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“If there is anything the world needs, it is wisdom.  
Without it, I exaggerate not at all in saying that very 

soon, there may be no world …”  

–Robert J. Sternberg
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you understand why others behave the way they do. That is perhaps equally as 
important: if we want to build a society in tune with our values, we need to look 
beyond the walls of our echo chambers. Want a science-based step-by-step ap-
proach to make a difference for the better in the world? Ready to look beyond 
the walls of your echo chamber? Then buy this book.”

 – Sigurdur Oli Sigurdsson, Ph.D.  
Manager of the Quality Board for Higher Education in Iceland
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about what it means to be human. Darnell Lattal and Carlos A. Zuluaga do not 
preach to readers about how we should act; rather, they open the possibility 
for us each to do what is important to us. They lay out a framework for oper-
ating with humility, integrity, and courage. In reading this book we learn that 
wisdom is not about expertise or information, but it is something that occurs 
in behavior–wise acting. Wisdom is not some essential or innate feature of an 
individual. It is a way of being and behaving. This is a beautifully optimistic 
perspective, because in this view we all have access to wisdom in any moment, 
regardless of our life circumstances. Developing a robust and reliable repertoire 
of wise behavior is the work of a lifetime. 

 The Wisdom Factor is for everyone. Accessible. Universal. Timeless. 
Instead of a recipe, the reader receives the ingredients that make the work of 
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 – Chata Dickson, Ph.D. 
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New England Center for Children
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sun or apprenticing at the feet of a master. This lovely book fills in the gap by 
explaining how it can be attained simply by turning the knobs and the dials of 
our own behavior. Furthermore, the many recommendations available herein 
spring not from the creative imaginations of the authors but from their scruti-
nous reading and careful distillation of countless studies from behavioral sci-
ence. Purchasing the book will involve money wisely spent.” 

 – Patrick C. Friman, Ph.D., ABPP 
Vice President of Boys Town’s Outpatient Behavioral Health Services

“The Wisdom Factor is both engaging and useful. Lattal and Zuluaga weave to-
gether a tapestry of science and wisdom that points the way to effective inter-
personal relationships.”

 – Sigrid Glenn, Ph.D.  
Retired Professor and former Dean of the School of Behavior Analysis, 
University of North Texas

“This is a sophisticated, scholarly, and indeed wise book about gaining 
wisdom—individual and collective—through the application of behavior sci-
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well as its science-based approach make the book uniquely valuable.” 

 – M. Jackson Marr, Ph.D. 
Professor Emeritus, Department of Psychology, Georgia Institute of 
Technology, Atlanta, GA

“We all want to act wisely and with kindness, but too often the person who 
‘shows up’ in our actions harms others. Lattal and Zuluaga describe a life-long 
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journey by which each of us can contribute to a better, more just world. A con-
tinual process of self-knowledge and learning, the journey involves analyzing 
the environmental conditions maintaining our current behavior, making our 
values concrete, changing our environment to support behaviors consistent 
with our values, observing and measuring if what we do matches our good in-
tentions, and celebrating our accomplishments and progress. If B. F. Skinner 
and Ben Franklin collaborated on a plan for self-improvement, it might read a 
lot like The Wisdom Factor.” 

– William L. Heward, Ed.D., BCBA-D
Author of Exceptional Children, Co-Author of Applied Behavior Analysis

“The Wisdom Factor is a powerful book. Given the world in which we live, with 
heightened sensitivity to diversity and inclusion, political divide, a pandemic, 
and climate control disrupting our environment, each of us can benefit from 
increasing our wise actions. The Wisdom Factor not only gives us the tools with 
which to do that, but also clearly lays out the scientific foundation on which 
those tools are based–the foundation that enables us to understand and alter 
our own behaviors. The book goes beyond self-improvement, however; it also 
provides ways to help others, most notably our children, become catalysts for a 
wiser culture and brighter future.” 

– Alyce M. Dickinson, Ph.D.
Retired Professor of Psychology, Western Michigan University

“I loved this book. At a time when our schools are routinely criticized for an 
exclusive focus on facts and information, Lattal and Zuluaga help fill the void 
with The Wisdom Factor. The book takes the reader on a journey to consider the 
kind of person they want to be and, in contrast, how they show up in the world 
in comparison to that ideal. They ask the reader to consider how they behave, 
and how other people are likely to interpret that behavior, and, importantly, 
whether that is the person that the reader wants to be. Beyond just reflecting 
on these topics, the author provides tools from the field of applied behavior 
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analysis and a series of practices for improving behavior and moving toward 
the reader’s ideal person. At a time when so few people reflect on their biases, 
and too many accept their negative attributes, this book fills an important need. 
While everyone should read it, I hope this book finds its way into college cur-
ricula across the country, as our young people need it. 

 That said, this book is not just for our young. I had the opportunity to 
read it as I was entering my retirement. What an awesome time to reflect on the 
person you want to be. I find this book to be timely in so many ways, and on so 
many levels. Indeed, I hope everyone will read it and work to apply its wisdom. 
If you do, it will be a better world.”

 – Terry McSween, Ph.D. 
CEO, Quality Safety Edge, Inc.

“The authors offer a wide-ranging, guided tour through quotations and com-
ments by a large and diverse roster of prominent figures, as well as by dozens of 
prominent behavioral scientists and psychologists to address such behavior-re-
lated concepts as motivation, learning, beliefs, heuristics, compassion, words and 
language, knowledge, reciprocity, emotions, self-control, experience, collabora-
tion, competency, thinking skills, problem-solving, flexibility, objectivity, values, 
goals, and of course, wisdom. The authors’ behaviorally informed values and 
ethics glisten throughout their science-based behaviorally informed guidance.” 

 – Francis Mechner, Ph.D. 
President, The Mechner Foundation

“The 1st two decades of the 21st century have been marked by multiple acts 
of terrorism, climate disasters due to a rapidly warming climate, a multi-year 
global pandemic, and repeated incidents of violence against members of racial/
ethnic minority groups. The root causes of all of these difficulties can be boiled 
down to human behavior. One could be excused for giving in to despair and 
hopelessness caused by events that seem well beyond our control and too 
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powerful to overcome. Luckily, the authors of The Wisdom Factor present an al-
ternative and, with it, a reason for optimism, which is the wisdom to be gained 
from understanding ourselves can make the world a better place for all of us.

 This could easily be a book of all style and no substance, full of advice, 
platitudes, and examples of remarkable people to emulate without explanations 
of how to do so. The key difference between what it could be and what it lies 
in the strength of the examples and recommended exercises, which coach the 
reader in the expansion of their understanding of their own (and, ultimately, 
others’) behavior. An incredible amount of information is provided, all of it 
supported by research and taken from a variety of settings, without being too 
scholarly or intimidating.

 The authors don’t shy away from the complexity of behavior but explain 
those complexities. In doing so, the reader’s beliefs are frequently challenged 
or, more accurately, the reader is frequently invited to challenge their own be-
liefs. This is the definition of empowerment, and all it requires is a willingness 
to consider taking a different perspective. This change in perspective is made 
easier through the explanations in this book and is likely to be life-changing for 
those who work to adopt it because it shines a light on those parts of our inter-
nal experiences we don’t understand and reframes them in a way to help us be 
more flexible in who (or, more importantly, how) we are. Changing perspectives 
on behavior also releases us from the grip of our past and frees us to move for-
ward with more intention. Following the exercises in this book will give readers 
the experience needed to carry on in this way for the rest of their lives.

 It is a credit to the authors that they present rather advanced conceptu-
al information in such an easy-to-comprehend and useable way. In fact, their 
advice is so deceptively simple, that the reader may be forgiven for discount-
ing it. Lattal and Zuluaga take abstract principles of behavior and break them 
down using countless examples. They follow with practices that lead the reader 
through the work of understanding themselves.

 We have not needed a book like this more than we do now. When much 
of what we see around us seems to be unfolding in a less-than-desirable direc-
tion, what else can we do but take ahold of what we can, our own behavior. In 
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fact, we can build the world we want to live in. The work is difficult, but the 
payoffs are huge, for ourselves and for our fellow humans.”

 – April Michele Williams, Ph.D., BCBA-D  
Associate Professor, Rollins College, Winter Park, FL

“I think we need many efforts to wake and shake people into thinking about 
and understanding that behavior matters, and that contingencies matter most 
of all. I love the authors’ message that wisdom comes from knowing and under-
standing the effects of behavior influenced by contingencies. It needs to be in 
the hands and heads of people whom it can help (everyone!).” 

 – Janet S. Twyman, Ph.D., BCBA, LBA-NY 
Chief Learning Scientist, BLAST

“Perhaps I’m an optimist, but I believe that, in general, most be people share a 
common wish to do well by themselves and others. With the best intentions, 
they pursue short and long terms goals while taking care to avoid harm to them-
selves and others. But even those possessing great enthusiasm and meticulously 
laid out plans fall short as their intention fails to produce the outcomes they 
value the most. This is because there is incongruence between what they value 
and how they behave. Often it is because they fail to recognize the misalignment 
between ways of living that are truly important to them, the behavior they are 
engaging in, and the impact of this behavior on who and what they value. 

 In The  Wisdom Factor, the authors shine a compassionate behavioral light 
on this misalignment through the often used, but nebulous concept of wisdom. 
Like a ball held and slowly turned to examine all sides, the concept of wisdom 
is looked at from multiple angles through the pragmatic lens of the science of 
human behavior. Now, behavior science doesn’t give people the answer; how-
ever, it does provide them with a clear and practical methodology for deter-
mining effective solutions. This book maintains this approach in that it doesn’t 
tell you what to do to be wise. Rather, it provides you with compelling real-life 
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examples supported by concrete, actionable steps for determining both what 
wisdom is for you, and what behaviors are aligned with the outcomes you have 
determined to be ‘wise.’ 

 As the authors remind us in so many words, becoming a wiser person 
takes effort, but it may not be as difficult as one might think with the right en-
vironmental arrangements. If you are trying to be a better version of yourself 
tomorrow than you were today, you must have a good understanding of where 
you currently are. To do this, you must ‘know thyself.’ Wisdom helps you to do 
just that. It is the crystal-clear mirror we all need to better reflect on ourselves 
and take the actions required to live a valued life. I give this book two gloves 
way up!” 

 – Dr. Paulie “Gloves” Gavoni 
Wall Street Journal and USA TODAY best-selling author

“In a time where compassion and science are sorely lacking, The Wisdom Factor 
is a welcomed breath of fresh air. The authors have the uncanny ability to di-
rectly pinpoint how we currently respond and where we should be going. This 
book could easily share a shelf with other behavioral scientists who are striving 
for a shared vision of a better world.” 

 – Shane Spiker, Ph.D., BCBA 
Director of Training and Dissemination at Positive Behavior  
Supports, Corp.
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Preface 
No matter the times or the circumstances that surround us, the principles in 
this book speak to the human condition throughout history. The principles are 
timeless, but as Bob Dylan sang, “The times they are a-changing,” as they always 
will be. We hope this book has something to say about the present, and we be-
lieve it speaks, as well, to creating a better world in the future.

While finalizing this book in the winter of 2022, major events that 
emerged into public consciousness in 2020 were still taking place around the 
world. A global pandemic is continuing to effect all people on Earth in some 
manner, and a massive social movement initiated a continued focus on institu-
tionalized racism and the mistreatment of our fellow humans within and across 
nations. War among nations that could absorb the whole world is a possibility. 
At this moment, we have no idea where this tidal wave ends. Will it end with a 
whimper, as has been the case with some social and political movements in the 
past? Or will it result in a declaration of a new world order, bringing long-last-
ing change to our social fabric? 

In 1953, B. F. Skinner wrote: “Man’s power appears to have increased out 
of all proportion to his wisdom. He has never been in a better position to build 
a healthy, happy, and productive world; yet things have perhaps never seemed 
so black.” As history demonstrates, humankind has had many dark periods, 
often described as “just human nature.”  We invite you to use the principles 
described in this book to reconsider what that phrase, “just human nature,” 
means. We hope every reader comes to understand that in the face of a seem-
ingly overwhelming number of conditions beyond our control, the solution to 
our largest social problems lies in how we act, each of us. Practices are embed-
ded to help you. We humans do, metaphorically speaking, hold the whole world 
in our hands. We may have learned that what will be will be, that time and tide 
wait for no man, or that opportunity has passed us by. Yet, the choices we make 
every day, and their immediate and longer-term effects, lead us toward or away 
from solutions that make this world a better place. The task at hand is to learn 
how to strengthen our skills by acting in ways that lead to better outcomes. 



• xxi •

Those outcomes reside in taking better care of one another, not only to coexist 
but to thrive and prosper. 

Consider these 6 action steps when reading this book:

1. Read the titles of each chapter and consider what you think the chapter
is about. As you proceed, see if what you expect is what you find and
where something new is added. Themes are repeated. You may want to
make a list of common themes across chapters.

2. Complete the practice activities as you read each chapter. Think about
how you could expand these activities to other areas of your life.

3. Apply the principles described in the book during your day-to-day
interactions with others. Identify actions to continue to demonstrate
these principles.

4. Reflect on the actions you identify. Assess missed opportunities to
practice new insights in new ways.

5. Continue to build behavior-based examples in daily activity that are
controlled too much by bias, threat and fear.

6. By the end of the book, consider whether you find yourself better
equipped to say and do things that have the potential to increase
wiser outcomes.
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