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from knowledge to wisdom involves ‘understanding principles’. The label ‘DIKW hierarchy’, and
the omission of understanding as a separate level in re-iterations of the hierarchy in other sources
suggest that there is something of a consensus and that Bellinger et al. [36] are articulating a shared
view that understanding should not be considered as a separate level.

Amongst the recent information systems and knowledge management texts analysed below only
four actually draw the hierarchy. Chaffey and Wood [37] show the hierarchy in Figure 2, with the
additional axes of meaning and value. Pearlson and Saunders [38] suggest that human input goes
up in the higher levels of the hierarchy, whilst computer input goes down. Jashapara [39] shows a
hierarchy with the levels: data, information, knowledge, wisdom and truth. Choo [25] draws a rather
different diagram focusing on the transformation processes between signals, data, information and
knowledge.

Typically all of these formulations of the hierarchy share a common view that:

• the key elements are data, information, knowledge, and wisdom;

• these key elements are virtually always arranged in the same order, although some models offer
additional stages, such as understanding, or enlightenment;

Table 1
Comparing Ackoff’s and Zeleny’s definitions of data, information, knowledge and wisdom

Zeleny [34] Ackoff [1]

Data Know nothing Symbols

Information Know what Data that are processed to be useful; provides
answers to who, what, where and when questions

Knowledge Know how Application of data and information;
answers how questions

Understanding Appreciation of why

Wisdom Know why Evaluated understanding

Enlightenment Attaining the sense of truth, the sense
of right and wrong, and having it socially
accepted, respected and sanctioned
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Fig. 2. Data, information and knowledge, according to Chaffey and Wood [37].
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