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Who do we need to become  
to create the future we want? 

 

Introduction1 

What if we could create an unprecedented 
flourishing of humanity and nature? What type 
of leaders and change agents would we need to 
become in order to cultivate a world far beyond 
mere sustainability? In this article I report on 
findings that offer initial insights into the future 
of leadership. It’s an approach in which we 
learn to express powerful, latent capacities that 
may be crucial to getting us out of the trouble 
we’re in and creating a better world. First, let 
me offer some context. 

If you look at our global development 
scorecard, it’s clear that things are getting 
better and things are getting worse. We’re 
winning in many key areas like poverty 
alleviation, energy intensity per dollar of GDP, 
literacy, and population growth. And yet we’re 
also losing in critical areas like greenhouse gas 
emissions, global temperature anomalies, 
ecosystem health, and corruption. i 

As a case in point, I attended the latest United 
Nations world summit on sustainable 
development, and there were a number of good 
things that came out of it. Organizations made 
700+ commitments worth 100s of billions of 
dollars to drive sustainability. Poverty 
eradication was elevated to the center of the 
debate, and all nations committed to 
developing a post-GDP indicator that includes 
social and environmental elements. It was also 
the most participatory conference in history 
and the business community was more 
energized around sustainability than ever. 

                                                             
1 This is a slightly expanded version of an article 
published in the Fall | Winter 2013 issue of Kosmos 
Journal. See www.kosmosjournal.org. 

From another perspective, the summit was a 
disaster. Our global institutions don’t seem to 
be up to the task of generating, building 
support for, and rolling out the large-scale, 
vastly complex programs needed to create a 
future we all want. For example, I witnessed 
nation-states block the inclusion of crucial ideas 
in the final output document such as a 
commitment to women’s reproductive rights or 
binding targets for emissions. Once again, the 
193 nation-states were ultimately unable to 
unite around significant change. And it’s not 
just government that is failing. Neither civil 
society nor the business sector have come forth 
with a unified agenda for the significant 
structural transformations required.  

Related to this, one of the most troubling 
trends I see across the sustainability movement 
has to do with our capacity to respond to 
today’s wicked problems. It seems that more 
than ever we are in over our heads. ii The work 
required to navigate society toward global 
sustainability is probably more complex than 
the mental complexity of most (maybe even all) 
leaders and change agents in business, 
government, and civil society. There are simply 
too many interdependencies driving rapid, 
often unplanned change and adaptation across 
systems and cultures. Arguably no rational mind 
can understand all of the drivers for global 
environmental and social change, much less act 
upon these systems with real certainty.  

The increasing rate of change we face is another 
key issue. Despite how quickly shifts are 
happening as related to sustainability today, 
change may in fact never be this slow again. The 
challenge of complexity and change isn’t limited 
to social and environmental development. In a 
recent IBM survey of 1500 CEOs, the #1 
challenge they identified was increasing 
complexity, and less than half feel prepared to 
handle it.iii Whether we like it or not, we are in 
over our heads, rushing toward an uncertain 
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future while enmeshed in complex systems that 
are beyond our level of understanding.  

Despite all of this, I am resolutely optimistic 
about our future. I believe that our global 
society can – in the long-term – go far beyond 
sustainability and create a world in which 
humanity and nature truly flourish. My 
optimism is grounded in the general progress 
we’ve made – not only socially and 
technologically – but especially with respect to 
how we think, feel, and make sense of the 
world around us. Over the long arc of history, it 
is clear that we are becoming increasingly more 
conscious – our cognitive, emotional, and 
interpersonal capacities are developing – and I 
believe that trend will continue and is to our 
advantage. iv 

In the past 200 years we’ve done more damage 
to more of the physical earth, natural 
environment, and humanity than ever before in 
history. We’ve literally negatively impacted the 
lithosphere (e.g., throwing the phosphorous 
and nitrogen cycles out of sync), hydrosphere 
(e.g., acidification of the oceans, sea level rise), 
atmosphere (e.g., increase of manmade 
greenhouse gases, ozone depletion), biosphere 
(e.g., deforestation, species loss), and the 
anthroposphere (e.g., overpopulation, nuclear 
proliferation, terrorism).v  

Yet while things are getting worse, they are also 
getting better. Never before have we been 
more aware of the impact we are collectively 
having and of the dynamic, interconnected 
systems we are part of.vi We are collectively 
smarter about our devastating impact, even if 
the impact continues. We are becoming more 
conscious of our global influence as a species, 
and working to mitigate it more than at any 
other time. This awareness and understanding – 
barring a global pandemic or other wildcard 
that eliminates humanity entirely – isn’t going 
away. If anything, the trend is toward greater 
understanding of ourselves, our precarious 
context, and how to healthily intervene to 
support sustainable development.  

Will our understanding and joint action come 
too late, resulting in mass suffering? I believe 
yes, probably for some of us, and possibly for all 
of us.vii We seem to have crossed some 
thresholds – especially around climate change, 
biodiversity loss, and the nitrogen cycle – that 
may take millennia to recover from and which 
could significantly impact our near future.viii Yet 
in the long run, humanity can course correct. 
My bet is that the same developmental drive 
that has taken us from Cro-Magnon cave living 
25,000 years ago to exploring Mars today will 
also give us the sensibility to eventually live well 
together within the boundaries of our natural 
systems. In fact, I’m excited to see what the 
next two centuries of increasingly conscious 
human impact on the planet can actually do. 
We know how negatively impactful we can be 
when our species acts unconsciously. How 
positively impactful could we be with 
generations of increasing awareness and 
conscious engagement? 

 

The Opportunity of Vertical Learning 

This brings me to the topic of our own 
development as leaders and change agents. 
After a decade of research into how the human 
mind develops, I’ve come to understand that a 
key to helping humanity and nature to flourish 
lies in unlocking our latent cognitive, emotional, 
and interpersonal capacities. In this section I’ll 
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share the details of that research. I’ll finish by 
pointing to specific practices we can do to 
cultivate our own deepest capacity. 

Increasing numbers of practitioners and 
researchers have come to recognize that how 
we know is at least if not more important than 
what we know. ix This is especially true when it 
comes to leading through complex change like 
sustainability. In a recent paper by the Center 
for Creative Leadership, they cite “vertical 
learning” as the number one future trend in 
leader development.x Vertical learning means 
making deep shifts in the structures of our 
worldview that change how we see the world. It 
is contrasted with horizontal learning, which 
consists of acquiring more knowledge while 
operating at the same level of cognitive, 
emotional, and relational complexity. As leaders 
involved in sustainability, we need horizontal 
learning to continually upgrade our knowledge 
about the world. Yet, by engaging in vertical 
learning, we can also learn to shift how we see 
the world. And the research indicates that that 
will make a crucial difference in our leadership 
effectiveness.xi  

Think about the fundamentals of what we face 
regarding human and environmental 
development. Collectively, we act largely as 
separate entities competing against each other 
for limited resources and power in an 
interdependent and connected world. The 
complexity sciences tell us we are enmeshed in 
multitudes of complex adaptive systems (e.g., 
nation states and organizations, ecosystems 
and climate systems, technological and financial 
systems). No one has control over these 
systems, yet everyone can influence them to 
some degree. These systems constantly change 
– sometimes rapidly – and the future is largely 
unknowable and unpredictable.  xii  

Neuroscience and psychology point out that we 
also have complex, rapidly changing inner 
worlds that are just as mysterious and 
unpredictable as our external world. Our 
moment-to-moment sensations, emotions, and 

thoughts are driven by – among other things – 
our mental models and constructs, fluxes in 
neurotransmitters and hormones, and shifts in 
our environment.xiii Finally, the social sciences 
remind us that our relationships and 
communication – whether with individuals, 
groups, or the environment – are deeply 
nuanced and also continually changing.  

Given this complex and continually shifting 
context, we’re concurrently trying to become 
more socially and environmentally sustainable. 
Seven billion of us are supposed to figure out 
how to not only deal with this complex context, 
but also to get along with and support each 
other while healthily interacting with tens of 
millions of other species. That’s a tall order; no 
wonder progress seems so slow! The question 
is, who do we need to become to actually pull 
this off? Why type of leader and change agent 
can act effectively in this space and foster 
significant change for the greater good? 

That is where vertical learning comes in. A 
number of leadership researchers have 
theorized about the competencies required to 
lead through the complex change process that 
is sustainability. The qualities they contend we 
need include: the ability to understand the 
perspectives of and work with a broad range of 
stakeholders; think in systems; engage in 
emergent organizing; demonstrate emotional 
awareness; continuously connect with others to 
sense and make sense of complex realities; 
adapt as fast as change itself; amplify wisdom 
through profound reflection and dialogue; 
engage in transformational interactions; and 
balance global and local perspectives.xiv 

Interestingly, if you look at the research on the 
capacities that emerge at later stages of 
cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal 
development, many of them correspond to the 
same competencies the leadership researchers 
call for.xv That is, the capacities we need to 
address our toughest global challenges already 
lie within us, waiting to be developed. These 
latent capacities that come from vertical 
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learning also seem to prepare us to more 
effectively engage with the intensely complex 
reality I described above. And considerable 
research has shown that the development of 
our consciousness in this way results in greater 
leadership effectiveness.xvi Let me offer some 
specifics. 

Developmental psychology research shows that 
human meaning-making develops and becomes 
more complex over time, roughly growing from 
pre-conventional to conventional to post-
conventional worldviews.xvii In one commonly 
used model by Bill Torbert these evolving 
worldviews are called “action logics.”xviii Each 
action logic represents a general stage of 
cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
(including emotional) development.xix (See the 
chart on the next pages for descriptions of the 
most common, mature action logics in adults. 
Each stage represents greater vertical learning.)  

As individuals develop into late-conventional 
and early post-conventional action logics (i.e., 
the Achiever and Individualist action logics in 
the charts), novel capacities arise. These include 
increased cognitive functioning, strengthened 
personal and interpersonal awareness, 
increased understanding of emotions, and more 
accurate empathy.xx This increase in capacity – 
in turn – has been strongly linked to better 
leadership.xxi Specifically, leaders who have 
developed in this way tend to think more 
strategically, collaborate more, seek out 
feedback more often, resolve conflicts better, 
make greater efforts to develop others, and are 
more likely to redefine challenges so as to 
capitalize on connections across them.xxii 

With development into even more complex 
worldviews (e.g., the Strategist, Alchemist, and 
Ironist action logics), additional, deeper 
capacities arise. These are the ones especially 
needed to address our complex sustainability 
challenges. We become able to take a systems 
view on reality, perceiving the interdependent, 
dynamic nature of systems. We learn to 
recognize and directly engage the core 

assumptions that underlie our own and other’s 
thinking. We gain the capacity to operate from 
multiple perspectives simultaneously and 
manage conflicting frames and emotions 
concurrently. Individuals at these later stages 
also report deep access to intuition that 
supports them to solve problems through 
creative, non-linear thinking.  

As we develop our worldview into more mature 
action logics, we become more comfortable 
navigating through increasing levels of 
complexity and paradox. We learn to transcend 
polarities and recognize the unity that underlies 
chaos. At the latest stages science can measure 
– the Alchemist and Ironist – unitive 
consciousness arises. Individuals at these stages 
experience all phenomena as a continuous, 
uninterrupted flow of perception not separate 
from oneself. This experience of non-duality 
becomes the basis of operation for decision-
making and engagement with the world. At 
these stages, mental constructs about the world 
dissolve away, and we experience the world as 
it really is, instead of being filtered through 
mental models. This leads to a deep acceptance 
of oneself, others, and the moment, without 
the taint of judgment. This unitive perspective, 
researchers contend, grants us a freedom for 
true responsiveness and adaptiveness that 
enables us to engage as catalysts for 
transformative and radical change.xxiii 

In sum, leaders with these later action logics 
simply have access to enhanced and powerful 
mental, emotional, and relational capacities 
that others don’t. This seems to strengthen 
their ability to respond to complex, ambiguous, 
and sophisticated challenges. If we truly want to 
address the wicked social and environmental 
problems we face, then as leaders and change 
agents we have a responsibility – and precious 
opportunity – to develop ourselves into these 
more complex ways of seeing and relating with 
the world. Vertical learning amongst leaders 
and change agents is a crucial piece of the 
puzzle for global sustainability.  
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Action Logic  
and Focus

xxiv
 

Implications for  

Leading Sustainability Initiatives  
Strengths & Limitations 

The Diplomat focuses on 

socially-expected behavior 
and approval. 

Time horizon: Past and 
today 
Space frame: Ethno-centric 

12% of U.S. adults  

Avoids overt conflict. Wants to belong; obeys group norms; rarely rocks the 

boat. Supports sustainability questions due to concern for appearances or to 
follow a trend in established social conventions; concerned with soothing 
tensions related to sustainability issues within the organization and in 

relations with stakeholders. 
Source of power: Diplomatic, e.g., persuasive power, peer power 

How influences others: Enforces existing social norms, encourages, cajoles, 
requires conformity with protocol to get others to follow 

Strengths: Good as supportive glue within an office; helps 

bring people together. Reactive attitude with respect to 
sustainability pressures; consideration of regulatory 

constraints and the impact on the organizational image. 
Limitations: Superficial conformity to external pressures; 
absence of real reappraisal of how things are done, 

statements often contradict actions. 

The Expert focuses on 
expertise, procedure, and 

efficiency  
Time horizon: Months 
Space frame: Early world-

centric (all humans) 
38% of U.S. adults 

Rules by logic and expertise; seeks rational efficiency. Considers 
sustainability issues from a technical, specialized perspective; reinforcement 

of expertise of sustainability services; seeks scientific certitude before 
acting; preference for proven technical approaches.  
Source of power: Logistical; e.g. knowledge-based or authoritative power 

How influences others: Gives personal attention to detail and seeks 
perfection, argues own position and dismisses others’ concerns 

Strengths: Good as an individual contributor. Development 
of sustainability knowledge within the organization; 

implementation of sustainability technologies. 
Limitations: Limited vision and lack of integration of 

sustainability issues; denial of certain problems; has 
difficulty with collaboration. 

The Achiever focuses on 

delivery of results, goals, 
effectiveness, and success 
within the system  

Time horizon: 1-5 years 
Space frame: World-centric 

(all humans) 
30% of U.S. adults 

Meets strategic goals. Effectively achieves goals through teams; juggles 

managerial duties and market demands. Integration of sustainability issues 
into organizational objectives and procedures; development of sustainability 
committees integrating different services; response to market concerns with 

respect to ecological issues; concern for improving performance. 
Source of power: Coordinating (coordinating the sources of power of 
previous action logics) 

How influences others: Provides logical argument, data, experience; makes 
task/goal-oriented contractual agreements 

Strengths: Well suited to managerial roles; action and goal 

oriented. Efficient implementation of ISO 14001 type 
management systems; follow-up of sustainability 
performance; more widespread employee involvement; 

pragmatism. 
Limitations: Difficult questioning management systems in 

place; conventional sustainability goals and measurements; 
lack of critical detachment with respect to conventions. 

The Individualist focuses 

on self in relationship to the 
system and in interaction 
with the system. 

Time horizon: 1-10+ years 
Space frame: Early planet-

centric (all sentience) 
10% of U.S. adults 

Interweaves competing personal and company action logics. Creates unique 

structures to resolve gaps between strategy and performance. Inclined to 
develop original and creative sustainability solutions, to question 
preconceived notions; development of a participative approach requiring 

greater employee involvement; more systemic and broader vision of issues. 
Source of power: Confronting; used to deconstruct other’s frames or world 
views 

How influences others: Adapts (ignores) rules when needed, or invents new 
ones; discusses issues and airs differences 

Strengths: Effective in venture and consulting roles. Active 

consideration of the ideas and suggestions of diverse 
stakeholders; personal commitment of the manager; more 
complex, systemic and integrated approach. 

Limitations: Discussions that may sometimes seem long and 
unproductive; idealism that may lack pragmatism, useless 

questioning of issues; possible conflict with Experts and 
Achievers. 
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The Strategist focuses on 

linking theory and 
principles with practice; 
dynamic systems 

interactions; self-
development and self-
actualization  

Time horizon: Own history 
or lifetime 

Space frame: Planet-centric 
(all sentience) 
4% of U.S. adults 

Generates organizational and personal transformations. Exercises the power 
of mutual inquiry, vigilance, and vulnerability for both the short and long 
term. Inclined to propose a pro-sustainability vision and culture for the 

organization, more in-depth transformation of in-house habits and values; 
development of a more proactive approach conducive to anticipating long 
term trends; marked interest for global sustainability issues; integration of 

economic, social and sustainability aspects. 
Source of power: Integrative; (consciously transformative) 

How influences others: Leads in reframing, reinterpreting situation so that 
decisions support overall principle, strategy, integrity, and foresight  

Strengths: Effective as a transformational leader. Changes in 
values and practices; real integration of the principles of 

sustainable development; harmonization of the organization 
with social expectations; long-term perspective. 

Limitations: Approach that may seem difficult to grasp and 
impractical; risk of disconnect with pressures to produce 
short-term profits; scarcity of Strategists. 

The Alchemist focuses on 

the interplay of awareness, 
thought, action, and effects; 
transforming self and 

others. 
Time horizon: Multi-

generational; global 
historical 
Space frame: Kosmos-

centric (manifest and 
unmanifest) 
1% of U.S. adults 

Generates social transformations. Integrates material, spiritual, and societal 
transformation. Re-centering of the organization’s mission and vocation 

with regard to social and environmental responsibilities; activist managerial 
commitment; involvement in various organizations and events promoting 

harmonious societal development; support for global humanitarian causes. 
Source of power: Shamanistic (through presence) 
How influences others: Reframes, turns inside-out, upside-down, clowning, 

holding up mirror to society; often works behind the scenes 

Strengths: Good at leading society-wide transformations. 
Active involvement in the comprehensive transformation of 

the organization and society; concern for authenticity, truth 
and transparency; complex and integrated vision.  

Limitations: Risk of scattering managerial and 
organizational efforts, to the benefit of the common good; 
losing touch with the primary vocation of the organization; 

extreme rarity of Alchemists. 

[Under research] 

The Ironist focuses on 
being as well as on 

witnessing the moment-to-
moment flux of experience, 
states of mind, and arising 

of consciousness. 
Time horizon: All time; 
beyond time 

Space frame: Kosmos-
centric 

0.5% of U.S. adults 

Institutionalizes developmental processes through “liberating disciplines.” 
Holds a cosmic or universal perspective; visionary.  

Source of power: Unitive worldview, transcendent awareness 
How influences others: Unknown 

Strengths: Creates the conditions for deep development of 
individuals and collectives. 

Limitations: Extreme rarity of Ironists. 



 

 8 

 

Cultivating Vertical Learning 

If we know that vertical learning leads to greater 
leadership effectiveness, then how do we do it? The 
following is a summary of the existing research in 
this area, much of which has been conducted at the 
Harvard School of Education. It is important to note 
that this field of research is still young, and more 
research is required until we understand the 
mechanisms of internal development better. 
Nonetheless, here is what researchers suggest we 
can do. The first seven recommendations have 
some empirical studies behind them; the 
subsequent seven are theorized to have impact on 
vertical learning; they have yet to be empirically 
proven.xxv  

1. Consistently immerse yourself in complex 
environments (interpersonal, work, 
educational) 

2. Consciously engage in life’s problems (e.g., 
inquiry, therapy, deep dialogue) 

3. Become increasingly aware of and 
consistently explore your inner states  

4. Consistently engage in (over a long period) 
practices that enhance inner awareness (i.e., 
meditation) 

5. Hold a strong desire and commitment to 
grow 

6. Be open and willing to construct a new 
frame of reference when difficulties arise 

7. Cultivate a personality which is open and 
agreeable (interpersonally warm) 

8. Immerse yourself in peak experiences and 
altered states 

9. Use a map of psychological development to 
better understand the trajectory of your 
growth 

10. Consistently engage in dialogue and 
interaction with others committed to self-
development 

11. Regularly self-reflect in a structured way 
(e.g., using the specific technique of action 
inquiry) 

12. Engage in an integral transformative practice 
in which you develop your body, mind, and 
spirit, and work to clean up psychological 
shadow issues 

13. Engage in cross-cultural experiences 
14. Cultivate a liberal personality that seeks 

novelty, is experimental, questions the 
status quo, and explores the unconventional. 

Typically it takes five years for an individual to 
develop to the next action logic, or stage of 
meaning-making. This varies though, depending 
upon the person, their life conditions, and the 
degree to which they take the reins of their own 
development.xxvi  Some people become arrested at 
a given developmental stage for decades, others 
have reportedly experienced rapid development, 
shifting stages in as little as one or two years.xxvii 
This process is of course not a linear one, but 
involves many advances and retreats in 
development along the way.  

The above list will hopefully empower you with 
initial insights to self-author your own vertical 
learning. I also highly recommend that you work a 
qualified psychotherapist, coach, and/or meditation 
teacher to help you make these shifts. Finally, there 
are leader development programs that focus on 
cultivating optimal adult development and enabling 
people to make these significant stage shifts.xxviii 

In Part Two of this article, I will report about 
primary research I completed on leaders who 
operate at the very latest action logics science can 
measure (e.g., Strategists, Alchemists, and Ironists) 
and who are engaged in significant social and/or 
environmental initiatives.  
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