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Adversity can provide an opportunity to grow through forcing us to rework our 
understanding of the world and our place in it. In this brief piece we suggest that one 
way adversity may help us grow is by fostering humility and, ultimately, wisdom.

A psychologist renowned for studying self-control is said to have left valuable, 
breakable objects within his young children’s reach. His reason? He believed giv-
ing children the opportunity to exercise self-control would help them develop it. 
Along the same lines, we wonder if adversity provides an opportunity to exercise 
and develop humility. Adversity confronts us with our limitations—be they limits 
of what we know and are able to explain, and limits of what we can control. Adver-
sity  therefore provides a chance to reckon with, properly attend to, and own these 
limits (Whitcomb, Battaly, Baehr, & Howard-Snyder, 2017).

Understanding one’s limits is critical to humility and it is also important for wis-
dom because to the degree that a person has an inaccurate view of her limits, that 
person is at risk for making unwise decisions based on the overestimation (or some-
times underestimation) of her knowledge or abilities. In order to be wise, it is neces-
sary to respond appropriately to our many limitations (Tiberius, 2016).

Indeed, scholars agree that acknowledging one’s limitations relates to wisdom 
(e.g., see Bortolotti, 2011; Tiberius, 2016; Walsh, 2015), with some placing it at the 
core of wise reasoning (Grossmann & Kross, 2012). However, theory and research 
have not clarified exactly how humility and wisdom relate. Perhaps, as we suggest, 
seeing one’s limits more clearly in the form of humility can set the stage for greater 
wisdom in the future. Or, perhaps humility is both a precursor to and a component 
of wisdom, similar to reflection (Westrate & Glück, 2017). Another possibility is 
that wiser people are more apt to respond with humility to various circumstances, 
including adverse ones.
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The relation between humility and wisdom, then, may be relatively nuanced. The 
relation between adversity and humility, by contrast, seems more straightforward: 
adversity should reliably provide opportunities to see and respond to one’s personal 
limitations.

However,  simply experiencing adversity will not always lead to more humility. 
A key question for future research is: What resources can help people metabolize 
adversity in a way that leads to greater humility and wisdom? One category of 
resources may be internal, and include beliefs, attitudes, traits, and skills. For exam-
ple, believing that intelligence is a malleable asset that can be improved (a growth 
mindset of intelligence), seems to make it easier to exhibit humility after setbacks 
(Porter & Schumann, 2018). Across a variety of literatures we also know that peo-
ple need support from others in order to integrate painful experiences well. Thus, 
resources outside of the individual, including access to a caring and supportive com-
munity, may make growth more likely.

However, although various internal and external resources may make develop-
ment of humility and wisdom following adversity more likely, they should not be 
viewed as guaranteeing growth. All resources will interact with the nature and sever-
ity of the adversity being experienced, and create heterogeneity  in  how adversity 
shapes development. Resources that lead to the development of humility and wis-
dom for some may not work for others, and mild adversities will likely require dif-
ferent resources than traumas. Moreover, expectations about the pace and nature of 
growth should be aligned to the severity of the particular adversity, and frameworks 
of how humility and wisdom might grow from adversity should take care to avoid 
blaming victims in the event that they do not grow in these assets. This is not to say 
that experiences of extreme adversity preclude growth. Some paragons of humility 
and wisdom have experienced severe trauma (Colby & Damon, 2015).

We have proposed that adversity has the potential to enhance humility and, 
ultimately, wisdom. Adversity provides an opportunity to reckon with  our limita-
tions  and develop humility. Humility, in turn, makes us wiser because appropri-
ate acknowledgement of limitations is an important facet of wisdom. Describ-
ing how humility and wisdom  relate, and the conditions under which adversity is 
likely to lead to the development of these assets, are intriguing directions for future 
research.
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