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The Role of Practical Wisdom in Organizational Theory 

In the last decades, Aristotelian virtue ethics has experienced a revival 
(Ferrero & Sison, 2014). We sustain that its application to organiza-
tional theory (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011, Solomon, 2004; Weaver, 
2006) presents good opportunity for understanding practical knowledge 
of organizations effective to humanize business practices in a way that 
can overcome the rationalistic and mechanistic paradigm (Tsoukas & 
Cummings, 1997). 

The mechanistic approach to organizational theory emphasizes quanti-
fications of economic thought overshadowing character and virtues 
through universally applicable rules and algorithms (Statler & Roos, 
2006). The approach results in management practices based on a de- 
personalized theory overlooking the importance of character. Predominant 
contemporary economic theories emphasize individual freedom exclusively 
understood as the opportunity to choose from available options and 
conceptualize individuals as profit-maximizing actors, neglecting, in turn, 
their freedom to reflect on the purposes and goals of their actions 
(Moosmayer et al., 2018). In addition, many authors suggest that man-
agement education based on this mechanistic approach has widely and 
uncritically assumed contracted pursuit of managerial technique looking at 
natural sciences to explain organizational behaviors (Bennis & O’Toole, 
2005), at the expense of good judgment and moral responsibility (Morrell 
& Learmonth, 2015; Rocha & Ghoshal, 2006). 

Modern mechanistic tendencies anchored in resource-based imperatives 
embedded in Human Resource Management are no longer effective 
(Tsoukas & Cummings, 1997). On the contrary, growing evidence shows 
negative effects on work engagement and levels of job satisfaction 
worldwide eroding fundamental principles of wellbeing in human centered 
organizations that are essential to achieve high organizational perfor-
mance and productivity. The moral component of the social sciences is 
needed at the center of organizations. In this line, an Aristotelian approach 
to modern organizations reinforces the free spirit of people necessary to 



advance human wellbeing, Human Centered Management and sustainable 
organizations in inclusive societies worldwide (Lepeley, 2017). 

Aristotelian Virtue Ethics essentially implies that individual human 
excellence, that is, achievement of a virtuous and flourished life, goes 
hand in hand with the excellence of institutions and thriving societies 
(Sison & Ferrero, 2015) that promote the common good. 

To Aristotle, practical wisdom (phronesis) is the virtue of practical 
knowledge (Statler, Roos, & Victor, 2007), which is put into practice in 
terms of deliberation (boulesis) and decision-making or execution (pro-
hairesis) (Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics – hereafter NE – 1113a, 1140b). 
The importance of practical wisdom in decision-making is based on its 
application to the analysis of complex situations, identification of moral 
content and implications (Roca, 2008) and enhancing practice of a 
common good which endows organization’s members with excellence. 

Aristotelian practical wisdom is defined as doing the right thing given 
a set of particular circumstances, and effectively safeguarding the in-
tended good relevant to a given situation through deliberative processes 
(Melé, 2010, 2012). 

Introducing Aristotelian practical wisdom in organizations emphasizes 
their practical nature. Practical wisdom turns into a conceptual frame-
work explaining organizational activity and development (De Bruin, 
2013; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011) and supporting working policies 
(Moberg, 1999; Provis, 2010). Therefore, it contributes to improve un-
derstanding what organizations are teleologically, explaining the nature 
of communities being actively reality-oriented toward improvement and 
achieving higher purposes (telos) (Aristotle, Politics, 1252b). Following 
Aristotle, we sustain that the purpose of action is excellence. Therefore, 
organizations should aim toward excellence and engagement of people 
who work for it, if the intent is to support their personal development. In 
other words, organizational excellence is based on how excellent work is 
envisaged. 

From the agent’s perspective, orientation toward improvement is de-
scribed as teleological (telos) and proper to every human form of orga-
nization or community (Aristotle, Politics, 1252a). Aristotle would have 
identified, mutatis mutandis, an organizational end (telos) as the final 
cause why organizations exist. Consequently, the end of any good or-
ganization cannot be defined in terms of survival alone (that is, in purely 
economic terms) but must also include a component of excellence, in 
addition to the productive and economic means (Koehn, 1995; González 
& Guillén, 2008). Hence, Aristotelian practical wisdom is driven by its 
aim to achieve and perfect people’s skills and adhere to higher standards 
of personal excellence (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014), and the same can be 
said of organizations in pursuit of excellence. 

Practical wisdom, understood as good practical knowledge in action, 
refers to the habit of acting correctly and it includes the subjective 
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processes of perception and deliberation (Solomon, 1992). It requires 
integration of organizational reality, characterized by particular facts 
and circumstances, with the uniqueness of situations fostered by per-
sonal actions (Arjoon, 2008; Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014) and grasping the 
essence of a situation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011), giving meaning and 
contextualizing specific conditions. 

A person with practical wisdom displays skills and habits needed for 
optimal deliberation how to live a good life and applies practical wisdom 
to situations with reasoned capacity to act on things that are good and 
bad for human beings. 

Practical wisdom may also be explained as habitual conformity be-
tween right thinking and right desire ultimately seen in practical rea-
soning (Koehn, 1995), i.e., harmony of rationality, emotions and 
intuitions in decision-making and action processes (Hartman, 2008). 

Finally, practical wisdom refers to integrity of one’s life – practices, 
roles, duties and responsibilities – (Solomon, 1992), continuity or iden-
tification between one’s past and future (Koehn, 1995; Hartman, 2006) 
and achievement of happiness (Sison, 2014). 

Actions carried out according to good practical judgment strengthened 
character (Koehn, 1995; Hartman, 1998; Solomon, 2003; Whetstone, 
2005), and, in turn, is akin to repository of habits enabling people to act 
in an ethically and correct way (Sison & Ferrero, 2015). Therefore, in a 
practical approach to organizational activity, the human agent not only 
contributes to production but also to self-improvement through 
decision-making and action (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014; Scalzo, 2018), 
that are essential to reach standards of excellence. This is, in fact, a key 
concept when defining the nature of a practical organization, an orga-
nization developed in accordance with the principles of Aristotelian 
practical wisdom in terms of proper organizational end (telos) aims 
fostering its members to personal excellence. 

Virtuous Work and Ethical Culture 

The different approaches to the nature of organizations and their telos 
imply different definitions of work, according to the organizations' ap-
proaches toward excellence or toward mere productivity (Sison & 
Ferrero, 2015). We claim that Aristotelian practical wisdom applied to 
organizational theory offers an original definition of work resulting in a 
conception of organization as a community of work. In this section, we 
show how this idea of work contributes to a virtuous organizational 
culture. 

Aristotle describes work as an inherently human function, ergon, 
which may or may not be perfective, and characterized by excellence to 
such extent that it involves actions that are productive and supported by 
reason and therefore are ordered according to reason (Gomez-Lobo, 
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1989). However, not every form of work can be performed as ergon. 
Aristotle conceives of a potential disassociation between the unity of 
thought and action, when one worker carries out another’s original idea 
and not the personal idea. 

Industrialization as a form of mechanization led to productive pro-
cesses based on repetitive tasks and mechanical movements, removing 
practical and perfective dimensions of productive tasks from employees 
in favor of increased productivity. It implies a definition of work as mere 
production and a concomitant faith in scientific laws and replicable 
techniques. It aims to ascertain the best method for work processes 
reconceived in terms of temporal machines and workers who are ex-
clusively understood as instruments to be used for the operation of these 
machines (Breen, 2012). Consequently, as many authors have argued, it 
affects workers’ ability to attain personal flourishing (Kanungo, 1992) 
because it reduces or hinders deliberation for the sake of production. In 
fact, employees that only follow operational protocols and focus on 
isolated contributions to a process are barred from using their practical 
wisdom and consequently they impair their personal development at 
work (Ferrero & Calderón, 2013). Organizations that promote this 
method are incompatible with a community of work aiming at 
excellence. 

To Aristotle, excellent work is understood as a perfective action 
(Pinto-Garay, 2015) that implies personal deliberation using practical 
wisdom and valuing production not only based on material productivity 
but also and mainly on personal thriving and work excellence. 
Deliberation can be materialized as a form of shared and cooperative 
work in terms of decision-making (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006) and 
shared-deliberation (MacIntyre, 2016) aimed to thriving of the com-
munity of work. When workers deliberate, they apply their practical 
wisdom in execution and production, therefore, they attain virtues im-
plicit in the notion of self-realization, choosing a good end and directing 
production in accordance with those objectives (Murphy, 1993). 
The purpose of productive activities is performance aligned with the 
agent’s personal or moral development, acquisition of knowledge, skills 
and habits as ultimate purpose of the most valuable output (Sison, 
Ferrero, & Guitián, 2016). This is a way to achieve personal excellence. 

When personal excellence as an organizational end is achieved, the 
organization demonstrates good corporate character (Moore, 2005) and 
attains the common good that is embedded in the community, the 
organization and all its members. 

Communities of Work and the Common Good 

From an Aristotelian perspective, all economic and productive organi-
zations must aim toward becoming a community of work (Solomon, 
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1992; Sison & Fontrodona, 2013), an organization that is productive for 
the benefit, excellence and virtue of those who work there. Indeed, when 
an organization’s resources, economic–financial means, culture and po-
licies are oriented toward its members’ personal development, it is said 
that the organization works for the common good (Sison & Fontrodona, 
2012; 2013). 

The common good is a manifest for all communities’ material, cultural 
and organizational aspects (Finnis, 1980). The organization’s common 
good is wider than just the attainment of the material conditions ne-
cessary for undertaking a joint activity and the coordination of actions to 
ensure profit; in addition, and more importantly, the common good 
emerges from the contribution of the actions of each member and their 
personal development. 

Organization achieve excellence in the form of common good when 
their members participate, engaged in collaborative and productive tasks 
contributing to personal and organizational development, fulfillment and 
flourishing (Pinto-Garay, 2015). In fact, participation in any community 
bears the historical development of norms and standards and possibi-
lities that individuals, who participate in the community, can debate 
those norms and standards and can change them through a process of 
collective deliberation. 

Solomon sustains that the Aristotelian understanding of the firm is to 
be part of a community and debating that the prevailing norms are in-
extricable links (Solomon, 1992). Participation and deliberation go to-
gether. Handy also explains that when promoting freedom and personal 
initiative effectively, managers need to avoid paternalistic approaches 
that monopolize procedures, activities and operations that deprive em-
ployees of choice, initiative and any other form of responsibility 
(Handy, 1999). 

Following Aristotle, MacIntyre remarks that the end of informing 
about workers’ activity is achieved through shared deliberation and 
decisions. Accordingly, it matters that people understand what they are 
doing and that their standards match their own not those imposed by 
managerial control because all shared the same direction toward the 
common good (MacIntyre, 2016). 

The common good of the organization is a practice performed by the 
people who work in a corporation. Without a concept of virtuous work, 
the common good and excellence of the organization and the importance 
of practical knowledge cannot be integrated in the Aristotelian organi-
zational theory. 

An organization’s common good is based on practical wisdom and 
materializes in the firm’s policies and culture when based on common 
deliberation empowering employees (Spreitzer 2008), integrating ethics 
into organizational theory through policies affecting workers’ partici-
pation (Wicks & Freeman, 1998). Good management policies entail 
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managers sharing power with employees, where power is understood as 
the possession of formal authority or control over organizational re-
sources (Kanungo, 1992). Policies therein are formulated according to 
the following: (i) Managers and all those who work for the organization 
need to be engaged in organizational decision-making (Moriarty, 2009); 
(ii) engagement should be oriented toward organizational effectiveness in 
production; and (iii) employees need to have certain degree of autonomy 
without diminishing management’s authority or disorganizing produc-
tion (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). 

This approach fosters employee engagement, productivity and com-
mitment to the organization, all of which are certain to enhance the 
organization’s overall effectiveness (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). 

Beneath this description of organizational policies rests a definition of 
the organization as a community sharing what is good for every member 
and for the organizational development. Work based on practical 
wisdom implies seeking to be effective, efficient and virtuous at the same 
time. Consequently, virtuous work policies are justified if they positively 
influence the firm’s productivity and competitiveness (Drake & 
Schlachter, 2008). In this sense, Nonaka, Toyama, & Hirata, (2008) 
argue that reformulating management theory based on Aristotelian 
ethics opens up a better understanding of action within organizations as 
integration of practical knowledge and production. If using practical 
wisdom does not help efficiency in production, its role in organizations is 
meaningless. 

To sum up, based on Aristotelian practical wisdom, organizations are 
a community of work whose main goal (telos) is personal thriving for all 
community members through shared-deliberative work. Practical orga-
nizational theory is teleological and oriented toward fostering virtue in 
its members through decision-making opportunities during the produc-
tive process and, therefore, organization excellence is reflected as the 
organizational common good. 

Conclusion 

To overcome the rationalistic paradigm of organizational theory, we 
have considered Aristotelian practical wisdom as an opportune path 
toward developing a more comprehensive understanding of organiza-
tions. The concept of work excellence gives a more complete explanation 
of Aristotelian practical knowledge means in organizational theory. 
Aristotelian practical wisdom explains organizations deepening under-
standing and incorporating new features of personal work in organiza-
tional contexts. 

Specifically, Aristotelian practical wisdom provides a conceptual fra-
mework to address key considerations of organizational theory: (i) 
provides a consistent description of what organizations are in terms of a 
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community of work, (ii) explains the nature of practical knowledge 
needed in organizations in terms of work as deliberative and participa-
tive in production processes. Aristotelian practical knowledge sustains a 
coherent organizational theory based on practical work with deeper 
consideration of practical organization defined as a community of work. 

The nature of the practical organization finds its definition in the ar-
ticulation of a common goal, the need for productivity and the search for 
personal excellence of all its members as the main source of excellent 
work. These features are integrated with practical wisdom as the key-
stone of every organization that seeks to thrive individually and collec-
tively. The practical organization is by definition a community of 
deliberative production aimed at achieving its members’ personal 
development through productive tasks. 

If the organization reaches excellence, it is because its members have 
attain excellence as they act for the sake of corporate development in a 
cooperative fashion (Kennedy, 2006), providing goods and services ef-
ficiently and profitably (Melé, 2012) through productive activities that 
flourish encouraging the development of virtue in each member of the 
community (Sison & Fontrodona, 2012). 
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