for example, shared honestly that “as an expat, 
my main expectation was to create a network with nationals. I had 
not spoken to a single local in the previous eight years….”

For many, pursuing learning was a means to an end. Further com-
ments clarified that going through the program and achieving job 
market, career, or networking interests required reorientations. The 
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participants discovered that they ought to embrace learning and cul-
tivate their broader, more intrinsic motivation for learning. Doing 
so ensures a better return on their investment, enables the growth of 
their social capital in networks, and confidence in their ability to suc-
ceed sustainably in their jobs. To sum up, “cultivating intrinsic moti-
vation” emerges as the first category. 

Cherry-picking best learning moments 

When it comes to clarifying what phronesis means for the study par-
ticipants, there are two straightforward observations. First, there is 
a dominant theme in the form of experience playing a central role. 
Second, pathways toward phronesizing are diverse. 

Regarding the first aspect, and as the table below shows, I6, I10, I11, 
I13, I20, I24, I27, I31, and I32 explicitly mentioned experience. Yet, 
individual connotations are rather heterogeneous. A number of the 
definitions are single-item definitions (such as the insights shared by 
I1, I2, I5, and I6), others are multi-item descriptions (cf., for exam-
ple, the thoughts expressed by I3, I4, and I7). Several definitions 
focused on the consequences, such as faster decision-making (I19), 
confidence (I4), and guts (I21) to act, but not overconfidence (I13). 
It could also result in better information as it can – according to I8 – 
detect and avoid fake information. 

There is no aligned understanding of whether it is an outcome or an 
input factor, as I20 describes it as a prerequisite for subsequent achieve-
ments. Thereby, the delineation of other constructs is often blurred 
or non-existing. I16 understands practical wisdom as congruent with 
common sense or being rational. I17 identifies a solid link to pragma-
tism or even opportunism. As an interim conclusion, if practical wis-
dom represents, at times, a highly diverging learning target, pathways 



139

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 4. Empirical results

toward practical wisdom are likely to be rather heterogeneous as well. 
The following section sheds more light on this, arguing in favor of a 
cherry-picking behavior amongst learners in the study. 

Table 8: Overview of diverse definitions of practical wisdom amongst 
interviewees

Inter-
viewees Understanding of practical wisdom

I1 “Overcoming the ‘I don’t know what I don’t know 
dilemma’”

I2 “The situational answers in example form”

I3 “It is internalized expertise, doing it without thinking. It 
is being able to have multiple frames”

I4 “A balance of information and the security and confi-
dence to act”

I5 “It is a different way of thinking”
I6 “Wisdom is the experience of others”

I7 “Asking a lot of questions, acknowledge gaps, working 
toward filling them”

I8 “Ability to detect fake info”
I9 “Wisdom is a thought-provoking insight”

I10 “Practical wisdom is experience developed over time 
and the bird’s eye view”

I11 “It is the in-person experience, often coming from dis-
cussions”

I12 “Practical wisdom is due diligence, with probing and 
testing”

I13 “Experience to ask the right questions and an attempt 
to avoid overconfidence”
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I14 “It is something at a higher level than knowledge, it is a 
wider perspective”

I15 “Being politically savvy, being able to understand, 
think, and sell it to them”

I16 “Being rational and have common sense”
I17 “Turn any situation in an opportunity”

I18 “To have all glasses to look through, like an old man 
have all the answers”

I19 “Practical wisdom is my weapon to reach my insights 
and decisions faster, to reduce uncertainty”

I20 “Wisdom is experience … a perquisite to go far”

I21 “To have more options and guts … to be good at 
self-management”

I22 “Practical wisdom means having a broader horizon”

I23 “The ability to be effective out there … it is about bal-
ance and being realistic”

I24 “It is the combination of knowledge and experience”
I25 “The maturity displayed in certain settings”
I26 “Wisdom means you have enabling insights”

I27 “Practical wisdom is experience how to carry out cer-
tain things … it turns you from spectator to player”

I28 “Practical wisdom is deep learning”
I29 “Practical wisdom is judgment, good judgment”

I30 “Practical wisdom is understanding the true essence of 
something; practical wisdom builds confidence”

I31 “Practical wisdom is the result of experience and is still 
systematic”

I32 “Practical wisdom is experience for certain settings”

Source: Author
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This insight is not necessarily surprising, as the initial literature 
review carried out in chapter 2 drew attention to various starkly het-
erogeneous definitions. The following table summarizes these obser-
vations for illustration purposes. This implies that when there are 
diverging manners of understanding the phenomenon, each learner 
must receive a voice and influence to share personal interests, prefer-
ences, or conceptualizations. 

However, the overall implication is that the process of phronesizing 
can only be understood as a rather personal one. If I5 pursues practical 
wisdom as a different manner of thinking, then the resulting learning 
content and behavior diverge from, for example, I8, who is interested 
in avoiding fake information. I8 could, thus, be assumed to investigate 
triangulation techniques, typical thinking styles, inquiry-based lead-
ership, or the larger field of biases and decision-making traps. 

Due to expressed interest in organizational politics, stakeholder man-
agement, and a leader’s or salesperson’s empathy, I15, in turn, could 
not focus on individual cognitive processes but could focus on emo-
tional intelligence. With this in mind, the data analysis explored and 
interpreted how study participants grew their practical wisdom and 
how they experienced (if at all) the growth of practical wisdom. 

The second central insight in phronesizing builds on the table below, 
which provides an overview of original comments from the interview-
ees and an overview of codes describing the cherry-picking behavior of 
learners when phronesizing. There is only one somewhat noteworthy 
cluster of learners consisting of I2, I18, I20, I26, I27, and I28 who focus 
on destination learning, i.e., attending modules abroad to learn more 
about the culture-free versus culture-bound nature of management. 

A few others (I15, I32) perceive that mimicking others represents a 
promising avenue forward. I15 admits, “I simply copy the professors 
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and how they think.” In line with the preliminary literature review, 
I31 and I32 learn practical wisdom best with cases. I31 explains, “for 
me, cases worked; the case discussions with peers accelerated my 
practical wisdom growth.” Similarly, I32 reveals that “cases helped the 
most because they show reality, but I really benefitted as well from 
observing colleagues and mimicking them. And I focused on people 
I usually would not meet.”

In contrast, I14 prefers individual project work: “I accelerated my own 
project with the program … it is very individual, what applies to one 
person is different for a peer … if the student is ready for something, 
the master appears.” I11 argues in an opposed manner and claims the 
interaction with others is most conducive. Regarding the means, oth-
ers value inquiry-based learning (I7), storytelling (I22), and interac-
tion more. Most mentioned one primary approach, and only I9, I13, 
I22, and I32 added two fundamental approaches toward phronesizing. 

Another observation is that next to the how, the what matters. What 
to learn is a critical question. Here, once more, a behavior of focusing 
was reinforced, for example, when individuals pursue their leader-
ship acumen predominantly in I17’s case or soft skills in general (I23) 
but also humility in specific (I7). Making progress toward bias bust-
ing (I30) represents a specific and relevant approach as well. 

Table 9: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of cher-
ry-picking behavior of learners when phronesizing
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from observing colleagues and mimicking them. And I focused on people I 

usually would not meet.” 

In contrast, I14 prefers individual project work: "I accelerated my own project 

with the program … it is very individual, what applies to one person is different 

for a peer … if the student is ready for something, the master appears." I11 argues 

in an opposed manner and claims the interaction with others is most conducive. 

Regarding the means, others value inquiry-based learning (I7), storytelling (I22), 

and interaction more. Most mentioned one primary approach, and only I9, I13, 

I22, and I32 added two fundamental approaches toward phronesizing.  

Another observation is that next to the how, the what matters. What to learn is a 

critical question. Here, once more, a behavior of focusing was reinforced, for 

example, when individuals pursue their leadership acumen predominantly in 

I17’s case or soft skills in general (I23) but also humility in specific (I7). Making 

progress toward bias busting (I30) represents a specific and relevant approach as 

well.  

Table 9: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of cherry-picking 

behavior of learners when phronesizing 

Inter-
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 
"I need to learn from mistakes of 

others … real mistakes … before I 
make the same mistakes." 

Proactively 
learning from 

mistakes Cherry-
picking 

I2 

"The modules abroad were better; 
that is where I gained more 

wisdom and learned situational 
examples." 

Going abroad 
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I3 "I focus on leadership and 
managing people." 

Zooming in on 
leadership 

I4 

"The program takes you to the 
right path but you go there by 

yourself. You have a self-
responsibility to select. I 

personally need to watch out for 
humility." 

Emphasizing 
humility 

I5 

"The biggest advantage of the 
schools is gathering a community. 

It is in the small room sessions 
that you learn practical wisdom." 

Benefitting from 
peer discussions 

I6 

"I learned most about practical 
wisdom from constantly having to 

explain, defend, and sell my 
answers." 

Competing with 
ideas 

I7 "I asked a lot of questions; that is 
how I learn and gain value." Asking questions 

I8 
"I could read a book, but needed 
someone to structure the learning 

journey." 

Structuring 
learning 

I9 

"I focused on statements or 
phrases that impact life; there is no 

practical wisdom in corporate 
finance … also destination 

learning helps, as international 
modules opened my eyes more." 

Finding 
inspiration and 
going abroad 

I10 
"It is very individual, as you are in 
your own field, at your own level 

and in your own role." 

Understanding 
idiosyncrasies 

I11 
"I prepared and enjoyed most of 
the modules and professors with 

lots of interaction." 
Interacting 

I12 
"The real learning was in the local 

cases; the rest, well, we simply 
completed that." 

Localizing 

I13 "I wanted to work on this 
overconfidence bias thing. I 

Bias busting and 
asking questions 
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practice how to ask the right 
question first and then listen." 

I14 

"I accelerated my own project 
with the program … it is very 
individual, what applies to one 

person is different for a peer … if 
the student is ready for something, 

the master appears." 

Carrying out a 
project 

I15 "I simply copy the professors and 
how they think." 

Copying 
professors 

I16 
"I customized my learning on 

leadership and management, not 
the functions we carried out too." 

Customizing 

I17 
"I was a real silo expert and 
needed to add the leadership 

view." 

Adding top 
management's 

perspective 

I18 
"International modules were more 
conducive, interactive. I took more 

of those." 
Going abroad 

I19 

"I only learned from a few 
modules really. The other modules 
merely confirmed that I know the 

stuff." 

Narrowing down 
learning 
moments 

I20 
"The China trip was 

transformational, and leadership 
added more than anything else." 

Going abroad 

I21 "I wanted the networks; I found 
the networks." Networking 

I22 "The anecdotes were really good 
…." 

Storytelling and 
listening 

I23 "I really need to practice my soft 
skills, which I did." 

Honing soft 
skills 

I24 

"We are all different; emotional 
people might struggle with 

wisdom and need to learn how to 
balance, like me." 

Increasing 
emotional 

intelligence 
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I25 
"I focused on how to behave in 

certain settings; I pursued 
maturity." 

Becoming more 
self-aware 

I26 "Since you learn from experience, 
the destination learning was best." Going abroad 

I27 "The mobility options were key." Going abroad 

I29 "Destination travel was crucial and 
most valuable." Going abroad 

I30 "I practiced taking responsibility 
beyond my personal bias." Bias busting 

I31 
"For me, cases worked; the case 

discussions with peers accelerated 
my practical wisdom growth." 

Learning with 
cases 

I32 

"Cases helped the most because 
they show reality, but I really 

benefitted as well from observing 
colleagues and mimicking them. 

And I focused on people I usually 
would not meet." 

Combining cases 
with mimetic 

learning 

Source: Author 

Overall, this boils down to personalized and diverging learning journeys toward 

practical wisdom that study participants mention as most effective and 

conducive. Next to the options mentioned above of learning interactively in a 

discussion versus alone on a personal project, the candidates prioritizing 

destination learning abroad (I2, I18, I20, I26, I27, and I28) also found a 

counterpart in I12 who precisely did not want to learn from all of the variety in 

business systems existing abroad. Instead, I12’s focus was on a better verstehen 

of local business.  

They share, though, the insight that there is a local versus global dimension that 

bears potential. Wisdom-oriented learning needs and avenues are subjective and 

personal. Zooming out further, it becomes evident that the study participants 

Source: Author

Overall, this boils down to personalized and diverging learning jour-
neys toward practical wisdom that study participants mention as 
most effective and conducive. Next to the options mentioned above 
of learning interactively in a discussion versus alone on a personal 
project, the candidates prioritizing destination learning abroad (I2, 
I18, I20, I26, I27, and I28) also found a counterpart in I12 who pre-
cisely did not want to learn from all of the variety in business systems 
existing abroad. Instead, I12’s focus was on a better verstehen of local 
business. 

They share, though, the insight that there is a local versus global 
dimension that bears potential. Wisdom-oriented learning needs and 
avenues are subjective and personal. Zooming out further, it becomes 
evident that the study participants have individual approaches to 
cope with the learning journey and cherry-pick what works best for 
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them. They have the freedom to choose, and they can decide what to 
emphasize. 

Cutting ties and driving one’s learning

As shared by sample quotes, codes, and the emerging categories por-
trayed in the table below, there is an additional feature of the phro-
nesizing process that emerges. It is not necessarily as strong and as 
explicitly dealt with as the two preceding categories. Nevertheless, 
it is highly insightful and relevant for clarifying responsibilities and 
from a process closure, boundaries, and learning continuation point 
of view. 

The insight dawns that study participants – in most cases – claim 
responsibility for their learning and, even after graduation, drive 
their learning. They understand the importance of this self–respon-
sibility for their personal growth, avoiding dependency. Once again, 
the approaches to advance their learning by themselves diverge. 

I22, I27, I28, I29, and I32 did not add any new examples or codes for 
categorizing, which points to the emerging saturation from a cod-
ing and constant comparison method. I1 comments: “I need to take 
it further.” I2 stated: “I can do it on my own.” I3 said: “I focus on 
me applying it myself.” Interestingly enough, I11 adds the idea of the 
right rhythm to this by stating that it is now time to take a break after 
an intense period of structured learning. 
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Table 10: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of the cut-
ting ties behavior as part of the phronesizing
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Table 10: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of the cutting ties 

behavior as part of the phronesizing 

Inter–
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 

"Now I need to take it further, for 
example, with university 

frameworks but in my own 
network" 

Driving own 
learning, learning 

online, and 
leveraging 
networks 

Cutting 
ties 

I2 

"Practical wisdom is not 
classroom-specific; now I can do 

it on my own, by listening, even to 
a nine-year-old." 

Gaining 
independence 

I3 
"I paid a lot for the program but 
now I focus on me applying it 

myself." 
Applying 

I4 

"You can take a program at work 
now; you continue yourself. Do 

not rely on the school anymore to 
tell you what to do. You reflect 

yourself." 

Claiming 
responsibility 

I5 

"In real life it is different. I pick 
up the phone and call people. You 

develop the habit of supporting 
each other outside of school. You 
need to continue learning without 

dependency, with your own 
friends." 

Building habits 

I6 
"I am taking care of my own 

learning. I even pay for sessions. I 
build my own eco-system." 

Creating eco-
systems 

I7 
"Practical wisdom has to be 
specific to my sector. That is 

where I continue now." 
Sectorizing 

I8 "Now practical wisdom comes 
from networking via WhatsApp. Updating 
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I20 

"Somehow, we need to bring the 
people together and talk in groups 

– that is what we will do by 
ourselves now." 

Building 
empowerment 

networks 

I21 
"The goal is really to implement at 

work. It is not about the 
academics." 

Refocusing 

I23 

"Business schools can broaden our 
horizon but it is not the end of the 
story. We will continue to reflect 

and come together – 
independently." 

Continuing 

I24 

"The true practical wisdom comes 
from experience. Therefore, the 

school helps us make a start. Now 
we do this on our own." 

Perpetuating 
growth 

I26 

"Many professors did not get their 
own hands dirty in real business. 
This is what I now want to focus 

on when gathering these 
experiences and practical 

wisdom." 

Ensuring 
relevance 

I30 

"The business school is a safe 
place to learn, but you need to go 
out into the real world where it is 

no longer safe." 

Leaving the safe 
zone 

I31 "Wisdom is a continuous journey. 
Now I do it on my own." Learning alone 

Source: Author 

The learners portray a behavior whereby they drive their learning and its speed 

and mode. They do so independently. I12 put it eloquently: “I learned how to 

learn.” Furthermore, the participants have understood that there must be a phase 

of application to gain these valuable experiences previously mentioned. They 

appear to express being comfortable being on their own, for example, when I19 
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COVID-19, for example, needs 
new situational insights." 

I9 
"It is really all a self-driven 

journey to practical wisdom now 
… we all have different routes." 

Choosing paths 

I10 
"It gives you the juice to 

accelerate on your own, the search 
skills, etc." 

Keeping the 
momentum 

I11 "It was intense; now I take a break 
from learning." 

Getting the 
rhythm right 

I12 

"I really am a self-learner and now 
I read on my own. I learned the 
ability to do so. I learned how to 

learn." 

Learning to learn 

I13 
"Now it is all about the real 

experience. Fortunately, we can 
fully focus on our own stuff." 

Focusing 

I14 

"It is about the know-of and the 
know-what, but now I need to put 
it together on my own … it is the 

only way in which I apply it now." 

Experimenting 

I15 
"You notice you are not alone. 

The peers will stay long after we 
left the school." 

Teaming up 

I16 
"Leadership was the parenthesis 

for the program and this will 
continue now that I am out." 

Parenthesizing 

I17 
"The new routines help me now 

that I am on my own. I have been 
listening much more." 

Listening 

I18 
"We leave the school behind, but 
we keep on working with peers. 

They are more important." 

Protecting social 
capital with peers 

I19 
"I know how to reduce uncertainty 

by myself and I do not need 
anybody." 

Exerting 
independence 

Source: Author
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The learners portray a behavior whereby they drive their learning and 
its speed and mode. They do so independently. I12 put it eloquently: 
“I learned how to learn.” Furthermore, the participants have under-
stood that there must be a phase of application to gain these valu-
able experiences previously mentioned. They appear to express being 
comfortable being on their own, for example, when I19 shares, “I … 
do not need anybody,” or with I24 clarifying, “we do this on our own.”

Moreover, I30 shares, “the business school is a safe place to learn, but 
you need to get out of there into the real world where it is no lon-
ger safe.” By and large, the participants in this study acknowledge the 
need to cut ties to the safe space classrooms provide. This helps leave 
academics behind, and to acknowledge and embrace their respon-
sibilities. As I10 put it, the business school “… gives you the juice to 
accelerate on your own ….” 

The faculty’s need to calibrate

In addition to the learners working on their motivation to grow and 
change, cherry-pick, and then drive their learning by themselves, 
they expect three main things from the faculty. The table below pro-
vides original quotes within this category best labeled as calibrating. 
Faculty members do not have an easy role when it comes to support-
ing the phronesizing process. 

As the quotes in this table convey, the faculty’s role is hugely multifac-
eted – almost to the point where tailoring to an individual learner fol-
lows. I2 substantiates this by pointing to the experience that “the right 
case shedding light on variations…”. When no calibration occurs, dis-
satisfaction follows and I12 criticizes, “we needed more local cases.” 
I18 remarks, “we instantly sense who has passion and good inten-
tions,” which then helps accelerate learning. 
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Faculty members ought to be effective at enabling peer learning, 
tailoring cases, varying their teahing styles, designing and struc-
turing learning journeys, providing updates; enriching and adding 
value, focusing on the most relevant insights, integrating view-
points, orchestrating sessions, interacting with the entire group 
while also making themselves available for crucial one-on-one 
discussions, not online, and balancing lectures versus appreciated 
peer learning. 

Table 11: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category describing 
the faculty’s need to calibrate their offering
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providing updates; enriching and adding value, focusing on the most relevant 

insights, integrating viewpoints, orchestrating sessions, interacting with the 

entire group while also making themselves available for crucial one-on-one 

discussions, not online, and balancing lectures versus appreciated peer learning.  

 

Table 11: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category describing the 

faculty's need to calibrate their offering 

Inter-
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 

"I would never have looked 
beyond my industry … but 

delivery style matters … and 
letting other leaders speak … 

50% comes from peers." 

Enabling peer 
learning 

Calibrating 

I2 "The right case shedding light on 
variations – that is how …" Tailoring cases 

I3 

"Each professor has his own 
approach. A number of them are 

more aggressive pushing 
everybody to the limit; others 
focus more on self-discovery." 

Learning from a 
variety of 

faculty styles 

I4 

"The program and the faculty 
help gain structure and give 

guidelines. They convey habits. 
You become a learner for life." 

Structuring 

I5 

"Professors bring cutting-edge 
content, for example, on new 

crises, and they are spot on with 
insights. Then comes group work 

and intensive interaction." 

Expecting 
updates 

I6 "It is from problem-solving – 
otherwise you would not have Enriching 
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encountered it ... the professors 
build the right eco-system." 

I7 

"The professors should focus on 
principles, as the world is too rich 

and complex and industries too 
different." 

Focusing 

I8 
"The professors know about 

today's ambiguity and face news 
risks. They integrate this." 

Integrating 

I9 

"Professors orchestrate and do so 
differently … we always receive 
new stimuli … are showed how 

things are applied." 

Orchestrating 

I10 

"I liked each class setup, which 
was different in a style … in 
contrast, the internet does not 

give wisdom." 

Varying 

I11 

"Online learning would have just 
been knowledge, yet the 

interaction quality was truly 
unique for practical wisdom-

building … abroad the level was 
higher, though." 

Interacting 

I12 

"As a group, we liked case 
discussions, not lectures. They 
know that … we needed more 

local cases." 

Optimizing 
lecture part 

I13 

"I was good. I learned more from 
colleagues than from the 

professor – but he put it all 
together." 

Designing the 
learning journey 

I14 

"It is at a much higher level than 
knowledge; it is a wider 

perspective … there is no formula 
in real life … professors play a 
huge role and they all have a 

different approach." 

Preventing 
formula 
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I15 
"We gained really new 

perspectives and the simulations 
positioned things well." 

Organizing 
simulations 

I16 

"What was good, was that we 
talked about for-profit, public, 

and NGO organizations, not just 
one … we also brought in 

emotions, not just rational stuff." 

Adapting 

I17 

"The diversity of views, people, 
topics helped broaden the 

horizon, but at times the same 
samples recurred, such as Google 

and Uber ...." 

Offering diverse 
examples 

I18 

"The right knowledge and 
delivery style catapult practical 

wisdom to new highs. But we do 
not need American actors just for 
the show. It needs to be serious 
and with real-world experience. 

We instantly sense who has 
passion and good intentions. For 
wisdom, it needs to be interactive 
on campus. Certain professors run 

away from the students when 
there are questions, others truly 
serve. Having a variety helps." 

Being culturally 
sensitive 

I19 

"The foundation courses were 
missing, for example, on 

economics. The why of it all was 
therefore missing; yet, the other 
tailoring was great. Professors 
need to be careful not to be too 

snobbish or else we switch off …. 
Overall, the professor is the 

custodian of wisdom." 

Ensuring the 
basics 

I20 "The professors ensure good 
balance, although the guest 

Integrating guest 
speakers 
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speakers could be of a higher 
level." 

I21 

"The professors should always 
integrate opportunities to 

immediately apply and practice, 
which they usually did." 

Practicing 

I23 
"The more people you hear from, 
the better, but of course they need 

to be relevant." 

Facilitating 
variety of voices 

I24 

"Insights beyond obvious things: 
There should be no focus on 
conventional things. A good 

practical theory is fine, though." 

Providing 
practical and 

relevant insights 

I25 
"Just pure academic modules did 

not build wisdom. We need 
stories and a link to reality." 

Balancing 

I26 

"We were informed of latest 
trends, such as design thinking. 
Designing the right material is 
therefore key. Then, building 

practical wisdom depends on the 
crowd and how we interact." 

Managing 
interactions 

I26 
"The biggest take home regarding 

practical knowledge was views 
from peers, things that surprise." 

Surprising 

I27 
"Professors must be great 

storytellers. Online will, however, 
not work." 

Telling stories in 
person 

I28 

"Professor X was truly outside of 
the box. We had good debates 

and challenged each other … he 
allowed that to happen … convey 

a learning attitude for practical 
wisdom." 

Challenging 

I29 
"At least 40% should be on peer 
learning, plus the real life stories 

… bringing in alumni is 

Connecting to 
alumni 
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important. The worse thing would 
be mere theory or textbooks." 

I30 "Bringing in the values to conduct 
business is a must." Linking ethics 

I31 

"Direct conversations with the 
professor helped build wisdom, 
also the multifunctional teams to 

see different agendas beyond your 
own – and gaining new 

perspectives." 

Speaking 
directly 

I32 

"Practical wisdom still has to be 
systematic; therefore, the 

professor needs to design and 
orchestrate the journey." 

Systemizing 

Source: Author 

 

Faculty members also have to excel at avoiding a simplistic formula by 

organizing simulations, adapting to the class's needs, and representing numerous 

industries, offering diverse examples, thereby being culturally sensitive and 

avoiding too strong acting. They should not skip the basics either: They should 

integrate guest speakers, allow for room to practice, facilitate hearing from 

alumni and alumnae, who survived the journey and can contribute, as practical 

and relevant insights matter. Their stories should surprise. Their classes should 

challenge. Ethics has to be integrated. In order to achieve all of this, they need 

to have built up credibility in their own life.  

In sum, faculty members have to organize a rich learning journey, calibrating the 

overall module to the type of participants to accommodate the participants' 

expectations, which are high due to an expensive program fee and time 

limitations due to their busy schedules. Their expectations are heterogeneous as 

Source: Author

Faculty members also have to excel at avoiding a simplistic formula by 
organizing simulations, adapting to the class’s needs, and represent-
ing numerous industries, offering diverse examples, thereby being 
culturally sensitive and avoiding too strong acting. They should not 
skip the basics either: They should integrate guest speakers, allow for 
room to practice, facilitate hearing from alumni and alumnae, who 
survived the journey and can contribute, as practical and relevant 
insights matter. Their stories should surprise. Their classes should 
challenge. Ethics has to be integrated. In order to achieve all of this, 
they need to have built up credibility in their own life. 

In sum, faculty members have to organize a rich learning journey, 
calibrating the overall module to the type of participants to accom-
modate the participants’ expectations, which are high due to an 
expensive program fee and time limitations due to their busy sched-
ules. Their expectations are heterogeneous as well. Thus, the question 
is here not merely one of which or how many case studies to use but 
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how a rich learning journey can be composed. For faculty members, 
this is likely to take a substantial amount of skills, yet classic lecturing 
would yield a limited impact only. 

The faculty’s need to cannonade

In light of these highly diverse expectations and preferences, which 
are almost at an as granular level as possible, what are the suitable 
analogies and set of semantics that describe the behavior of faculty 
members? 

The table below provides samples of the original quotes, codes, and 
overall category in line with the grounded theorizing process. What 
becomes apparent is that faculty recur to what can best be described 
as a method of cannonading – literally firing off multiple learning 
opportunities, as the target audience is so diverse. Participants then 
appear to self-select what works best for them. Consciously over-
whelming them and pulling them out of the comfort zone force the 
participants to focus on what works best for them in a pragmatic 
manner. I12 points to the overwhelming nature of the sessions. I6 
similarly admits: “After the first modules, there was too much wis-
dom from all kinds of sources ….” 

At times, halting the cannonade to optimize rhythm can also occur. 
I9 describes how speed in the session intentionally varies when shar-
ing that “profs challenge, slow down, speed up, show boundaries, 
provoke, challenge more, and on and on and on ….” The martial lan-
guage is partly mentioned by study participants as well, for example, 
when I29 shares that professors “bombard us with opportunities to 
fail, as in the real life, they would cost more money.” I22 refers to the 
learning experiences as “often, it was like a scattergun: too much.”
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In line with what the last section shared on faculty calibrating, i.e., 
tailoring their course to the adult learner in executive education sem-
inars, modules rely on building a rich eco-system for learning. I27 
puts it aptly by stating that “practical wisdom does not come from 
one person, it is all, the entire system, it is this and that plus that ….” 
Peer learning sharing reflections from external settings, jointly work-
ing on cases or other exercises, and discussing lessons represents an 
essential piece of the puzzle. I1 rather proudly shares, “I learned from 
mistakes of others – aplenty.” I2 also benefited from peers, as it all “… 
was about how others tackled it.”

Table 12: Sample quotes, open codes,  
and resulting category of cannonading
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opportunities to fail, as in the real life, they would cost more money." I22 refers 

to the learning experiences as “often, it was like a scattergun: too much." 

In line with what the last section shared on faculty calibrating, i.e., tailoring their 

course to the adult learner in executive education seminars, modules rely on 

building a rich eco-system for learning. I27 puts it aptly by stating that "practical 

wisdom does not come from one person, it is all, the entire system, it is this and 

that plus that …." Peer learning sharing reflections from external settings, jointly 

working on cases or other exercises, and discussing lessons represents an 

essential piece of the puzzle. I1 rather proudly shares, "I learned from mistakes 

of others – aplenty." I2 also benefited from peers, as it all “… was about how 

others tackled it.” 

 

Table 12: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of cannonading 

Inter-
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 "I learned from mistakes of 
others – aplenty." 

Enabling peer 
learning 

Cannonading 

I2 

"The professors taught, but 
that did not yield wisdom. It 

was about how others tackled 
it … the professor provided 
focus and raised the bar." 

Ensuring focus 
and high 
standards 

I3 

"The faculty puts you on the 
spot, under time pressure, 

having to cope with multiple 
frameworks. That is how you 

learn it." 

Challenging 
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I4 
"Not all have the same speed 
and interest. Coaching has, 

therefore, helped." 
Aligning 

I5 
"Professors put people in the 

hot seat; they demand blue sky 
thinking" 

Being placed in 
the hot seat 

I6 
"After the first modules, there 
was too much wisdom from 

all kinds of sources …." 
Overloading 

I7 
"I often lost my way and 

needed to go to YouTube for 
updates." 

Dosing correctly 

I8 
"Knowing there will be a test 
keeps people committed … 

time pressure helps." 

Checking 
learning progress 

I9 

"Professors challenge, slow 
down, speed up, show 
boundaries, provoke, 

challenge more, and on and on 
and on. A number of them 

bring in sensational speakers." 

Drilling 

I10 

"Instructors share their 
attitudes, peers their input, 

cases the real-world dilemmas, 
you read about wider insights 

…." 

Constructing 

I11 

"The mix was good. 
Knowledge was also needed 
… there is a sweet spot for 

all." 

Mixing 

I12 "Things were overwhelming at 
times." Stretching 

I13 

"There were speakers, peers, 
professors with wisdom – but 
there is nothing like personal 
experience, which we gained 

in the exercises and 
debriefings." 

Exercising 
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I14 

"I was enrolled in a different 
program right before, but this 
one makes learning stick more 
with all of the presentations, 

group work, practicing, 
defending solutions … it is 
better than pure cases … it 

was also about simply asking 
one powerful question." 

Moving beyond a 
case 

I15 

"The theories come together 
with new questions, samples 

from others, and your personal 
experience … you constantly 
have to sell yourself, which 

makes you fit." 

Demanding 

I16 
"There was too much to take 
in; I guess it was intentional 

overload." 

Getting out of 
comfort zone 

I17 

"It takes a wise person to share 
knowledge and we had them 

all together, the professor, the 
peers, guest speakers, videos 

… and a bit of intentional 
overload paired with 

competitive pressure." 

Assembling 

I18 

"Next to all we had explored, 
we had an 80-year-old senior 
to learn from just to show the 

different profiles." 

Accessing 
different voices 

I19 

"Practical wisdom comes from 
analytical abilities and we had 
rich exposure to how to do it; 

this would not have been 
possible online. We needed 

this intimate setting." 

Exposing 

I20 
"Experience comes from 

doing it and we did a lot of 
action and reflection." 

Prioritizing action 
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I21 

"Professors provide structure 
and pull back those who jump 

to conclusions. They let us 
discuss frequently." 

Steering 

I22 

"Giving examples, telling 
stories – that was key. Often, 
it was like a scattergun: too 

much." 

Illustrating 

I23 

"We learned very diverse 
things; it was a bit hard to 

follow everything and 
therefore we focused." 

Reinforcing focus 

I24 

"Not everything we learned is 
applicable, but the many study 

groups we had so often 
helped." 

Teaming up 

I25 "There was so much, we could 
focus on certain things only." Scatter gunning 

I26 

"We have various good 
projects, not just slides. This is 

really where the richest 
learning is." 

Rounding up 

I27 

"Practical wisdom does not 
come from one person. It is 

everything, the entire system, 
it is this and that plus that …." 

Building the eco-
system 

I28 

"Yes, the professors had a lot 
of wisdom, but it is the 

frequent interaction with peers 
that advance it." 

Complementing 
individual parts 

I29 

"They bombarded us with 
opportunities to fail as if in 

real life; those real-life failures 
would cost more money." 

Bombarding 

I30 "We had coaching as well." Coaching 

I31 
"Knowledge comes from 

books, practical wisdom from 
experiences. We therefore had 

Practicing 
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many opportunities to 
practice. Less than two years 
for the journey is short and 
therefore it has to be really 

intense." 
Source: Author 

Furthermore, the faculty ensures focus and high standards. They challenge and 

help laggards to catch up. They hardly lecture for phronesizing but experiment 

with placing individuals or groups in a hot seat, defending solutions. Dosing is 

critical, yet it appears that a certain degree of overwhelming helps expand the 

mental bandwidth and absorptive capacity (ter Wal et al., 2019). Faculty 

members serve as drill instructors for holistic, mixed workouts.  

I14 put it elegantly by describing his experience in direct contrast to a learning 

intervention in the past: "I was enrolled in a different program right before, but 

this one makes learning stick more with all of the presentations, group work, 

practicing, defending solutions … it is better than pure cases … it was also about 

simply asking one powerful question." Professors have to measure the learning 

progress regularly; furthermore, knowing there will be forms of evaluations 

drives learning. I8 says “knowing there will be a test keeps people committed … 

time pressure helps."  

Faculty members steer this learning experience, and study participants are well 

aware of that context. Various elements, be it the illustrations (I22 thinks "giving 

examples, telling stories – that was key …”), the built-in teamwork (I24 confirms 

“the many study groups we had so often helped") but even the coaching round 

up the journey toward phronesizing. I30 confirms that "we had coaching as well" 

Source: Author

Furthermore, the faculty ensures focus and high standards. They 
challenge and help laggards to catch up. They hardly lecture for phro-
nesizing but experiment with placing individuals or groups in a hot 
seat, defending solutions. Dosing is critical, yet it appears that a cer-
tain degree of overwhelming helps expand the mental bandwidth and 
absorptive capacity (ter Wal et al., 2019). Faculty members serve as 
drill instructors for holistic, mixed workouts. 

I14 put it elegantly by describing his experience in direct contrast to 
a learning intervention in the past: “I was enrolled in a different pro-
gram right before, but this one makes learning stick more with all of 
the presentations, group work, practicing, defending solutions … it is 
better than pure cases … it was also about simply asking one power-
ful question.” Professors have to measure the learning progress regu-
larly; furthermore, knowing there will be forms of evaluations drives 
learning. I8 says “knowing there will be a test keeps people commit-
ted … time pressure helps.” 

Faculty members steer this learning experience, and study partici-
pants are well aware of that context. Various elements, be it the illus-
trations (I22 thinks “giving examples, telling stories – that was key 
…”), the built-in teamwork (I24 confirms “the many study groups 
we had so often helped”) but even the coaching round up the jour-
ney toward phronesizing. I30 confirms that “we had coaching as 
well” and for I4, “not all have the same speed or interest and therefore 
coaching has helped.” 
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Even merely asking the right question advances the learning jour-
ney. I15 contextualizes questions, as “the theories come together with 
new questions, samples from others, and your own experience … you 
constantly have to sell yourself, which makes you fit.” Overall, faculty 
members support the phronesizing process with their cannonading, 
firing multiple learning cannon balls to have a massive impact. 

The faculty’s effective careening

In nautical language, careening refers to the process of tilting a boat 
on its side for cleaning, the necessary caulking, and – if need be – 
more advanced repairing. Something crucial has changed after-
ward. The boat appears better due to it. The study participants share 
experiences with phronesizing, which resemble this careening. They 
undergo positive change. The table below provides an overview of 
sample quotes, codes, and the emerging category integrating the 
cases. They all point to two things. First, the extreme level of granu-
larity returns, i.e., there are almost as many purported areas of repair 
or upgrades as study participants. 

Second, all the participants, without exception, reported actual trans-
formation based on their subjective experience over the learning 
journey. The areas of growth diverge, though, when it comes to direc-
tion and level of specificity. Listening to the study participants, they 
share their program outcome with a certain degree of fulfillment and 
pride. Noteworthy upskilling took place when it came to individu-
ally relevant self-styled cracks or holes to fix and the additional idea 
of polishing to stay in the analogy of careening. I1 and I23 open up 
to failure. They strengthened their sense of reality. I31 went a step 
further and comments: “I learned to embrace failure, use it, have fun 
with it, learn from it – fast.” 
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Table 13: Sample quotes, open codes,  
and resulting category of careening
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additional idea of polishing to stay in the analogy of careening. I1 and I23 open 

up to failure. They strengthened their sense of reality. I31 went a step further and 

comments: "I learned to embrace failure, use it, have fun with it, learn from it – 

fast."  

Table 13: Sample quotes, open codes, and resulting category of careening 

Inter-
viewees Comments Codes Category 

I1 

"I learned to see patterns … I did 
not know what I did not know 

… I changed to be open to 
failure." 

Opening to failure 

Careening 

I2 
"Ethics is part of it – of practical 

wisdom. That is what I really 
learned." 

Integrating ethics 

I3 "I really learned how to change 
the attitude of teams." 

Changing 
attitudes 

I4 

"What was unexpected: A true 
transformation. I discovered the 

inner trust in me. I learned to 
dare." 

Building trust and 
daring 

I5 "I gained a different manner of 
thinking" 

Adopting new 
thinking 

I6 
"I learned to value practical 

wisdom during the program. I 
did not value it before." 

Starting to value 
practical wisdom 

I7 
"I learned to pursue things more 

independently; powerful 
questions help." 

Gaining 
independence 

I8 "My discussion and consulting 
skills went up." Upskilling 

I9 
"Interestingly, I learned 

'clicking' in a room as I saw 
faculty and teammates do it." 

Bonding 
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I10 "School and the professors are 
real wisdom boosters." Boosting wisdom 

I11 "There was definitely an 
accelerator effect" Accelerating 

I12 
"I really learned how to do a 

proper due diligence and I am 
more thorough …." 

Preparing better 

I13 

"I learned not to become a 
specialist in everything, not to be 
a perfectionist … I learned how 

to filter and ask the right 
question." 

Approaching 
issues differently 

I14 
"I learned how to validate 

something, to know what is the 
right direction." 

Validating 

I15 

"I used to be hardly at ease with 
the CEO; now I understand 

better, I have new perspectives, 
and I can play power games." 

Levelling the 
playing field 

I16 
"I truly became a leader and 

know what to watch out for … I 
am wiser owing to the program." 

Growing into the 
leader 

I17 
"I adopted new routines, gained 
in humility, and became a more 

critical thinker." 
Metamorphizing 

I18 "I became more daring." Developing 
courage 

I19 "I take decisions faster based on 
my insights." Speeding up 

I20 
"Interestingly, the main thing I 
gained was that I am now more 

inspired and re-energized." 

Finding 
inspiration 

I21 
"I am more connected for life 

and will think about what would 
professor X do." 

Connecting 

I22 "I now connect theory with 
realty – the more, the better." 

Thinking 
holistically 
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I23 
"I became more realistic; not 
everything will work. Now I 
prepare better knowing this." 

Realizing limits 

I24 
"I am now more emotionally 

intelligent. I have evolved and 
completed myself." 

Honing emotional 
intelligence 

I25 "My thinking is less scattered." Focusing 

I26 "I have new perspectives and 
inspiration." 

Revitalizing and 
reframing 

I27 
"I have completely new views 

and now there might still be new 
ones out there." 

Broadening 
horizons 

I28 
"I now integrate the technical 

with the commercial, social, and 
soft skills side." 

Embracing 
complexity 

I29 "Teams I am in would not lose, 
as I learned how to win." Preparing wins 

I30 
"I learned to embrace failure, 
use it, have fun with it, learn 

from it – fast" 

Acknowledging 
limitations non-

fatalistically 

I31 "I became more intercultural and 
overcame my biases." Busting biases 

I32 

"I learned to see patterns … I did 
not know what I did not know 

… I changed to be open to 
failure." 

Opening to failure 

Source: Author 

A second group adopted new frames and perspectives. I5 "… gained a different 

way of thinking." I6 is more specific and shared to have learned to value practical 

wisdom.” I17 gained new routines. I22 also confirms: "I now connect theory 

with realty: the more, the better." I29 embraces the complexity of the 

professional life more holistically, realizing "I now integrate the technical with 

the commercial and social and soft skill side." 

Source: Author

A second group adopted new frames and perspectives. I5 “… gained 
a different way of thinking.” I6 is more specific and shared to have 
learned to value practical wisdom.” I17 gained new routines. I22 also 
confirms: “I now connect theory with realty: the more, the better.” 
I29 embraces the complexity of the professional life more holisti-
cally, realizing “I now integrate the technical with the commercial 
and social and soft skill side.”
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A third group honed their social skills: For example, I9 pointed to 
the ability to click more easily now. I32 can work better across cul-
tures. A fourth group foresees an impact on speed, though in oppo-
site directions. A number of the participants became faster (e.g., I19 
shares, “I take decisions faster based on my own insights;” I11 con-
firms that “there was definitely an accelerator effect”). Other partici-
pants, in turn, appear to slow down and prepare better. I12: “I really 
learned how to do a proper due diligence and am more thorough ….” 
I14 also “… learned how to validate something, to know what is the 
right direction.” 

A fifth group is interesting, as it shows the same divergence patterns. 
For example, I17 shares to have become humbler, I30 appeared to 
have gained more confidence to the point of declaring “teams I am in 
would not lose as I learned how to win.” I15 likewise feels more ready 
to take on the CEO and clarifies that “I used to be hardly at ease with 
the CEO, but now I understand better, have new perspectives, can 
play power games.”

As an interim summary, learning outcomes in terms of the phro-
nesizing process are aplenty. The outcomes are at different levels of 
abstractions, cover varying concepts, cover even the direction – for 
example, in terms of more or less speed, more or less humbleness ver-
sus the risk of overconfidence – and can be opposed. It is unlikely that 
the phronesizing process has come to an end. More phases are likely 
to occur where individuals will learn more and adapt further. Both 
phronesizing and careening appear to be not a one-time activity but 
an activity that will recur in certain intervals. 
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4�3� Memo-writing and dictation

Charmaz (2012) encourages researchers to create transparency on 
the research process, including the memo-writing process. In her 
approach to grounded theory, memoing is the act of recording reflec-
tive notes about what the researcher (fieldworker, data coder, and ana-
lyst) learns from the data. Therefore, this section pursues two goals. 

The first goal is to create transparency about how the memos emerged. 
The second goal is to present three sample memos, a memo on obser-
vations on how readily the study participants were able to share their 
thoughts on practical wisdom, a memo on the emergence of the idea 
of duopoly, which is further discussed in section 4.5, and, lastly, a 
memo on saturation.

Approach to memo-writing as part of grounded theorizing

One of the ideas behind memos serves as capturing observations 
and advancing reflections during the fieldwork and analysis. I started 
writing the memos at the end of the first day of interviews after the 
initial four interviews. Memos usually follow a free-flow design where 
the idea is to first secure thoughts. 

For example, they capture how the interviews went, how easy it was 
to bond, how detailed the descriptions were, how much interview-
ees care about practical wisdom, how much answers were congru-
ent from a constant comparison point of view, the steepness of my 
learning curve in terms of how much more I learned in an additional 
interview, and what to add as a question to better understand the 
experiences. 
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Overall, I compiled 42 memos covering the three weeks in which I 
carried out the interviews during June in 2020. I followed Glaser’s 
(2013) recommendation of “stop, jot” (p. 56) as a memoing style – 
interrupting even other activities whenever the impression arises 
there is a thought on data worth capturing. 

While there is a benefit of pausing between interviews and stretching 
them out to enable more reflection, I opted for the equally beneficial 
approach of blocking time out. Working full time on the interviews, 
transcribing, and memo writing ensures focus. Furthermore, due to 
COVID-19, the interviews frequently had to be rescheduled, as even 
the senior study participants were called to other urgent meetings or 
their previous Zoom meetings overran. 

This necessitated attention to the fieldwork. In my personal experi-
ence, memo-writing represents an extensive process of reflection that 
should consist of more than just noting insights in text form. I fre-
quently drew how constructs relate to each other on DIN A3 sheets, 
revising them afterward and evolving them further over the days to 
come. For example, when asked about practical wisdom, the study 
participants shared antecedents, elements of its quiddity, and conse-
quences from a teleological point. 

Hence, visualizing all of these antecedents, various core features, and 
impact helped map the diversity of answers and endowed the analysis 
with more structure. Grounded theory is about capturing subjective 
experiences in an equally subjective, constructive research process. 
Proper preparation in terms of, for example, building up experience 
in interviewing and grounded theorizing, along with reflexivity, as 
outlined in chapter 3, can help mitigate risks while preserving the 
methodology’s strength. Probing questions (Given, 2008) as a tech-
nique must be actively applied to avoid a potentially poor choice of 
words disguising real meaning during an interview and across them. 
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Memos can help keep track of aspects that are clearer or still in need 
of further analysis. Visualizations drastically furthered sense-mak-
ing, as posited in the literature by Chandrasegaran et al. (2017). 

As mentioned in the methodology section, I relied on dictating 
memos and subsequently reviewing and editing the text to ensure 
completeness. My approach enabled gaining and securing more 
information along with personal perceptions. This is in line with 
Stocker and Close’s (2013) identified advantages of memos and Birks 
and Mills’ (2011) suggestion to each researcher to maintain the flex-
ibility needed to reach the research goal of making sense of the data. 
The following section presents sample memos compiled in the pro-
cess. 

Sample memos compiled during the grounded theorizing process

As outlined above, this section creates transparency in the memo-
ing process. The first memo presented in the following Table 14 deals 
with reflections on the ease with which the study participants could 
partake their subjective experiences on practical wisdom. 

The memo simultaneously clarifies that an overconfidence bias might 
materialize in the interviews, as most responded with little to no 
reflection or pausing. The memo also shares that the study partici-
pants have a personal understanding of practical wisdom. It could be 
as diverse as outlined in the previous literature review carried out in 
chapter 2 but which is not necessarily aligned conceptually or seman-
tically with the academic debate, concepts, or definitions.  
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Table 14: Sample memo A on how study participants  
speak about practical wisdom

Memo A

Overall, the interviewees responded to critical aspects 
when it comes to the question of what practical wisdom 
represents for them. The first reaction this creates is a posi-
tive one. Dialogue must continue in an interview such that 
interviewees do not feel overwhelmed by questions. It is 
not the case that the participants did not want to take time 
for the interview, nor did they create the impression that 
their mind is elsewhere. When it comes to the cool-down 
phase of the interviews, basically all the participants share 
the opportunity to take a moment to discuss their experi-
ences. They expressed their gratitude toward the school, as 
they had a good program experience. They also appreci-
ated the opportunity to reconnect.

At times, it felt like the answers were being shot like bullets 
from a pistol. The second reaction was that it might have 
been better if the interviewees took a moment to reflect. 
Many of the answers for what phronesis means, for exam-
ple, appeared to overlap with other constructs. What is 
precisely the difference between experience and practical 
wisdom? How do these constructs relate? Following the 
idea of constant comparison, I decided to add follow-up 
questions to drill deeper. When interpreting the answers, 
it has to be acknowledged that this group of study partic-
ipants will consist of practitioners. They pursued business 
and not philosophy courses enabling them to differen-
tiate various definitions and conceptualization methods 
within learning theory. The participants have not done 
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the literature reviews on practical wisdom, which could 
have rendered them more sensitive to all the available 
approaches to understanding the concept. However, their 
leadership development was not intended to hone such 
skills. They could still grow their practical wisdom. 

In a sense, those approaches are more spontaneous, authen-
tic, open, and as subjective as the grounded theory method 
requires. It might be interesting to explore practical wis-
dom in future studies if a different methodology could 
yield different results. Once the interviewees of this study 
provided their answers, possibly along with a little bit of 
explanation, they appeared keen to move on to the next 
question, creating an impression of nothing else to say. 

Also, from an interviewer’s point of view, the impression 
emerged that there is nothing else to unearth. In the future, 
one type of method to explore could be the following: One 
could create a focus group, which then receives a 15 to 
30-minute lecture and clarification of what practical wis-
dom could be. This can come in the form of a morphological 
box outlining all of the options along with an explanation. 

Then, based on the provided structure, study participants 
could position their case in a more informed manner. This 
would deviate, however, from a very pure understanding 
of constructive grounded theory, which is grounded in 
data. Providing such a structure could also limit the field 
of analysis unduly while at the same time giving study par-
ticipants more support. Somehow, this alternative would 
take the idea of pre-study efforts toward more sensitivity 
beyond the researcher to include the study participants. 
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While the initial literature review renders the researcher sen-
sitive toward concepts and semantics, constructive grounded 
theory stops there and does not include the interviewees. If 
there is a mismatch when it comes to the levels of sensitiv-
ity, the question arises if there are any blind spots that the 
interviewee cannot express and even the interviewer cannot 
uncover because of this mismatch of sensitivity levels. 

How do we expect study participants to describe the phe-
nomenon if you do not give them the semantics to do 
so? This puts more performance pressures on the lead 
researcher and interviewer. There might well be an oppor-
tunity to develop the method further, especially when it 
comes to theoretically and conceptually rather challenging 
subjects. Did I gain the impression that practical wisdom 
is not only very complex but too complex for a list-trained 
interviewee to explore? No, as it is really about the authen-
tic, subjective experiences. But surely experimenting with 
the method can substantiate this further – or provide inter-
esting avenues for future research.

Only two participants shared initial doubts whether they 
expressed themselves well and they wanted to double 
check if they answered the questions. Practical wisdom 
as such and in an explicit form does not appear in any of 
the external communication the school puts together, pro-
gram brochures, or other marketing material.

Source: Author

The second memo added in the following table addressed the idea 
of practical wisdom growing in a setting possibly and adequately 
described as duopoly, a view further described in this memo and the 
subsequent Section 4.5. 
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Table 15: Sample memo B on the emergent duolog view

Memo B

After completing interview number 16, a certain epiphany 
occurred. After many visualizations of how constructs and 
interviews relate to each other while comparing cases as 
part of the constant comparison method, interview num-
ber 16 was significant. It took me a moment to specify the 
semantics and analogy in my perception. Yet, what I saw 
you managing is a clear duolog with regards to the process 
of phronesizing. In a monologue, only one person speaks, 
and others listen passively. This might well have been the 
case in traditional one-way lecturing styles. From the field 
of theatre, we can learn that a duolog is a play for two strong 
participants only. They are equally strong, still complement 
each other in their behavior, and others do not matter.

This duolog view emerges as a very powerful one. It captures 
the essence of the dynamics quite adequately. On the one 
side, the first participant is the professor. He or she designs 
the learning journey and comprise the syllabus’s details, 
unless otherwise prescribed by the school. The professor 
then orchestrates implementation, the class discussions, the 
speed with which individual modules progress, and when to 
instill or take out energy in a classroom setting. The study 
participants never mention anybody other than the profes-
sor from the school side when it comes to shaping the learn-
ing experience. It is not about a program director, the Dean, 
a track leader, subject area head, or program manager. 

Therefore, the study participants clearly identify the pro-
fessor as one of the two participants in this duolog. They 
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clearly see themselves as the other strong player. They do 
not have a view of the entire student body as a collective or 
their study group. The study participants always focused 
on them being the central person in the classroom. Like 
serving themselves from a buffet of ideas, they pick and 
choose what they like and discard the rest. If they prefer 
more international instead of local modules, they simply 
schedule more international courses for themselves. If they 
benefit more from a direct interaction with the professor, 
they tried to catch him or her in the breaks or after the ses-
sion. While one student, when asked, stated that he ben-
efits more from the questions the professor asks, others 
stated that they benefit more from the guest speaker, the 
coach, the local case study, the international case study, the 
simulation, the exercises, or being put into a hot seat hav-
ing to defend an answer. Others learn mimetically by copy-
ing the behaviors and manners of thinking they observe 
in professors and other course participants – other parts 
of the learning journey become rather irrelevant for them. 

The study participants – at times more consciously, at times 
more latently – serve themselves from the offered learn-
ing buffet and exclusively focus on what is most appeal-
ing to them. They have things to fix, to work on, or to 
explore and take all the liberty to do so quite categorically. 
There are international modules and destination learning 
opportunity? They do not care if they want to learn how 
to take on their CEO and play power games. If they aspire 
to advance their entrepreneurial project, they could not 
care less as they expressed about the dozens of case studies, 
group work modules, holistic interactive computer simu-
lations, and experimental learning exercises. They focus. 
They choose. They voice their preference, for example, in 
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evaluation sheets. They are the center of their universe. 
They eagerly pursue and secure their return on education, 
their return on investment. Awareness of peers and their 
learning needs? There is less sensitivity to what others want 
to gain out of the class. There is basically no cohort feeling. 
You eat what you kill. Time is very precious for these senior 
alumni. When serving them from the business lunch buf-
fet, they are in a hurry. They fill their plates first. They are 
a paying customer and they are demanding. From a power 
perspective, they are clearly the strong counterweight to 
the professor. This is clearly a two-party, duolog setup.

Source: Author

In addition to these two memos, a third one sheds light on the crucial 
quality criterion of saturation, explaining why interviews would stop. 
The memo describes and critically reflects upon the insights that no 
now cases, codes, or even categories could be identified. Even inter-
viewing an additional ten candidates would not alter the model or the 
insights gained on the six categories outlined above and integrated 
further in Section 4.5. The memo also illustrates that saturation can 
occur in one or several categories but not across all simultaneously. 
The academic literature does not comment on this partial saturation 
sufficiently. Nevertheless, this study allowed for a personal experi-
ence of how it could materialize and how it could be detected more 
precisely in reality, not only from a conceptual or ex-ante perspec-
tive. It is an insight that emerges from actually carrying out the study.
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Table 16: Sample memo C on saturation

Memo C

Saturation is crucial to observe, as carrying out more inter-
views than needed would load unnecessary work on any 
further interviewee and it is essential to be considerate of 
everyone’s time constraints. As drafted here in the follow-
ing, no new illustrations or codes emerged in order to fill 
two out of six core categories. No new category could be 
identified either. The interviewees’ last responses on the 
other categories were perfectly in line with other responses. 
Theoretical sufficiency was long achieved and saturation 
must be viewed in light of the multidimensionality of an 
emerging axis-based framework.
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simultaneously. The academic literature does not comment on this partial 

saturation sufficiently. Nevertheless, this study allowed for a personal 

experience of how it could materialize and how it could be detected more 

precisely in reality, not only from a conceptual or ex-ante perspective. It is an 

insight that emerges from actually carrying out the study. 

 

Table 16: Sample memo C on saturation 

Memo C 
Saturation is crucial to observe, as carrying out more interviews than needed 
would load unnecessary work on any further interviewee and it is essential to 
be considerate of everyone’s time constraints. As drafted here in the following, 
no new illustrations or codes emerged in order to fill two out of six core 
categories. No new category could be identified either. The interviewees' last 
responses on the other categories were perfectly in line with other responses. 
Theoretical sufficiency was long achieved and saturation must be viewed in 
light of the multidimensionality of an emerging axis-based framework.  
 

 
 
There appears to be a second element on saturation not discussed in the 
literature. Saturation can also be a thought during the research that – as the 
volume of gathered insights grows – the aspiration and urge to close the 
analysis and advance with the grounded theorizing grow in parallel. Overall, 

Interviewees Category 1Category 2Category 3Category 4Category 5Category 6
I24 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I25 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I26 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I27 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I28 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I29 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I30 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I31 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
I32 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

There appears to be a second element on saturation not 
discussed in the literature. Saturation can also be a thought 
during the research that – as the volume of gathered 
insights grows – the aspiration and urge to close the anal-
ysis and advance with the grounded theorizing grow in 
parallel. Overall, 32 study participants are a lot to process, 
even when operating in a software package with which I 
am very familiar with. Excel allows to keep rows or col-
umns constant/frozen, one can minimize the space per 
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row or column to part topics while keeping all answers in 
one main overview and individual categories in a separate 
Excel sheet. This functionality is superior to what NVIVO 
as an alternative software for qualitative analysis enables 
based on the seminar I attended in preparation for the 
empirical study.

Moreover, having screened reviews of NVIVO online, the 
negative points on the software could be overcome with 
Excel. Inserting comments is perfectly easy as well. Sorting 
and text auto-completion represent further very useful 
functions to double-check if codes were previously used. 
This is not the case in NVIVO. Somehow, Excel as a soft-
ware package supports the analysis of having reached sat-
uration. Empty cells as in the image inserted above point 
to the decreasing benefit of carrying out more interviews. 

Source: Author

As an interim summary, memoing represented a beneficial means 
to capture, reflect upon, and ensure that the analysis is of a higher 
quality. With added visualizations and dictations, I applied a flexible 
approach to add individuality and personal cognition to the research 
process, which is in line with the idea of Charmaz’s (2012) construc-
tive grounded theory. Section 4.3. likewise ensured that I create a crit-
ical degree of transparency on it by presenting three examples. The 
following section continues this creation of transparency by explain-
ing steps taken within the theoretical coding process. 
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4�4� Theoretical coding

As outlined above, interview 16 represented a pivot point in the anal-
ysis. In an emerging duolog model, there are two actors in this play 
that can be labeled phronesizing. The professor provides the most 
conducive yet highly varied learning environment with more learn-
ing stimuli than the individual learner and study participant could 
digest. Intentional diversity of perspectives and a critical degree of 
wanted overload take learners out of their comfort zone. Test can be 
demanding. Defending one’s solution in a competitive setting in front 
of others or juries provides growth opportunities. 

The study participants, in turn, pick and choose uninterruptedly what 
they like and utilize. What helps them individually can diverge from 
what others prioritize. There might well be as many paths to more 
practical wisdom as there are study participants, and there might well 
be almost as many understandings of practical wisdom as there are 
interviewees. Each has an individual aspiration or an identified need 
for fixing. There is an opportunity to aggregate, though.

Theoretical coding continued to substantiate if this is the case, how 
these patterns materialize, how they converge or diverge from pre-
ceding cases as part of the constant comparison across subjective 
experiences shared by interviewees. Also, the preliminary literature 
review revealed a strong connotation of ethics when it comes to 
phronesis. Only a few participants mentioned ethics. It is accepted 
within constructive grounded theory to be selective and focus on 
main categories. But this downplaying of ethics should not be done 
prematurely. Therefore, I checked on ethics to do justice to few 
interviewees earlier in the process mentioning it. Cherry-picking 
is a suitable means to accommodate individual curiosity and learn-
ing efforts. 
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An additional check was carried out if there was a need to add or sub-
tract a category or remodel the entire emerging constellations, which 
was not the case. While focusing on careening for illustrative pur-
poses, the following section lists examples of how further interviews 
could capture variations, while not questioning the overall categories. 

Regarding careening, I29 explained having developed more holis-
tic thinking differently when stating: “I now integrate the technical 
with the commercial and social and soft skill side.” I29 portrayed an 
increase in self-confidence when sharing that “teams I am in would 
not lose, as I learned how to win.” I30 illustrated a new approach to 
embracing failure when commenting that it is even possible to have 
fun with failure and not react with disappointment or self-doubt if 
things do not work out. I30 said: “I learned to embrace failure, use 
it, have fun with it, learn from it – fast.” I32’s shared experience of 
“I became more intercultural and overcame my biases” pointed to 
a somewhat different benefit from the program. Busting biases and 
growing one’s intercultural quotient diverge from dealing with failure 
and simultaneously point to the very personal nature of the learning 
outcome. The following section proceeds with integrating these cate-
gories; the duolog idea foreseeing two main actors with strong voices 
has already been developed in the past sections. 
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4�5� Integration of categories to form the 
grounded theory on phronesizing

Th e most crucial question at the end of this empirical section in chapter 
4 is how does phronesizing take place in the study participants’ percep-
tion in their shared setting? How do they experience it? Th e categories 
and overall duolog label require further transparency on the integration 
process, providing it is the objective of this section. Th e fi gure below 
visualizes – in line with Chandrasegaran et al.’s (2017) recommenda-
tion to visualize fi ndings – the emerging grounded theory based on the 
data gathered with and from the study participants. Beyond visualiza-
tions, Ketokivi et al. (2017) detail the benefi ts of relying on analogies in 
the theorizing process. Based on their review, many infl uential theories 
are constructed and popularized based on analogies. 

 Figure 15: Th e 6C-duolog theory on building 
practical wisdom grounded in data

Source: Author



181

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 4. Empirical results

Adopting the concept of duology from the world of theater, the figure 
portrays the only or predominant two participants in the grounded 
theory on growing practical wisdom in executive education as 
described in the context of this study. Like in a duolog in theater, they 
occupy the centerstage position. The spotlight, i.e. the experiences on 
phronesizing, is all on them. The entire attention in terms of experi-
ences shared by participants rests on them. This theory has several 
features. 

First, the participants usually mention one main course from which 
they benefitted the most. Therefore, the variety of the faculty relied 
upon is crucial. Second, the duolog setup captures separate tasks that 
the professor performs initially, then at the core of the learning expe-
rience, and then toward the end with a learning outcome firmly in 
mind. Their separate tasks, interaction and complementarity, and 
their dynamics unfolding over the phronesizing experience can be 
likened to acts in a theater play. 

Three main acts emerge from the analysis. The first one relates to what 
both actors bring along to the program in general and the classroom 
in more specific terms. Beyond this pre-encounter introduction to 
these actors and their characterization, there is a second act – the 
actual interplay when the learning experience and drama unfold. 
There are partly converging, and partly diverging interests as invest-
ments and skills on the faculty side are as heterogeneous as the learn-
ers’ interests, gaps to fill, and learning preferences. In duologs, as it is 
a build-up for the ending. Both sides work towards something con-
crete and essential, as outlined in the following. 

In act 1, the professor needs to calibrate what needs to be done for a 
concrete audience. There is no one-size-fits-all approach when trying 
to position a course. Professors need to make their courses distinct, 
unique, and they need to update their courses regularly. They mix 



182

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

various learning tools, such as cases, simulations, and even coach-
ing or mere discussions during the break to add value. In act 2, the 
professors launch their entire portfolio of means – at times inten-
tionally overloading learners to force them to focus and, over time, 
to increase their mental bandwidth. The professors might not know 
ex-ante which of their learning-related cannon balls would hit the 
target – the class setup is too diverse. Each learner may well require 
something different. In act 3, the professor needs to ensure that actual 
change takes place, effective fixing of holes, i.e., real improvements, or 
in some instances, a mere polishing of selected skills. 

What the professor accomplishes across acts is mirrored by the 
phronimos (in spe) – the learner represented in this study in the form 
of the interviewees. The learners very often need to cultivate a bet-
ter, broader, more balanced learning motivation. While they join the 
program with their attractiveness for the job market, job security, or 
other extrinsic motivation, such as networking, in mind, the learn-
ers soon discover a new world, which, if embraced, will yield more 
return on investment and will facilitate reaching their extrinsically 
motivated goal. 

There is an actual bombardment with learning stimuli packed into 
long reading lists, in-class block delivery days, and intense exercises. 
The learners realize that they require focus and need to apply 80-20 
rule thinking. Most of the benefits would stem from either selecting, 
i.e., cherry-picking, very few approaches from an andragogy point of 
view. This could show in reducing their attention to copying inspiring 
behaviors, encountering, or applying an outcome view, for example, 
to hone decision-making or soft skills. The learners’ program offers 
them much more than they could absorb, harvest, or utilize later on. 
The buffet of learning opportunities is too rich for each individual to 
gobble up completely. 
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In act 3, it dawns upon the phronimos that they have to regain their 
independence from the school, that they should not have to rely on 
a professor to assemble a rich buffet of learning opportunities from 
which to serve themselves conveniently, and that they should drive 
their learning by themselves. Constructive and performance-oriented 
group norms established early on in the program, peer evaluations, 
and interest to polish one’s reputation foster efforts and minimize the 
risk of free-riders or low performance. 

They decide the speed with which they would continue acquiring 
more practical wisdom, apply it to gain more experience, unlearn or 
relearn, or for that matter, also pause to have a chance to breathe after 
an intense time enrolled in the program. It is a process of cutting ties. 
Taken together, this two-actor view – grounded in data based on the 
experiences with its six dimensions and the alliteration of tasks start-
ing with a C – forms the overall result of the empirical work and sub-
sequent abductive process. 
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4�6� Self-evaluation of the emerging construc-
tive grounded theory

This section provides a brief self-evaluation based on Charmaz’s 
(2014) guidelines. She writes that the endpoint of the research under 
normal circumstances makes sense to the researcher due to the full 
immersion in the process. 

Yet, she also calls for creating an opportunity for a reader to judge 
process and products according to the four criteria. The following 
table outlines them based on the ensuing explanations. This table 
likewise contains a self-evaluation of crucial pointers. The applica-
tion of the pointers is still prone to rely heavily on subjectivity. 

Table 17: Evaluation of the emerging 6C-duolog theory
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Table 17: Evaluation of the emerging 6C-duolog theory 

Charmaz 
(2014) 
quality 
criteria 

Stronger elements Weaker elements 

Credibility 

Numerous interviews with rich 
content form the foundation of the 
analysis, which was carried out in 

full compliance with method 
guidelines. Adding memos and 

quotes renders process and 
outcomes easier to understand in 

terms of the multidimensional 
theory. 

Self-evaluations of five 
dimensions would always 
entail subjectivity, which 

the self-evaluation 
attempts need to 

overcome. 

Originality 

As this study produces the first 
process model on phronesizing in 

business schools in a specific 
setting, the available body of 

knowledge on the phenomenon is 
extended with an original 

contribution. 

A single-setting study 
can only add a better 
understanding of the 
phenomenon – thus 
depth, not breadth – 

across contexts. 

Resonance 

The model integrates shared 
experiences. Underlying 

assumptions were challenged when 
forming a holistic understanding of 

the learner and the larger social 
contexts. 

Quantification and 
formal, objectivist testing 
for generalization were 
out of the method's and 

this study's scope. 

Usefulness 

The model provides insights on the 
supply side of the learning 

experience, i.e. faculty as well as 
faculty management, and on the 

demand side of the learning journey 
as expressed by interviewees.  

The theory is grounded in 
the original data and is 

intentionally not 
validated in terms of 

subsequent quantification 
studies. However, expert 
interviews help create a 

better understanding. 
Descriptive, explanatory 
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studies serve a different 
purpose than prescriptive 

ones and might be less 
useful.  

Source: Author 

 

1) On credibility 

Credibility as the first quality aspect can be fostered by reviewing if the 

researcher shows an intimate familiarity, a good data quality, a systematic 

comparison across observations and categories, a diversity of observations, a 

logical link between data and argument, and an effort to substantiate claims truly 

in a transparent manner. Addressing these items inevitably links subjectivity to 

the evaluation. As for familiarity, I made efforts by organizing and co-chairing 

conferences with keynotes and expert discussions. I compiled two books on 

phronesis: The one I edited to allow for broader integration of diverse 

perspectives on phronesis (Amann & Goh, 2017), the other one I authored with 

selected experts in the field (Amann et al., 2017). Discussions at repeated 

research seminars organized internationally ensured that feedback was gathered. 

The field of phronesizing in business schools is still in its nascent stage, though. 

Further familiarization beyond these efforts could, thus, be achieved with the 

interviews of the study participants. Familiarity was also fostered by the outlined 

positionality of being an industry insider, having worked in executive education 

for more than 24 years. The number of these interviews is not necessarily small 

compared to other grounded theory studies, yet inter-study juxtapositions are less 

relevant in grounded theory.  

Source: Author

1) On credibility

Credibility as the first quality aspect can be fostered by reviewing 
if the researcher shows an intimate familiarity, a good data qual-
ity, a systematic comparison across observations and categories, a 
diversity of observations, a logical link between data and argument, 
and an effort to substantiate claims truly in a transparent manner. 
Addressing these items inevitably links subjectivity to the evaluation. 
As for familiarity, I made efforts by organizing and co-chairing con-
ferences with keynotes and expert discussions. I compiled two books 
on phronesis: The one I edited to allow for broader integration of 
diverse perspectives on phronesis (Amann & Goh, 2017), the other 
one I authored with selected experts in the field (Amann et al., 2017). 
Discussions at repeated research seminars organized internationally 
ensured that feedback was gathered.
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The field of phronesizing in business schools is still in its nascent stage, 
though. Further familiarization beyond these efforts could, thus, be 
achieved with the interviews of the study participants. Familiarity 
was also fostered by the outlined positionality of being an industry 
insider, having worked in executive education for more than 24 years. 
The number of these interviews is not necessarily small compared to 
other grounded theory studies, yet inter-study juxtapositions are less 
relevant in grounded theory. 

The range, number, and depth of interviews can be deemed suf-
ficient, as I continued with them until both of Hennink et al.’s 
(2016) saturation criteria of heard-it-all and understood-it-all were 
fulfilled. Comparisons were carried out with attention to detail. 
Divergences and convergences were reported on in the preced-
ing sections. This account and report of the research process ben-
efitted from more space being available in this submission than a 
shorter article, which would have to be substantially more selec-
tive and reductionist in nature. The range of observations is indeed 
broader. The six-partite structure of the 6C-duolog model reflects 
this aspect.

The structuring into two actor groups and three acts, linked by the 
overall allusion to and analogy of a duolog should foster the log-
ical link of perceptions and experiences the interviews shared in 
the various stages of the learning journey. In order to provide evi-
dence for claims, I added memos and original quotes such that the 
reader can follow the train of thought more easily. I thus consider 
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the quality criteria of credibility fulfilled to a reasonable and suffi-
cient extent.7 

2) Originality

Charmaz (2014) simultaneously encourages researchers to report 
whether categories are fresh, offering new insights based on a new 

7   Adding further critical self-evaluation, one insight emerged as very desirable in 
hindsight. Although subjectivity is a fundamental feature of Charmaz’ (2014) 
approach to grounded theory, the opportunity to record interviews and to meet 
interviewees in person would have added to credibility primarily. COVID-19 
imposed strictest lock-down procedures and offices were closed for most staff 
members in white-collar jobs. This also applied for other public or private meet-
ing places as no visitors were allowed in compounds. Meeting in person would 
have facilitated the trust building process, which in turn would have made it eas-
ier to get approvals for recording the interviews. Blaxter et al.’s (2006) clarify that 
research is the “art of the feasible” (p. 157) and reaching a higher number of inter-
views would have been more difficult if I had insisted on recording the conver-
sations. Another factor mattered as well. The interviewees were rather important 
people and the study deals with learning, also from failure, and weaknesses. The 
topics discussed in the interviews do not necessarily lend themselves to being 
recorded. All of chapter 4.6 and the entire chapter 6, in addition to providing 
memos and quotes as part of the theorizing process, should foster transparency 
and credibility in this situation, in which recording was not possible. If I had to 
redo the study, there would be less of a restriction due to COVID-19 lock-down 
regulations. I would probably prioritize sufficiency over saturation as a trade-off 
to less interviews for which a permission to record would be secured. I would also 
choose a specific trust-enhancing location, such as the board room of the business 
school. Recording the interviews could help enhance credibility. Simultaneously, 
summarizing all quotes for I1 across all dimensions, as well as for I2, I3, etc., does 
provide deeper insights into the type of learners represented in this study. 
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conceptualization. Thereby, these original thoughts should matter 
in theory and practice and challenge, refine, or extend the available 
body of knowledge. 

To my best knowledge, this is the first process model on phronesizing 
in executive education. Chapter 5 will elaborate the links to the liter-
ature, chapter 6 comments on the usefulness of the first and second 
literature review, and chapter 7 comments more elaborately on impli-
cations for theory and practice. 

Yet, the nascent state in which the research finds itself allows for the 
interim conclusion that this quality criterion may well be fulfilled to 
a critical degree within the limitations, scope, and boundaries of the 
research design. 

3) On resonance

The next quality aspect inquires about the degree to which a study 
portrays the interviewee’s experiences fully, addresses assumptions, 
draws links to the larger institutional context, and makes sense to 
study participants. I also deem this quality criterion fulfilled to a criti-
cal extent due to the following reasons. The 6C-duolog model is com-
prehensive, and while grounded theory encourages researchers to 
identify and prioritize dominant themes, this study was able to struc-
ture most observations into a coherent framework. 

The emerging theory challenges the almost taken-for-granted views 
that case studies are a panacea. The study also takes a realistic stance 
toward the learners and their pragmatism, preferences due to their 
individuality, and a certain degree of self-centeredness when optimiz-
ing their return and learning journey overall. The larger institutional 
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context was considered when shedding light on the faculty members 
and illustrating that study participants cut ties to faculty members 
but not to the social connections in WhatsApp. 

Since preceding observations were discussed in subsequent inter-
views as part of the constant comparison method, previously gained 
insights could find substantiation and allowed more profound 
insights into how the learners as participants in this study tick. This 
confirmation or disconfirmation process remained qualitative as pre-
scribed by the research method. 

4) Usefulness

Lastly, Charmaz (2014) suggests the evaluation criteria address aspects 
of relevance for practitioners, whether a generic process emerges and 
what tacit repercussions there might be, whether there is clarity on 
valuable further research and if the emerging theory inspires practice 
and practitioners. 

I added considerations on theoretical implications in chapter 7.2 
and considerations on practical relevance in chapter 7.3. Compiling 
such chapters speak in favor of usefulness, which I base on industry 
experience and sources from the literature. Yet, as Charmaz (2014) 
clarifies, the researcher is always somewhat biased, subjective, and 
rather convinced of the outcome. Any dissatisfaction would have led 
to either more interviews, different theorizing, or in some instances, 
abandoning the study. 

An additional argument could also be made for prescriptive studies 
being more readily useful than mere descriptive ones. To a certain 
extent, previously gained insights and emerging categories from past 
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interviews were discussed with later interviewees, not with faculty 
members.

In line with Charmaz’ (2014) criteria for ensuring and reviewing 
quality, I added several interviews with senior leaders in the field. It is 
essential to clarify that these interviews serve the purpose of assess-
ing the usefulness. They are not a second source of data to ground the 
theory in. They also do not represent a change to or violation of the 
ontological and epistemological assumptions detailed in chapter 3 in 
the sense of making progress towards generalization. 

The scope of this study does not include generalization, quantifica-
tion, or theory testing in the positivist sense. In chapter 6, I argue 
similarly regarding the secondary literature. It serves to understand 
better the degree to which the produced grounded theory fits into the 
extant literature, overlaps with it, questions, and possibly extends it. 
Added expert interviews and chapter 6 theory will not alter the theo-
ry’s nature of being grounded in the data collected from the original 
interviews. 

Table 24 in the appendix with its quotes provides the foundation for 
the following review of usefulness. As the table indicates, all interview-
ees assess practical wisdom as important and the 6C-duolog model as 
applicable. Expert 1 shares, “practical wisdom is indeed most desir-
able as learning outcome.” Expert 2 takes an equally clear stance by 
revealing that “it will certainly gain even more importance.” Expert 
3 agrees as “practical wisdom is a new way to add value… it undeni-
ably should be a focus area and one that receives more attention in the 
future”. Expert 4, in turn, consents by stating, “its benefits are crystal 
clear”. Expert 5 agrees “with the importance of practical wisdom” and 
sees potential to differentiate executive education providers. Expert 
6 is in line with this perception and sees “the need for more practical 
wisdom” as well (cf. Table 24 in the appendix for more details). 



191

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 4. Empirical results

According to them, some distinctions could help. Executive edu-
cation for practitioners with working experience could still include 
foundations courses, such as management foundations, an introduc-
tion to finance, or doing business in Asia. Such offerings do not tar-
get the experts in this field but, for example, the engineers readying 
themselves to move out of technical roles and into managerial ones 
as they climb their career ladder. Introductory courses, thus, diverge 
from the overall logic still in place for executive education in gen-
eral. Business school leaders welcomed the opportunity to reflect 
on learning goals as daily business often prevents deeper reflection. 
Interviewees frequently mention the faculty situation as the number 
one faculty limiting faster progress. 

Expert 1 encourages to have realistic expectations of what is possi-
ble. Faculty members diverge when it comes to their ambitions and 
abilities. Not all would be open to embracing the potential of practi-
cal wisdom, and new andragogic approaches need to have an impact. 
Some faculty members are younger and less experienced. Others 
work in tight corsets of curricula imposed upon them. They, there-
fore, merely execute without reflecting on the value they could cre-
ate. The 6C-duolog theory demands a lot from faculty members. 
Inarguably, honing practical wisdom is more challenging than merely 
teaching content, such as a simple 2x2 matrix. 

Expert 2 points to the need for faculty development efforts as well. 
Some cultures may well have easier change processes than others 
when shifting to new learning logics. Expert 2 clarifies that “espe-
cially in Germany, the professors emerging from the German system 
are used to high power distance, lecturing, less calibrating, bigger 
volumes of students.” Expert 3 sees the value of “cooperating with 
industry and ensuring that 50% of the content is solely focusing on 
immediate applicability” and not context-free. Expert 4 reasons that 
“for practical wisdom, we need to rely more on practitioners who 
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actually have done it.” Mere Ivory tower experts would not suffice. 
Expert 5 emphasizes just how crucial it is to portray openness to tai-
lor learning journey, stating that “calibrating is even more important 
if the class participants are more diverse.” 

Finally, expert 6 reiterates that expectations for faculty members are 
high – “they ought to be more than just subject matter experts” as 
they deploy more than just lecturing as a tool to create learning jour-
neys. This does not imply, however, that the top-ranked schools are 
simultaneously role models. As expert 3 reckons, the elite schools 
may be overfocused on rigorous research, “better schools, such as the 
IIMs8 have narrow performance matrices, such as a focus on rigorous 
publications, which does not straightforwardly help learners. Best 
schools may not be best after all”.

These expert interviews underlined the usefulness of understanding 
how to foster practical wisdom in general and the 6C-duolog theory. 
There is no factor that would fundamentally question the new light on 
how to provide practical wisdom with this theory. Interviewing them 
allowed for reflections on the theory with expert practitioners and 
complementing the analysis. For example, if top schools are overly 
focused, even distracted with their attention to publishing in top-tier 
journals, there are opportunities for other institutions to differentiate 
and add a different value. Quantitative testing and generalizing across 
contexts were out of the scope of this study. 

8   Referring to the Indian Institutes of Management as government-initiated elite 
institutions for management education (cf. Lalbiakmawia & Verma, 2017). 
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Interim summary of the self-evaluation based on provided qual-
ity criteria

This study produces an original, relevant theory and transpar-
ency about the research process, enhancing credibility. Subjectivity 
emerges as a solid limitation to carry out a self-evaluation. This lim-
itation mirrors the subjectivity of constructivism throughout the 
process and adds transparency but can only partially add more objec-
tivity. 
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4�7� Summary

This section presented data gathered in 32 interviews. The analysis 
continued by showing assigned open codes, which evolved further 
into focused codes and overall categories very much in line with the 
process prescribed by Charmaz (2012). She also recommends the 
intense use of memoing and theoretical coding to advance and com-
plete the analysis. Viewing the social process of growing one’s prac-
tical wisdom – based on what the study participants share – involves 
primarily two parties. 

There is a process of calibrating from the professor side and tuning 
in from the learner side to create value. Had the professor presented 
irrelevant cases, examples, exercises, readings, etc., there would be no 
phronesizing. In turn, had the phronimos insisted that only extrinsic, 
job-related, or job-market-related factors count, many opportunities 
would would have disappeared.

Professors continue with a rich mix of means to catalyze practical 
wisdom, yet the phronimos needs to mitigate the risk of getting over-
whelmed. Careening is a highly crucial step, as without it, with actu-
ally targeting transformation during the learning journey, the process 
would fall short of the goal. In parallel, even once the professor has 
done the necessary, the phronimos cuts ties, regains more indepen-
dence, and is likely to build further duologs, but in another setting. 
The following section mirrors these findings with a secondary liter-
ature review.
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5� Extended, post-grounded theoriz-
ing literature review

5�1� Introduction

As this study follows the process guidelines provided by Charmaz 
(2012, 2014), the required next step is a second literature. The pur-
pose is to clarify the extent to which the empirical results resonate 
with the literature. Which areas are in line with it, and what diverges? 
As the theme of practical phronesis and the detailed research sub-
ject of its process relate to several areas, this check of congruence and 
divergence inevitably is broad. It covers several fields. Yet, such a sec-
ondary literature review helps create a better understanding of the 
6C-duolog model in response to the overarching research question of 
how to build practical wisdom in executive education. 

Thereby, the idea is not to enforce that the grounded theory is equally 
grounded in the second literature but to foster a better understanding 
of the 6C-duolog theory. The presented 6C-duology model remains 
a theory solely grounded in and emerging from new empirical data 
in line with the grounded theory, understood as both a methodology 
and method. 

Therefore, the following Section 5.2 commences this quest of improv-
ing the understanding of the 6C-duolog model by critically reviewing 
the congruence of the findings with the preliminary literature review 
presented in chapter 2. Subsequently, Section 5.3 complements this 
view with additional academic literature by detailing elements of the 
model that are discussed and reviewed. From a process point of view, 
I applied the same backward and snowballing method (Wohlin, 2014) 
for this second literature review as this was the case in the first. The 
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individual Cs of the 6C-duolog model served as a starting point of 
the analysis. From an outcome point of view, the developed grounded 
theory on practical wisdom produces features that add to the avail-
able body of academic knowledge. 
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5�2� Elements of the 6C-duolog model’s con-
gruence with the preliminary literature 
review

There are several elements of the developed grounded theory model 
on phronesizing that are clearly in line with the literature review out-
lined in the following, which include 1) the overwhelmingly rich 
nature of phronesis and the resulting need for convergence and clar-
ification, 2) the prominent role of the learner, 3) the rise of complex-
ity, and, lastly, 4) the diversity of avenues toward practical wisdom. 
Overall, these parallels point to the usefulness of an initial litera-
ture review, as posited by Charmaz (2012). The reviewed concepts 
increase sensitivity toward these topics. 

Ad 1) Practical wisdom requiring clarification and convergence

Both the preliminary literature review and the participants of this 
study show the first congruence when characterizing the construct 
of phronesis: It is multifaceted. There is ongoing disagreement on 
what it constitutes (Kristjánsson, 2021) The preliminary literature 
review and the interviewees agree that phronesis could be a single 
item or a multidimensional construct. Overall, this is a shared ele-
ment, although there is a slight variation in how the initial literature 
review depicts this diversity of what phronesis could constitute. The 
literature review emphasizes in Figure 3 the four levels on which to 
analyze phronesis, i.e., the who, where, how, and what of phronesis. 

The interviews yield descriptions of all of these four levels in Table 
8 as well. As for the who, interviewee I3 characterizes a phronimos 
as a person with the ability to “have multiple frames,” for example. 
I15 underlines the political savviness of a phronimos. Regarding the 
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content and the question of where, I2 points to “situational answers,” 
clarifying just how vital a contingency view and different contexts 
are. I17 prioritizes versatility in response to “any situation,” and I19 
points to phronesis being most particularly useful in uncertain situ-
ations. This congruence of the fieldwork and the literature continues 
with the process view and the how question. I23 perceives the act of 
balancing as crucial, for example. Lastly, addressing the what ques-
tion, I28 lists “deep learning,” I29 “good judgment,” and I25 “matu-
rity.” 

Ad 2) The pronounced role of the learner in learning interventions

Bolat and Bas (2018) initially provided an overview of how education 
as a field matured over time. The role of the learner metamorpho-
ses when overarching educational philosophies change. In perennial-
ism, students are passive receivers of eternal truths shared in one-way 
communication processes. Essentialism aims at perpetuating a dom-
inant culture – with little discretion for individual learners to foster 
their thinking by themselves. 

Progressivism switches to real-world dilemmas. Simple recipes and 
absolute knowledge no longer exist. The need to merely memorize 
content disappears. Lastly, reconstructionism targets a new society 
created despite tremendous uncertainty, which requires, in turn, stu-
dent-centeredness and relevance. The empirical study presented in 
chapter 4 positions today’s interviewees falling into the category of 
a reconstructionist world of business education. I26 puts it elegantly 
when referring to practical wisdom as having “enabling insights” in 
an uncertain world. I23 similarly points to the need to be realistic in 
such a complex world, in which, according to I20, this practical wis-
dom is “a prerequisite to go far.” 
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The initial literature review fulfills its purpose of increasing sensitiv-
ity and helping categorize themes in interviews. Yet, reconstruction-
ism also appears to simplify too much. The 6C-duolog model would 
be both strongly student-centered yet acknowledging the still essen-
tial role of the faculty members. 

An equally valuable perspective integrated into the preliminary liter-
ature review is Biesta’s (2015) view that education fulfills three pur-
poses: qualification, subjectification, and socialization. Indeed, the 
interviewees confirm to have received transformational learning 
experiences as part of their qualification process. Sample quotes out-
lined in the tables in chapter 4 included but were not limited to the 
following, which show how deeply rooted the research topic is in the 
education literature and leadership development: 

•	  I1: “I learned to see patterns… I changed to be open to fail-
ure.”

•	I3: “I really learned how to change the attitude of teams.”

•	I5: “I gained a different manner of thinking.”

•	I8: “My discussion and consulting skills went up.”

•	I9: “I learned ‘clicking’ in a room.”

•	I18: “I became more daring.”

•	I19: “I take decisions faster.”

•	I20: “The China trip was transformational.”
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The nature of their transformation is holistic, adding soft skills to 
hard skills, conveying political acumen to commercial acumen, and 
honing self-confidence beyond quantitative skills, to name but a few 
examples. Interestingly enough, the extrinsic motivation mentioned 
initially by the interviewees is fully aligned with socialization. The 
study participants aspired access to otherwise relatively closed or 
selective communities and networks. Past literature and theories help 
explain subjective experiences shared by the interviewees. 

Ad 3) The rise of complexity

The preliminary literature presented in chapter 2 acknowledged 
the rise of complexity in business environments nowadays. Figure 
5 shared two core models on how volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous, i.e., VUCA, the world has become, and the DIAF frame-
work outlined the precise drivers of this complexity.

Table 2 then presents phronesis 2.0 as propositional knowledge for 
more complex times. It questions many of the Aristotelian version 
1.0, such as the role of phronesis, core questions, or cultural relativity. 
The interviewees neither aimed to test the concept of phronesis 2.0 
empirically nor would the methodology outlined in chapter 3 allow 
for an objectivist, deductive approach of such testing. Yet, clearly, the 
interviews could substantiate that phronesis 2.0 is a more useful con-
cept than phronesis 1.0. In phronesis 2.0, practical phronesis is not 
just a virtue in itself, and it does not end at a mere understanding of 
an intellectual challenge with an unclear saturation point over a lon-
ger process. 

Phronesis 2.0 demands faster results. As outlined in Table 2, practical 
wisdom is critical for organizational survival. The study participants 
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even aimed to obtain tangible results during or right after the pro-
gram. It cannot be a lifetime achievement only to become phronetic. 
Furthermore, they pursue a better ability to act and to improve them-
selves, which are more pragmatic and more tangible learning out-
comes. Practical wisdom for them is not universalistic, yet it is highly 
personal. 

Ad 4) Avenues to grow practical wisdom

The preliminary literature also pointed to previously established path-
ways toward wisdom. Figure 8 summarized the strenuous, Bushido-
style path, i.e., the opposite approach of adopting a beginner’s mind; 
the reflection path; and this reflection as part of a rich learning jour-
ney as the main pathways toward progress. Definitions of learning 
and learning theories are diverse and general. For example, learn-
ing can be defined as “a persisting change in human performance or 
performance potential as a result of the learner’s interaction with the 
environment” (Driscoll, 1994, pp. 8-9). The definition can include 
phronesis. 

In turn, traditional learning theories and tools continue to apply yet 
merely need redirection towards phronesis. Cicciarelli (2007) differ-
entiates behaviorism, constructivism, and cognitivism when it comes 
to learning theories. Kantar (2013) breaks these down to the case 
method, which can play a crucial role in phronesizing as shared by 
interviewees: 

Behaviorism explores associations between a stimulus and response – 
an association to improve via learning. Such improvements can mate-
rialize based on Thorndike’s (1932) learning laws prescribing learners 
are ready to embrace new responses, exercise, and effectively transfer 
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insights. Alternatively, improvements can equally materialize via the 
logic of Skinner’s learning laws (cf. Sinner & Daily, 2010), condi-
tioning and reinforcement when adopting more complex behaviors 
to provided stimuli, such as business dilemmas. Behaviors could be 
extinct, generalized, discriminated to account for situational factors, 
and the entire learning journey can advance faster based on exploring 
the right approach to self-regulation. The interviewees scrutinized 
in the empirical study express such a better reaction to a presented 
dilemma and motivation matters in overcoming extrinsic orienta-
tions, being able to cherry-pick and avoid dependency as part of cut-
ting ties. The case method remains a valuable tool, and behaviorism 
continues to explain learning. Merely the learning outcome in terms 
of phronesizing is positioned differently. 

The same logic applies for relying on casework – or for that matter, 
other tools as part of cannonading – and the link to constructivism. 
As Hartfield (2010) outlines, constructivism in learning is about one’s 
abilities to discover and construct relevant and viable insights. In line 
with what interviewees shared, case discussions can effectively chal-
lenge past assumptions through dissonance and co-create two actual 
results – new answers and the ability to practice problem-solving for 
new situations. Once more, the 6C-duolog model does not challenge 
an established learning tool, such as the case study or constructivism 
as a learning theory. It builds on an eclectic foundation and pursues a 
divergent learning subject and outcome. 

This train of thought extends itself towards cognitivism as a third 
approach to explain learning outlined by Cicciarelli (2007). Case 
exercises practice perception, framing issues, structuring problems, 
and judgment. 

Next to case studies, interviewees alluded to, for example, Bandura’s 
(1999) social cognitive learning theory, which portrays learning as a 
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fundamentally social process. A learner observes, imitates, and mod-
els, or as I15 put it, “I simply copy the professors and how they think.” 
Equally, social learning can unfold in tremendously diverse ways. 
Study participants discuss a diversity of means to grow practical wis-
dom. They emphasize hard work and openness to new insights. I7 
put it spot on when sharing just how essential it is to be “asking a lot 
of questions, acknowledge gaps, working toward filling them.” I9 out-
lines the crucial role of a “thought-provoking insight,” to name but 
another example. 

Yet, experiences shared by interviewees are more prosperous and more 
diverse. There seems to be a confluence of theories, which cannot be 
applied exclusively or categorically. An eclectic approach emerges as 
most promising. Very recently, Kristjánsson (2021) hypothesized that 
an entire battery of diverse interventions can help develop phrone-
sis. The interviewees’ responses are in line with his train of thoughts.

However, this eclectic nature of learning tools and theories, redirected 
to deal with phronesis explicitly, is not present in the academic liter-
ature, which is where this research adds new insights. Kristjánsson’s 
(2021) learning-related considerations for phronesis as the main con-
struct to understand and to a lesser degree phronesizing, represents 
the noteworthy exception. The train of thought is especially true for 
the context of executive education beyond the undergraduate level on 
which Bunch (2019) focused. 
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5�3� Divergence of gained insights from the 
preliminary literature review

The elaboration commences with the scenario in which the research 
question inquires about the subjective experiences of the phronesiz-
ing concept. In that case, there is one core area where the initial lit-
erature review appears misaligned with identified findings and the 
emerging grounded theory in the form of the presented 6C-duolog 
model. 

Figure 12 presented four learning styles put forward initially by 
Honey and Mumford (1986), who, in turn, base their work on Kolb 
and Kolb’s (2006). 

What the empirical study described in chapter 4 substantiates is 
twofold. First, it is crucial to explore what is learned, be it the deci-
sion-making skills or emotional intelligence, to name but two exam-
ples found in the answers shared by interviewees. Likewise, it is 
essential to understand how to learn best. Rosewell (2005) summa-
rizes findings in educational research, stating that more awareness of 
how we learn can boost results. Second, the empirical study is also in 
line with the general categorization of learning preferences. They can 
indeed be classified into activist-oriented, reflectionist-oriented, the-
orist-oriented, and pragmatist-oriented approaches. 

The 6C-model’s empirical foundation is more specific in the following 
sense. These four categories represent an oversimplification as even 
within one educational section, a proper plethora of learning meth-
ods produces results. The interviewee, who might well be an activist, 
would not necessarily accept any learning methodology for that cate-
gory. While a case discussion can be very interactive with all kinds of 
role play, voting, B or C cases adding new twists and turns to explore 
after the initial A part of the case series, I14 prefers and foresees the 
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value only advancing a concrete project. Moreover, the nature of the 
most conducive means toward more practical wisdom might well be 
at the intersection of two or more learning styles. Learning mimet-
ically can only take place seeing others in action, such as in a peer 
group or when the professor lectures sharing his or her ways of fram-
ing and solving issues. Therefore, from a program design point of 
view, what does this boil down to? If the professor organizes lectures 
for theorists versus an interactive experiment for activists, it might 
well be that the reflector interested in learning mimetically gains 
most out of it. 

Targeting reflectors with non-reflection learning tools appears to be 
a misalignment of the meshing hypothesis (Pashler et al., 2008) so 
central to the learning style field. It posits the learning preferences 
of learners, and a professor’s approach to design the learning expe-
rience should be aligned for optimized outcomes. This study speaks 
against the professor’s ability to organize for the meshing hypotheses 
effectively. 

Moreover, the preliminary literature review positioned the norma-
tive level and ethics in the centerstage position. Interviewees, how-
ever, hardly mention ethics as an overwhelming factor. This might 
well result from strong religious beliefs, professional practices, and 
integration of ethics in all modules and risk avoidance. Expats are 
more easily dismissed, have more to lose, and behave more in compli-
ance with expectations. The concept of a duolog foresees two strong 
actors in the play. The empirical study outlined in chapter 4 speaks 
in favor of the view that the learner decides independently what and 
how to learn best. It appears to be more of a just-in-time realization 
(cf. also Section 5.4. below) of what is most useful regardless of the 
many learning stimuli the professor could offer within the course 
design. The cannonading insight derived from the interviewees thus 
speaks in favor of the professor offering not targeted and less learning 
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tools but richer and diverse ones while relinquishing control over the 
process of what needs to mesh. 

The following section continues the review of the 6C-duolog the-
ory grounded in the empirical study carried out, thereby focus-
ing on additional themes and insights in the academic literature. 
The following table summarizes the elements of convergences from 
the literature review outlined in section 5.2 and the elements of 
divergence of the 6C-duolog model with the preliminary literature 
review detailed in this section 5.3. The following sections move 
beyond this comparison as a secondary literature review becomes 
necessary in light of additional themes emerging from the empir-
ical study. 

Section 5.2. reviewed the overlap of the 6C-duolog model with the 
preliminary literature review presented in chapter 2. Section 5.3., 
in turn, continued with areas of divergence. The following Table 18 
summarizes the essential insights gained from this critical analysis. 
The subsequent section 5.4. extends the literature discussed as part 
of this research project. It reflects upon the desirability of embracing 
incomplete leaders – with a strong focus on a pronounced commit-
ment and ability to learn.
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Table 18: Comparison of the 6C-duolog theory with the initial literature 
review

Elements of convergence Elements of divergence
•	 Phronesis is multifaceted
•	 Phronesis requires clari-

fication
•	 Phronesis and phrone-

sizing are situational and 
student-centered

•	 The role of the learner 
is central – in the litera-
ture and the 6C-duolog 
model

•	 The often-overwhelm-
ing role of complexity is 
acknowledged

•	 Focused and just-in-time 
learning matter

•	 It is not about the accu-
mulation of wisdom over 
the entire lifetime but 
about specific instan-
taneous value-adding 
learning outcomes. It can 
be merely about asking a 
better question or adopt-
ing a beginner’s mind 
without biases.

•	 The generalizing learn-
ing-style literature oversim-
plifies risks and does not offer 
sufficient actionable, prescrip-
tive advice. There is a need 
to differentiate more types 
within each main learning 
styles, such as project-ori-
ented versus discussion-ori-
ented activists

•	 The meshing hypothesis, i.e., 
aligning learning methodol-
ogy with represented types, 
needs a revision: Not mesh-
ing and offering more vari-
ety of learning tools as part 
of cannonading appears to 
have a higher likelihood of the 
often-unknown content and 
process preferences.

•	 Ethics came more naturally to 
the interviewees. 

•	 The learner exerts discretion 
beyond any rich offer by the 
faculty, creating a genuinely 
two-actor setting – justifying 
the duolog analogy

Source: Author
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5�4� Adding new theoretical perspectives part 
1: Embracing the incomplete leader and 
just-in-time learning

When discussing the empirical findings, several academic fields help 
understand the 6C-duolog theory better. The first academic field is 
discussed in the following and addresses the incomplete leader and 
just-in-time learning. 

The idea of praising even an incomplete leader stems from Ancona et 
al. (2007). The authors argue that the list of ideal leadership traits has 
been growing for such a long time and into a too-long list for an indi-
vidual to fulfill. While their 4-CAPS model still emphasizes four cen-
tral capabilities, a commitment and an ability to learn emerge as even 
more critical. Acknowledging the inevitable existence of gaps and 
weaknesses and triggering efforts to evolve represents a more realistic 
approach to leadership development. In light of the identified VUCA 
world, such learning might well be the only panacea. 

The acceptance of incomplete leaders – committed to learning – is in 
line with Hallenbeck and Santana (2020), positing great leaders are 
simultaneously great learners. In this context, these authors under-
line the crucial role of learning agility, i.e., the ability to seek answers, 
make sense of findings, internalize, and apply quickly. 

This view of leaders being probably incomplete (but learning), as 
the VUCA world is an ever-changing one, is very much in line with 
the concept of cherry-picking when adopting the view of the learner 
within the 6C-duolog model. When a learner identifies a priority or a 
gap, then focused attention ensues to secure progress. 

However, the learner is not the only player in the duolog theory. The 
idea of the incomplete leader is similarly in line with the concept of 
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careening by the professor. As the second strong voice in the two-peo-
ple act, the professor must endeavor to polish and fix – with a partic-
ular emphasis on the most apparent cracks and most urgent fixing to 
ensure safe sailing in the times of stormier VUCA waters. 

While phronesis 1.0 pursues perfection in quantity and quality of 
wisdom over a lifetime and as part of one’s virtues, the interviewees in 
this study emphasize what they can fix short term and not through-
out a (managerial) life. De Geus (1988) clarified that in the world, 
decades ago already, “the ability to learn faster than competitors may 
be the only sustainable competitive advantage.” There might not be 
time for a perfectly holistic learning intervention on the executive 
education level. 

The just-in-time thinking is in line with Knowles et al.’s (2011) that 
adult learning must be immediately applicable. This just-in-time phi-
losophy is equally compatible with the numerous concepts on lead-
ership transitions proposed in the literature. These concepts’ starting 
point remains the same as above. A leader cannot be complete from 
the start, if ever; he or she does not have to be perfect during the var-
ious stages of climbing the corporate ladder. Regular unlearning and 
relearning represent an imperative. 

Singer (2014), for example, distinguishes between three signifi-
cant switches. Freedman (1998), Anderson and Adams (2016), and 
Maxwell (2011) detail distinct but diverging quartets of transitions 
each. Watkins (2009) as well as Rooke and Torbert (2005) list five 
different transitions, although their five do not overlap. Charan 
et al. (2011) developed six transitions. According to the latter, a 
leader would first learn to manage himself or herself before manag-
ing others. Then, once effectiveness was proven, a promotion would 
move an individual from managing others to managing managers. 
Subsequently, progress would foresee a new responsibility when 
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becoming a functional manager, then a business manager, a group 
manager, and an enterprise manager. 

Acquiring all the skills for a later career step already at an earlier 
stage would be a waste, would lead to a lack of focus, and would risk 
boredom (Hooff & Hooft, 2017). Kaiser and White (2009) agree that 
today’s ever-changing business environments, of course, still require 
strengths, but what strength is in a given situation keeps on chang-
ing. They emphasize proactive versatility and put the firmly rooted 
strength-based approach in leadership as well as leadership develop-
ment predominantly in the Anglo-Saxon leadership literature into 
perspective. For them, leaders are learners, not quick-fix specialists. 
Thus, starting leadership development with the perspective of con-
stant and never-ending learning provides a safer journey to success. 
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5�5� Adding new theoretical perspectives part 
2: Reviewing motivation to learn and 
grow practical wisdom

Lai (2011) clarifies that psychologists in education have acknowl-
edged for a long time just how crucial motivation for effective 
learning is. Beyond intuitively making sense, there is evidence of a 
positive link between motivation and learning, according to Kim and 
Merriam (2004). Wlodkowski (1999) clarifies this link by stating that 
“if we match two people of identical ability and give them identical 
opportunity and conditions to achieve, the motivated person will sur-
pass the unmotivated person in performance and outcome” (pp. 3-4). 
Subsequently, he added more insights and evidence in Wlodkowski 
(2003, 2008). Covington (2000) substantiates the importance of moti-
vation further by sharing the view that there might well be no poor 
learner but only less motivated candidates. Yet, in reality, Debnath et 
al. (2007) draw attention to student motivation representing a fun-
damental and widely recognized problem, which is likely to persist. 

Guay et al. (2010) define motivation as “the reasons underlying behav-
ior” (p. 712). Moving beyond the general definition and emphasiz-
ing the context of learning, McMillan and Forsyth (1991) understand 
motivation in the following manner: It is a “purposeful engagement in 
classroom tasks and study, to master concepts or skills” (McMillan & 
Forsyth, 1991, p. 39). More precisely, for the authors, higher motiva-
tion candidates “take learning seriously and try to get maximum ben-
efits, rather than merely getting by or doing the minimum amount of 
work necessary” (McMillan & Forsyth, 1991, p. 40).

This motivation varies notably, as many individuals are naturally 
more motivated like that, while others need to develop it and need 
enticement, according to Buckmaster and Carroll (2008). 
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When it comes to the interviewees’ learning motivation in this study, 
it is crucial to pursue this theme in the second literature review, as it 
initially engendered individuals to sign up for the EMBA. This start of 
their learning journey eventually yielded the 6C-duolog model when 
describing their experience of phronesizing. The stark difference to 
phronesis 1.0 is that learning is not viewed as a virtue in the first 
place. Job-oriented or job-market-oriented interests prevail before 
the learning interventions provided by the EMBA. There is a need to 
add further theoretical lenses to the 6C-duolog model to review how 
common this is and the larger context of learning motivation. 

Learning motivation can rapidly emerge as fragmented and rich, 
which renders a comprehensive review challenging. To review the 
6C-duolog model, two motivation-oriented perspectives emerge 
as particularly relevant: Single-item approaches, multi-item frame-
works, and exogenous versus more dynamic, endogenizing models 
viewing motivation as more dynamic over time. They are discussed 
further in the following. 

Single-item frameworks on motivation

Regarding single-item motivational theories, Tohidi and Jabbai 
(2011) state that the rather traditional distinction between intrin-
sic and extrinsic factors gained prominence amongst educational 
psychologists in the early 1970s. McEvoy (2011) traces the origin of 
interest in student motivation as far back as to Dewey (1913). The lat-
ter reasoned that external pressure would yield only short-term and 
superficial learning motivation. 

In this context, Tohidi and Jabbai (2011) clarify that the decisive dif-
ferences are if individuals expect external rewards or if they give in to 
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external pressures, i.e., they are extrinsically motivated, or they learn 
for the sake of learning and are thus more intrinsically motivated. 
Vallerand et al. (1992) differentiate intrinsic motivation further into 
IM to know, i.e., intrinsic motivation to know; IM to accomplish, 
i.e., the motivation to achieve goals; and IM to experience stimula-
tion, referring to the eagerness to experience excitement, fun, etc. The 
authors list amotivation as crucial when aiming to understand human 
beings. For them, amotivated learners assume a lack of competencies 
to make a difference, exercise insufficient control over the process, or 
anticipate no impact of whatever action they might trigger. 

There is a clear link between these initial concepts from the literature 
and the empirical study presented in chapter 4. If faculty members 
cannonade correctly, they can address IM to know, IM to accom-
plish, and IM to experience, such as lectures, peer competitions for 
best solutions to a case study, or edutainment-oriented experiential 
learning exercises (cf. Buechel & Antunes, 2007). Conversely, unfair 
or poorly thought through course designs could cause amotivation. 
Thus, course design and instruction methods matter as outlined by 
Harmini and Effendi (2018).

The learning motivation literature views intrinsic drive as supe-
rior (Boud, 1990). Furthermore, Kroll (1988) foresees easier prog-
ress toward more complex learning endeavors emerging in intrinsic 
learners. Boggiano et al. (1992) perceive intrinsic learners as more 
flexible. Turning the argument around, Condry (1977) argues that 
extrinsically motivated learners perform more poorly, create less syn-
ergistic and holistic solutions, and adopt a more superficial approach, 
as they tend to be merely answer-oriented. 

Lepper et al. (2005) single out an age effect. Over time, intrinsic 
motivation might well drop. Similarly, Kim and Merriam (2004) 
identify the age and, more specifically, life-stage-related motivation 
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differences. Mishler and Mass (1986) link learning motivation less to 
life stages than to career stages and rising income levels. Individuals 
want to secure further career opportunities and additional income 
growth. 

Furthermore, business students might well be unique. Young (2005) 
embeds motivation in a chain of constructs starting with interest, 
which leads to motivation, then outcomes. Thus, the field per se can 
influence motivation. DeMarie and Aloise-Young (2003) reveal that 
business students express less interest in what they study and in the 
relevant classes. Instead, they mentioned a keen interest in landing a 
job and securing higher salaries. Thus, a more external motivation of 
business students can be understood better when placed into the con-
text of the sequence of constructs.

Tohidi and Jabbai (2011) round up the analysis by underlining the 
importance of self-control as part of an expectancy theory view. 
Based on the expected outcome, there is a degree of discretion influ-
encing the intensity, direction, and perpetuation of motivation. 

Condry (1977) simultaneously adds a distinction of relevance in 
the context of the 6C-duolog theory when pointing to the differ-
ence between self-initiated and other-initiated learning. The EMBA 
represents a self-initiated endeavor for the interviews of this study, 
which impacts assimilation positively. 

Other perspectives and factors can enrich the view on extrinsic ver-
sus intrinsic learning motivation. Deci and Ryan (1985) emphasize 
the importance of self-determination and the drive for mastery or 
competency in intrinsic motivation. DeCharms (1968) enriches this 
view when distinguishing between origins and pawns. Origins favor 
autonomy and the constant struggle for freedom and self-determi-
nation by external factors. Pawns, in turn, see the locus of control 
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external to them and might accommodate more. DeCharms (1968) 
links influence to outcomes and learning methodology to more learn-
ing motivation and learning effectiveness. In this context, rewards 
have to be rethought as deCharms (1984) believes they might well 
have a demotivating effect, as they intervene with and distract from 
the more salient intrinsic motivation.

When reviewing work preferences and the impact on motivation ori-
entations, Amabile et al. (1994) add elements beyond self-determi-
nation or growth in competence when including interest, enjoyment, 
and fun but also task involvement. Their factors cover cognitive and 
affective components. In contrast, Lepper and Greene (1978) under-
stood early on that an extrinsically motivated individual carries out 
a task as a mere means to an end and not as an end in itself. Amabile 
et al. (1994) draw attention to this separation of tasks and rewards, 
which could be of a symbolic, social, or material nature. The inter-
views refer to the degree as a dream, door opener, job opportunity, 
enabler, etc. 

Self-determination can logically be linked to need-saliency the-
ory, i.e., humans and learners assign different levels of priorities to 
the various categories of needs as Sahoo et al. (2019) discuss in the 
context of optimizing motivation in business schools. Being able to 
address salient needs motivates more. Likewise, there is an intui-
tive link between acknowledging the importance of self-determina-
tion and social-cognitive learning theory. Although Cook and Artino 
(2016) list them as separate modern learning theories, self-determi-
nation theory with individuals intrinsically learning based on their 
curiosity can be linked to learning mimetically by interaction with 
others as prescribed by the social-cognitive learning perspective. 

Furthermore, the authors list expectancy-value theory as a separate 
contemporary learning motivation theory. It assumes motivation 
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being positively correlated with the anticipated learning success and 
the pre-assessed value of the aspired outcome. As an agent in the 
learning process, the shared foundation is the individual who wants 
to choose more freely what to embrace and who can effectively antici-
pate how a learning experience could unfold. This is where social-cog-
nitive learning theory takes a more explicit stance on the role of this 
learner as an agent, while social learning adopts a more reductionist 
perspective on learning as a social process. The mimetic or reciprocal 
exchange-based learning experiences recur, however. 

Eisenberger et al. (1999) foster a more complex, dynamic view 
by linking external factors to intrinsic motivation. Test results, for 
example, could positively affect intrinsic motivation. Rigby and Deci 
(1992) add to the more complex nature of learning motivations that 
perceived autonomy over the learning process explains engagement 
and commitment more than the reductionist dichotomous view on 
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 

This is closely linked to the cherry-picking phenomenon described by 
the study participants. The 6C-duolog model portrayed in Figure 15 
visualizes cherry-picking in act 2 and cultivating a different or at least 
broader learning motivation in act 1. The academic literature might 
well suggest an alternative sequencing or framing – the opportu-
nity to cherry-pick could drive the cultivation of a more and broader 
learning motivation. Anderman and Maehr (1994) argue congru-
ently that goals are less important than one’s perception of auton-
omy. In this sense, the 6C-duology might well be better understood 
as structuring a rough sequence of acts, while an interactive effect can 
be derived from the literature to take the model forward. 

Schunk et al. (2008) explain the interview results further and differ-
ently. Concerning cultivating learning motivation in act 1, their view 
of growth is intrinsic motivation. The authors prescribe that once 
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learners realize they can learn, they perpetuate their learning efforts 
based on intrinsic motivation. Thus, managing the initial hurdle 
emerges as extremely crucial because, subsequently, intrinsic moti-
vation kicks in. 

The field of learning motivation can also offer additional means to 
interpret act 3 on cutting ties as outlined in Figure 15, which summa-
rized the 6C-duolog theory. Ryan and Deci (2000) posit that rewards 
as external factors could lower a strong sense of personal ownership 
and perceived individual responsibility for one’s learning. The inter-
viewees clearly and repeatedly state that they drive their learning for-
ward by themselves as part of the cutting ties. A significant shift has 
taken place when it comes to their learning motivation. The academic 
literature views this intrinsic or self-driven learning motivation as 
superior. 

The academic literature similarly recognizes the dynamics of goal 
setting over time and learning in a social setting. Harackiewicz et 
al. (1998) differentiate between performance goals a learner could 
choose to pursue in constant comparison to others and mastery goals 
for which a learner focuses on becoming a significantly better ver-
sion of his or her past self. The authors emphasize their preference for 
mastery goals as a more potent catalyst for learning progress. 

Multi-item frameworks

Moving beyond single-item views, the general theory on human 
motivation has been multidimensional for a long time. McClelland et 
al. (1953), for example, see human beings motivated by three poten-
tial drivers – achievement, power, or affiliation needs. The literature 
reviews on learning motivation and generated operationalization 
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tools such as the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ) conceptualize learning motivation as multidimensional, as 
Rivero-Menéndez et al. (2018) share. Similarly, Kinman and Kinman 
(2001) provide an eclectic overview of motivational factors in degree 
programs in the following Figure 16. Th e authors include several 
fears and worries, such as not falling behind younger peers, losing 
one’s importance or competitiveness in their overview. Overall, their 
framework still retains the dual nature of learning motivations out-
lined above, i.e., maintaining a cognitive and aff ective component. 
Th ere is a need for learners in organizations. 

 Figure 16: Motivational factors in degree programs
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Th is way of reasoning is in line with the research streams on orga-
nizational learning and learning organization, both of which count 
on individuals upskilling over time, rewarding those who succeed. 
Honey and Mumford (1986), along with Marquardt and Reynolds 
(1994), think of the rise of an eff ective learning organization as an 
outcome of its staff ’s learning. While various scholars apply these 
notions as synonyms (e.g., Levitt & March, 1988), Örtenblad (2001) 
calls for a more precise delineation. 
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Both concepts share their emphasis on the importance of learning. 
Both concepts require individuals sharing an interest in learning 
and in the ability to support the learning processes. McGill et al. 
(1992) understand a learning organization as “a company that can 
respond to new information by altering the very programming by 
which information is processed and evaluated” (p. 5). Senge (1990) 
understands a learning organization as an organization relying on 
five distinct disciplines, including sharing a vision, mental models, 
personal mastery, system thinking, and team learning. Inarguably, 
individual learners adding frames and being well trained in leader-
ship, management, communication, and change processes can sup-
port endeavors. 

Next to Kinman and Kinman’s (2001) model with nine factors emerg-
ing from a conceptual review, Sogunro (2014) empirically identifies 
eight factors for adult learning motivation. Adult learners bene-
fit from a curriculum and instruction’s sound quality, the degree to 
which they deem the content relevant, practical, and pragmatic, and 
the delivery style if it is interactive and effective enough. Likewise, 
the assessment cannot be too traditional, and there has to be feed-
back in time. 

Furthermore, the overall learning environment ought to be conducive 
for learning with the possibility of self-directed learning, yet within 
the boundaries of academic advice and structures. From a conceptual 
point of view, Kashora (2018) adds an opposed framework by not 
emphasizing factors that enhance but inhibit learning motivation. 
She outlines that less flexibility timewise, too low selection criteria 
negatively impact the perceived quality of fellow program partici-
pants and peer learning, a non-mainstream program brand, and less 
prestige. Finally, a lack of links of programs to promotion opportuni-
ties has a demotivating effect. 
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This focus on the demotivating recurs in other educational research 
on learning motivation, such as Prasad et al. (2019), and connects to 
the more general two-factor-based motivation theory proposed by 
Herzberg al. (1959). This motivation theory differentiates motivators, 
which fosters the theory, and hygiene factors, if ignored, cause dissat-
isfaction and demotivate. 

Teo (2010) has proposed an additional integrative framework and 
the addition of love and its impact on body chemistry when scru-
tinizing student motivation. The author complements extrinsic and 
intrinsic motivation with a third category – spiritually oriented – but 
explains how love could reframe this trilogy. Love for possessions 
could explain goal-oriented extrinsic motivation. Love for oneself 
helps understand the processes behind intrinsic motivation. Love for 
other people could similarly explain the spiritually induced and ser-
vice-oriented others-centeredness. Seifert (2004) takes the discussion 
on the multidimensional theoretical foundations further. The author 
identifies four theories commonly cited in the context of student 
motivation. These theories are:

01. Self-efficacy theory (based on the belief in the value of one’s abil-
ity to execute a task);

02. Attribution theory (building on the motivation to learn to grow 
new attributions while one’s ability, task difficulty, efforts, and 
luck matter when deciding to embrace and continue learning);

03. Self-worth theory (assuming individuals learn to protect their 
general personal value and sense of worth in life in the classroom 
in direct comparison to peers); and lastly

04. Achievement goal theory (seeking mastery, avoiding the risk to 
lose mastery, competence, or an opportunity to improve a skill, 
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or pursing versus skipping opportunities to showcase perfor-
mance). 

Seifert (2004) suggests not considering them separate perspec-
tives but singles out the joint cumulative explanatory power when 
linked within a multi-theory framework and integrative perspective. 
Conway (2017) would add a fifth perspective to complement them by 
considering self-determination theory as well. Holec (1985) defines 
the capacity to learn in a self-directed manner as a prerequisite of 
autonomizing, thus establishing a link to attribution theory. Other 
interdependencies abound, for example, interdependencies regard-
ing self-efficacy and achievement goal theory. 

For example, according to Seifert and O’Keefe (2001), a lack of con-
fidence in one’s competencies can entail work-avoidance-oriented 
goals. Affected learners minimize efforts. Jarvis and Seifert (2002) 
foresee the possibility that such avoidance goals could grow due to 
aversion against a teacher. Mahan et al. (2014) argue similarly but 
would include faculty in their view of what impacts learning moti-
vation. These authors speak of campus relationships in more general 
terms and specifically include staff beyond faculty. 

There is a link to the aforementioned two-sided view – working on 
the drivers of motivations versus removing barriers. Weinstein (1998) 
arrives at the same conclusion, viewing learning outcomes as contin-
gent upon varying goals. In turn, Covington (2000) reasons that the 
instructor ought to mediate and manage multiple goals. According 
to McEvoy (2011), it might well take more than the initial design 
attempt to reach a satisfying optimum. 
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Endogenizing the perspective on motivation

This second essential perspective on motivation adds more dynam-
ics over time. Rivero-Menéndez et al. (2018) clarify that motivations 
evolve dynamically, for example, in response to what individual fac-
ulty members offer. Ames (1992) presents a model where merely 
focusing on mastery goals as part of the larger achievement goal the-
ory, three antecedents when structuring classrooms matter. The three 
antecedents, in turn, impact priorities and choices when positioning 
and executing instructional strategies. 

As a result, specific motivational patterns can emerge. The following 
figure visualized to what extent the complexity of the dynamics at 
work within a single stream of motivational research within achieve-
ment goal theory could add complex links. 

Ames’ (1992) framework is rather similar to Debnath et al.’s (2007), 
which overall merely relabels authority into autonomy and provides a 
different list of task-related sub-items, such as task variety, task iden-
tity, and task significance, which are somewhat congruent, though. 
The authors add the semantics of CPS – critical psychological states 
(CPS) – of students. They address the “experienced meaningfulness 
of work, experienced responsibility, and knowledge of actual results” 
(Debnath et al., 2007, p. 816).
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Figure 17: Impact of class structure and instructional choices on motiva-
tional patterns in achievement-oriented mastery goals
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Rizkallah and Seitz (2017) enrich this more dynamic view of moti-
vational patterns contingent upon classroom structure and learning 
methodologies. Th e authors diff erentiate various stages in the learn-
ing journey. Th e fi rst discovery stage when joining an educational 
institution can entail both positive and negative emotions, and the 
authors suggest building the capabilities to channel them construc-
tively. In the subsequent establishment phase, the authors single out 
the necessity to perpetuate a positive learning experience.

Disappointments and deviations from the set expectations could 
question trust and confi dence in the learning system. In the ensuing 
engagement phase, students might well become more involved and 
increase their commitment. Th eir engagement is not only with the 
institutions but can create life-long relationships with peers. Lastly, 
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Rizkallah and Seitz’s fourth future-driven stage anticipates loyalty or 
divorce.

Linking these two models to this study’s 6C-duolog model, several 
parallels emerge. These two models help the grounded theory devel-
oped in this study. First, interviewees speak of several phases as well. 
Like Rizkallah and Seitz’s (2017) framework, there are motivational 
switches after the initial phase, dynamics in the middle part of the 
learning journey, and dynamics at the distinct end. Interviewees cul-
tivate a different study motivation based on what the faculty calibrate 
and cannonade. 

Ames (1992) addresses the middle part where perpetuating construc-
tive motivation strongly depends on what the faculty designs and 
orchestrates. Cherry-picking addresses the authority that the faculty 
ought to share within certain boundaries. The interviewees likewise 
mention practical tests of learning progress and learning from mis-
takes as part of Ames’s (1992) evaluation and recognition element 
when structuring learning matter. 

Where Ames’s (1992) and the 6C-duolog diverge is when faculty 
structures tasks. Ames’s (1992) research appears to assume somewhat 
unrealistically that the faculty can proactively design instructional 
strategies to ensure fit and a meshing. The 6C-duolog is more careful 
when describing this plannability and the faculty’s ability to anticipate 
effectively. While faculty can calibrate, i.e., position a course, the sub-
sequent cannonading somewhat resembles a scattergun approach to 
address the ambiguity, which learners would eventually benefit from 
via a specific learning activity or source. The two models converge 
again when it comes to the necessity to careen effectively. Faculty 
ought to organize for adequate growth, and study participants ought 
to respond with the right affect, focus, and intrinsic interest. 
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As for the parallel between Rizkallah and Seitz’s (2017) framework 
and the 6C-duolog theory, the latter takes a stronger position on 
the options space between loyalty and divorce. It is not an either-or 
choice. Study participants prefer cutting ties – to drive their learning 
by themselves while maintaining peer learning and the social capital 
they formed with peers. 

Furthermore, Rizkallah and Seitz’s (2017) framework focuses on 
avoiding the worst-case scenario, i.e., ensuring retention, while the 
6C-duolog model zooms in on understanding how practical wis-
dom, thus more learning effectiveness and more value-added, can be 
achieved. Lastly, the 6C-duolog model builds on a broader theoreti-
cal foundation within the rich, fragmented field of learning motiva-
tion. Rizkallah and Seitz’s (2017) framework is a single-pillar model 
emphasizing achievement goal theory. The 6C-duolog model inte-
grates more pillars. For example, interviewees work on self-worth-re-
lated motives protecting and honing their skills to stay relevant and 
competitive or, even better, to take on their CEO as one interviewee 
put it. In line with attribution theory, interviewees target skills for 
surviving and thriving in an ever-complex world. 

In terms of self-efficacy theory, interviewees share the conviction of 
being up to the challenge, even at a globally top-ranked, elite school. 
Thus, as an interim conclusion, the 6C-duolog theory finds support 
in established theories on learning motivation and extends them into 
the space of acquiring practical wisdom. 

Summary

The following table integrates the above discussion on the 6C-duolog 
model in the context of learning-motivation-related theories and 
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insights drawn from the added secondary literature review as part 
of the constructive grounded theory process. Learning motivation 
emerges as a crucial topic when interviewing study participants. They 
were not part of the original, preliminary literature review, as it could 
not necessarily be anticipated that learning motivation would mat-
ter significantly. Learning motivation does matter in the 6C-duolog 
grounded theory constructed as described in chapter 4.

This section clarifies that learning motivation has been identified as a 
problematic area. Especially business students might well be idiosyn-
cratic in their motivational pattern. This is not a fatalistic situation, 
though, as many of the variables to impact learning motivation posi-
tively are in the professors’ sphere of influence. 

The duolog analogy and label fit relatively well because the individ-
ual learner has and exerts the freedom of choice over the content and 
the learning method. Both the professor and learner have a strong 
impact. A plethora of learning motivation theories exist, which 
match the multidimensional and multi-phase construct of learning 
motivation. 

As such, the literature on learning motivation powerfully speaks in 
favor of modeling phronesizing as a multidimensional and multi-
step framework. Likewise, the academic literature considers learn-
ing motivation as a non-fatalistic field, i.e., learning interventions can 
be conceived to impact learning motivation and, in turn, phronesiz-
ing. However, from a content point of view, phronesizing is not yet 
part of the explicit discussions. The success of phronesizing should 
be as flexible and formable as a critical driver in learning motivation, 
which can be managed from a content and process point of view. Yet, 
a thorough understanding and subsequent optimization of learning 
motivation to build up more practical wisdom ought to adopt a case-
by-case view on the learner’s side to be relevant and effective. 



227

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 5. Extended, post-grounded theorizing literature review

Table 19: Insights of added academic literature on learning motivation to 
understand the 6C-duolog theory better

Theoretical per-
spective

Relevant 
for Explanation

Learning motiva-
tion is an ongo-
ing problem 
(Debnath et al. 
2007)

C1-C5

Without a professor correctly 
positioning and delivering a 
transformational course, learners 
would not reach the right quality 
and quantity of motivation

There is intrin-
sic, extrinsic, or 
no motivation 
(Vallerand et al., 
1992). Especially 
business students 
may “suffer” from 
extrinsic moti-
vation (DeMarie 
& Aloise-Young, 
2003)

C1-C5

Professors position their courses 
to create the perception of 
self-determination over content 
and process, belief in competen-
cies, and control over outcomes

Course design 
matters (Harmini 
& Effendi, 2018)

C1-C5

A stimulating course structure 
with the right tasks fosters moti-
vation and learning. Cherry-
picking boosts motivation.

Learning comes 
in phases (Schunk 
et al., 2008)

C4-C6

There is a need to distinguish 
various phases ranging from the 
initial hurdles and confirma-
tion of feasibility to sustaining 
momentum and eventually the 
“divorce” or cutting ties



228

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

Learning motiva-
tion requires a sit-
uational, personal 
view (Rivero-
Menéndez et al., 
2018)

C5

Both from a content as well as a 
process view, learning motiva-
tion is a dynamic construct and 
needs to be studied and opti-
mized from each individual 
learner’s perspective

Learning inter-
ventions are lim-
ited timewise 
(Rizkallah & Seitz, 
2017)

C6

Cutting ties after graduation rep-
resents the natural end of the 
responsibilities of a school hav-
ing conveyed how to learn inde-
pendently 

Source: Author

The following section continues this secondary literature review with 
the next field deemed relevant to comprehend the 6C-duolog model 
better. The emphasis will be on the value created by business schools 
and the implications for their organizational setup and capabilities. 
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5�6� Adding new theoretical perspectives part 
3: Organizational capabilities of execu-
tive education providers

The interviewed study participants share that they expect relevant 
topics and engaging learning methodologies. Expectations are high 
in an expensive program and with a senior and demanding audience. 
This leads to the question of what answers the academic literature 
provides for satisfying these demands and what challenges exist. 

Several challenges include A) complexities from running a diversified 
organization with units following distinct logics and B) risks associ-
ated with diverging demands on faculty members. The following sec-
tions outline insights resulting from the academic literature on these 
two relevant areas. 

Ad A) Complexities from running a diversified organization 

For the context of executive education, Buechel and Antunes (2007) 
elaborate on the differences between the provider’s perspective and 
the user’s perspective. The divergence between the two perspectives 
causes challenges. Based on their research, Buechel and Antunes 
share a comparison to the car industry. In the car industry, custom-
ers are primarily interested in the functionality and reliability of a car, 
not in the necessary research to ensure quality and user-friendliness. 
Returning to the context of executive education, the authors identify 
that schools often aspire to educate. 

However, while institutions pursue mindset expansion, clients might 
prioritize concrete performance enhancement, which forces busi-
ness schools into direct competition with consultancies. Value in 
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the customer’s eye can similarly include networking opportunities, 
more personal development, and a certain degree of edutainment 
(Buechel & Antunes, 2007). Lastly, the authors clarify that clients pre-
fer applied, customized, and relevant research, if at all. This contrasts 
to the rigorous research often at the core of classic Ph.D. training and 
the faculty tenure and promotion processes, which produce “number 
crunchers” (p. 408). 

Oliver (2020) labels the resulting internal challenges for business 
school deans the “intersection of competing institutional logics” 
(p. 23). According to Oliver and for the context of UK-based busi-
ness schools, deans ought to optimize not only the evaluations for 
the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) but also the criteria for 
the Research Excellence Framework (REF), to name but one tension 
field. This brings this analysis to the various types of business schools 
as outlined in the following, and the necessity to clarify each institu-
tion’s position. 

One size does not fit all – Business schools are diverse

There are different types of business schools, which makes gener-
alizations very difficult. The following Table 20 summarizes vital 
distinctions. Thereby, D’Alessio and Avolio (2011) emphasize the 
importance of a potential organizational integration into a larger 
unit and financial responsibilities. The authors ask whether master-
ing the resource restraints would call more for deans or magicians, 
as the resource restraints are very challenging. Likewise, Curtis and 
Samy (2014) wondered if business schools should operate even more 
as businesses. For Thomas and Thomas (2011), this train of thought 
is part of a trend valuing institutions more for their ability to gener-
ate cash, reach a specific strength financially, and offer expertise on 
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management – the focus is not necessarily on conveying advanced 
capabilities on the intellectual level or true scholarship. 

In contrast, Ivory et al. (2005) characterize institutions differently and 
not only as part of a commercialization trend. Their categorization 
builds a 2x2 matrix with research versus teaching and organizational 
versus scholarly impact as the two key dimensions. This creates four 
archetypes as described in the following table, including the possibil-
ity for an organization to emerge as a professional school, a knowl-
edge economy, or a social-science-oriented or liberal-arts-oriented 
place. Iniguez de Onzono (2011) offers a more differentiated view on 
seven different gestalts based on their different position along two 
dimensions - their international reach versus brand. 

Lorange (2012) diverges from this logic in his typology of schools. 
His five classification options explore the degree to which a school is 
adaptive, the extent to which it anticipates new trends – possibly even 
creating new trends, thereby being proactive – as well as the tendency 
to be entrepreneurial, rationally operated, or noteworthily and pre-
dominantly dynamic. 

As described in the methodology (chapter 3), the study participants 
interviewed appear transparent in their preferences and demands. 
Faculty members should focus on their classroom performance. A 
professor’s classroom performance gives legitimacy. Faculty mem-
bers’ biographies substantiate their credibility. Their regular innova-
tion and thought leadership are a must.
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Table 20: Types of business schools

Authors Number and types

D’Alessio 
and Avolio 
(2011)

Six types:  
Model 1: which operates as part of university
Model 2:  Operates on same campus
Model 3:  Belongs to university and relies on distinct 

brand
Model 4:  Operates financially independently while 

still belonging to a university
Model 5:  Operates as stand–alone, financially inde-

pendent entity
Model 6:  Operates independently and works toward 

a university

Ivory et al. 
(2005)

Four types:
1.  Professional school – pursuing organizational 

impact and emphasizing teaching
2.  Knowledge economy – research-intense institu-

tions focused on organizational impact
3.  Social science – directing efforts toward scholarly 

impact via research
4.  Liberal arts – Teaching-intensive institutions 

focused on scholarly impact



233

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 5. Extended, post-grounded theorizing literature review

Iniguez de 
Onzono 
(2011)

Seven types:
1. Boutiques
2. Executive education centers
3. Local providers
4. International postgraduate schools
5. Global integrated schools
6. Regional champions
7. Bigger public universities

Lorange 
(2012)

Five types: 
1. Adaptive 
2. Proactive 
3. Entrepreneurial
4. Rationally governed and managed 
5. Dynamic 

Source: Author

Managing inertia versus progress in executive education providers

The section above clarifies that institutions may well have diverging 
starting points in their journey into the future. If phronesis should 
find its way more prominently into the learning outcome systems, 
leaders of executive education providers must orchestrate change. 
One double-edged sword in this context might well be the pur-
suit of international accreditation. Researchers present two differ-
ent logics for the impact of, for example, AACSB (the Association 
for the Advancement of Collegiate Schools of Business), ACBSP (the 
Association of Collegiate Business Schools and Programs), and IACBE 
(the International Assembly for Collegiate Business Education). 
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Julian and Ofori-Dankwa (2006) warn of the downsides of an 
“accreditocracy” (p. 225) – the substantial impact these accreditation 
agencies exert. The authors see a misfit between imposed standards 
and what is needed in turbulent business environments fostering dis-
ruption and requiring change. Pfeffer and Fong (2002) equally argue 
that AACSB cements the status quo, impeding change. Bailey and 
Dangerfield (2000) identify short-termism, a distraction from core 
responsibilities, and lower standards as outcomes. Yunker (2000) 
questions the imposed standards as such as well and their repercus-
sions, including inefficiency, wasted resources, and red tape. 

These consequences of accreditation projects are not helpful in a 
higher education context generally suffering from higher degrees 
of inertia (Pearce, 1999). Julian and Ofori-Dankwa (2006) question 
whether more formalization (with elevated control systems and com-
plex processes) and documentation primarily of hard data on at times 
subjective issues then makes sense in light of disruption. It might well 
be harder to measure pre-defined phronesis-based key performance 
indicators. Kristjánsson (2021) maintains that phronesis is not only 
harder to measure but what matters more than immediate post-in-
tervention results is the long-term benefit. It is difficult to measure. 
Also, if AACSB guidelines prescribe a substantial percentage of aca-
demically qualified faculty members, this influences staffing deci-
sions and conserves traditions. A sense of priority for, attention and 
resources for innovations, such as mentoring programs (cf. Schlee, 
2000) to overcome Ivory-towerism and help learners gain more prac-
tical insights, might then lack. 

Any major organizational reorientation may render comparison 
reports with the past cumbersome, if not impossible. Gathered data 
may matter less, e.g., when alums assess their alma mater based on 
years-old impressions, while an institution should focus on being 
future-ready. Also, Schwartz and Sharpe (2010) clarify how hard it is 
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to measure phronesis concisely, risking being either overly vague or 
exclusive. For Kinsella and Pitman (2012), phronesis is simply still a 
too “slippery concept” (p. 2). Formalization, control, hard data, and 
structured, complex approaches to everything run counter to the 
potential of the intuitive approach in uncertain environments (Khatri 
& Ng, 2000), in which soft data play a crucial role (Barr et al., 1992). 
Finally, Julian and Ofori-Dankwa (2006) criticize that accreditation 
standards are identical for elite and more bread-and-better institu-
tions and more teaching versus research-oriented places. 

Romero (2015) adopts a more differentiated view on this hitherto 
underresearched impact of accreditations. He argues that faculty 
complaints about AACSB impeding program changes are, in fact, 
misperceptions. He defends accreditations as not meant to intervene 
with strategizing or staffing, nor should they lead to a homogeniza-
tion of institutions in an environment that would benefit more from 
school diversity. For him, accreditation projects can be an incentive 
for innovation and learning, imprint a quality orientation, and enable 
quality-oriented signaling effects in marketing. Indeed, Lindsay and 
Cambell (2003) show that AACSB accredited schools attract better 
quality students and their exam pass rate is elevated as well. Espirutu 
(2007) identify higher retention and graduation rates. 

Elliott and Goh (2013) provide a more balanced view. They provide 
empirical insights that the effects of accreditation can be positive but 
varied starkly. Not surprisingly, the authors conclude that each situa-
tion with its contextual factors provide unique challenges, and insti-
tutional leadership emerges as the highly salient one. AACSB (2021) 
suggests to institutions to “firmly position themselves at the inter-
section of industry and practice, as conveners and partners in the 
knowledge creation ecosystem rather than just suppliers” (p. 5), thus, 
to embrace practical relevance proactively. It seems that introducing 
a stronger phronesis orientation requires phronetic leaders as well. 



236

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

Interim conclusion 

As an interim conclusion, the more an organization can focus on 
being a professional school or a fully aligned, independent sin-
gle-purpose executive education provider, for example, in the form 
of an executive education boutique, the easier it might be to ensure 
excellence in the classroom and potentially transition towards phro-
nesis as a different or even central learning outcome. 

The more institutions embrace Tushman et al.’s (2007) recommenda-
tion to not view the various activities of a business school, especially 
the research and teaching initiatives, as separate realms, the more 
capabilities, and resources such players ought to secure and hone. 
Buechel and Antunes (2007), for example, cite a Wharton professor’s 
insight that it is only a handful of professors who can perform well in 
classrooms with executives. 

Two fields in academic research deal with this view of organizational 
performance challenges. On the one hand, Puranam and Vanneste 
(2016) offer a view from corporate strategy as part of the larger strate-
gic management literature, which can be applied in the management 
education. Business schools that are active in a variety of fields, such 
as undergraduate education, graduate and postgraduate programs, 
etc., ought to organize for parenting advantages, i.e., strong reasons 
and complementary skills to justify why a unit should be part of the 
organization and would be more efficient and effective as such than 
operating separately. 

In addition, Popadiuk et al. (2018) extend this view from strate-
gic management by adding the concepts of dynamic capabilities 
and ambidexterity. Building on Teece’s (2007) work, they identify 
dynamic capabilities as those necessary to adequately adapt over 
time. In turn, ambidexterity addresses an organization’s ability to 
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handle two opposite logics, such as exploiting solutions developed in 
the past while simultaneously exploring and implementing next-gen-
eration ideas. 

These two fields portray shared elements for other academics, such 
as the intelligent use of information, scarce resource management, 
partnering strategies, corresponding governance, and specializa-
tion of assets. For executive education providers, the necessity and 
the opportunities to reap the benefits of digital learning in times of 
COVID-19 (CCL, 2020) demand this type of dynamic capabilities 
and ambidexterity in the sense of running past and future solutions 
in parallel. 

Adding the perspective of organizational change to this strategic 
management lens, Oliver (2020) applies Brunsson’s (1989) research 
on organizational hypocrisy to business schools. He details his stud-
ied discourses in which what is said in business schools often cannot 
be done, and what is done can often not be said. Too strong financial-
ization, commercialization, and market orientation might compro-
mise the original purpose of a business school. Yet, market success 
indicators could provide legitimacy in times of disappearing pub-
lic funding and competition, although internal realities inhibit. The 
aforementioned Research Excellence Framework criteria – dealing 
with many legacy factors in terms of institutional culture, staff (both 
in terms of administrative and professorial), IT systems, etc. – render 
matching achievement with aspirations challenging. Oliver (2020) 
similarly transfers the insight from Froud et al. (2006) to the business 
school context. Their insight that institutions might well have many 
moves, but few actual levers apply to several institutions. Therefore, 
the very type of business school and executive education provider 
matters significantly, as there are more conflicting goals or institu-
tional logic in play than in others.  
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Ad B) Risks associated with overwhelming demands on faculty 
members

Th is analysis can also be broken down to the individual faculty level 
who has to perform in the physical or virtual classroom as part of 
executive education programs. In business schools with two or even 
more logics running in parallel, faculty members can quickly become 
overwhelmed. Th e publish-or-perish game demands peak perfor-
mance on the research side, while course participants and recruiters 
might well have opposed expectations (Hall et al., 2013). Bennis and 
O’Toole (2005) foresee the gap between rigorous research and rele-
vance for the classroom widening. 

As Caplow and McGee (1958) already mentioned decades ago, it is 
not necessarily a new phenomenon. In 2020, Tourish (2020) renews 
the pressing nature of the issue by proclaiming that nonsense tri-
umphs in today’s management studies – extreme tactics are applied to 
achieve the goal of publishing in ever less relevant niches and smaller 
scientifi c communities able to understand incremental innovations. 

Tushman et al. (2007) map research eff orts in business schools based 
on rigor and relevance, arguing that both could be integrated as por-
trayed in Figure 18. Research ought to be guided by both goals com-
bined – and research ought to understand and use it. According to 
the authors, executive education represents a unique means to check 
the relevance of research and impacting practice, thus knowing and 
doing combined. 

Moreover, in order to better understand the phenomenon amongst 
management faculty members, Miller et al. (2010) add that it is 
more the faculty driving this development than their institutions. 
Faculty members desire to leave their mark on the fi eld or pursue 
gains in salary, reputation, and mobility. Devilly (2017) points to the 
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ever-growing possibility of publishing and still perishing. Possibilities 
and abilities to publish in top journals are too limited. 

Simultaneously, Buechel and Antunes (2007) clarify just how crucial 
faculty is for clients – faculty members design and orchestrate a win-
ning performance, and an individual professor might be even more 
important than the school he or she works at. As an interim conclu-
sion, faculty members ought to have the right skills to navigate an 
environment with diverging logics and build ambidexterity on their 
personal level to handle the exploitation of routines based on the past 
while exploring, building, and testing new ones. 

 Figure 18: Business school research

231 

 

Figure 18: Business school research 

 

Source: Tushman et al. (2011), p. 358 

 

Summary 

This section explored the capabilities of executive education providers both at 

the organizational and individual faculty level. Linking this to the 6C-duolog 

model, it is essential for an effective duolog between learner and faculty 

members to shed light on the organizational issues, hypocrisy, confusion, and 

capabilities to cope with these factors. As the second players in the duolog, 

interviewees clearly voice their own mind and demands and show less caring 

about these provider-internal complexity drivers that the academic literature 

identifies. For an effective phronesizing, executive education providers have to 

professionalize on an ongoing basis. Demands are high and fulfilling them is a 

prerequisite for successful learning journeys toward phronesis.  

 

Source: Tushman et al. (2011), p. 358
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Summary

This section explored the capabilities of executive education provid-
ers both at the organizational and individual faculty level. Linking 
this to the 6C-duolog model, it is essential for an effective duolog 
between learner and faculty members to shed light on the organiza-
tional issues, hypocrisy, confusion, and capabilities to cope with these 
factors. As the second players in the duolog, interviewees clearly 
voice their own mind and demands and show less caring about these 
provider-internal complexity drivers that the academic literature 
identifies. For an effective phronesizing, executive education provid-
ers have to professionalize on an ongoing basis. Demands are high 
and fulfilling them is a prerequisite for successful learning journeys 
toward phronesis. 
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5�7� Adding new theoretical perspectives part 
4: Critical incidents as a catalyzer for 
change

The study participants mention specific, separate incidents that 
accounted for their need for learning before, during, and after the 
program. Before the program, thus in phase 1, they include exam-
ples of a promotion paired with the feeling of not being ready, accept-
ing a job that would yield limited future career chances or learning, a 
moment where they were not up to discussing the issue with the CEO 
adequately, leading to noticing unwanted gaps and the commitment 
to close them. 

Anecdotes similarly included the realization that even the best engi-
neering education would not enable serving as a great leader, i.e., 
using Goldsmith’s (2007) insight that “what got you here, won’t get 
you there” (p. 1). During the program and therefore in phase 2, the 
study participants could share one specific moment with clearly 
above-average impact, an eye-opening aha moment, the encounter 
with a professor asking a catalytic question, or attending one course 
dealing with truly actionable knowledge, for example, in the form 
of a new model. Post-program in phase 3, a number of interview-
ees continued their peer learning approach, reaching out to their fel-
low alumni via established WhatsApp-based communities to jointly 
brainstorm and perpetuate joint learning. 

Especially COVID-19 appears to have served as an eraser or major 
system reset, as past solutions would not work any longer, requir-
ing new learning for new tasks. This is a reflex adopted during the 
program to react and attempt to cope with more learning challenges. 
This reflex likewise serves as a valuable quality assessment criterion 
in hindsight, cementing the interviewees’ trust in the offered execu-
tive education provider and the lessons learned. 
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Basic understanding and nature of critical incidents

With his requisite variety approach, Ashby (2011) spans the overall 
theoretical framework for the coping mechanisms. He prescribes to 
match external complexity with internal solutions and coping mech-
anisms. This logic of matching would include slower changes but also 
more system shocks. As section 5.6. dealt with learning motivation, 
this section zooms in on critical incident theory to add complement-
ing theoretical perspectives. Finch (2010) states that critical incidents 
from the past can trigger learning and reflection. Farrell (2008), for 
whom critical incidents are unplanned events, adds that critical inci-
dents-related learning can enhance study outcomes. 

Honing reflexivity is part of Kolb and Kolb’s (2006) experiential 
learning framework and calls for more reflection before and after 
action. Reflection could come in the form outlined by Cruickshank 
and Applegate (1981), i.e., when instructors encourage circular ques-
tions about the causes, dynamics, and outcomes of an incident. Tripp 
(1993) also notices that these critical incidents occur when learners 
interpret the meaning of the incident – it is this process of subjective 
interpretation that renders an incident critical, not the event per se, 
in more objective terms. 

As for the consequence of this interpretation, the colloquial term of 
an aha event recurs in psychology. Koestler (1967) describes them in 
this context as the “moment of truth, the flash of illumination, when 
bits of the puzzle suddenly click into place” (p. 185). The aha event 
identifies a concrete “turning point” (Tripp, 1993, p. 9) in a learn-
er’s life. In contrast to instrumental learning, this focus on reflection, 
sensing, sense-making, and interpretation entails revisions of past 
understandings and impacts a learner’s commitment to future learn-
ing (William, 2007). 
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Adding complexity and chaos theory to the interpretation of the 
6C-duolog model

Gleick (1967) adds the theoretical lens of complexity theory and Eve 
et al. (1997) the lens of chaos theory to this analysis. Adopting a pro-
cess and not a static view can further a holistic analysis and under-
standing of something complex. This entails three features. The first 
feature is the assumptions of non-linearity – careers of executives as 
study participants, for example, might not be linear.

The second feature is the idea that an initial phase impacts subsequent 
phases. Perceived limitations to self-efficacy amongst interviewees 
can therefore lead to adjusted behaviors as section 3.6. outlined. 

Third, it is essential to interpret even smaller events as impactful – 
their subjective nature was already mentioned above. According to 
Eve et al. (1997), even very isolated experiences can have ripple effects. 
Finch (2010) applies this view of emergence to the field of effective 
learning. Vachon and LeBlanc (2011) add that critical learning analy-
sis can impact the emotional journey during learning. Critical learn-
ing analysis unearths vulnerabilities and can fundamentally question 
someone’s routines and means to cope with challenges, and there 
might be an effect of lowering anxiety and increasing it. This could 
help activate intrinsic motivation. 

The crucial role of reflections in learning

Brookfield (1991) goes one step further and warns of the affec-
tive repercussions, which could, amongst others, be liberating 
and invigorating. According to the author, putting into question 
one’s fundamental assumptions for action can be “psychologically 
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explosive” Brookfield (1991, p. 178), as becoming aware of a bigger 
option space for thinking and action can destroy one’s world views. 
Jarvis (1999) contends that practicing such reflections on an ongo-
ing basis can enable positive self-regulation and establish a routine 
of life-long learning – very much as detected in the study partici-
pants’ adopted behavior of independent, self-driving learning after 
cutting ties. 

This is linked to Lynch’s (1998) concept of a beginner’s mind in times 
of a phronesis 2.0 that is more valuable than phronesis 1.0 in today’s 
VUCA world. As Suzuki et al. (2011) describe with the help of the 
Japanese notion of Shoshin as translation for the beginner’s mind, 
there is a paradox of learning. More learning can reduce a learner’s 
or practitioner’s openness for further learning – a misfit to today’s 
changing world with past-future asymmetries (Weinert, 2013) and 
disruption (Christensen & Dillon, 2020). 

Overall, the concept of a critical incident is not only relevant for 
learning but for business as well. For example, Bell et al. (2003) 
attribute the non-linearity of foreign expansion and immediate 
globalization to experienced critical incidents. As Flanagan (1954) 
outlines, studying these critical incidents can represent a research 
method in itself. 

Furthermore, and linked to cannonading, Vachon and 
LeBlanc (2011) list various approaches to foster reflexivity 
in learners and post-action reflection. The authors encour-
age experimentation with learning journal writing, oral 
debriefings, and commitment to change contracts to name 
but a few examples. In the study described in chapter 4, 
the interviewees were encouraged in the initial leadership 
module to submit a preliminary development plan as part 
of the mandatory submissions and after having discussed 
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the results of psychometric tests. Their final module on 
leadership required the interviewees to critically reflect on 
learning progress and barriers before submitting a revised 
version for the post-program phase. 

The practice shared by the study participants is in line with Eby’s 
(2000) understanding of reflective practice – the congruence of 
self-awareness, reflection, and critical thinking overlap. A further dis-
tinction stems from Schoen (1983), who – from a process perspec-
tive – separates reflection-on-action from reflection-in-action when 
characterizing reflective practitioners. 

Reflection-on-action targets rationalization in order to trigger 
improvements in a learner’s action. In reflection-in-action, it is 
more about reflexivity during the action and sensitivity to reactions 
the very moment they occur. This can overcome what Schoen crit-
icized as an over-focus of technical rationality and open doors for 
professional artistry. These concepts allow for more tacit expertise, 
intuition, creativity, agility, and spontaneity without major rational-
izations or working out explicit rules and procedures. 

There is an additional distinction from within the literature on reflec-
tion that can help interpret statements shared by study participants. 
Atkins and Murphy (1993) identify three stages in the reflections. 
First, learners develop an awareness of possibly very uncomfortable 
feelings and insights. The study participants share their impressions 
of discomfort as well. They felt incomplete without having a mas-
ter’s degree or being able to confront their CEO or other challengers. 
Second, there is critical analysis before considerations on improve-
ments follow. 
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Summary

Critical incidents, such as career moves, a single episode with a 
superior, or the realization of being incomplete in terms of one’s 
educational journey represent crucial moments to understand the 
6C-duolog model better. Subsequent reflections can explain learn-
ing motivation in the first place, cultivating new motivation, cher-
ry-picking, and life-long learning with the caveat of not necessarily 
only accumulating but also embracing emergent challenges with a 
beginner’s mind. This train of thought is very much in line with the 
initially outlined literature review in chapter 2, which gained more 
depth and foresaw complementation with the help of the secondary 
literature review. 
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5�8� Summary of the innovations in light of 
the research objectives

While the preliminary literature review in chapter 2 clarifies that 
phronesis as practical wisdom represents a very timely construct in 
today’s VUCA world and while business schools were criticized for 
not adding sufficient value, too little remained known about how to 
actually work toward more phronesis. 

This study addresses this gap and focuses on executive education as 
one part of a business school’s activities. Grounded in new and rele-
vant data, the study presents a concentrated attempt to open the black 
box when it comes to the process of building practical wisdom. The 
study portrays this very process as a three-partite, i.e., three-act, pro-
cess with strong interdependencies of the faculty, on the one hand, 
and the senior level learner, on the other hand. 

The resulting grounded theory in the form of the 6C-duology model 
makes no claim toward the generalization of gained insights, as the 
model relates to the specific context of this study, including its lim-
itations. However, the model does provide more clarity on crucial 
steps when pursuing a better understanding of the phenomenon. The 
implication is that skipping steps or accepting sub-optimalities low-
ers the progress toward more phronesis. Six crucial steps, including 
calibrating, cannonading, careening, cultivation a conducive motiva-
tion, cherry-picking, and cutting ties, must be harmonized, designed, 
and aligned situationally. 

To the best of my knowledge and scrutinizing the literature with the 
help of a preliminary and secondary review, this is the first study to 
describe phronesizing based on the perceptions of interviewed grad-
uates of a high-quality executive education program in the form of an 
EMBA. This addresses the primary research objective. 
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As for the secondary research objective of framing this topic as a 
debate on the value added by business schools, six points for imple-
menting a phronesis strategy become more apparent. The following 
section elaborates on my experience with grounded theory before 
more transparency on this study’s limitations, and implications ensue. 
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6� Reflections on grounded theoriz-
ing in the context of phronesizing in 
executive education

6�1� Introduction

Charmaz (2014) clarifies just how crucial reflexivity is in construc-
tivist grounded theory. She adopts a more pronounced stance toward 
reflexivity in Charmaz (2014) in contrast to a still rather implicit role 
assigned to this concept in Charmaz (2006). Also, Corbin and Strauss 
(2008) are explicit about the concept of reflexivity. 

Charmaz’s approach to grounded theory diverges fundamentally in 
epistemological terms from objectivist grounded theory, which assumes 
the existence of objective data, an objective process to sense-making, 
and an unbiased researcher who is a mere conduit of the process of dis-
covering meaning and sense in the data and who is external to the phe-
nomenon. For Charmaz, data, analysis, and meaning emanate from the 
researcher who adds a unique, situational background, predisposition, 
and analytical lenses. Simultaneously, this context-specificity comes at 
the cost of stark limits to generalizability in the same step.  

The research is an integral part of the process to construct mean-
ing, and whatever outcomes emerge, those outcomes would reflect 
the idiosyncrasies of both the researcher as well as the individual 
research process. This is acknowledged as such and offers opportuni-
ties, for example, in terms of richer and diverse results, as sense does 
not only reside in data. 

This chapter adheres to the call by Hall and Callery (2001), arguing 
that reflexivity and relationality ought to find more integration into 
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the analysis. Which abductive jumps did the researchers make? Which 
elements of the reseacher’s background may matter in the analysis? 
Which values, e.g., in terms of profit versus human dignity orientation 
enter the analysis? Reflexivity addresses the effects and impact of inter-
actions between the researcher and the participants when constructing 
results, and relationality, in turn, addresses relevant trust and power 
relationships. According to these authors, both reflexivity and relation-
ality can affect the validity of results. Also, Charmaz (2003) acknowl-
edges this need for more insights on both in the research process.

As Guba and Lincoln (1994) clarify, the constructivist view is not 
about results being more or less true as such but whether the results 
are more or less sophisticated or informed. The knower and the phe-
nomenon are linked (Charmaz, 1990). It is essential to understand 
this context better. Gibbert et al. (2008) argue in favor of efforts to 
increase transparency about relevant insights to understand the 
research better when carrying out qualitative research. Cohen and 
Crabtree (2008) likewise view explicit considerations and delibera-
tions of reflexivity as part of the quality assurance and evaluation pro-
cess and good practice within reporting. Koch and Harrington (1998) 
make the point that critical reporting is an expectation now. Pillow 
(2003) notes, however, that there are different methods to proceed. 

Jack et al. (2014) warn, though, that a practice currently emerges 
whereby reflexivity is integrated to legitimize the research and build 
trustworthiness, which is then built too superficially. The authors, 
therefore, call for a more explicit explanation of the researcher’s stance 
toward the integration of reflexivity. According to them, reflexivity 
can include the following: 

•	  Demonstrating awareness of how the researcher interacts 
across the various stages of the research beyond the empir-
ical part, including the topic selection in the first place, 
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pinpointing the research question, and the empirical journey 
as part of the overall activities and compilation of the entire 
project narrative and text. 

•	  Being attentive to the multitude of influences of the 
researcher with particular emphasis on the empirical phase 
of the research, for example, on collecting data, on interview-
ees, on crucial decisions about the various process aspects of 
the research such as saturation or sufficiency, on interpret-
ing observations, on analyzing codes and axis, or on how the 
research a topic or process impacts. 

•	  Sharing reflections and ensuring openness regarding the 
mitigation strategy: How does a researcher deal with being 
more than a process conduit? Is there an attempt to neutral-
ize one’s influence, acknowledge idiosyncrasies and explain 
potential influence, capitalize on one’s predispositions as part 
of viewing subjectivity either as problematic and undesirable 
or as something positive deemed more widely possible in 
constructivism? 

Other researchers, such as Ramalho et al. (2015), also call for reflex-
ivity across the various parts of grounded theory. Cutcliffe (2003) 
warns in this context that there are opportunity costs for reflexivity. 
Merely being reflexive does not guarantee better quality research as 
such – it might inhibit a more intuitive approach or a free-flow analy-
sis. Jack et al. (2014) point to possible trade-offs, as a researcher’s time 
is limited and possibly better spent on additional interviews. Finlay 
(2002) argues similarly by underlining that researchers are unlikely 
to be fully aware of all of their blind spots, and even well-intended 
efforts toward explicit reflexivity will merely allow for a partial and, 
thus, limited analysis. 
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The following sections are in line with Jack et al.’s (2014) view that 
reflexivity is multidimensional, ought to account for critical inter-
actions or influences, and thus has to be selective to avoid self-in-
dulgence or distractions, address the entire research process, and is 
transparent about the self-assessment of this impact and the poten-
tial need to mitigate or simply share as part of reporting. This results 
in the following sections: 1) Reflections about the researcher’s role in 
the overall research process beyond the empirical work (see section 
6.2), 2) Reflections on the empirical phase of this research initiative 
(see section 6.3), and, lastly, 3) Reflections about limiting or enabling 
factors impacting quality (see section 6.4). The authors also suggest, 
if not prescribe, that reflections are documented in the first person to 
demonstrate that a researcher fully retained responsibilities for influ-
ences and decisions.
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6�2� Reflections about the researcher’s role in 
the overall research process beyond the 
empirical work

Section 3.3. already started to address positionality effects as part of 
the description and evaluation of this research initiative’s methodol-
ogy and method. The following sections, however, provide further 
details. They primarily relate to the confirmation and amplification 
of the interest in the topic, the role and helpfulness of the literature 
reviews, and lastly, the evaluation of empirical results as elaborated 
on below.

On amplifying the interest in the topic

Relying on Anderson (1994), having two roles – the role of an orga-
nization’s employee as well as the role of the interviewer of alumni 
– has an impact. Performance pressure for the organization and all 
of its individuals, especially in COVID-19 times, catalyze innovation 
as much as my intrinsic motivation to learn, grow, and professional-
ize. Being one of the organization’s directors inarguably multiplies the 
interest in the topic and, thus, its selection. 

The first literature review helped clarify just how important the topic 
of wisdom has been over time and continues to be across cultures, 
religions, and business disciplines. This preliminary literature review 
similarly clarified the need to update the notion of practical wisdom 
for more VUCA-prone times. After carrying out this initial litera-
ture review, I knew it is essential to explore the role of the individual 
and the importance assigned to become a phronimos, the context, the 
process, and the outcome. 
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On the literature reviews

The literature review was not limiting and did not create preconceived 
notions but showed areas for exploration. I could find no moment or 
realization supporting the warning of Glaser and Strauss (1967) that 
the literature review had to be ignored to prevent contamination of 
categories. The gap in the literature on the models for building actual 
practical wisdom fostered a sense of urgency to explore the dynamics 
and perceptions when phronesizing takes place. 

It was motivating to realize during the literature review that there is a 
gap, which is worthwhile to study. If there had been a more consider-
able number of models and if I would have found out only later that 
phronesizing was a mature field, it would have created tremendous 
opportunity cost. Being an industry insider as well as an insider of the 
organization being studied perpetuates motivation. 

Being embedded allows for a more solid contextualization and link-
ing gained insights to the value creation model. The fast-paced devel-
opments in the purported industry remind of the need to close the 
project, surely not prematurely, but when matured insights emerged, 
which then can be transplanted. The applicability even of descriptive, 
exploratory insights helps in substantiating practices. 

Moreover, there is the construct of liability of newness (Freeman et 
al., 1983). According to the literature, firms newer to a foreign mar-
ket struggle more. Transferring the train of thought to reviewing the 
literature on (practical) wisdom at the doctorate level remains chal-
lenging. 

There is tremendous richness across cultures as well as times. Ancient 
Greece, Confucian and Buddhist cultures and philosophies, as well 
as modern researchers, such as Nonaka and Toyama (2007), Nonaka 
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and Takeuchi (2011), and Flyvberg (2017), embrace the field. Can a 
preliminary literature review reach the required depth in contrast to 
a more comprehensive traditional one in deductive studies? 

The secondary literature review would, in turn, be substantially 
more focused on the emerging constructed theory grounded in 
data. In light of the liability of newness of a doctorate researcher 
and the chosen field and research methodology, the nature of lit-
erature reviews diverges starkly from their traditional counterparts 
in deductive studies. Retrofitting the original preliminary literature 
review to complement the secondary one violates a true and fair 
view of the analysis flow. 

The secondary literature review has to be focused, which leaves one 
section of literature that carries a more general background on the 
topic out of the analysis. A concrete case in point is that as part of 
the literature on practical wisdom, authors like the aforementioned 
Nonaka and Toyama (2007), Nonaka and Takeuchi (2011), and 
Flyvberg (2017) show biases in the form of apparent enthusiasm for 
the topic. They underline the tremendous learning opportunities 
from other cultures or times, in this context ancient Greece, and the 
notion of phronesis. These modern researchers leave out exemplified 
by Cropley’s (2019) analysis of the sources of great, creative, cogni-
tive outcomes. He details how firmly rooted an openness to a muse 
was or how change was understood as fulfilling “the whims of gods” 
(Cropley, 2019, p. 14). 

Contrasting approaches in other cultures and times, such as ancient 
Egypt or China, the author clarifies that higher powers provided novel 
thoughts. Adopting a supply-side view, the gods decided what to 
insert into the minds and when. Nonaka and Toyama (2007), Nonaka 
and Takeuchi (2011), Flyvberg (2017), and their mainstream debates 
on phronesis omit this multi-deity, non-secular characterization of 
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problem-solving and learning. As put forward in Taylorism, scientific 
management principles canvass a more active role of the white-collar 
leader, manager, and learner (Hounshell, 1988). 

While there is a Management, Spirituality, and Religion (MSR) 
Interest Group of the Academy of Management (AOM) and while 
authors such as Sharma (2009) call for more spirituality in the work-
place, this has not impacted the mainstream contemporary literature 
on the adult learner such as Knowles et al. (2011). This mainstream 
literature is without a single reference to spirituality and logically 
builds on the notion of more active learning – without offending the 
gods as Cropley (2019) would warn off for the ancient Greek context. 
The orientation of modern literature critically, reviewed with a for-
ward and backward snowballing technique, is fundamentally an athe-
ist one. Inspiration for more practically wise solutions does not come 
from higher, divine forces. 

As a newcomer to the field and limiting oneself to a preliminary lit-
erature review, which inevitably is selective, pragmatic, and less pro-
found, when and where to add more relativism into the literature 
review represents a challenging question. This is even more true if 
key authors suffer from the enthusiasm above and selective concept 
representation bias. 

Dobelli (2014) and Bazerman and More (2013) describe numer-
ous biases that can impact literature reviews. Naveed and Rasheed 
(2012) call Nonaka the author of two central phronesis-related arti-
cles on strategy and leadership a “guru” and a top expert in the field. 
An authority bias might occur, entailing a bounded awareness bias 
if a guru leaves out core features from an ancient Greek concept. 
Attribution, survival, vividness and framing, and cognitive dissonance 
biases could impact, even corrupt, storytelling and publishing efforts.
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On evaluating research outcomes

Charmaz (2014) explicitly recommends that younger researchers 
work with mentors to learn faster and compensate for skills gaps. 
How precisely and what for remains rather vague, as does her evalua-
tion scheme for taking stock toward the end of the abductive research 
process and compilation of results. Charmaz (2014), which serves as 
a blueprint for conducting constructive grounded theory, lists four 
evaluation criteria outlined earlier in chapter 4 and Table 17: cred-
ibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness. All four of these crite-
ria provide initial guidance but keep questions unanswered. While 
it is easily understood that quality can be a multidimensional con-
struct, it remains open why there are four criteria and not more or 
less. Each one has sub-items, but the number of sub-items diverges 
without explanation and it is not straightforward when it comes to 
applying the system. 

What happens if only three out of four are fulfilled? Credibility has 
six sub-items, originality and resonance four, and usefulness, in turn, 
five. More details on how to apply, account for exceptions, prioritize, 
and report on could be conducive. Judgment, for example, is a crucial 
criterion when assessing sufficiency or saturation as well as assigning 
the correct codes, distilling categories, and integrating them. There 
could be an added quality dimension of judgment and how subjectiv-
ity was dealt with. There might well be a plausibility issue. 

As part of a self-directed credibility check, the researcher is encour-
aged to critically review and comment on one’s familiarity with the 
subject. Yet would it be reasonable to expect a doctorate student to 
make such an evaluation, possibly admitting gaps? Sunk cost biases 
might materialize and lead to risk avoidance along with a lack of 
transparency. 
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From an application and execution point of view, resonance and 
usefulness may well not be free of overlaps. These criteria invite 
researchers to test outcomes with interviewees and the larger com-
munities of practitioners. What if either the second literature review 
or additional interviewees reveal divergence? As per the method, the 
emerging constructivist theory should solely be grounded in data, 
not grounded in data plus the second literature plus interviews with 
either the same or another practitioner. 

From a practical point of view, the method assumes a relatively clean 
implementation of the plan. What if the original interviewers or oth-
ers become unavailable? Would any attempt to generalize not even 
violate the fundamental subjectivity and phenomenology assump-
tions from an epistemological and ontological view? Would it not go 
against the research objective of a substantive, i.e., context-specific 
and context-rich theory? As outlined in chapter 3 on methodology, 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) define substantive theory as a context-spe-
cific one. 

While Charmaz (2014) manages to guide how to start a critical 
self-evaluation, there is room for adding more to applying a crit-
ical self-evaluation. Similar to the constructivist grounded the-
ory method, this could and should not be a too rigid checklist that 
would then be implemented with the researcher as a mere conduit of 
a process. However, more guidance can catalyze confidence amongst 
researchers, especially the ones earlier in their grounded theory jour-
ney, and advance the quality assessment process. 

The liability newness mentioned above (Freeman et al., 1983) must be 
acknowledged. I tried to mitigate it by carrying out sample studies to 
progress on the learning curve and anticipate traps. The quality assess-
ment grid remains vaguer than I deem desirable. Criticism directed 
toward a constructivist grounded theory for being too flexible can be 
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countered with maturing quality assessment systems. Timonen et al. 
(2018) undertake an applaudable task of advancing a better under-
standing of the various grounded theory approaches. Future efforts 
that explicitly include and are more focused on the evaluation part 
of grounded theory could ensue, for example, bridging Charmaz’s 
(2014) criteria with the less comprehensive and divergent framework 
put forward by Chun Tie et al. (2019), which explores a researcher’s 
capabilities, a review of the fit between method and research ques-
tion, and procedural precision. 
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6�3� Reflections on the empirical phase of 
this research initiative

Zooming in on the concrete phase of empirical efforts, this position-
ality effect described by Anderson (1994) recurs during the specific 
phase of empirical data collection and theory construction. There is 
no power-related dependency. Having left the institutions, the alumni 
can be described as maintaining relationships with fewer and fewer 
faculty members. Relational ties weaken in proportion to the number 
of years after graduation. The alumni are in a position where the pro-
nounced busyness due to the program gave way to opportunities to 
apply their learning. The confidence of having graduated from a pres-
tigeous institution with a solid degree helped as well. Having expe-
rienced the entire learning journey paired with recent, very positive 
ranking news and access to a global and active alumni network fos-
ters trust, openness, and availability for interviews. 

While not needed, this availability for more extended or additional 
interviews had a reassuring effect on my confidence to collect sound 
data. Gender continues to play a role in the Middle Eastern culture 
where this study was carried out, although with the clear trend of a 
closing gap. However, approaching alumni as a member of their orga-
nization ensured that also women responded positively to inter-
view requests, which otherwise might not necessarily be the case. 
Approaching women as a man would otherwise still entail reservations 
on both sides – with a male interviewer pondering about approaching 
female interviewees and a female interviewee agreeing to a voluntary 
session involving self-revelation, subjective perceptions, or evaluations. 

Beyond what Jack et al. (2014) offer in terms of reflexive strategies, 
Giles et al. (2013) and Dunes (2011) underline the importance of the 
constant comparative method, which was adhered to in the empir-
ical efforts outlined in chapter 4. Ramalho et al. (2015) include the 

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting
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possibility to add a constant comparison method type 2 as part of 
ongoing and sound reflexivity. The authors encourage a constant com-
parison of the data with the literature identified previously. Although 
Ramalho et al. clarify that the theory has to be grounded in data and 
this continues to be the priority, a comparison with the preliminary 
literature review can help spot gaps. 

Regarding the method, Birks and Mills (2011) emphasize the crucial role 
of memo-writing, which was done pervasively, and which was outlined 
in chapter 3 from a research design and in chapter 4 from an empirical 
outcome point of view. The aforementioned congruence or divergence 
with the literature could be considered in the memos, too, as Lempert 
(2007) reckons. One observation is that the literature suggests phrone-
sizing with case studies as Hawes (2004) details. Yet, the interviewees 
appear to instead cherry-pick beyond the view of case studies as a pow-
erful panacea. From a process point of view, Heizmann (2003) draws 
attention to non-verbal communication and transference as essential 
opportunities for further reflection. I consider those, for example, when 
interviewees share their considerations about their favorite professors 
or moments in the learning journey – moments when they were more 
emotional about some aspects than at other times in the interview. 

Furthermore, Mruck and Mey (2007) add that as part of one’s reflex-
ivity strategy, the sound and proactive preparation of the empirical 
efforts, learning about reflexivity before starting the fieldwork, and 
ongoing reflections about individual assumptions, feelings, expecta-
tions, and perspectives can be insightful. Preferring to work relatively 
independently, I embarked on practice studies instead of mentoring 
or pursuing intensive supervisor-supervisee interactions. This allowed 
for advances on the learning curve regarding carrying out reflections 
and becoming more self-aware of one’s blinkers. From a conceptual 
point of view, reading different and divergent articles on and guide-
lines for reflexivity represents an additional step toward progress. 
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6�5� Reflections about limiting or enabling 
factors impacting quality

Jack et al.’s (2014) guidelines for dealing with reflexivity foresee a split 
of the reflections on the macro-process of researching its entirety and 
the more specific micro-process of the fieldwork and abduction as 
part of the qualitative research. Evaluations could have been added to 
section 6.2 and section 6.3. but I ensured that they are in line with Jack 
et al.’s guidelines. Overall, positionality did not appear to have a neg-
ative impact. A number of factors substantiate this conclusion. First, 
Dyer (2001) shares that familiarity with a context helps sense-making. 
I paid particular attention to the risk of what Williams (2009) refers to 
as guilty knowledge, i.e., preconceptions. Neither I, as the researcher 
nor other colleagues, have investigated wisdom aspects before. 

Furthermore, familiarity with the context helps put shared experi-
ences into the larger context of program delivery. Details of what 
faculty members do consciously or unconsciously as part of their 
classroom performance were not too well-known, which reinforces 
that no substantive preconceptions might well have existed. 

Second, next to basically a conducive degree of familiarity, I deem 
organizational membership an essential prerequisite for carrying out 
this study. It fosters trust – trust in confidentiality, in the emergence 
of no-nonsense results, in continuous improvement efforts, and the 
value of the degree and the reputation of the school potentially going 
up in the future. There was no quid pro quo promised, which fostered 
a positive impression about the study. In hindsight, alumni would not 
have been as readily available for interviews with an unknown exter-
nal researcher. 

Third, focusing on my learning motivation, I realized that my posi-
tionality positively impacted my learning motivation. This is in 
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line with the learning taxonomy provided by Marzano and Kendall 
(2007). Learning can be catalyzed and perpetuated with a notable 
sense of self-belief in the relevance of the topic, the ability to better 
understand a relevant context, and the customer side of an organiza-
tion; moreover, learning can also be catalyzed perpetuated to prepare 
future value creation initiatives. 

This hope and anticipation to better understand the phenomenon 
sustain a particular keenness to finalize the results with validity, 
quality, depth, and scope. Borton (1970) shares that holistic prob-
lem-solving addresses three questions: what, so what, and now what. 
I understood at the very beginning – and perpetuated this conviction 
– that a solidly grounded theory can prepare personal and organiza-
tional success in the future. It can create the foundation for a solid 
now-what initiative later on, although this prescriptive next step falls 
outside the scope of this research initiative as outlined in the research 
objectives in Section 1.1. at the very beginning. 

What about Finlay’s (2002) argument that any reflexivity could only 
be partial? I acknowledge that positionality with a researcher embrac-
ing a new topic while both the interviewer and interviewee share the 
same social system can limit viewpoints. Although the interviewers 
and the interviewees gathered experience in other educational facil-
ities, speaking primarily about this one organization can limit the 
analysis. There were questions and experiences from other settings, 
but weight-wise they were limited. 

There appears to be a quandary in the form of a trade-off to accept. 
Without the commonality of one organizational context, there might 
be insufficient familiarity with the context and limited access to inter-
viewees. If interviewees come from different, multiple settings and at 
times competing models of learning, phronesizing could create ambi-
guity in the data collection, analysis, and overall abduction process. 
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A single-setting study has advantages in terms of depth but disad-
vantages regarding the diversity of experiences across organizational 
settings. The suggested solution to mitigate this would foresee future 
studies exploring generalizations, model confirmation, model enrich-
ment, or alteration. This alludes to Blaxter et al.’s (2006) viewpoint 
that research remains the “art of the feasible” (p. 157), and, in line 
with Jack et al. (2014), acknowledging idiosyncrasies of one’s research 
and providing a way forward fulfills the requirement of reflexivity, 
which, in line with Finlay’s (2002), can indeed have a partial nature 
only. 
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6�6� Summary

This section addresses a call in the literature on qualitative research in 
general and in constructivist grounded theory (e.g., Charmaz, 2014) to 
be more proactive and explicit about reflexivity when starting, imple-
menting, and reporting on research. Freshwater (2005) argues that 
there is an “inevitability of bias in any research” (p. 311). I reasoned in 
section 6.5. that positionality advantages might well outweigh disad-
vantages. In section 6.4, I argued that in line with recommendations in 
the literature, a sound preparation could help address issues. 

As part of clearly positioning this research project within the litera-
ture on grounded theory, I consciously decided to add this chapter 
6 as part of an effort to create transparency about reflection, thereby 
fostering reflexivity in line with recommendations by experts (e.g., 
Cutcliffe, 2003).

In a modern understanding of this reflexivity, I acknowledge and 
embrace its multidimensionality, its multi-phase nature, and the dis-
tinction between taking stock of influences and evaluating them in 
light of potential mitigation or amplification needs. I, thus, adhere to 
Charmaz’s (2006) recommendation to adopt a fundamentally reflex-
ive stance throughout the data collection process when overall rely-
ing on her constructivist grounded theory approach as part of the 
research design. 

As the sections above clarify and Mruck and Mey (2007) argue, there are 
no perfectly holistic, easily applicable, ready-made recipes for the right 
degree, scope, and depth of reflexivity. General standards are amiss, 
and instead, researchers ought to become sensitive to the issue, trigger 
corresponding behaviors, and make an effort accordingly during the 
reporting. This was the goal of this chapter. The analysis continues with 
limitations as well as implications for theory and practice. 
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7� Limitation, implications for theory 
and practice

7�1� Limitations

During the research process, a series of decisions provide a clear 
focus and limitations as outlined in the following. Five main areas 
put the study into context, have repercussions, and allow for sugges-
tions for future research outlined in the subsequent section 7.2. These 
limitations relate to several factors, such as the relatively strong focus 
of the study objectives, the choices made when fixing the research 
methodology in alignment with the research question, the maturity 
of constructive grounded theory, and its quality assessment system 
proposed in the literature. Equally, limitations stem from a specific 
choice made when narrowing down the interviewee pool, and finally, 
measuring the success of learning more holistically. These five aspects 
are detailed in the following subsections. 

1) Focused study objectives

The first decision addresses the research objectives. They are focused 
and narrow by choice. This study aims at a better understanding of 
the phronesizing phenomenon. In order to ensure sufficient depth 
within the analysis, a first boundary stems from the focus on executive 
education only, not all learning in business schools, such as under-
graduate or pre-experience master’s programs. The literature review 
clarified that according to Moldoveanu and Narayandas (2018), exec-
utive education takes place elsewhere, too, such as at strategy con-
sultancies, human resource consultancies, personalized and remote 
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learning platforms, and firm or organization-internal corporate uni-
versities or training departments directly delivering services to indi-
vidual learners or organizations. CABS (2017) reasons that to ensure 
a crucial degree of depth, the activities of these other organizations, 
which account for at least 80% of the market, are out of scope. 

Would the formation of phronesis be fundamentally different if an 
executive-education-level learning intervention is to be delivered 
by a non-business school training provider or management consul-
tancy? Future research is encouraged to explore convergences and 
divergences and shed light on the remaining 80% of the market. 

A second boundary – exploratory in nature – originates from the 
type of research pursued. The boundary entails a how-based research 
question, which explains how the phenomenon and related dynam-
ics are perceived if answered. While this matches the early stage of 
maturity, the available body of knowledge is in when it comes to the 
specific context of executive education in business schools; moreover, 
this choice in favor of a descriptive study is a choice against a pri-
marily prescriptive one. Study outcomes, therefore, reach less far into 
practical recommendations as would be the case otherwise. Therefore, 
the second suggestion for future research is to complement this study 
with further research embracing prescriptive outcomes. 

Linked to these two initial limitations is the insight that the literature on 
phronesizing in executive education is thin and that the literature does 
not appear to be too clear on segmenting the offering. CABS (2017) 
and Moldoveanu and Narayandas (2018) help understand that forms, 
scope, lengths, content, targets, learning levels, spaces, or andragogy 
and technologies diverge. Future research is suggested to first segment 
offerings better, placing particular emphasis on phronesis needs and 
learning constraints. Shorter programs clearly have less time available 
than longer learning journeys and interventions to grow phronesis. 
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2) Overall research methodology 

The second decision addresses the methodological and method-ori-
ented decisions that match the research question with a correspond-
ing epistemological and ontological research design as outlined in 
chapter 3. This limits the study’s data collection and eventual impact 
in terms of generalizability. Quantitative data were not gathered. No 
hypothesis was tested, although authors like Schulze (2003) identify 
the potentials of mixed-method studies. Walker and Baxter (2019) 
argue similarly and share their priority of more research value in the 
form of a better understanding in direct comparison incompatibili-
ties of debates on epistemology. This study gathered qualitative, not 
quantitative data. Future studies can address the potentials of quanti-
fying observed dynamics and generate different and complementing 
datasets. 

3) Maturity of the evaluation system for constructivist grounded 
theories

A third limitation links this section to chapter 6 and takes a clear 
stance toward the perceived maturity of constructivist grounded the-
ory as an approach. While an increasing number of sample stud-
ies rely on it emerges, a more enabling framework and guidelines 
for evaluating studies do not exist. Available articles and guidelines 
elaborate on the positioning of the approach within the available 
more extensive set of research methodologies and methods than on 
detailed guidelines for integrating axes and categories. Most perti-
nently, how to evaluate one’s own or others’ studies remains ambigu-
ous to a certain extent. This is an opportunity for future research. Two 
directions emerge. 
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The one direction is to advance, enrich, and mature the available body of 
knowledge to evaluate constructivist grounded theory studies. The other 
direction is to encourage researchers to add more self-evaluations. This 
train of thought mirrors a corresponding one by Gibbert et al. (2008) 
for the field of case studies. These authors ask what can pass as a rigor-
ous case study and report more adequately about the design choices and 
outcomes for case studies. Future research ought to, of course, continue 
the quality assurance of coding, categorizing, and integrating empiri-
cal insights without feeling too constrained by reporting obligations or 
too tight guideline “corsets,” as this would not necessarily be in line with 
the method’s flexibility and constructivist nature. More transparency in 
future studies can help with the credibility of the research outcomes and 
the broader acceptance of constructivist grounded theory in an other-
wise already very contested field with substantial polarization.

4) Focusing on versus complementing the learners’ with the facul-
ty’s views

This research acknowledges the previously mentioned insight shared 
by Blaxter et al.’s (2006), who reason that research is the “art of the fea-
sible” (p. 157). A strong focus on doing one method right, or as right 
as possible in practical, pragmatic terms, was a priority. Genuinely 
understanding the experiences and perceptions of the study partic-
ipants was crucial to achieving the research objectives. It required 
resources in terms of time and attention as well as concentration. 
Scrutinizing the learner and subjective experiences is also in line with 
a learning philosophy of self-regulated learning (Pintrich, 1995). The 
interview choices allowed for the construction of the 6C-duolog the-
ory to contribute to the available body of knowledge not on phronesis 
in general but on the process of phronesizing within executive educa-
tion – all within the research context of this study. 
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One limitation originates from this focus on interviewing course 
participants. Faculty members and potentially additional individ-
uals, such as highly professional and motivated executive coaches, 
program directors, facilitators, and program managers as part of the 
delivery team, help form the context and study experience, several of 
them in a more directional or transformational role, others as merely 
supporting the execution of a plan for a learning journey. 

Pashler et al. (2008), for example, reason that learning becomes 
more effective when the instructors acknowledge and comply with 
the meshing hypothesis. The meshing hypothesis states that learning 
experiences become more impactful if faculty adopts formats in line 
with the learner’s preferences. Newton and Miah (2017) reveal that 
the majority of teachers believe in this train of thought – yet only a 
minority behaves accordingly and brings the meshing hypothesis to 
life. Based on such other studies, there is a case to explore the facul-
ty’s contribution as the other group of actors in the 6C-duolog model. 
They design the learning experience in their module, provide a buffet 
of ideas, and ensure a conducive context for learning. 

Calma (2016) reasons that the school, the program director, and 
the faculty members as suppliers of the opportunity of a learning 
experience should have a straightforward approach to assurance of 
learning. According to Calma, many accreditation boards and bod-
ies require corresponding documents that link program-related and 
module-related learning goals to specific means to measure them. 
Prusak (2010) clarifies that not everything can be measured, and not 
everything that is measured is managed well. However, in more pro-
fessionally run top-ranked schools, the faculty members represent a 
potentially rich source of insights. 

This study took a clear choice in favor of depth regarding those who 
experience the phenomenon, i.e., the learners. This limits the breadth 
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by not being able to integrate and learn from faculty members. Future 
studies are encouraged to zoom in on the faculty side as well. That 
logic could lead to an entire series of more context-oriented empirical 
studies beyond the voice of the learner. Longer learning experiences 
shared by study participants are complex. While the study partici-
pants consisted of senior leaders in their field, their skills to elabo-
rate on, at times, latent skill growth and personal change might lead 
to incomplete accounts only. Future studies can, thus, broaden and 
complement the 6C-duolog model with other voices. 

5) From taking an initial stock to evaluating outcomes more holis-
tically

This train of thought of including more than the learner’s percep-
tion does not have to stop with the faculty members. Philips and 
Philips (2011) suggest a model to depict learning holistically beyond 
the emotional reaction of course participants in the form of satis-
faction and satisfaction scores on course evaluations. Higher levels 
of measuring learning include testing for actual learning, and this 
could entail qualitative or quantitative tests of learning progress on 
phronesizing. Philips and Philips (2011) likewise argue that the out-
come of learning could be measured in improved contributions of 
study participants at work and then in how employer organizations 
benefit as part of a holistic return on education or return on invest-
ment decision. The study at hand emphasizes experiences, not such 
a stakeholder-oriented perspective on returns. Future studies could 
render the perception of phronesizing more objective by triangulat-
ing it with an evaluation of faculty members and an impact analysis 
in the workplace of graduates. Table 2 in chapter 2 took an unequivo-
cal stance toward the teleological nature of phronesis, be it in its orig-
inal 1.0 or more contemporary 2.0 form. Learning per se represents 
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something desirable, but it is linked to a purpose. Nowadays, this can 
be the effectiveness of program graduates at work or in society. The 
benefits of phronesizing exceed the pleasure derived from learning, 
and future studies can embrace this multifaceted nature.  

Interim summary

This section 7.1. set forth to share and critically review five main lim-
itations. All five of these limitations address conscious choices about 
the research objectives as well as the methodology and method based 
on a qualitative constructivist grounded theory design. The limita-
tions also stem from the nascent nature the field of phronesizing in 
executive education still is in. This initial study provides a first ori-
entation for the phenomenon. It forms part of a hopefully ensuing 
series of additional research and a corresponding impact on practice. 
This is the focus of the subsequent sections. Section 7.2 continues 
this study with implications for theory, while section 7.3 elaborates 
on implications for practice before conclusions ensue in chapter 8.
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7�2� Implications for theory – five suggested 
directions for further research

Reviewing the literature in chapter 2 reveals that there is a gap when 
it comes to a holistic view on what happens in this black box of phro-
nesizing. While phronesis in its 1.0 version is well established, several 
authors worked on pieces of the storyline leading to phronesis 2.0 for 
a VUCA world. Yet, the field of phronesizing in executive education 
is in its infancy and with this study gains a first contemporary and 
more comprehensive theory grounded in data. 

There are several implications for theory and further research. 
Thereby, it is helpful to depict a possible trajectory with future direc-
tions of the nascent field of phronesizing in executive education, 
which Peng’s (2006) framework helps accomplish. As visualized in 
the figure below, it maps two dimensions, one focuses on the con-
tribution to theory, and the other explores additions to the domain. 

The following deliberations outline main directions for theory. First 
and in future direction 1, the research at hand aims to revisit con-
structs in learning. The 6C-duolog model provides a new lens ques-
tioning and redefining value offered in executive education. 

Secondly and in future direction 2, it encourages researchers to break 
frames as outlined in the following figure and move beyond individ-
ual phronimos to create phronetic communities of leaders and man-
agers. In future direction 3, there is a call for creating conceptual 
variants of the 6C-duolog model, thus adding new twists to for con-
sideration in other settings. 
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Figure 19: Mapping progress of phronesizing over time-based on Peng 
(2006)
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Future research direction 4 should continue a trajectory for the 
fi eld of phronesizing with further research eff orts on operationaliz-
ing phronesis. How could it be measured empirically? Finally, future 
research direction 5 then calls for providing substantial empirical 
proof in the positivist sense that the propositional knowledge and 
qualitative claim of phronesis being a sound coping mechanism for 
the VUCA world delivers on its promise. Th e corresponding section 
details ten hypotheses for future quantitative studies embracing pos-
itivism and testing. Th e following sections detail these fi ve sugges-
tions for future research, hoping to enable future research studies to 
advance and mature the fi eld.
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Direction 1: Building research trajectories for evergreen and 
emerging learning concepts in business schools and executive edu-
cation 

The concept of phronesizing in this particular context currently pro-
vides a novel lens – as visualized in the figure above – with the help 
of an original constructivist grounded theory to understand the phe-
nomenon better. Datar et al. (2010) emphasize that business schools 
should foster progress on the knowing, doing, and being level. The 
research at hand provides a new lens: Since knowing is questioned, 
the doing should emphasize less business-technical knowledge and 
skills to embrace phronesis, and the being level demands more eth-
ical, humanistic, and sustainability considerations than was the case 
before. It is no longer a personal choice to possibly being more or less 
ethical. 

Commenting on holistic growth and wellbeing, Hitch (2021) adds 
the dimensions of becoming and belonging. Also, from a becoming 
dimension, the research at hand clarifies what course participants 
could and should aspire to - phronesis. The belonging dimen-
sion could address the rootedness that scientific management and 
Taylorism countered (Hounshell, 1988). 

Peng (2006) offers a powerful tool, as it links theory and practice 
in the domain. Building on the new grounded theory put forward 
by this research, the trajectory would foresee frame-breaking next. 
Business schools and executive education should pursue phronesis 
as overall educational logic as part of a clarified self-system in their 
learning taxonomy and specific assessment of learning practices. 
More quantitative research efforts are needed to generalize and sub-
stantiate the concept. The phronesis view can then represent the new 
twist that business school and executive education practices need to 
flourish in the future. 



277

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting 7. Limitation, implications for theory and practice

The initial literature review in chapter 2 reviewed Gragg’s (1964) reck-
oning that wisdom cannot be told. This is in line with the 6C-duolog 
model, which overcomes the passive receiver of any ineffectively 
shared wisdom-oriented insights. However, the 6C-duolog model 
illustrates what both the faculty and the interviewees do to allow for 
phronesis to emerge. Wisdom cannot be told, but faculty can excel at 
three tasks across the learning journey to provide the best conditions 
for practical wisdom to materialize – if the learners do their part. 

Thereby, the toolkit that faculty members apply and the learners uti-
lize must go beyond case studies, which work for particular learn-
ers and individuals, but not for the majority of interviewees. Hawes 
(2004) views case studies as a panacea, but they are a mere option 
within a more extensive repertoire. When creating a trajectory for 
phronesizing, the effectiveness of specific tools should be quanti-
fied more and complemented with additional contextual studies to 
understand better when and where these tools represent more or less 
effective tools. 

In this regard, future research should embrace the latest technolog-
ical innovations in the field. MOOCs cover any core business topic. 
Linking courses to further material has never been easier before. 
Schroeder (2019), for example, critically reviews the new possibilities 
and promises of artificial-intelligence-based, personalized learning. 

Theoretically, they could replace the traditional faculty member who 
cannonades a plethora of learning tools at the course participants. 
The likelihood exists that algorithms can one day match the conscious 
expertise or intuition of high-quality, experienced faculty members. 
Switching perspectives, learners are keen to pursue their interests by 
themselves, and their means of doing so might well differ in terms of 
learning speeds and styles, which is in line with the cherry-picking 
dimension of the 6C-duolog model. As learners spend an increasing 
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amount of time online, artificially intelligent solutions described by 
Schroeder (2019) can enrich the future research of phronesizing. At 
least, it represents an additional trajectory to explore. 

From a theoretical perspective, the concept of Ashby’s (2011) law of 
requisite variety bears the potential to guide research trajectories. 
Program graduates need to cope with drastically more VUCA-prone 
environments and so do business schools and other institutions that 
are active in executive education. Requisite variety requests that 
individuals, i.e., the learners, and these organizations build up the 
internal solutions to cope with the ever more demanding external 
adversity. Any system element theoretically explored before in busi-
ness schools could be revisited in light of the value-added in phrone-
sis terms and bearing the law of requisite variety in mind. Artificial 
intelligence-based solutions represent just one of these elements. 

The field of phronesizing in executive education is still young. 
Therefore, the implications for further theorizing are aplenty. The 
implications can continue being descriptive, such as exploring how 
artificial intelligence impacts phroensizing. Research can also become 
more prescriptive to prepare improvements in the domain and actual 
practice, as outlined in the following section. 

Direction 2: Moving beyond the individual phronimos view to fos-
ter phronetic communities

The research at hand explores phronesizing on the individual level. 
For teams, organizations, and societies to succeed, individuals have 
to learn and larger groups. This links implications for future research 
and theory to the solid normative element with practical wisdom 
outlined in the preliminary literature review in Chapter 2. There is 
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also an argument to be made with another learning construct and 
differentiation to be drawn in the literature regarding organizational, 
not just individual, learning, and organizational development. 

Absorptive capacity describes the ability to identify, assimilate, and 
utilize new information effectively and ter Wal et al. (2019) foresee 
a necessity for more research on the construct at the individual level 
while Cohen and Levinthal (1990) emphasize the organization as 
the unit of analysis. Ter Wal et al. and Cohen and Levinthal are right 
about the need to consider each sides’ level of analysis, yet both sides’ 
arguments remain incomplete. The introduction in chapter 1 started 
with the premise that there is too much knowledge and insufficient 
wisdom across basically all levels. 

Gauthier (2014) argues that holistic future-proofing ought to take 
place at the bio (self), duo (in dyadic relationships), co (group), and 
mundo (society) level. Future research is encouraged to move beyond 
the perspective of bio, i.e., the individual interviewee as a participant 
of this study. 

Although a more generic model across individual interviewees, the 
applicability still emphasizes the formation and advancement of 
phronimos individually. The interviewees work on their motivation, 
cherry-pick what works for them, and cut certain ties while main-
taining others. Signs of unsustainability persist on other levels as 
the lack of organizational success and relevant statistics in section 
1.1. detailed. According to Goldin and Muggah (2020), COVID-19 
amplified multiple forms of inequality that existed in the past. More 
practical wisdom is needed for organizations and societies, not just 
individuals. Researching this fell outside the scope of the research 
project at hand but should take center stage in this suggested direc-
tion 2 as an implication for theory.  



280

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

Direction 3: Advancing conceptualization of phronesis in business 
schools

The previous sections take a clear stance on the scope and nature of this 
research project. The research objectives targeted qualitative insights 
for a better understanding and an explanatory theory. Especially 
since this is a single-setting, explanatory study, further inquiry into 
an evolving conceptualization is needed. The key research question 
is which main model variations to the 6C-duolog model exist? This 
is in line with Creswell (2014) clearly distinguishing between A) a 
focused context-specific qualitative, constructivist approach and B) 
theory variation. This study focused on A). Subsequent ones could 
investigate B).

Advances on the conceptual level can include several learning con-
structs and value creation models in business schools as suggested in 
direction 1 or adopt Gauthier’s (2014) view on different levels of anal-
ysis as outlined in direction 2. 

Direction 4: Commencing the operationalization of phronesis in 
business schools

The sections above take a clear stance on the scope and nature of this 
research. These advances can and should be linked to starting the cre-
ation of ways to measure practical wisdom in executive education or 
business schools more generally put. 

This is a prerequisite for formal statistical testing and generalization. 
Operationalizing allows for subsequent substantiating the case for 
more phronesis across levels beyond mere desirability that is argued 
conceptually and is based on interviews with study participants. 
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Making progress toward measuring is not likely to be easy. Other areas, 
such as measuring another multidimensional construct in the form 
of internationalization, for example, and even after decades of global 
research, produce ongoing debates about single-item versus multi-
item and more or less congruent manners proxies as Doerrenbaecher 
(2000) illustrates and criticizes. 

The complexity of the construct of phronesizing will pose challenges 
in the operationalization phase. However, no progress on the learn-
ing curve can be made without commencing. For the moment, no 
preliminary studies can serve as the foundation for subsequent more 
professional and sophisticated research on measurement. Therefore, 
this fourth direction for future research suggests embarking on a 
quantification journey even though initial progress might well be 
slow. 

Direction 5: Empirical testing in quantitative studies

Several authors presented phronesis not necessarily as a panacea 
but a desirable feature of strategic leaders and a key to more suc-
cess (Nonaka & Toyama, 2007, Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011, Flyvberg, 
2008). While providing compelling arguments for the case that prac-
tical wisdom is desirable and bears potential, the field lacks quantita-
tive studies and proof. 

Once phronesis and the 6C-duolog model are better linked to other 
constructs conceptually, variants identified, and operationaliza-
tions clearer, quantitative studies should ensure statistically test-
ing the claim that the glorification builds on a solid foundation. 
Hypotheses can help. The following ones emerge from phrasing fea-
tures of the 6C-duolog model in hypothesis form. As outlined above, 
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future studies first ought to advance the operationalizations of the 
6C-duolog model, i.e., make it measurable or quantifiable. The same 
logic applies to any variants involving different settings. For the fac-
ulty side, the following three elementary hypotheses can be postu-
lated. 

•	  H1: Better tailoring of modules has a positive link to phro-
nesizing.

•	  H2: More pervasive cannonading has a positive link to phro-
nesizing.

•	H3: Effective careening has a positive link to phronesizing. 

For the learner, the following hypotheses are suggested for future 
researchers.

•	  H4: Different types of learning motivations lead to different 
levels of phronesis

•	  H5: The more intrinsic learning motivation a learner shows, 
the more phronesizing occurs.

•	  H6: Students differ in their effective mode towards phrone-
sizing.

•	  H7: The more students cherry-pick, the higher the effective-
ness of phronesizing.

•	  H8: The more students drive their own learning, the higher 
the effectiveness of phronesizing.
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There are additional hypotheses that can help the fields of phronesis 
and phronesizing gain more legitimacy and acceptance. They address 
the overall claim of adding benefits in practical terms, not just offer-
ing a compelling conceptual narrative. 

•	  H9: Phronesis can be learned in longer executive education 
journeys.

•	  H10: Highly phronetic graduates outperform less phronetic 
pendants. 

Putting phronesizing to an empirical test with the help of these 14 
hypotheses can help advance the field to a more mature stage, satisfy 
opposite ontological and epistemological camps of researchers and 
catalyze the concept’s acceptance amongst practitioners and business 
schools. 

Summary

This section 7.2. presented five suggestions for the future of the field. 
The following table summarizes them and details ideal outcomes 
of these future research projects, which all help in maturing phro-
nesizing. These are core options to develop the field further, which 
are all essential. While direction 4 is a prerequisite for direction 5, 
researchers would choose more conceptual versus empirical work on 
one side and more qualitative versus quantitative empirical work first 
on the other side. Peng’s (2006) map allows for the conclusion that 
more such avenues exist, however. Peng’s (2006) model also suggests 
research to be linked to the domain. These implications for practice 
are outlined in the following section. 
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Table 21: Summary of suggested directions for future research and tar-
geted outcomes

Research directions Ideal outcomes
Direction 1: Building research 
trajectories for evergreen and 
emerging learning concepts in 
business schools and executive 
education

Better delineations of the pleth-
ora of fragmented constructs in 
learning

Direction 2: Moving beyond 
the individual phronimos view 
to foster phronetic communi-
ties

Application of phronesizing to 
groups beyond the predominant 
view on individuals

Direction 3: Advancing con-
ceptualization of phronesis in 
business schools

A narrower or broader portfolio 
of variants of phronesizing mod-
els

Direction 4: Commencing 
operationalization of phronesis 
in business schools

Initial and more advanced mod-
els for measuring phronesizing 
and phronesis

Direction 5: Empirical testing 
in quantitative studies

Empirical proof of process to and 
benefits of phronesizing

Source: Author
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7�3� Implications for practice – a cross-stake-
holder view

There are four main implications for practice, as outlined in the fol-
lowing. The sections adopt a stakeholder-oriented structure, starting 
with 1) society and organizations as the first combined stakeholder 
group with overlapping benefits and implications. 

Next is section 2) on business schools as executive education pro-
viders, and the suggestion is to embrace a more phronesis-oriented 
balanced scorecard when developing institutions. This includes con-
siderations for faculty development. 

Moreover, section 3) has implications for learners, i.e., for the cur-
rent and future aspiring manager and leader. Finally, section 4 draws 
personal implications. This research forms part of a life-long learn-
ing initiative and adopts a constructive grounded theory approach 
requiring reflexivity. It also has implications for me as a researcher, 
practitioner, and learning on how to be a change agent in executive 
education institutions.

Ad 1) Implications for society as well as organizations as value cre-
ators and employers

One of the expert interviews conducted as part of the quality assur-
ance process and assessment of the usefulness of the 6C-duolog 
model, expressed it elegantly. The world may well have enough schools 
of business with their more or less active executive education unit. 
Instead, the world would need more schools of society as the ultimate 
benefactor of the graduates and research coming out of institutions. 
In this sense, society at large can benefit from more practical wisdom 
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orientation and insights on how to trigger phronesizing effectively. 
Ovans (2015) reviewed what strategy is all about. The author outlines 
three paths based on available concepts in the field: 

•	Pursue innovation. 

•	Improve what is already done so far. 

•	Securing the potential of new opportunities. 

Better trained and thus better-equipped graduates, leaders, and man-
agers could bring all three of these strategic approaches to life more 
efficiently and effectively. Practical wisdom can help overcome the 
complexity in designing and executing initiatives. Any modern ways 
of dealing with ethical challenges, assuming there is a learning need, 
would also be integrated into phronetic learning journeys. Society 
would benefit from more value created or making a specific value 
available more affordably. 

The same logic applies to organizations. In order to improve the 
value-cost relationship, they, too, will benefit from more phronetic 
talents. This research started by juxtaposing the growing body of 
knowledge on business content on one side versus the surprisingly 
high failure rates of many activities. Phronetic leaders and managers 
should be able to more aptly explore blue oceans (Kim & Mauborgne, 
2004) and reinvent business models (Johnson et al., 2008), find a new 
core business (Zook, 2007) and make adjacent moves (Zook & Allen, 
2003), or merely survive disruption (Wessel & Christensen, 2012). 

If schools of society should be embracing the well-being of the entire 
society, they ought to reach beyond the narrow orientation towards 
shareholder value and elites as identified as an issue by Spender and 
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Locke (2011). In turn, corresponding expectations should then be 
clarified towards schools of business or schools of society and their 
executive education units regarding what can be next – more empha-
sis on phronesis. The following section changes the viewpoint and 
outlines what this study implies for business schools. 

Ad 2) Implications for value management in business schools and 
suggestion to lead organizational development with a phrone-
sis-oriented balanced scorecard

CABS (2017) reveals that 2/3 of executive education programs have 
no noteworthy impact. Such a situation is not sustainable and calls 
for value innovation. There should not be any compliance or resting 
on one’s laurels if at all deserved in light of this key performance indi-
cator. 

Kim and Mauborgne (2014) advocate true value innovations to avoid 
further commoditization of products and services, which in principle 
applies for educational services. They offer the concept and semantics 
of blue ocean strategies and encourage institutions to pursue rela-
tively uncontested market space. Chang (2006) outlines the impor-
tance of strategizing and strategic planning for higher education in 
general, beyond the daily busyness with and distractions by opera-
tive tasks. Furthermore, Pucciarelli and Kaplan (2016) clarify that the 
necessity for value innovation and applying strategy tools apply sim-
ilarly in the higher education sector and reveal ways to pursue more 
strategic ideas. 

Pineno and Boxx (2011) transfer this train of thought to the busi-
ness school world. Here, too, institutions have to present strategies 
for accreditations, measure progress holistically with the help of 
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established tools such as balanced scorecards, and work toward as 
well as report on progress as part of continuous improvement initia-
tives. Phronesis reflects more tailoring and a higher-value-added as it 
fosters relevance and readiness for the adversity to come after gradu-
ating from courses. 

Massive open online courses (MOOCs) help turn management edu-
cation into a commodity (Burd et al., 2015). This research, however, 
sheds light on a substantially higher value-added. Thus, reorienting 
learning outcomes to focus more on phronesis can represent a view 
to innovate and move beyond commoditization. It remains an open 
question how to possibly redirect MOOCs to reach higher and sup-
port phronesis as well. Knowledge and more traditional skills seem 
easier to convey. However, recent advances in AI-powered, data-
driven learning, more tailoring in ever more sophisticated online 
learning systems, and individual attention needed for a situational 
duolog could be added, e.g., in the form of learning coaches com-
plementing the learning journey. Online learning journeys may well 
diversify the ways executive education providers implement social 
learning in light of new technical tools, such as mentimeter.com 
interactive presentation software with innovative ways to integrate 
even very heterogeneous groups of learners as course participants.  

Embracing phronesis can change perspectives regarding the value 
breakthroughs suggested by Kim and Mauborgne (2014) or a signifi-
cant leap forward in Yu’s (2018) semantics. As Trkman (2019) clarifies, 
business schools’ business model and value-added have not changed 
much over the last 30 years – although the business environments for 
the graduates did. The current COVID-19 crisis could be that one criti-
cal event to trigger much-needed change. Byrne (2020) and De Novellis 
(2020a) outlined that crises have catalyzed fundamental change in 
management education in the past, which is why this research comes 
at a crucial point in time. It can clarify what such change could entail. 
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Executive education providers accepting to be role models

When discussing this research project’s implications for business 
schools active in executive education, it is essential that institu-
tions adhere to the United Nations Global Compact Principles of 
Responsible Management Education, including its addendum prin-
ciple Godemann et al. (2014). It calls for institutions to become role 
models and suggests they walk the talk. This implies that any institu-
tional approach should be holistic, balanced, or in other terms, phr-
onetic. 

Camilleri and Camilleri (2021), for example, apply the concept of a 
balanced scorecard to the educational sector. They call for balanced 
key performance indicators beyond an economically sound engine 
running the institution. Policies and practices should be ethical, e.g., 
in terms of inclusion. Phronesis should be integrated into value and 
mission statements and classroom activities as much as in the orches-
tration of research projects. 

Advancing phronetic research

The aforementioned “valley of death” (De Frutos Belizon et al., 2018, 
p. 1) between frequently irrelevant research and what practice requires 
should be revisited and overcome. While the publish-or-perish game 
(Hall et al., 2013) has not been easy for many faculty members, it 
seems to have aggravated to include the publish-and-still-perish phe-
nomenon (Devilly, 2017). In addition, Tourish (2020) warns of the 
rise and triumph of actual nonsense in management-related research 
and the spreading of genuine imposters. While an imposter at least 
would have a healthy sense of doubt about one’s capabilities, such 
genuine imposters, as detailed by Tourish (2020), are characterized 
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by pretending to do crucial work and be capable of accomplishing 
it, although this is not the case. Tremendous resources are spent on 
research, seeing individuals publish and still perish, with less impact 
and relevance as there could be. Phronesis could be a concept that 
can support a leap forward. It could form part of a balanced score-
card, as Camilleri and Camilleri (2021) suggest for the educational 
sector. 

Thereby, one should not underestimate that the concept of phronesis 
is complex and still underresearched, requiring focused and substan-
tial efforts. For Intezari and Pauleen (2014), the field is still in a state 
where it cannot orient research (nor practice) due to a lack of coher-
ent definitions and principles. Progress might well be slower than this 
could be desirable. The idea of one of the expert interviewees to col-
laborate more in consortia or other concerted research efforts seems 
highly promising in this context. 

Calling for phronetic learning experiences and outcomes

The same logic applies to the teaching and learning side of busi-
ness schools and their executive education activities. When review-
ing educational philosophies as part of the preliminary literature 
review in section 2.4., Waddock (2020) adjudged it as deplorable that 
learning has not been as reconstructionist as it should have been. 
Curricula have too little impact to successfully address the signifi-
cant challenges of today and the imminent future. This research calls 
for more phronetic learning experiences and outcomes next to more 
phronetic research as one element of a modern balanced scorecard. 
How can it look like? Rodgers (2021) suggests embracing the wiggly 
nature of today’s VUCA world, as outlined in the figure below. 
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The author views the learning loop as a five-partite process. Too few 
faculty members acknowledge the messiness of management in real-
ity in step 1 of this model. Managers aspire to advance their orga-
nizations, but this takes place in a less linear and often unknowable 
environment. When managers attempt to account for their progress 
in step 2, there are strong hindsight biases and tendencies to over 
rationalize. In a subsequent analysis in step 3, the messiness and con-
textual specificities are often omitted. 

In order to put together compelling stories and bite-sized chunks for 
classroom sessions in step 4, faculty members (as well as authors and 
consultants alike) distill and present prescriptive frameworks that are 
often too removed from reality. 

Step 5 would then see participants returning to the same messiness 
when applying the frameworks in ever-evolving business environ-
ments. Then, they realize how situational their behaviors and solu-
tions have to be. 

Integrating phronesis into classroom sessions requires acknowl-
edging this messiness of real-world application, a wiggliness when 
trying to cope with this reality, and spotting where researchers, 
authors, and consultants may well have derailed. Reality is less pre-
dictable and controllable. Human action, in turn, less rational. There 
seems to be a valley of death regarding research and classroom les-
sons if faculty members ignore a phronesis-based view. There is too 
big a gap between abstract, theoretical knowledge on one side and 
much-needed practice-oriented skillfulness while considering social 
and moral aspects. Overcoming this gap means practical wisdom 
would be no longer management’s forgotten virtue as postulated by 
Bachmann et al. (2018). 
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Figure 20: Th e wiggliness of today’s world 
and fl aws in the rise of course content
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Horses for courses – Aligning learning ambitions with the right 
talents

Within the strategizing literature, the capability view then suggests 
aligning strategic priorities with the rest of the organization, includ-
ing the right talents. As Bitar and Hafsi (2007) outline, capabilities 
represent a more dynamic concept than securing strategic positions. 
Th e authors also underline the importance of ensuring the right indi-
vidual and organizational skills to achieve strategic goals. Bartlett and 
Goshal (1993) use the semantics of horses for courses in the context 
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of directing and improving organizations strategically. According to 
them, different horses are needed for different courses, i.e., the envi-
ronments that graduates and business schools operate in. 

In practical terms, the question for business school leaders, program 
directors, and each faculty member is whether they would have – or 
whether they would be able to build – the capabilities to audit their 
course deliveries regarding current levels of phronesis achieved to 
upgrade subsequently. As knowledge becomes a commodity, phrone-
sis as an emerging outcome represents a higher value target for both 
the business schools and their clients – both operate in demanding 
and, at times, overwhelming VUCA environments. If need be, they 
need to develop faculty members and organize for organizational 
solutions to embrace phronesis more, such as integrated testing based 
on what Philips and Philips (2011) suggest on a more holistic level. 
Do course participants build up phronesis, does it impact behavior 
in the workplace, and do improved behaviors also impact organiza-
tional practices in general, specifically when it comes to measurable 
outcomes? 

Introducing comprehensive and innovative assessments would most 
likely require solutions and resources beyond the isolated module 
delivered by a faculty member. As an interim summary, if priorities 
shift away from knowledge toward phronesis, then the likelihood 
exists that either training or different faculty will be needed. Training 
faculty members or evolving the pool of faculty members might, of 
course, come at a cost. Detailed investment analyses still have to be 
carried out. However, in light of significant investments in skills and 
organizational solutions to deliver digital learning opportunities, 
training might well be done at a lower cost. 

Another implication for practice and the mode of implementa-
tion can be found in the form of change champions advocating and 
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mobilizing for change in a stronger orientation towards phronesis. 
These individuals are genuinely transformational and service-ori-
ented transcendental in their role (Mason et al., 2014). They have 
understood their individual and their organization’s responsibility as 
servant leadership (Qiu & Dooley, 2019). 

Towards a phronesis-oriented balanced scorecard in executive 
education providers

The following table visualizes a suggestion to capture the above 
insights on redesigning balanced scorecards as a strategic tool of 
organizational development in business schools as executive educa-
tion providers. Interestingly enough, other authors, such as Kalendera 
and Vayvaya (2016), have called for a normative reorientation of the 
tool. The version suggested in the following would not remain gen-
eral to include social and environmental sustainability but become 
more specific and focused on phronesis. 

Inevitably, each institution ought to design its own moments of truth, 
decide upon key performance indicators or apply a more agile orien-
tation towards “OKRs” – objectives and key results (Helmold, 2020) 
and sufficiently differentiate to avoid cannibalization, commoditiza-
tion, and price wars. 

The financials should include economic sustainability, which can 
withstand a crisis, such as COVID-19, and finance aligned innova-
tions throughout the entire institution. Such funding should occur 
before cross-subsidizing other units, sharing profits either with own-
ers or parent institutions, such as university bodies. Initiatives to be 
funded can include transitions to digitally enhanced offerings that 
add value, phronetic HR practices in terms of fair HR policies and 
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faculty development to cope with growing demands in rigorous and 
applied research and teaching. It needs to be noted that it is more 
a question of endowing funds with a link to phronesis than requir-
ing substantial new amounts. It is more about re-allocation towards 
a new purpose. 

In turn, institutions should serve learners with more in mind than 
the satisfaction sheets at the end of a course. Holistic growth involves 
careening, which may require robust, yet accurate professional feed-
back or coaching. Learners should also be supported beyond the 
period they signed up for, and the same applies to tracking learning 
success. 

Phronetic learning journeys would not materialize without additional 
faculty development. As external offerings continue to be rather tra-
ditional, internal solutions could yield local solutions in line with 
situational idiosyncrasies. As one of the expert interviewees shared 
when discussing the usefulness of the 6C-duolog model, a higher 
percentage of the curriculum can be co-created with diverse stake-
holders. This, in turn, shapes the faculty development needs on an 
institution-by-institution case. Executive education providers aiming 
to form global versus regional or local supply for the labor market 
diverge in honed capabilities. 
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Table 22: Suggested balanced scorecard for business schools as executive 
education providers

Feature Financials Learners Internal 
processes

Learning 
and growth

Objective Ability to 
survive cri-
ses and 
fund inno-
vations

Fair 
return on 
education 
through 
phronetic 
learning 
journeys

Revision 
of key pro-
cesses, such 
as faculty 
develop-
ment, effec-
tive digital 
offerings, 
and holis-
tic develop-
ment

Constant 
and nev-
er-ending 
improve-
ment 
towards 
reconstruc-
tivist edu-
cational 
philoso-
phies

Measure Tbd. Tbd. Tbd. Tbd.
Target Tbd. Tbd. Tbd. Tbd.
Initiatives Tbd. Tbd. Tbd. Tbd.

Source: Author

Eventually, the balanced scorecard has to foster organizational devel-
opment beyond a one-time intervention. The PRME addendum prin-
ciple demands role modeling and an institution to walk the talk. If 
graduates ought to pursue life-long learning and organizations evolve 
over time, so should executive education providers, and with the 
right rhythm, scope, and speed of change. Institutions should ready 
themselves to embrace the subsequent versions of their organiza-
tional setups. After clarifying the implications of this research proj-
ect on executive education providers, the following section elaborates 
on what lessons an individual learner can draw from this research on 
phronesizing. Above lessons for institutions apply equally for learners 
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in principle, yet, there is discretion and responsibility to embrace on 
the side of the learners. 

Ad 3) Learners reaching higher than ever 

Substantial progress has been made when it comes to creating new 
and more relevant learning taxonomies, as Viji and Benedict (2017) 
critically review and reveal. Marzano and Kendall (2007), for example, 
no longer emphasize the cognitive skills to build, which, in the context 
of a business school education, relate to hard skills in organizational 
functions, such as marketing, operations, and finance. The follow-
ing table summarizes this taxonomy while applying it to the business 
school context, emphasizing the relevance and impact of phronesis. 

These authors foresee two more relevant layers of higher-order learn-
ing on top of this. At the very top, the authors model the self-system, 
where individuals assess the importance of a topic, juxtapose it with 
their ability to cope with and master it, trigger emotional responses, 
and project their future motivational endurance. Therefore, the 
individuals decide whether to take on an opportunity or a learning 
opportunity and perpetuate motivation and interest. One level fur-
ther down but still above the functional skills is where metacognitive 
skills follow. These skills relate to learning strategies. 

Developing someone’s phronesis can, of course, help with the busi-
ness-technical skills that assist in mastering the knowledge domains. 
This includes knowledge retrieval, comprehension, analysis, and 
knowledge utilization for decision-making, problem-solving, and 
inquiry. Here, phronesis can enable more situational, culturally sen-
sitive, temporary, ethical, and creative solutions. 
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Table 23: How more phronesis can impact executive education in a busi-
ness school based on the Marzano and Kendall (2007) learning taxonomy

Systems 
within the 
taxonomy

Explanation Benefits of honing 
phronesis

Self-system

Addresses how learn-
ers assess a challenge, 
anticipate if they can 
cope with it, and main-
tain motivation 

Encourages to embrace a 
higher quality and quan-
tity of problems, creates 
substantiated confidence 
in achieving success, 
and maintains motiva-
tion levels longer

Metacognitive 
system

Specifies learning 
goals, monitors execu-
tion, clarity, and accu-
racy

Allows for more efficient 
and effective learning 
and mastery of a field or 
topic

Cognitive sys-
tem

Deals with knowledge 
retrieval, comprehen-
sion, analysis and syn-
thesis, and utilization 
when solving prob-
lems, deciding, experi-
menting, and inquiring

Increases the quality of 
cognitive processes and 
outcomes

Source: Author

Phronesis can help learners and executive education course graduates 
detect relearning needs and biases more quickly at the metacognitive 
level, and phronesis can help them run multiple cognitive frames in 
parallel. At the self-system as the highest level, phronimos can benefit 
from a more pronounced self-efficacy to take on even more complex 
topics and projects. It manages energies more effectively than, for 
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example, a behavior of trying to overcome ambiguity, although envi-
ronments are ambiguous and can be either avoided or minimized, as 
in it is a vain endeavor. Self-efficacy, supported by more phronesis 
and the ability to phronesize more over time, is particularly useful in 
chaotic COVID-19 times to cope with adversity. Furthermore, phro-
nesis-based self-efficacy entices individuals to pursue more challeng-
ing goals than otherwise pursued due to a perceived lack of readiness.

The implications for business schools are that they can communicate 
this value offering to differentiate, clarify opportunities and benefits 
of the learning journey, and set higher targets for the community of 
learners, which has benefits for the individual community member, 
the larger group, and the business school. 

Strengthening the position of these higher-order learning opportu-
nities, skills, and goals can simultaneously address criticism directed 
toward business schools that may have become irrelevant (Mintzberg, 
2004). Building phronesis and the ability to phronesize over time is 
highly valuable in high adversity business environments.

Ad 4) Implications for the researcher cum aspiring change agents 

I embarked on this research project to explore how to build practical 
wisdom in executive education. What the project reveals is a set of 
crucial steps to be taken in order to foster phronesis. Having adopted 
constructive grounded theory based on ontological and epistemolog-
ical convictions about the phenomenon, having interviewed alums 
and experts, constructing a new theory grounded in data in line with 
an established methodology, and reviewing the literature twice, I do 
suggest further conceptualization, operationalization, and empir-
ical testing to advance the field. However, actual empirical testing 
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and proof would not be necessary for me to comprehend the unique 
potential to innovate executive education and add more value. 

Equally, I understand that there might be a tremendous immunity 
to change in organizations in general (Kegan & Lahey, 2009) and 
in executive education providers in specific. Phronesizing demands 
more from learners, which have to undergo a reeducation to expect 
and deliver more. Phronesizing challenges established logics in insti-
tutions and the skill sets with which faculty members have functioned 
hitherto. Phronesizing overcomes the limited horizons of other calls 
for innovations in learning, such as merely calling for more humanism 
on the normative level (cf. Pirson & Lawrence, 2010) or categorizing 
learning into different levels, which are easier to understand. Datar et 
al. (2010), for example, view knowing, doing, and being as modern. 
Phronesizing is still a field in an early stage, and although it emerges 
as a desirable learning outcome, it must be feasible. Achieving prog-
ress towards implementing a phronesis-oriented balanced scorecard 
would, therefore, not only require acknowledging its potential but 
essential change management skills to move institutions and individ-
ual practices. Rapid experimentation could help make progress with 
one’s learning curve both in terms of being a faculty member and an 
organizational change agent. 

Summary

This research project producing a constructivist grounded theory 
on perceptions of interviews has immediate and relevant implica-
tions for practice. This section 7.3. outlined four main stakehold-
ers, all of which would not require substantial monetary investments 
– although detailed calculations would still have to be carried out. 
Instead, what is required is a shift in mindsets of business school 
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leaders and individual faculty members about what value is, how to 
deliver it, and what each individual can contribute to a system-wide 
shift toward a more phronesis-oriented eco-system. The opportuni-
ties to add more value are significant, and so is the responsibility to 
scrutinize phronesis-oriented value potentials. This research contin-
ues with conclusions in the subsequent, final chapter. 
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8� Conclusions

This research project builds on the insight that business schools suffer 
from tremendous adversity. Multiple dimensions of business schools 
and their executive education offering are subject to change in the 21st 
century (Conger & Xin (2000). However, as Iñiguez de Onzoño and 
Carmona (2012) argue, tough competition has so far caused a Red 
Queen effect known from evolutionary biology. The Red Queen effect 
originally stems from Carroll’s (1871) Through the Looking-Glass as 
part of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, in which the Red Queen 
shares the following with Alice: “Now, here, you see, it takes all the 
running you can do, to keep in the same place” (p. 33). 

This quotation clarifies that even substantial innovation and organi-
zational development efforts might not render it easy for institutions 
to leap. All these efforts risk institutions facing similar struggles as 
when they started their efforts. Too little competitive advantage could 
be achieved, let alone sustained, as competitors evolved as well. 

What also has not changed is the ongoing quest to add more value 
and step up. As CABS’ (2017) data suggest, 2/3 of executive educa-
tion programs add no value in terms of staff engagement, staff or cus-
tomer satisfaction, or profits and sales. In parallel, when it comes to 
complying with the Principles of Responsible Management (PRME), 
which also includes an addendum principle, more progress is needed. 
According to Godemann et al. (2014), this PRME addendum calls 
on business schools to become role models in ethics, innovation, 
and ongoing professionalization efforts. This thesis helps address 
the adversity of business schools and the call for more value and val-
ues. In times of knowledge becoming a commodity, graduates bene-
fit from a unique value-added when the focus shifts from knowledge 
to wisdom. In a wiggly VUCA world, Antonacopoulou (2018) clar-
ifies that learning must adapt. The same is true for practical wisdom 
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– be it in strategizing (Nonaka & Toyama, 2007), leadership (Nonaka 
&Takeuchi, 2011), or in more general terms, any burning issue in 
organizations (Flyvberg, 2008). Section 7.3. detailed implications for 
various stakeholder groups. Deans of business schools and executive 
education providers received the main elements of a balanced score-
card granting centerstage position to phronesis. The idea is not merely 
to add phronesis to an otherwise untouched educational system but 
to reorient it to add more value in VUCA and COVID-19 times. 
Sections 5.6. reviewed the issue and risk of organizational immunity 
to change. Each setting is likely to have idiosyncratic forces for and 
against change, as the analysis of types of executive education provid-
ers and, for example, them suffering from “accreditocracy” (Julian & 
Ofori-Dankwa, 2006, p. 225) clarified. 

The ensuing discussion on horses for courses, i.e., implications for 
staffing and faculty development, clarified the following. Within a 
reconstructivist view on the purpose of education, the 6C-duolog 
model requires more from faculty members. Faculty ought to dare 
more, truly fulfilling their calibrating, cannonading, and careening 
responsibilities as outlined in the 6C-duolog model. 

Embracing a shift towards phronesis and the 6C-duolog theory 
requires change. For Byrne (2020), the COVID-19 crisis represents 
an opportunity for such change amidst all of the adversity it caused. 
It represents one of those critical incidents, which allowed for a cat-
alyzed change in the past and can have the same impact today! This 
logic holds for executive education providers, faculty but also learners 
alike. COVID-19 might well have rendered institutions, instructors 
and learners more agile and digitally savvy while rendering curric-
ula more up to date, as outlined by De Novellis (2020b). If schools, 
faculty, and learners embrace value potentials from phronesis more, 
they can draw on insights gained from the research in this study. To 
my best knowledge and understanding of the literature on executive 
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education, this is the first empirical study aimed at opening this 
black box of phronesizing. As the research objectives clarified from 
the very beginning, the emphasis of this study is on creating a better 
understanding of how phronesizing unfolds – how participants in an 
executive education program perceive the phenomenon. While this 
study is descriptive and exploratory, it prepares future research and 
can inspire practice as outlined in the preceding chapter 7. 

There are implications for each learner as well. Passively expecting a 
higher return on education will not do justice to the rather active role 
they have to play in terms of cultivating a conducive learning motiva-
tion, cherry-picking, and cutting ties. It is a true interactive, interde-
pendent duolog that can lead to more practical wisdom. Aristotle left 
subsequent generations a wealth of insights, one of them in the form 
of his deliberations on phronesis. He also reckoned that “the plea-
sures arising from thinking and learning will make us think and learn 
all the more” (Aristotle et al., 2009, p. 1153a). This research project 
closes with the hope that course participants will benefit from gain-
ing more phronesis from their duologs and these very pleasures that 
encourage them to continue to learn. As Antonacopoulou (2018) rea-
sons, it is the only means to survive and thrive in a VUCA world. 
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Wolfgang Amann works both as a management consultant at Arminius 
Strategy Consultants in Dubai as well as an affiliate faculty and pro-
gram director at HEC Paris in Qatar. He directs degree, certificate, 
open enrolment, and custom programs in the Middle East. He previ-
ously directed the Goethe Business School at the Goethe University 
in Frankfurt as well as the Complexity Management Academy in 
Aachen. He equally gathered educational leadership experience when 
directing the MBA program family at the University of St.Gallen. 
Before that, he worked in corporate organizing at the newly merged 
DaimlerChrysler. Wolfgang Amann studied business administra-
tion at the Friedrich-Alexander-University in Nuremberg and the 
University of St.Gallen, educational psychology at the University of 
Dundee and educational leadership at the University of Liverpool. He 
published a number of books including the following: 

Heartful leadership in educational institutions, The essence of inter-
national management, How to build practical wisdom in execu-
tive education, The 10th year of United Nations Academic Impact, 
Fostering learning versatility in business schools, Rethinking com-
petitiveness for the real estate industry, Fostering learning versa-
tility in business schools, Higher education management: Leading 
with ethics and transparency, Artificial intelligence and its impact on 
business, Understanding Islamic business, Doing business in Qatar, 
Management education in the time of artificial Intelligence: The need 
to rethink, retrain, redesign, Advancing African management knowl-
edge and research. Anti-corruption in management research and 
business school classrooms, Mastering anti-corruption - The practi-
tioners’ view, Mo discovers the world of business, Responsible exec-
utive education, Academic Social Responsibility - Sine qua non for 
corporate social performance, Management education for corporate 
social performance, Doing business in the MENA region: Insights 
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from the EFMD Case Competition, Fostering sustainability by man-
agement education, Phronesis in business schools: Reflections on 
teaching and learning, Making management studies matter towards 
phronesis - towards phronesis 2.0 in business schools and compa-
nies, Corporate yoga: A primer for sustainable and humanistic 
leadership, Advanced leadership insights: How to lead people and 
organizations to ultimate success, Organizational social irresponsi-
bility: Tools and theoretical insights, Contemporary perspectives in 
corporate social performance and policy: The Middle Eastern per-
spective, How multinationals create value in Russia, Corporate Social 
Irresponsibility: Individual Behaviors and Organizational Practices, 
Implementing the anti-corruption toolkit, Innovations in execu-
tive education, Tendencias gerenciales – 12 casos empresariales 
exitosos en el mundo, Chefsache Komplexität – Worauf wir zuerst 
achten müssen, Integrity in organizations - Building the founda-
tions for humanistic management, Business integrity in practice – 
worldwide case studies, New perspectives in management education, 
Leadership and Personal Development: A state of the art toolbox for 
the 21 century professional, Humanistic ethics in the age of global-
ity, Business schools under fire - humanistic management education 
as the way forward. Palgrave. Case writing for executive education, 
Humanistic management in practice, Complexity in organizations: 
Text and cases, Humanism in business: Perspectives on the devel-
opment of a responsible business society, Corporate governance – 
How to add value, Work-Life balance, Resources for the successful 
MBA, Managing complexity in global organizations, Strategische 
Erfolgspositionen – Kernkompetenzen aufbauen und umsetzen, 
Der Private Equity Investor als Strategie-Coach. Wertsteigerungen 
in Wachstumsunternehmen durch strategisches Management, The 
impact of internationalization on organizational culture – a compar-
ative study of international US and German companies. 



373

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting Appendix 3: Further insights on positionality

Appendix 3: Further insights on posi-
tionality

Chapter 3 on the methodology of this research on phronesizing 
already provides initial insights on positionality, which this appen-
dix aims at expanding. There are several links of this research to the 
researcher. First, the topic addresses the interest and curiosity of the 
researcher. Second, it is linked to the job responsibilities and career 
aspirations. Both factors together account for why creating additional 
research outcomes on learning of leaders and what executive educa-
tion providers in business schools can learn from it. I direct custom, 
open, certificate, and degree programs and am thus accountable for 
orchestrating unique and impactful learning journeys. 

While the core text of this thesis already mentions research by CABS 
(2017) suggesting that 2/3 of executive education underdeliver, more 
recent research indicates that statistics have not improved. Sahm and 
Hays (2022) share that 90% of CEOs confirm their leadership devel-
opment has no clear business impact. According to these authors, 
this can be attributed to poor definitions of leadership, irrelevant 
outcomes, leadership competency models which have not been val-
idated, a limited distinction of actual executive education needs of 
individual leaders, ignored contexts, overlooked psychology, and dis-
connected processes which leaders have to link in their minds and 
back in their organizations if they wish to be successful. 

Ensuring these features are addressed, and practical solutions are 
in place in a high-end executive education program is precisely the 
responsibility I aspire to fulfil. 

In turn, this interest in better program designs and cutting-edge 
answers, and experience in the field allowed me to read more, build 



374

Fostering practical wisdom in executive education in a business school setting

sensitivity for what could add value, and emphasizes solutions that 
can be implemented. Therefore, this research project does not only 
represent a lifelong learning initiative, an academic qualification 
process, or research without links to the world of practitioners. It 
is essential for architecting effective executive education programs, 
which ensures a higher level of motivation. 

The choice of grounded theory is, thus, fully in line with Mills et al. 
(2006) underlining the subjectivity factor when qualitatively studying 
a phenomenon. Also, Creswell’s (2014) call for context-rich studies 
for a newer phenomenon has been adhered to. 

Interviewing skills on the one hand and grounded theory skills on 
the other have been honed with two preceding studies, attending 
research retreats on the method, and ongoing dialogue with experts 
in the field, sharing more on how to grow one’s awareness of position-
ality. An entire chapter 6 on reflexivity is in line with experts’ sugges-
tions. In-depth reflections on positionality, the research process, and 
efforts toward bracketing represent crucial quality assurance initia-
tives. Chapter 6.2, in particular, provides insights on playing two roles 
when conducting research – being the researcher and an employee 
simultaneously. In hindsight, knowing that the research results can 
be of immediate use produced more motivation. Addressing a real-
world problem without delay had this impact. There was no concern 
about whether an organization would like the results or if and when 
it would implement it. Being aware of this also helped realize that any 
journal submission and publication may take a considerable amount 
of time. 

There is one reflection that emerged, yet it did so only after many 
months of finishing the compilation of the entire thesis text. Horovitz 
and Ohlsson-Corboz (2007) speak of the dream-with-a-deadline 
factor. The authors suggest adding clear milestones to aspirational 
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projects. This thesis research project is a dream project that should 
lead to the intended outcomes within a reasonable timeframe. 
COVID-19 represented a time that catalyzed the need for answers 
and better learning. Leaders and executive education providers 
needed insights on what to do better. Emphasizing phronesis and 
phronesizing was promising. Therefore, the context, my position, my 
project ambitions, and my curiosity entailed that I took off several 
months for data collection and analysis. This produced the grounded 
theory on phronesizing. If time, context, and position did not mat-
ter, slowing down for two to three years to allow for many months of 
reflection and maturing thoughts could possibly yield further obser-
vations of the model. Writing this reflection some two years after the 
theorizing phase, it dawned to me that the model would not change. 
Only additional insights on the implementation barriers would yield 
exciting additions. Although this was not in the scope of the clearly 
defined research objectives, designing, launching and studying a pilot 
project implementation, the thesis results could have been interest-
ing. However, this can still be done after officially finalizing this thesis 
project as there is an ongoing interest in the topic. 
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Appendix 5: Ten propositions emerg-
ing from the thesis journey towards 
a better understanding of how exec-
utive education fosters practical wis-
dom 

01. The concept of Aristotelian wisdom is not timely anymore – the 
VUCA world requires a new understanding.

02. The literature on strategizing, leadership, leadership learning, 
and business school leadership has not fully embraced newer 
versions of practical wisdom and even less so the process of 
phronesizing. 

03. When learners discover practical wisdom, Carl Sandburg’s 
insight applies: “Life is like an onion: you peel off one layer at 
a time and sometimes you weep” (Sandburg, quoted by an., 
2022a). Learners in executive education journeys can progress 
to further levels over time. Being challenged and failing in the 
classroom (rather than at work where it would be more costly) 
can help accelerate one’s phronesizing efforts.

04. A lecture still has its place as part of a rich toolkit available to fac-
ulty members and institutions to create wisdom-related learning 
journeys. It is the right mix that counts. It does not always have 
to be a session that is digitally enhanced, flipped, or experiential 
learning based.
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05. Based on ‘cannonading’ as part of the grounded theory presented 
in the thesis, faculty profiles and their tools need to evolve and 
diversify, e.g., to build communities of practice smartly, detect 
fads more easily, and convey not only best but also next practices.

06. Effectively learning about phronesizing requires bracketing, i.e., 
parking one’s past insights, values, aspirations, and expectations 
regarding executive education. If phronesis describes practical 
wisdom, sophia refers to wisdom in researching and seems par-
ticularly relevant for the thesis topic.

07. Practical wisdom involves working with vulnerability – a leader 
realizing and admitting not knowing the answers at times. This 
can catalyze trust, inclusion, and better-quality solutions in 
teams. 

08. Executive education institutions refocusing their efforts towards 
practical wisdom differentiate themselves and overcome the 
“McDonaldization” (Hayes, 2018) of providers. 

09. COVID-19 imposed adversity – yet it equally can show how 
resilient and adaptive a researcher is as empirical interviews 
could be held even in these more challenging times. COVID-19 
caused challenges, but it should not be an excuse for learning or 
stalled performance. 

10. The Netherlands national football team’s head coach, Louis van 
Gaal, discovered a young, next generation player during his time 
coaching at Bayern Munich and reasoned: “Mueller always plays” 
(van Gall, quoted by an. (2022b) Simplifying a complex game 
and dynamic strategy in the form of such simple rules represents 
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towards a better understanding of how executive education fosters practical wisdom 

practical wisdom. Phronesis also matters beyond executive edu-
cation for business – and so does the core research question of 
this thesis on how to build up this practical wisdom.


	Page 1
	Thesis Wolfgang Amann - final version

