
 

September 2015 

Special Issue 

Volume 11, No 3 

European Academic Trends and 

Contributions to Integral Studies 

ISSN 1553-3069 







 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015    Vol. 11, No. 3 

 

Editorial to the Special Issue of Integral Review on 

European Academic Trends and Contributions to 

Integral Studies 
 

Marc G. Lucas and Matthew Rich-Tolsma 
 

Keywords: Europeanness, integral theory and practice, integration, integrative 

complexity, knowledge. 

 

The Meaning of and Contribution to Europeanness by Academic 

Integral Theory and Practice  
 

What does ‘integral’ mean in the context of the European academy? This special issue of 

Integral Review aims to address this question through highlighting integral theories, 

methodologies, and research practices related to the European context. It is important to raise this 

question in this manner at this time in order to distinguish between the popular usage of integral 

as an umbrella term for various kinds of worldviews, often with a spiritual connotation and the 

historical and emergent academic movements towards “integrative approaches” and “grand 

theories.” European thought would differentiate between two dialectical tensions related to these 

two fields, which could be described as a) (quantitative and analytic) natural science and 

(qualitative and holistic) humanities/art (Geisteswissenschaften) and b) religious dogma and 

spiritual experience. Whilst in this sense engaging in both of these fields may have a specific role 

to play in the unfolding of what “integral” means in the European context, our focus in this 

special issue concerns deepening understanding of academic integral theory as a process which 

assumes possibilities of advancing the integration of such knowledge stemming from the natural 

sciences as well as the humanities, practically, theoretically and meta-theoretically. 

 

In our view the Special Issue is timely as there are some recent developments within 

European society and the European academic context that make it not only necessary to develop 

more integrative engagement, but also indicate some “proto-integral” trends. The whole 

European idea started as a myth of integration of the union of human beauty and wisdom, with 

the bull the symbolic representation of strength and fertility (Everett-Heath, 2000). And today 

“Europe is a dynamic plurality of ideas and rhythms which aspire to finding common ground 

within a framework of diversity” (Prats & Raventos 2005, p. 27). Of course such common 

ground can never be achieved easily and as a final solution. Deep forms of dialectical thinking 

therefore have quite understandably emerged within the European context and shaped academic 

endeavours towards striving for temporary synthesis and complementarity which is always aware 

of its often dilemmatic and discontinuously changing Gestalt. Such development can for example 

be seen in recent debates on the migrant crisis, where blame games and disunity stand against a 

growing understanding of the need to find new and better solutions to such complex crises. In 

such discourse an underlying European theme can be found which might best be described using 

Vergara’s (2007) statement that Europe is constantly working towards a common identity, 

which, from the point of view of human diversity (both individual and collective), should have as 
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the basis and intangible beginning of the old and yet new European identity mankind and its 

individual, social and transcendent rights [...] Europeanness is a quality far richer than any 

unilateral reductionism brought about by modernity. Above all, it is a way of being and acting, 

which has had, as the non-renounceable basis of its construction and historical identity, mankind 

and its moral, intellectual and transcendent character. (pp. 15-22) 

 

In the field of academia the 5
th

 Euroacademia Global Conference “Europe Inside-Out: Europe 

and Europeanness Exposed to Plural Observers” held in Barcelona, Spain in March 2015 might 

be an example of recent explorations of such Europeanness. It is as well a topic for current 

organizational research within academia. The authors Meyer and Boxenbaum (2010, p.738, pp. 

751-752) regard this research in Europe as being rooted in a long-standing humanistic tradition 

of a more philosophical and social scientific nature. For them European research is often 

grounded on the work of grand thinkers. Equally, Europeanness leans towards more macro-

oriented, critical, and processual approaches. Receptiveness to alternative paradigmatic 

perspectives is more accepted within European academic cultures. In this sense current European 

integrative frameworks like syncretism (Martinez, Peattie & Vazquez-Brust, 2015) advocate the 

reconciliation of economic imperatives and environmental concerns via the reintegration of 

corporate objective (or systemic) and subjective (or constructionist) contingencies. Within 

European thought the struggle of “Widening horizons beyond national boundaries” (Hickson et 

al., 1980, p. 1) is a constitutive driving force.  

 

The few attempts to define Europeanness in a positive way include terms such as multi-

disciplinarity, reflexive methodological stance, critical scholarship, and socio-political 

orientation. The authors conclude that Europeanness, if the term is applicable yet, reflects a spirit 

of engaging with grand thinkers of the present and the past in attempts to integrate the different 

linguistic communities included in the respective research. This linguistic and multi-disciplinary 

diversity often stimulates European research to reflect on the nature of relationality and 

integration of disparate findings from a more complementary and/or comprehensive perspective. 

In such attempts a proto-integral orientation can be seen, in light of which the contributions in 

this Special Issue can be contextualized.  

 

Nevertheless Europeanness still focusses on a hyper-rationalistic, multi-linguistic but still 

language bound research orientation in a post-modernist way. This assessment leads to the 

following exploratory attempts at a journey into an alternative, maybe post-postmodernist 

research perspective. The articles in this special issue indicate possible ways of how such 

integral thought could contribute to the current state and defiances of European academia. In 

these recent developments of sense- and meaning-making structures, integral thought quite 

naturally participates by being grounded in the current European life-condition and concomitant 

historical cultural tradition. 

 

In this sense the special issue is highly relevant to today’s changing European Gestalt and can 

contribute to the emergence of its more integrated shape which might be more adaptive to the 

pressing complex issues at hand. 
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The Content of this Special Issue 
 

Shaping a structure for the content of an issue of Integral Review is not a trivial task to 

undertake. In the best sense of the term “border-worker” (Horlick-Jones & Sime, 2004), all the 

contributors in this issue share an intellectual work that all too often stems from the respective 

author’s condition of living on the borders of the academy and civil society while engaging in 

their work in addressing a rich diversity of complex problems. Accordingly, submissions from 

European researchers presently working in the academy are brought together with such 

contributions from primarily independent scholars. 

 

While in this sense being aware that the contributions of each author have theoretical as well 

as practical relevance, the issue is nevertheless separated into two sections. While section one 

Integral Theorizing in European Academia, includes papers that are dealing with issues that are 

more focused on theoretical and methodological reasoning, section two, Integral Practice and 

Applications in European Academia, covers contributions that are dealing with and focus on 

integral practice and/or applications. 

 

In section one several authors have inquired into which modalities of knowing can be 

identified as legitimately scientific from an integral academic perspective as outlined above. This 

suggests the importance of engaging in research on philosophy of science, sociology of 

knowledge, and economics. The authors have critically dealt with a wide range of integrative 

approaches and streams of thought especially including those of European origin in service of 

this inquiry. But these papers not only deal with topics related to deepening our understanding of 

what “integral” might mean in a European context. Rather they also approached the topic using 

integrative methods, mixed methodological inquiry, the scholarship of integration, and 

transdisciplinarity.  

 

Lucas’ art-inspired and phenomenological inquiry delves into an integrative investigation of 

developmental trends bringing together first, second and third person multi-method approaches. 

Self and long-term societal transformations are being merged and united in a visionary process-

form of a Moebius strip. The dialectics of art and science foster such a movement. The whole 

process is being reflected within the philosophy of complexity, adult developmental theory and 

recent scientific findings especially from neuro-psycho-economics.  

 

Hagström and Stålne enter such an arena via a more adult developmental perspective. In their 

article especially the generality claims of some of these theories are being reflected upon. Such 

claims are usually interpreted as being opposed to each other in every general model of adult 

development and therefore are usually seen as incommensurable. Seemingly they contradict 

existing domain specificity claims as well.  In interrelating Kegan’s Subject-Object-Theory with 

Common’s Model of Hierarchical Complexity within a thought experiment, the authors explore 

dialectical reasoning to come to a more complex re-solution to a long-term debate within adult 

developmental psychology. Again, subjectivistic and objectivistic scientific positions are being 

pacified and postindustrial societal relevance of such complex reasoning is being discussed. 

 

Laske explores the social dimension of collaboration e.g. within profit organizations via his 

dialectical thought form. Such self-awareness fosters late adult cognitive development post 
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formal reasoning by integrating e.g. Bhaskar’s dialectical theorizing with social-emotional 

components. Adult developmental approaches are being incorporated in a grand theory approach 

discussed here. 

 

Fein closes the more theoretical articles included in section one by showing how such integral 

thought – as explored in the three articles before – relates to recent trends within organizational 

studies. By comparing the so-called Practice Turn to its forerunners within classical modernity of 

science from a more integral perspective, she appreciates the emergent qualities of such post-

modern practice oriented theorizing and as well indicates a surplus which could be given when a 

more integral perspective would be taken. Again complexity, inter-relationality, cross-field 

multi-perspectivity and multi-method inquiry as well as the developmental perspective are being 

demonstrated as a genuine integral contribution within European integral thought.  

 

In section II, other responses in this Special Issue highlight and inform how such integral 

approaches are relevant for addressing a multitude of ecological, economic, societal and 

individual-related issues in Europe. These papers give an impression of what impact integral 

practice and applications can have. For this they are describing examples of practice and 

applications of integral thought in such diverse fields as organization and management studies, 

collaborative learning in educational programs, nation building, and climate change engagement. 

One of the aims of this special issue is to showcase European academic talent and projects in 

such endeavours, that combine individual with collective (large-scale) as well as inner and outer 

perspectives on such pressing topics.  

 

In this sense Küpers, Deeg and Edwards use the inter-relational metaphor of a bridge for their 

phenomenological investigation into “syn-integrality” within organization studies and practice. 

Dialectical and integrative orientations are being explored in their relevance for a new approach 

to organizing. Lucas’ more phenomenological-visionary, Hagström’s and Stalne’s more 

developmental and Laske’s more dialectical lenses are applied to Fein’s organizational topic. 

 

Aschermann and Klenzan give an insight into recent research in the field of pedagogics. A 

constructivist perspective and as they say trans-disciplinary approach is combined with their 

Cologne model which is built upon a four quadrant heuristic widely utilized in integral theory. In 

their discussion – as in Laske’s article - again collaboration, self-awareness and learning stand in 

the center of the practical considerations. Their aim is to give a fresh perspective and some 

practical advice for teacher training to foster such collaborative learning.    

 

Wagner gives some insight into a large-scale application of classical integral models within 

nation-building processes. Through the Yalla program – initiated and supported by the German 

Federal Foreign Ministry – he was one of the leading designers in shaping intercultural 

management trainings in which young leaders from the Middle East and from Germany were 

brought together under human developmental and value systems perspective. The Spiral 

Dynamics model was used as a lens for the training and development research undertaken. 

 

Hampson and Rich-Tolsma offer some perspectives on the relevance of transformative 

learning for engaging climate change, by suggesting the necessity of developing a complex 

integrative, or reconstructive postmodern, worldview in order to address this wickedly complex 



Lucas and Rich-Tolsma: Editorial 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

5 

problem. The article is an opinion piece exploring this transformation of worldview in terms of 

regenerating practices, perspectives, and principles. The authors draw particular attention to the 

critical contrast between atomism as an attractor for modernism, and complex integration as an 

attractor for an ecological worldview, and attempt to valorize transformative learning as one apt 

approach for facilitating this critical engagement.   

 

All in all the papers in section two give some insight into the wide range of relevant, complex 

and pressing challenges integral approaches engage with from a European perspective. Together 

with the articles from section one a rich selection of European academic thought and practice is 

presented in this special issue, which outlines the different aspects of Europeanness discussed at 

the beginning of this editorial.  
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Re-viewing Self and Societal Development from a 

Postformal Perspective: An Artistic De-concealiation,  

Reconciliation and Trans-formation 
 

Marc G. Lucas
1
 

 
Abstract: The aim of this paper is to attempt to do justice to the chosen topic, including 

regarding its design. In a conscious distinction from the more conventional, materialistic, 

rationalistic, and quantitative approaches that prevail today in the economic and social 

sciences, the focus of this study will first be placed on consideration of images, 

contextualising the way in which I perceive them (first person perspective). Thus the 

paper is structured along sequential instances of experience and concomitant reflection 

bringing together such different paradigmatic positions as artistic and scientific 

approaches to individual and collective developments within an integrated approach that 

includes and transcends conventional thought. Together with statements from several 

artists and their works of visual arts (second person perspective) and in a mutual 

exchange with third person approaches from current psychological, economic, and neuro-

scientific debates this will create an integrated systemic image, which in particular allows 

a deeper look into the underlying overall developmental theme. Every section of the 

article will be introduced by two correspondent statements, one written from an artistic 

more introspective perspective and one from a philosophical or scientific position to point 

out the main tension experienced and discussed within the section. Main aim is to allow 

to arise cross-fertilization in the sense of a hermeneutic circle. This circle finds its 

dynamically-sustaining shape in the form of a Mobius strip. Philosophical contributions 

in particular from phenomenology and complexity theory complete the picture, thus 

creating a conscious draft, which is aware of its own subjectivity. Ultimately the 

simultaneous inclusion of artistic and creative skills carried out in this article, goes 

beyond individual paradigms of a formal logic inherent in existing theories of 

development toward a more inclusive and visionary logic of the art looked at/and artistic 

lens seen through.  

 

The numerous paintings and other visual art referred to in this paper cannot be included in 

the text due to existing image copyright. However they are clearly identified by the 

mention of each title so that they can be retraced using popular search engines on the 

Internet. I hope that readers interested in a deeper understanding can gain their own 

pleasure and inspiration from this paper when (re)searching the paintings as well. 

 

                                                 
1
 Marc Lucas is professor of media-, economic and business psychology at University for Media, 

Communication and Economics (HMKW) in Cologne, Germany as well as founder of Lucoco Lucas 

Consulting & Counseling. His main interests are in the integration of such diverse fields as adult 

development, neuro-leadership, organizational trauma prevention, crisis-management, and arts-inspired 

qualitative research as well as meta-theorizing.  
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Keywords: adult development, art, dual-process theory, epistemology, inclusive logic, 

integration, integrative complexity, knowledge, neuro-psycho-economics, postformal 

reasoning. 

 

The Experience of Being Lead into (intro ducere) Intro-spection and 

Ex-(s)pectation - in Frankfurt's Schirn Kunsthalle, 2011 
 

Words of science and all other attempts at description are ways of concealing phenomena 

rather than elucidating them. (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, p. 21) 

 

corresponds to 

 

The artist has the most important task to fulfil in our society, since all other fields are 

apparently a failure. That is why the artist must ensure and contribute to the world’s 

renewal. Humanity needs to be shown a new way. (Hundertwasser, 1982 taken from 

Hirsch, 2011, p. 173) 

 

After a demanding day of consultancy discussing the issue of crisis prevention with a 

company in the tourism industry I, shortly before closing time, “took my-self” off to a special 

exhibition displaying works by the French painter Gustave Courbet. My gaze was captivated by a 

self-portrait. The artist Courbet stands considering what is probably one of his artworks, although 

you cannot see it. With wide eyes, his hands tearing at his hair, you see him as "The Desperate 

Man" (1844/45). What makes him so desperate are internal thought processes which are not 

directly revealed to the viewer. So is there really nothing to see? The painter Mark Rothko said 

“There is no such thing as a good painting about nothing” (Johnson, 1982, p. 14). After some 

time I read a statement by Brough (2012) which relates to the experience previously made: 

 

Paintings that matter are about something that matters. But precisely because the painting 

itself, as an image, has the peculiar nature of being “nothing” that it can be about 

something. Images enrich our experience by folding into themselves the world and our 

relation to it, our feelings and our beliefs, offering them to our contemplation and bringing 

their truth before us, moving and delighting us. Though images may be nothing real, 

nothing embraces reality better. (p. 562) 

 

From a neuro-scientific perspective, according to Kahneman (2011), what happens at the 

original art encounter creates a priming effect on the viewer. The viewer's thoughts are steered in 

a certain direction, associating their current perception with appropriate thoughts. Even on an 

emotional level, processes are set in motion, which are correlated in terms of neuro-scientific 

findings with the firing of mirror neurons (Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia, 2007). At the exhibition out of 

the chaos and turmoil that the contemplation of such an image and the uncertainty about the 

underlying content of what is being viewed elicit, memories of other paintings and engravings, 

which at their time elicited similar turmoil, are evoked. The internal picture collection is quickly 

reduced to a few examples which are historical precedents to the picture currently being viewed. 
Courbet's gaze can be compared to the frightening gaze of a chimera in Fuseli's "The Nightmare" 

(first version from 1781). A pale (and possibly wise) woman is depicted on a bed, helplessly 

exposed to this ghostly creature and an ape-like (animalistically prehuman) demon. In Goya's 
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1797 painting, "The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters", a central figure has also fallen asleep 

and is surrounded by creatures of the night. What looks like bats in the shadows turns out on 

closer inspection to be an owl, a bird of wisdom. For the viewer this is a sign of a dialectically 

charged relationship in the suspense of a whole era between the early progressive forerunners of 

the French Revolution and their decline into post-revolutionary restoration. The synthetically 

removed dialectic is symbolically surrounded by reason, associated with light (the 

Enlightenment, siècle des lumieres), and emotions banned to the darkness, hence the shadows. 

That the "Nightmare" was exhibited in exactly the same year in which Kant (1781) defined 

“ratio” as a universal instance of judgement in his "Critique of Pure Reason" seems, bearing this 

in mind, to be more by design than by accident. From today's perspective, one could agree with 

neuro-philosopher Metzinger (2009, p.17) that "many deep forms of conscious self-experience 

have become all but impossible due to philosophical enlightenment and the rise of science and 

technology." From earlier social-philosophical contributions, in particular from the Frankfurt 

School, we are also aware of one of these tensions and contradictions of early modern critiques 

of a simple glorification of the Enlightenment. Horkheimer and Adorno (1944) took such 

considerations as a basis for their seminal work "Dialektik der Aufklärung” (Dialectic of 

Enlightenment). And as is so often the case, there are notable artistic contributions, and those 

borrowed from art, which prematurely anticipate such ideas from creative material. For example, 

Hugo (1827) expressed "even the mortal part of [dualistically imagined] people, the counterpart 

of reason, the naturalistic, the bodily, whose displacement is increasingly proven by the 

proponents of Enlightenment to be an illusion, should come into its own right in art." And Hegel 

(1979), the forefather and father figure of dialectic, wrote in his lectures on the history of 

philosophy from 1819 "The great presumption that reason is received in the world on this side is 

then nothing more than a belief in providence, simply by other means."  

 

Where science often comes along as a desolater of basic assumptions and does so apparently 

without prejudice, is seemingly the point at which art, in turn, can better shed light on historical 

relationships and inter- and disruptions in the central motifs of an era. It can do this precisely, 

because it was banished to the shadows by the science since the age of Enlightenment. Precisely 

insomuch as the mainly representational function of art ended at the time of the French 

Revolution, almost exclusively due to a lack of customers placing commissions, artists had to 

find a new way to conduct business and define themselves. However, it was exactly this 

conjuncture that made their situation difficult and frequently even prevented them working. 

Eisner (2008) reveals the following picture of an era of upheaval.  

 

Science‘s belief in reason became the driving force of that age. From then on art and its 

possible contributions were banned from the conscious(ness) approaches of enlightenment. 

Part of the reason for the separation of the arts from matters epistemological pertains to 

the belief, a true one I would argue, that the arts are largely forms that generate emotion. 

(p. 3) 

 

The artist found himself here forced into the position of a jester who had no choice but to hold 

up a mirror to society in order to be seen. Michel (2006) commented on this as “Irrational, 

sentimental, romantic, poetic, emotional and intuitive art became a complementary element to 

dominant self-concepts and worldviews. Pictures had the mission to bring us in contact with the 

subsurface of reason” (p.117). This changing function in part pushes art drastically to the 
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forefront and does this, for example, with three works that revolve around exactly these epochal 

changes in France, from the glorified image of the Sun King Louis XIV, to Delacroix's 

Revolution Painting (1830), to Siegmar Polke's 1988 work entitled "Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite" 

on which the guillotined and impaled heads of revolutionary leaders can be seen after the 

revolution had "devoured their children," in line with the famous quote by revolutionary 

Vergniaud  of 31.10.1793. In the case of Polke as well as other contemporary artists like Förgs 

with his “beheaded bronce heads on iron rods” (1990), and Baselitz’s “lying boneheads” from the 

early 1980’s such artwork can be seen as anticipatory intuitions of the later Eastern European 

revolutions. Especially with contemporary artists such as the ones named above, it can be 

deducted that such a trend is not only historically traceable, but is always present in its treatment 

of things which are as yet incomplete and at the same time invoking the burgeoning new. This is 

the repeated theme of grand theorists, among other things, for example, in Beck & Cowan’s 

(2005) words that we are going forward and backward at the same time, or when Scharmer 

(2009) as part of his theory calls to lead from the emerging future. Morin (2008) writes about the 

consequences of such knowledge as part of his new complexity paradigm when he states  

 

But what we are persuaded of is that if our current logico-mathematical apparatus 

corresponds to certain aspects of phenomenal reality it does not correspond to its truly 

complex aspects. That means that our logic has to develop itself, and go beyond itself in the 

direction of complexity. It is here that, in spite of his deep sense of the logic of biological 

organization, Piaget stopped at the edge of the Rubicon and sought only to accommodate 

living organization at the previously established logico-mathematic formalization. (p. 21)  

 

For it is obviously the whole structure of the system of thought that is finding itself 

thoroughly shaken and transformed. (p. 35) 

 

This segment has begun with the experience of a work of art by Gustave Courbet. By citing 

Morin on the issue of complexity it finally has led to recent developments within adult 

developmental psychology and consciousness studies. Consequently it is closed with a déjà vu 

like experience in May 2014. After speaking at the Symposium of the European Society for 

Research on Adult Development in Helsinki, I visited Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art. 

While strolling inside the building with its staircases winding in different directions and with its 

slope like curving corridors, my gaze was captivated by another intensive gaze of a desperate 

person within a context of trauma. Having a closer look at "The Silence of Nduwayezu" (1997) 

was a moving experience for me. It so authentically made visible how overwhelming it can be to 

look into another person's eyes and how in these eyes for a compassionate observer can be 

revealed how frozen the whole self can become with such a traumatic experience as this child's 

one. In piling a million identical slides up in the artist’s installation, I got the impression of a 

monument for all the people with similar tragedies. The installation exposed, how a living/life-

Gestalt, that should be light, able to develop and composed of a myriad of different 

"Augenblicke" (lucid intervals), which should be shaped into an individual trans-form of sense 

and meaning by the individuals themselves, can in such cases be shaped into a frozen, dark and 

uniform mountain of inescapability. Nevertheless human development happens against and 

sometimes in light of such experiences and this is, what psychologists like Frankl (2006, 

originally 1946) and later Antonovsky (1987) reported within their existential and positive 

approaches to psychology. Newer approaches (e.g. Slavin-Spenny et al., 2010; Tedeschi & 
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Calhoun, 2004) turn to the sometimes positive developmental impulses such a crisis can foster as 

well, while not neglecting the constraints which are nevertheless remaining. With the term “post 

traumatic growth” such a potentially wisdom oriented form of a postformal adult development 

after traumatic experiences is being investigated within contemporary psychology.  

 

Most of the general adult developmental approaches heavily lean on the seminal work of Jean 

Piaget (1954) on individual cognitive development though. In his perspective human 

development ultimately leads to a final stage of formal operations only within adolescents and 

adults. The process of such a development can be described in the qualitative reorganization and 

refinement of meaning-making systems with a trend towards more complex and increasingly 

differentiated and integrated definitions of self and of the world. This development is driven by 

the tasks a highly complex environment has for the individual and the need to adopt and 

accommodate with this environment. In line with the conservative nature of mankind, in periods 

of environmental stability individuals would tend to assume that their models of the world are 

true replicas of it and refrain from further developmental endeavours which diminishes their 

potential for more complex and more integrative reasoning which can be seen as stages of 

development. Recent approaches within the field of adult development and structure genetic 

developmental psychology (Commons, 2008; Kegan, 1994) go beyond the assumption that 

human development is primarily of a cognitive nature and reach the final stage during 

adolescence. In their view postformal stages can best be described by a willingness of the 

individual to question the conventions and meaning structures which limit reasoning. As early as 

in the 1980’s adult developmental psychologists like Basseches (1980) described an advanced 

developmental stage that goes beyond adolescent formal operations towards a more creative 

postformal-operational stage of organization which reflects dialectical thinking.  Leaders with a 

centre of reasoning in such a stage of nonlinear reasoning often adopt a systemic, long-term 

vision of complex developments as e.g. within their organisations and therefore can be identified 

as effective change agents (Rooke & Torbert, 2005). Peng and Nisbett (1999) framed the term 

“integrative complexity” for such an orientation. Finally Kallio (2011) argued for a postformal 

stage called “integration”, which involves the synthesis of opposing systems of knowledge into a 

“whole that is greater than the sum of its parts” – a phrase taken from Gestaltpsychology. 

 

In the following segment I will argue for an artistic practice that has potential to give access to 

such more integrative and more complex stages of adult development by transcending and 

integrating formal reasoning and reveal the historic process that especially in the European 

culture has led to such a human development on the collective level. Within an approach that 

follows a more inclusive logic (Nolt, 2010) it is not only assumed but also lined out, that 

paradigmatic stances that are normally regarded as antagonistic can be temporarily reconciled to 

create complex transdisciplinary knowledge (McGregor, 2015).   

 

Light and Shadow as Linked Phenomena Within the Artistic 

Endeavour: De-concealing Visual Expressions.  

Neuroscience Spring School of BION (Giessen) May 2014 
 

Prior to assuming roles as academics and learning the language of the academy, we did 

not put names on how we (and others) came to know the world. But, as professors, we 
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quickly came to know that our jobs were in large part defined by our abilities to attach 

words of explanation to phenomena, experiences, processes, contexts, and systems. We 

soon discovered, however, that the predominant language – or discourse – of the academy 

did not ring true to us or how we perceived our task. 

 

We quickly became disillusioned by the moat of science and mysticism built to keep 

researchers in and communities out of the ivory tower. … The language of the academy 

and all that it symbolized fell short in its ability to capture and communicate the complexity 

of human experience in all its diversity. (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 57) 

 

corresponds to  

 

To paint is to release extraordinary powers, because painting gives you a chance to invent 

a language and to venture into distant regions which are a long way off. I believe that 

painting takes us deeper than anything elseinto the unknown. (Hundertwasser, 1973 taken 

from Hirsch, 2011, p. 143) 

 

Within the scope of several planned and implemented neuro-economic publications that 

attempt to link current dual-process decision theories with adult developmental approaches 

(Lucas & Caspers, 2014; Lucas, 2013; Lucas, 2012; Caspers et al., 2011, Caspers et al., 2012), I 

took part in an event at the Bender Institute of Neurosciences (BION) of the University of 

Giessen. I considered many new impressions, in particular relating to carrying out such studies, 

on the basis of their epistemological dubiousness. When researching topics of interest with the 

aim of presenting research design possibly of relevance to the management team, an article by 

Vessel, Starr & Rubin (2013) caught my eye. In this paper, references to the importance of 

looking at art for the transformation of the self-concept are given from a neuro-aesthetic 

perspective. The starting point of the search was Starbatty's (2009) fundamental criticism on what 

he views as the outdated image of humans as "homo economicus,, which he formulated in his 

book "das Menschenbild in den Wirtschaftswissenschaften" (The image of humanity in 

economics) as well as Rost’s (2008) paradigmatic critique of the homo oeconomicus as a fiction 

of standard economics and Huebner’s (2005) “Dark Age” of innovation he frames for the 

condition modern economics are in. The dotcom bubble of 2000 and the financial crisis which 

began in late 2007 immediately preceded these conservative and progressive author’s 

contributions, which in the eyes of many people is seen as a moral judgment on the uncritical 

market idolisation of our post-industrial fiscally organised and structured society. Pareto (1906) 

originally stated that, as a basis of core economic theories, homo economicus should be 

understood to mean use and performance optimisation in the sense of rational maximizing 

choice. This optimistic human image of the economy continued the absolute rationalism of the 

early Enlightenment and expanded it to the operational performance of underlying meritocracy, 

but obscured the multi-dimensional nature of people and their deeper dialectic. However the pure 

homo oeconomicus could not be found within any human society in empirical cross-cultural 

research but within chimpanzees (Jensen, Call & Tomasello, 2013). Instead of a pure rationalistic 

maximizing behaviour, neuro-scientific dual-process theories of cognitive functioning postulate a 

dual nature of thought under varying titles and ascriptions (a compilation can be found in Evans, 

2008) and with a conscious and a (when used in a more complementary way possibly superior) 

sub-conscious part (Evans & Stanovich, 2013).  
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Most often such theories distinguish between autonomously cued intuitive or “Type 1” 

processes that require few capacities traditionally seen as “cognitive resources” on the one hand 

and “more deliberate” “Type 2” processes that require working memory capacity on the other 

(Evans & Stanovich, 2013). The latter can be equated with Piagetian formal operations within 

developmental psychology. In concordance with Rosch (2008) and Depraz , Varela & Vermersch 

(2003) a necessary complementary way to foster postformal consciousness development  focuses 

on developing the ability to grasp the essence of phenomena without going through “Type 2”-like 

mental analysis in and as an act of unprecedented creativity (Baron & Cayer, 2011). This act goes 

beyond cognitively recognizing and reframing meaning structures which in the end does not help 

to see beyond these structures. It thereby establishes a second form of “Type 1” process. In 

Rosch’s words this form of intelligence involves suspension of preconceptions and provides 

access to direct knowledge, which is imbued with basic wisdom.  

 

According to Baron and Cayer (2011)  

 

Overall this second way of fostering one’s own consciousness development seems to give 

rise to states of consciousness that are characteristic of the very advanced stages of 

consciousness, in which the subject-object duality subsides. These valuable experiences 

can momentarily increase the soundness of our decisions and indicate the path toward 

continued personal development. (p. 350) 

 

Art has long been pre-configuring such ideas with e.g., the painter Carl Gustav Carus (1846) 

writing before Freud "The key to the understanding of the nature of the conscious inner life of 

man lies in the region of the subconscious", or as Victor Hugo (1827) before Jung wrote on the 

subject of the collective shadow "Dealing with the darkness is the key to knowledge of the 

world.”  

 

The shadows therefore already before Jung’s contribution to psychology symbolises the 

negative, socially undesirable, and therefore suppressed personality traits, states and levels of 

development that are relegated to the unconscious. Looking to the future, the author of the 

surrealist manifesto Andre Breton (1924, p. 21) writes "I believe in the future resolution of these 

apparently contradictory conditions of dream and reality into a kind of absolute reality, if you 

may so express it: surreality." Such statements, however, make the artist suspicious to the 

economist. Freiesleben (2010) provides the alternative concept to the self-image of managers.  

 

He attracts and repels, because he is both negation and reference to a synthesis ... thus he 

becomes a shadow, devalued. He dreams, he is unrealistic, he is undisciplined, his work is 

without plan or goal. He takes liberties where conventions and rules determine human 

interaction. The result is, as expected, unprofitable art. ... But the entrepreneur too has his 

clichés, in which he likes to be reflected: he is hardworking and ambitious, disciplined and 

responsible, his thoughts and actions are based on facts and figures, he is dynamic and 

assertive, always resilient, decisive, and willing to take risks. He likes being homo 

economicus, which defines economics for him as the ideal type of economic activity. When 

he renders his business account, the profit earned is the rightful proof of his power. (p. 

114) 
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Its dark side shows a meritocracy so composed that this early Enlightenment paradigm is 

reaching its limits, thus creating paradoxes and contradictions. As an example, the exclusion and 

devaluation of that which does not fit into the scope of the work should be mentioned. This does 

not only apply to the artist, but even more so to the long-term unemployed, who challenge our 

self-image and societal image. The long-term study "Deutsche Zustände” (German Conditions) 

by the Bielefeld Institute for Conflict and Violence (Heitmeyer, 2011) showed, for example, that 

56% of respondents have a disparaging or hostile attitude towards the long-term unemployed. 

The director of the Institute attributed this to the fact that economic thinking pervades all aspects 

of life and the social division of society increases despite falling unemployment. Using 

representative surveys, the study has explored the causes of "group focused misanthropy" since 

2002. Milton Friedman's neo-liberal theme from 1970 (The New York Times Magazine, 

September 13), “The business of business is business. There is only one social responsibility of 

business - to increase its profits” appears, however, passé. This is not least since the "Economist" 

(2010) showed an image displaying the textbook "Modern Economic Theory" melting with 

underneath the title "Where it went wrong – and how the crisis is changing it". In a 

corresponding way Chris Boyd in the same year finished his plastic "The Book of Darcebu," 

which exhibits a volcanic eruption to break forth through a book that was apparently constructed 

of solid metal. Instead, now the way Starbatty (2009) worded it may apply, namely  

 

Homo economicus, as economists envision him - humunculus economicus would be better - is 

not the description of a man of flesh and blood, but an extremely simplified artificial model 

created intentionally for the purposes of analysis in the context of study. (p. 17) 

 

Genuine neuro-psycho-economic theories emphasise, for example, the limited rationality of 

decisions which are not made purely rationally and that homo economicus lacks an emotional 

basis (Peters & Ghadiri, 2011). Gigerenzer (2007) transfers this to management as an appeal for 

more "gut decisions". With this the now stronger neuro-psycho economic authored economics 

begin to become more flexible to current economic paradigms, which are more strongly 

constructivist orientated. In fact, current postmodern contributions demonstrate an 

epistemologically problematic position in their primarily deconstructive orientation. Hence their 

explanatory contribution is ultimately limited. When Metzinger (2009) postulates the "Ego-

Tunnel" as a new image of man, he means the following.  

 

An Ego Tunnel is a consciousness tunnel that has evolved the additional property of 

creating a robust first-person perspective, a subjective view of the world. It is a 

consciousness tunnel plus an apparent self. We inescapably live our conscious live through 

the Ego Tunnel. (p. 11) 

 

Out there in front of your eyes, there is just an ocean of electromagnetic radiation, a wild 

and raging mixture of different wavelengths. Most of them are invisible to you and can 

never become part of your selective and low-dimensional conscious model of reality. (p. 

20) 

 

Scientifically there is only this incessant, self-regulating flow of neural information-

processing, constantly perturbed and modulated by sensory input and cognition. (p. 23) 
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Ultimately, this definition of humanity is as ego which is equal to nothing in a self-constructed 

epiphenomenal tunnel. This means the ultimate consequence of the scientific endeavour into the 

mind leads to the negation of a human image and at the same time the negation of everything 

else, thus everything of importance. Thereby society has reached exactly the point to which 

rationally constituted science has led and indeed could only lead since the beginning of the 

modern era and its postmodern extrapolation. Bohm (1996) thus claimed that scientific 

knowledge is infected with misinformation which pollutes human experience and leads to an 

“endarkenment” of consciousness. A dis-continuation, would have to explicitly include a 

process-oriented, integrated-systemic and developmental perspective that considers first, second 

and third person approaches to the observation of consciousness.  Lawrence (2005) describes 

from such a perspective, "Mind is not an identifiable entity, it is a transformative process" (p. 

28).  

 

A morphological psychology (Salber, 2003), which is orientated towards perspectives of 

Ganzheits- und Gestalt-psychology, applies an “art-inspired psycho logic” to the self, which is 

not only anchored in mankind or in his mind, and which can only self-assess via change. Thus, 

the very different experiential modes of experience, orientated on impirical (in addition to 

empirical) knowledge, become significant. Bearing this in mind, Kozhevnikov, Evans & Kosslyn 

(2014) can summarise the findings of their extensive studies on "Cognitive Style as 

Environmentally Senstitive Individual Differences in Cognition" in the following way:  

 

Most visual artists described their work-related thoughts as spontaneous, uncontrolled and 

outside of – or even against – their own conscious wills. They reported that inspiration 

could come to them almost constantly and could be triggered by life and work events, 

emotional experiences, and visual experiences. In contrast, scientists typically reported 

that they were in complete control of their ideas, in terms of both frequency/time of 

occurrence and content. Furthermore research findings suggest that visual artists are 

usually more skilled in the holistic processing of pictures than are scientists. 

 

Moreover a number of studies indicated that differences between visual artists and 

scientists along the sequential/holistic dimension not only appear at the perceptual level 

but extended to complex problem solving, such as abstract conceptual processing and 

approaches implemented in professional creative work.  

 

Despite the reported differences between the analytical, rule-based approach style adopted 

by scientists and the intuitive style adopted by artists, substantial historical evidence 

suggests that intuition plays a major role in scientific work…different scientists may come 

to the same discovery using analytical or intuitive methods, which suggests that these 

methods may be equally important in science… Overall the differences between 

professionals in analytical versus intuitive processing indicate that, although visual artists 

typically appear to be intuitive and emotional and scientists typically appear to be rule 

driven and rational, the task sometimes may dictate the approach. 

 

Scientists who prefer an analytical style at lower levels of information processing might 

seek intuitive understanding at higher levels of information processing. They often adopt a 
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sequential style of information processing and, at the same time, an intuitive cognitive 

style. (pp. 20-21) 

 

Within organization studies such an orientation is being discussed under the term “adaptive 

expertise” (Paletz et al., 2013) as a creative and at the same time efficient cognitive style of 

expert innovativeness within individuals and teams. It is being found especially in pressing, 

complex and new business situations when existing strategies are inappropriate. Such a view - 

incidentally, a view that is often called the view of the dark and the shadows - has long been self-

evident to artists. As an example, here are only two contributions by artists based on their 

creative process and two theoretical contributions from the fields of psychology and art history. 

“Close your bodily eye so that you see your image first with the mind's eye. Then bring to the 

light what you see in the dark, that it may react upon others from the outside inwards” 

(Friedrich, 1829 taken from Hinz, 1968, p. 94). 

 

When the free and compacted expression of my personal impressions can be seen in my 

romanticism, my renunciation of the tediously similar characters in schools and my 

aversion to academic formulae, then I must confess that I am a romantic. (Baudelaire, 1856 

taken from Muther, Dent & Dutton, 2010) 

 

Artists have always used their work to show the culture what it does not see otherwise. Art 

often exposes the negative space that forms a background, allowing the objective to stand 

out. (Higgs, 2008, p. 553) 

 

Mario Praz (1981) uses the following statement by Thomas Hardy as leitmotif for his standard 

work “Die schwarze Romantik” (Dark Romantics).  

 

As in looking at a carpet, by following one colour a certain pattern is suggested, by 

following another colour, another; so in life the seer should watch the complementary 

pattern among several things which his idiosyncrasy moves him to observe. (p. 25) 

 

This obviously does not only apply to scientists and artists. In the article by Vessel, Starr & 

Rubin mentioned at the beginning of this section, based on an orientation towards materialistic 

and scientific research, it was described, how even the experience of exchange and of 

encountering contemporary art can again and again guide in such a "self-creative" process of 

becoming and understanding. 

 

We propose that certain artworks can resonate with an individual‘s sense of self in a 

manner that ´has well-defined physiological correlates and consequences: the neural 

representations of those external stimuli obtain access to the neural substrates and 

processes concerned with the self – namely the regions of the DMN. This access, which 

other external stimuli normally do not obtain, allows the representation of the artwork to 

interact with the neural processes related to the self, affect them, and possibly even be 

incorporated into them i.e. into the future, evolving representation of the self. 
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Unlike in self-referential emotions, in aesthetic experience the relation to others is not 

focused on appraisal but on sense of understanding, gained insight and meaning. In fact 

self-relevance is an integral aspect of intensely moving aesthetic experience.  

 

A co-activation of the DMN and stimulus-driven sensory system as we have observed for 

strongly moving aesthetic experiences has so far not been reported in any other context. 

Yet, if our self-identity is to be influenced by the world we inhabit, it may be that similar 

moments should occur with greater frequency than would be expected based on the current 

conceptualization of the DMN as a network that is invariably suppressed during mental 

activity which is directed at the external world.  

 

By that view, much of our existence may be well-served by switching between periods of 

dominance of externally-directed brain networks over the DMN and vice versa, but those 

periods are punctuated by significant moments when our brains detect a certain harmony 

between the external world and our internal representation of the self – allowing the two 

systems to co-activate, interact, influence and reshape each other. (Vessel; Starr & Rubin, 

2013, Art 258, p. 6) 

 

Their finding show that the activation of the DMN was even higher than found in any research 

on the correlation of consciousness and meditative practice which is in line with findings from 

the research of Eisenberg & Miron-Spektor (2014), which shows development of creativity only 

among individuals with high levels of cognitive development but low levels of so called naïve 

dialectical thinking – a term phrased for Eastern meditative based reasoning. Newer media 

science studies support this view. Vorderer (2011) emphasised that mental gratification may only 

be commonly explicable through a combination of intellectual and aesthetic levels. Schwan & 

Hesse (2004) posit a co-evolution of the media and cognitive apparatus. They emphasise that the 

media have generated new patterns of perception. And Batinic & Appel (2008) add that not only 

does the intensive use of computer games not corrupt the visual perception of reality, but on the 

contrary even intensifies it. In this context, they argue for a prevailing visual-cognitive 

restructuring of an entire generation. 

 

This phenomenon can also be easily traced on a collective level. From a sociological 

perspective it is interesting, for example, to list most visited museum exhibitions in different 

European countries in recent years. The following crowd puller art exhibitions on a national level 

fit well into this image: 

 

 Gothic Nightmares. Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic Imagination (Tate, London, 2006) 

 Edward Munch and the Uncanny (Museum Quarter, Vienna, 2009)  

 Crime & chatiment (Musee d‘Orsay, Paris, 2010) 

 L‘Europe des esprits (Straßburg and Bern, 2011) 

 Constructions of the irrational in the art of Fuseli to the present day (Neues Museum, 
Nuremberg, 2011) 

 Black Romance (Städel Museum, Frankfurt, 2012) 

 

This segment has argued for a fundamental ongoing and in conclusion postformal 

development within the individual and society as well as science being part of it. Examples of 
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specific contributions of the arts to such societal and individual development have been 

exhibited. Different perspectives have been taken to make the case for a more visionary and 

inclusive approach to developmental and consciousness studies. The next segment will shed light 

on the methods used and the contents and predictions of such contributions on an individual and 

collective level.   

 

The New Being in Contemporary Art and for Future Developments: 

Reconciliations - EGOS Conference Rotterdam, July 2014 
 

When I paint, I am dreaming. I mean, when the dream is over, I can’t remember what I 

dreamt, but the picture is there. It’s the fruit of the dream. I put aside a part of my 

personality. It comes from somewhere else. I mean, I switch of my intellect, I let something 

else take over. (Hundertwasser, 1973 taken from Hirsch 2011, p. 138) 

 

corresponds to 

 

Art-based research can be defined as the system(at)ic use of the artistic process, the actual 

making of artistic expressions in all the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of 

understanding and examining experience and meaning by both researchers [artists] and 

the people they involve in their studies [e.g. observers]. (McNiff, 2008, p. 29) 

 

I was at a conference of the European Group for Organizational Studies. There were very 

stimulating conversations in a standing working group on "Art, Design and Organization". The 

subsequent discussions with two professorial colleagues with leanings towards integral meta-

theorizing also promoted interest in art-inspired questions about leadership, organization and 

societal trends. In preparation for a contribution, a debate took place over the important article by 

Eisner (2008), on "Art and Knowledge", among other things. Here in particular, the issue of what 

contemporary art is able to offer to leadership and organization research in terms of findings and 

paths of knowledge was investigated - and if, indeed, of course it may be a matter of further 

discussion as to whether this should be a role of such research. Niglas (2010) for example 

acknowledges art in her multidimensional Model of Research Methodology as one of the many 

valid paths to scientific knowledge. Eisner himself in fact put together four such contributions for 

leadership and organization research. 

 

First the arts address the qualitative nuances of situations. By learning how to read the 

images the arts make possible, awareness of those nuances is made possible. The 

examination of perception of a painting is as much a kind of reading as a text might be. 

One needs to learn how to see as well as learn how to read in the customary sense (of 

trying to understand)….  

 

A second contribution the arts make to knowledge has to do with empathic feeling… that 

makes action possible.  

 

A third contribution the arts make to knowledge has to do with the provision of a fresh 

perspective so that our old habits of mind do not dominate our reactions with stock 
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responses. … To the extent to which we need to give up some of our old habits, the arts are 

willing and helpful allies in such a pursuit.  

 

Finally, … the arts tell us something about our own capacities to experience the affective 

response to life that the arts evoke. (pp. 10-11, Italics in the original) 

 

A list of answers to the initial question, based on experience and concrete encounters with 

contemporary art, could, in my opinion, exist in the following central themes of contemporary 

art: 

 

1. Pattern recognition of long-term critical paths  

2. Intuition and presencing  

3. Independence and complementarity rather than dialectical appropriation  

4. Tunnel and head metaphors of underground(breaking) developments 

5. Social complexity, blind spots within society 

6. System theory and sustainability  

7. Virtuality and constructed multi-reality as counter-worlds 

8. Metacognition, transcognition, and collective embodiment  

9. Integrated trans-formal synthesis of the arts  

 

In the course of a single article it is evidently impossible to discuss all aspects of these eight 

trends, which for the time being have only been mentioned. Therefore in the following these 

aspects will only be briefly addressed and some well-known artists and their works will be 

referred to as representative of these themes. 

 

1) Pattern recognition of long-term critical paths has already been explained by means of the 

historical outline carried out in the first section, and in particular on the basis of a work by 

Sigmar Polke. The artistic view here is focused on the past and attempts in particular to trace 

pictorial long-term trends. With respect to dealing with the topic of complexity, it has become 

clear that nowadays the ability to lead always implies long-term development beyond daily 

events and to be able to recognise disruptive paths (Deeg, 2009).  

 

2) It is particularly important of course not only to look at the past, but also to recognise future 

developments. Methods of such (p)recognition are currently being discussed under a variety of 

headings in management training. Gigerenzer (2007) in this context frames the term "intuition." 

In the field of Organizational Crisis Management the ability to detect so called “weak signals” 

(Mendoncaa et al., 2004) can be seen as a crucial similar task. Senge et al. (2005) and Scharmer 

(2009) express such ideas using the keyword "presencing." In the field of artistic creation, such 

phenomena are well known and are often dealt with. This applies particular in surrealism. For 

example three surrealist works from 1932 are referred to here, all created simultaneously but 

completely independently from each other, and which are classified as having anticipated future 

catastrophic political events: Erwin Blumenfeld's "Skull;" Salvador Dali's "Ballerina as Skull;" 

and Max Ernst's "Europe after the Rain." Hans Hollein's performance of 1969, in which the artist 

exhibits on an open field with a typewriter and telephone sealed off only by head-high 

transparent sheets, which he dubbed "The mobile office – from a blessing to a curse," could be 

considered another example here of anticipation of the echoes of the technology-driven trend 
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towards virtualisation of the economy. And Jean Tinguely’s early self-moving and self-

destructive installations such as “Without Title, Fontaine” (1960) give an impression of death of 

innovation, overproduction, meaningless consumerism and planned obsolescence of junk 

products (Gordon, 2014; Cowen, 2011) which leads to new and emergent macroeconomic 

models of a post-growth Next Economy which are currently discussed under terms such as e.g. 

Enoughness, Exnovation, Renovation and “Décroissance” (Degrowth) (Latouche, 2004).  

 

3) In this sense, contemporary art often refers back to current trends towards the appropriation 

of artistic and other freedoms in terms of pure performance-driven exploitation of thought. 

Csikszentmihalyi's (2008) research on the phenomenon of flow, which in particular began on and 

with artists, in business practice however was degenerated and deformed by attempts of an 

economic planning. Thus the impossible question of "manufacturability" of the flow came to the 

foreground of economic study of the topic. The current art world is tackling the impossibility of 

such trends towards utilization. Stefan Panhans (2004) addresses this in his work when he 

presents the art world as a casting show and titles it accordingly "You actually just have to be 

you, just super." Agnes Husslein-Arco (2009) also states in her treatment of art history "No time, 

busy - exhausted self/borderless ability" that  

 

In a world of the cycle of self-exertion, artists have become role models of a work situation 

in which unlimited creativity, smart self-marketing, self-motivated productivity, passionate 

commitment, and innovative ways of living and working are becoming increasingly 

important for management and employee entrepreneurs. Thus art becomes the host of the 

neoliberal approach of Ehrenberg's thesis of transporting the "exhausted self" into social 

reality. (p. 6) 

 

Under such conditions the artists of the group "neg-otium" push it to the extreme, by 

consciously playing with the Latin terms "otium" for leisure and "negotium" for labor. Echoing 

this, Werner Reiterer (2006) depicts himself as a hollowed lifesize doll, which seems to breathe 

only sporadically, and titles this work "The last heartbeat before dying frozen as a loop." Nicole 

Six and Paul Petritsch (2005) make portrait photos into series that seem to come from a photo 

box. The subjects appear so tired that over the course of the six photos they fall asleep. The 

collection is entitled "I'm too tired to tell you." Olaf Nicolai challenges the viewer to rotate a 

wheel of fortune, on which there are (as in society) only two options available, namely "Enjoy / 

Survive." Simon Moller (2010) exhibits himself as part of a performance sitting at the piano 

which, true to the chosen motto '"Melody Malady," the artist resolutely refuses to play. Finally 

Laura von Niederhäusern (2012) films schoolchildren at play in her video performance "Journey 

to Jerusalem," in which there is one chair less available each round until finally there is only a 

single chair for one child left. This radical critique of the logic displacement in a meritocracy is 

aptly referred to with the threatening title "Or I write." The same logic of denial is portrayed in 

films and computer games, in particular in the various forms of representation of transhumanity. 

In anti-utopian games such as "Deus Ex," and feature films such as "Terminator," social 

development trends are questioned and it is always outsiders who become heroes. In media 

psychology the use of smartphones as an “extended mind” is being investigated and described as 

a trans-humanistic way to supplant especially analytic “System 2” thinking leading to more 

intuitive cognitive styles within humans in a coupled cognitive human-computer system that goes 

beyond our brain. Barr et al. (2015) conclude in light of increasing accessibility to increasingly 
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powerful personal technological devices such as smart watches, Google Glass etc. “people may 

offload [analytic] thinking to technology, which in turn demands that psychological science 

understand the meshing of mind and media to adequately characterize human experience and 

cognition in the modern era of post-biological intelligence” (p. 473. Italics in the original). 

 

4) If contemporary art turns to a design of future scenarios, it often does so with the visual 

metaphors of tunnels and heads thereby reflecting scientific and societal conditions as described 

by Metzinger’s ego tunnel. Here, the image designs of different media are, sometimes strikingly, 

alike. It is always the tunnel metaphor lying at the centre of the visual aesthetics here. Examples 

begin with the film "Stalker" by Russian director Andrei Tarkovsky (1979) and lead to Anselm 

Kiefer’s megaproject "Over your cities grass will grow" (1991 to 2008), up to current computer 

games and simulations such as the trailer for the latest edition of the Tomb Raider series (2013).  

What is known as CAVE (Constructed Automatic Virtual Environments), which are accessible 

virtual computer-generated spaces that can, for example, migrate through the human body, can be 

seen as another example of such a tunnel metaphor in contemporary media. Jeff Wall (1989), 

who in his photographic art, for example, with "The Drain & The Well" that shows people at the 

entrance of tunnels and chasms, or Thomas Demand (2006), who forms artificial caves from 

papier mâché, and artists like Conrad Shawcross, who installed his art such as "Strike a chord 

(2009) in disused underground tunnels, can also be cited as examples in this regard. Moreover 

numerous works of art are vertical tunnels which convey an impression of a developmental 

perspective. Examples include James Turrell's (2011) "Above – Between – Below" and Ra 

Paulette's (2000) "Tree Cave – The vertical tunnel," an artificial tunnel that opens up towards the 

light through numerous pillars decorated as trees. The metaphor of the tunnel, however, shows on 

the whole how far the clear concept of social utopias of an advanced direction-focused one-

dimensional logic of development has strayed into the unfathomable. In this light, Olafur 

Eliasson’s “Your spiral view” (2002) can be interpreted as the unification of the head and tunnel 

metaphors of contemporary art.  

 

Constructed from flat faceted plates, this tunnel is accessible via steps… Once inside, 

visitors experience themselves reflected infinitely in the mirror-polished steel plates. 

(Langen Foundation and Boros Foundation, 2015, p. 138) 

 

The curator Veit Loers reflects on such art and summarizes, that all of the important and 

expensive contemporary artists have worked with body and heads. For him this stems from 

“inner canal tunnels.” At the same time, the tunnel is presented, and can be experienced by the 

viewer, as a kind of womb or cocoon; that is, as a kind of protective cover to prepare for a 

renewal and transformation. This is the case for example in Ainish Kapoor's gigantic installation 

"Leviathan" (2011).  

 

5) Artists such as Gottfried Helnwein e.g. with “Inferno of the Innocents” (2011) or "The 

Child Works" (2011), and Bruce Neuman with “Double Poke in the Eye II” (1985) or Jonathan 

Meese and Tal R. (2005/2015) with their installation “Mother” devote themselves to the issue of 

violence as a blind spot in our society. A more systemic way of looking at society is offered by 

the artist Mark Lombardi with his "Political Sociograms," i.e. painted networks of power. Last 

but not least artists like Paul Laffoley with the collection “Secret Universe 2” (2011) directly 

response in an artistic way to the dominance of scientific inquiries to current trends and 
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developments within society. Such artists create visual expressions for grand theories of the past 

and present thereby reconciling art and science and bringing it in a renewed mutual exchange that 

goes beyond the linguistic and rationalistic limits still found today.   

 

6) The Land Art founded by representatives such as Andy Goldsworthy also creates a 

network-like (eco-)systemic structure, however this is formed purely from materials that are 

found in nature and it is also only exhibited outdoors. The fact that they are exposed, conscious 

of the destruction caused by the forces of nature, emphasises and illustrates the fragility of our 

global ecosystem. Hundertwasser was one of the early proponents of ecological thinking with his 

images moving beyond the panel picture and out into spatial forms that integrated the 

surrounding architecture as soon as in the early 1950s and consequently introduced the concepts 

of minimal ecological footprint and restoring nature in cities with tree tenants in 1972 and his 

humus toilets, plant purification systems and storm-proof roof forests while writing  

 

roof afforestation is the roof cover of the future. It will be natural to have a forest, or a 

wild meadow, or a vegetable garden on your roof. (Mikunda, 2011 taken from Hirsch, 

2011, p. 187) 

 

He thereby pioneered what is noticeably today, for example, in urban design throughout 

public space.  

 

Tomas Saraceno (2009) pushes this embodied systemic thinking to the extremes with his 

fragile network, filling a large space, and being presented with the title "Galaxies Forming along 

Filaments" after the reciprocal link and dependence of even cosmic processes.  

 

7) In addition to these world designs and stagings, it is in particular the virtual and constructed 

counter-world designs engendered by the possibilities of new technologies which inspire the 

creation of art. Several designs are often offered concurrently, in terms of constructivism 

confronting the viewer with their own structure of the world, while at the same time offering the 

possibility of different perspectives in terms of a multi-reality, and thus of keeping it in their 

consciousness, transforming it, and ultimately breaking it up with aperspectivity. This applies in 

particular and as an example to the work of Michael Somoroff (2004) "Querry II-IV," in which a 

woman, alluding to Richter's "Ema on the stairs" goes down a staircase in four different artistic 

representations of increasing computerised abstraction. The same motifs can be found in current 

filmmaking, for example, in the movie "The Matrix" (1999) by the Wachowski brothers or the 

Buddhism-inspired Dutch film "The Sea that thinks." Video art also deals with such issues. We 

can mention here Bill Viola's (1979) "The Reflecting Pool" as well as "I believe it is an image in 

light of the other". The importance of such earlier post-formal stages of development and thus 

more meta-perspective and complex views for the management of complex organisations is 

especially emphasised in the contributions of authors such as Rooke & Torbert (1998) and 

Vincent, Ward & Denson (2015). According to newer media psychology contributions, for 

example by Trepte and Reinecke (2013, pp. 137-138), it is a central feature of media 

consumption to influence our cognition and emotion and as a consequence to influence our 

behaviour in many ways. This happens in particular because our view of the world is changed. 

Reinecke et al. express (2012) non-hedonistic needs as fundamental media-related needs of a 

higher order of personal growth and individual development. Under the keyword Gamification, 
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such growth needs are processed among other things in games such as "Epic Win" and used in 

games such as "Superstruct" for the advancement of society. Oliver & Rainey (2011) and Oliver 

& Bartsch (2011) added to this that the choice of media is made based mainly on the subject, 

with which the user will grapple vigorously, and on the artistic value of the representation.  

 

8) Artist and constructivist philosopher Olafur Eliasson (2008) also creates entirely new trans-

cognitive realities. His artworks follow the guiding theme "Space is Process" which sometimes 

achieve the dimensions of urban planning and development, resulting in spaces which it should 

be possible to experience and physically perceive as an embodiment. For him, the creative 

process is no longer to be understood as an expression of the cognitive and artistic subjectivity of 

a "self- actualizing man", but as a social-emotional physical expression of an involved collective, 

as Simonton (1988) also defines it in Sternberg's (2011) "The Nature of Creativity" as "Creativity 

of Leadership and Chance." Thus a radical departure from the hidden ideologies of the "Great 

Man" is connected to transformative leadership. Eliason (2008) worded it explicitly in this 

context, “this is what triggered my interest – the idea that you could reinterpret the meaning of 

the individual based on the experience of the artwork” (p. 165. Italics in the original). 

 

9) I would like to finish these explanations and lists of exemplary contemporary art with some 

artworks that can no longer be classified in a single genre. Kuspit (2013) refers to such 

overarching, mostly digital computer-generated creations in a real space of integrating art designs 

as synthesis of the arts or total work of arts. He expanded this by commenting "No longer is the 

artist confined to familiar configuration. The artist can invent fantastic new configurations. 

Digital art can thus affect a profound alteration of consciousness itself.” Hans Breder (2000-

2005) "Mass & No Word: No Thing" can be mentioned as an example here, a space that seems to 

increasingly dissolve in fog or "The Financial Crisis (Session I-IV)" from the Superflex group, an 

installation that allows the viewer to enter a darkened room in which a slideshow of exemplary 

photographs is displayed on a large screen; the impact of the financial crisis on individuals and 

entire societies alternating with the cinematically presented instructions of a hypnotherapist, who 

gives the instruction, "I want you to wake up feeling fresh, comfortable and happy." A circle is 

thus described that refers to the neuro-aesthetic contribution for self-trans-formation through 

artistic experience cited at the beginning of this article, thereby demonstrating opportunities for 

art-based post formal development. 

 

Synopsis as Synthesis: A Trans-formative Mobius Strip at the 

Quadrennial Art Collection in Dusseldorf July 2014 
 

And I dare say that the lines I trace with my feet on the pavement walking to the museum 

are more important than the lines I will find there hanging on the walls inside. And it 

pleases me enormously to see that the line I trace is never straight, never confused, but has 

a reason to be like this in every tiny part. (Hundertwasser, 1953, taken from Hirsch, 2011, 

p. 62) 

 

corresponds to 

 

When the content of our scientific discourse is abstract formulation, we are involved in the 

activity of looking for rather than in the direct experience of seeing. When one is 
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attempting to fathom the nature of things through the medium of abstractions, it is as 

though one were looking for something. From this view we see that epistemology is the 

domain of the human experience of looking for. This impulse of looking for drives the 

knowledge-building systems of human thought in science up to now. When one sees 

something as opposed to looking for it, one participates profoundly in the seen within a 

self-transformational process. (Petit, 2002, p. 105, Italics in the original) 

 

If you ask the question of where and to what understanding the journey described here has 

taken me, you are entering another sphere of knowledge - and for this article, the last. 

Significantly, I found myself in a tunnel. This disused tunnel has been provided to Pauline 

M'Barek, a young artist, for her work as a part of the Quadrennial, a cross-museum art exhibition 

held in Dusseldorf every four years. Along with other works of art, she has filled the elongated 

tunnel with a huge, alternating white and black Moebius strip, "The tangible Border" (2014). It 

was possible to in/on a self-transforming way walk along the length of this Moebius strip and 

explore, and possibly assimilate, the aspects of light and shade in this dimension transcending 

trans-form. It inspired thoughts of the integrative visionary power of the arts by Joseph Nechvatal 

(2011) to flash through my mind. Manuela de Barros wrote in an internet article about such 

power of Nechvatal’s "Noisy viral threat"  

 

This is art with a brain, for sure. But when a multitude of visions, Plato’s cave, the end of 

art, virtual data, viral de-con-struction, and environmental noise are put side by side, the 

message and meaning becomes clear. How can we step up from illusion to understanding? 

How do we go from shadow to light? And how can we break the chains that retain us?  

 

In the recycling of all the subjects contemporary art says, by a historical understanding; to 

cope with complexity directly with a refusal to fall back on the facileness of duality. We 

have to peel away layers of the cultural onion, enter into noise, and face the enemy. (n.p.) 

 

Along the way, I developed a view of art for research, creating new integrated perspectives. 

According to Sullivan (2008), it is thus possible to experience that  

 

Artist-researchers create critical insights that are germane and current, and the viewer 

creates meaning within the critical contexts that inform the artistic encounter. This view 

asserts that the task of artistic or scientific inquiry is to create and apply new knowledge; 

however, these goals can be achieved by following different but complementary pathways. 

(p. 249) 

 

These personal experiences have become the expression of the complex unit postulated by 

Morin that complementary modes of being can be filled with life. In such moments, what Eisner 

(2008) formulated can be successful, namely to be “multilingual in this research means being 

able to use different media (e.g. language and visual arts) effectively to represent what one has 

learned” (p. 9). 

 

Then it seems possible to follow Morin (2008) subsequently on an individual level 
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What we want to draw out, beyond reductionism and holism, is the idea of the complex 

unity, that links analytical-reductionist thinking and global thinking, in a dia-logic… This 

means that if reduction – the search for elementary, simple units, the decomposition of a 

system into its elements, the origination of the complex to the simple – will remain an 

essential characteristic of the scientific mind, it is no longer the only, nor, particularly, the 

last, word. (p. 33) 

 

On the collective level, what Ebert (2013) regards as the essence of Gebser's future design 

thus looks possible.  

 

As Gebser‘s theory of this a-perspectival epoch implies, the artist paints his forms like the 

Palaeolithic artist onto the walls of the hyper-dimensional world cavern, where they float, 

and glow, all by themselves, as the structuring forms located in the deep recesses of the 

causal zones of Being that make everything in the physical world possible. This is for us to 

explore. (p. 23) 

 

This development would at least have to relate to future management training and established 

management. Thus art can be reunited as a partner to society and economy and the light which 

was separated in the Enlightenment can be reunited with its shadow in line with the 

aforementioned Moebius strip. According to authors like Covey (2006) or DePree (2004), 

leadership would thus become management art, which differs from pure management skills as 

they are frequently depicted today. Postformal reasoning would thus be both conscious of and 

enriched by the shadows. In this sense Galuska (2010) states, that  

 

Economic life reflects in its light and shadow sides the current structures of human 

consciousness. It favours self-centred, unconnected and short-term orientated action. We 

are trapped in our own points of view and increasingly less able to adapt. (pp. 121-122) 

 

He summarizes, that a new form of socio-economic activity will therefore perhaps be an art of 

economies. Because under changing paradigms of our social and economic system, more 

complex structures and more complex corporate philosophies must be taken into account. This 

will not only require a kind of artistry in the leadership process, but result in differently weighted 

and thus more individual organisations and subgroups within society.  

 

The final word is left to two artists. Picasso comments on the individual side of artistic 

creation when he explains that he never made a painting as a work of art and that all his work is 

research. Beuys expresses the social-collective dimension of the encounter with art as part of his 

expanded concept of art. He defines such a “social sculpture” by explaining that everyone is an 

artist who shapes the emergent future by his own development and the creative expression of it. 
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Abstract: Human development theories differ in “context sensitivity,” covering those 

stressing development stages and those stressing continuously progressing changes. The 

former theories differ in whether, how and why the stages are regarded as being 

generalized across domains, i.e. their generality claims. Piaget’s developmental stage 

theory of logical complexity of children and adolescents fulfill “strong” such claims, 

including fixed stage sequentiality of increasing complexity levels and higher stage 

structures integrating earlier ones. His theory has inspired a number of adult development 

stage theories with varying generality claims. These provide suggestions of stages and 

stage transitions reaching beyond “pure” cognition, integrating more of e.g. emotional, 

value and moral dimensions. From a neo-Piagetian perspective, core generality aspects 

seem to concern on the one hand logical reasoning and on the other hand meaning-

making. This raises questions of how these aspects are related to each other in terms of 

stage structures and transformations. 

 

The aim of the article is to discern general features in adult development stage structures 

and transitions, in terms of logical reasoning and meaning making. This is carried out by 

a “thought experiment” interrelating two theories that differ in these respects but that are 

both based on Piaget’s theory, namely Robert Kegan’s constructive developmental 

Subject-Object Theory (SOT) and Michael Common´s behaviouristic Model of 

Hierarchical Complexity (MHC). This comparing approach concerns the 3rd, 4th and 5th 

order of consciousness as well as transitions between these according to SOT, and order 9 

to 12 and corresponding transitions according to MHC. The thought experiment indicates 

                                                 
1
 Tom Hagström is Professor Emeritus at the Department of Education, Stockholm University, licensed 

Psychologist and formerly senior researcher at the Swedish National Institute for Working Life. His 

research and theoretical frame focuses people´s scope of action and development in instable and changing 

work related contexts e.g. rehabilitation, unemployment, school-work transition and socialization, 

boundaryless work and decentralization, integrating qualitative and quantitative aspects methodologically.  

He was one of the initiators of a Swedish adult developmental research network. 

Corresponding author. 

tom.hagstrom@ped.su.se  
2
 Kristian Stålne holds a PhD in structural mechanics from Lund University and is recognised as an 

Excellent Teaching Practitioner for integrating adult development perspectives in pedagogic theory and 

practice. He is a co-founder of ESRAD, the European Society for Research in Adult Development, 

organiser of its first meeting and part of a Swedish network of researchers that teach and apply adult 

development theories in various contexts. Kristian is affiliated with Malmö University, Sweden, where he 

teaches building engineering subjects such as structural mechanics and acoustics. He is also involved in a 

trans-disciplinary research project on holistic and meta-theoretical perspectives on energy saving, indoor 

health and sustainability in the building sector, funded by the Swedish Energy Agency. 

kristian.stalne@mah.se  

mailto:tom.hagstrom@ped.su.se
mailto:kristian.stalne@mah.se


Hagström and Stålne: The Generality of Adult Development Stages and Transformations 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

31 

that the generality claims of both models can be argued for without one of them 

necessarily being subordinated to the other one. Both theories are interpreted as differing 

but partly overlapping structures of coherence, while also being involved in 

transformative thesis-antithesis-synthesis processes. The possible interrelatedness 

between logical reasoning and meaning making is considered and discussed, as well as 

the relevance of differing generality claims, and contrasting subjectivistic and 

objectivistic “scientific positions.”  Finally, it is argued for the need of contextualizing 

adult development theory and research by relating it  to postindustrial societal demands 

and challenges in terms of e.g. a  “transform-actional” approach.”  

 

Keywords: Adult development, contextualization, dualities, generality, stages, subject-

object structures, dialectical transformations, self-other coordination, differentiation-

integration, hierarchical complexity, cognition, affection, meaning-making, logical 

reasoning. 

 

Introduction 
 

Studying human development across the life span is a field that includes several lines of 

reasoning. Developmental theories, taken as a whole, provide a wide and multifaceted view 

representing different traditions such as psychoanalytic, behaviouristic, cognitive developmental, 

socio-cultural, ecological, and life span perspectives (see e.g. Berk, 2010, Robinson, 2013). The 

conceptions of development vary with respect to qualitative and quantitative focus, continuous or 

discontinuous directions, one or more courses of development and the influence of nature and 

nurture. Moreover, the theories focus on differing aspects of development such as cognitive, 

emotional, motivational, moral, wisdom and spirituality domains. Overriding development issues 

concern causal mechanisms as well as the interconnectedness between different developmental 

lines and between different developmental domains. Causal mechanisms focus more or less on 

internal or external conditions as necessary or sufficient prerequisites for development, which 

indicates the “context sensitivity” of the theories. A well known demarcation line is the “inside-

out” causal direction associated with Piaget's cognitive developmental theory (1982) and an  

“outside-in” causal direction associated with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1962), regarding 

the internalization and development of knowledge of the child and the adolescent (see Marti, 

1996). Distinctions have also been made between cognitive developmental and contextual 

models (Pintrich, 2002). Cognitive developmental models stress the influence of internal drives, 

e.g. the drives towards cognitive equilibration elaborated in Piaget’s thinking, which are 

regarded as at least sufficient conditions for change, while contextual models instead focus on 

external conditions challenging a person’s thinking. 

 

Thus, this multifaceted picture appears to be scattered, covering not only various theories and 

methodological approaches, but also reflecting differing epistemological and paradigmatic 

“scientific positions.” One dividing line concerns a predominantly objectivistic paradigmatic 

position associated with the natural sciences and positivism, and a predominantly subjectivistic 

paradigmatic position more common in social sciences and the humanities (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrisson, 2000). The differences seem to concern at least three interwoven aspects of relevance 

for life span development, namely a) focusing on the study object from “inside” or “outside,“ b) 

focusing on formal aspects or the content in development and c) using quantitative or qualitative 

data approaches. These three aspects can be seen as more or less interrelated depending on the 
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extent to which they are embedded in broader paradigms (see e.g. Bryman, 2004). However, 

generality features in human development bring to the fore at least two theoretical and 

paradigmatic issues: the causal mechanisms involved and the continuation-discontinuation 

character of the change process.   

 

Issues regarding the kind and degree of continuation-discontinuation are related to how 

development is conceived, compared to changes in general. A common understanding seems to 

be that even though all development concerns changes, all changes are not regarded as 

development. The latter require some kind of systematic character and direction of the change 

process (Hagström, 2003). Additionally, further classifications require more precise 

conceptualizations and definitions of what constitutes development in terms of e.g. stages and 

transitions between them. Strong ”organismic” conceptions of development state criteria such as 

universality, fixed sequentiality, irreversibility, qualitativeness and the notion of an end state 

(Baltes & Nesselroade, 1979). The variation in conceptions of development may also be 

described in terms of hard, soft and functional models (Kohlberg & Armon, 1984). Hard theories 

consider development as a process of universal sequences that emanate from a total 

reorganization of a latent cognitive frame of reference. Functional theories refer to every stage 

developing for the purpose of carrying out a new task or fulfilling a new function (Ericson, 

1968). Soft theories focus on the development of different personality traits, education, and 

social background.   

 

General features in human development tend to be related to hard theories and strong 

development criteria, the cognitive domain and logical reasoning.  Piaget’s stage theory of 

logical thinking fulfills strong development criteria of hard approaches, such as fixed stage 

sequentiality of increasing complexity levels, with higher stage structures integrating earlier 

ones. Neo-piagetian theory and research have suggested a number of stages and stage transitions 

over the life span, beyond strict logical reasoning or “pure” cognition, involving more of 

meaning dimensions. Their “hard-soft” position and context sensitivity vary and they focus on 

differing domains such as moral development (Kohlberg, 1969), postformal thought (Sinnott, 

2003) and ideals of a life and good work (Armon 1984; 1993).  

 

However, the generality claims also vary among “hard” stage approaches. This raises the 

questions of whether and why certain domains would be more general than others and in what 

respects that would be the case. The domains refer to the content of the stages. This, in turn, is 

associated, directly or indirectly, with their functions in relation to demands and challenges in 

life. Among neo-Piagetian “hard stage” theories, the Subject-Object Theory (SOT) (Kegan, 

1982; 1994), which focuses on a person’s meaning making, is associated with high generality 

claims, higher than e.g. among rather closely related approaches such as the moral development 

theory developed by Kohlberg and colleagues (Kohlberg, 1969). Advocates of the latter theory 

(Colby, Kegan et.al., 1987) have considered their approach as less general than the SOT, which 

they consider to be an extremely general approach. They argue that in SOT .”..the structure... 

forms a single coherence system across all domains” and that “The differences between thinking 

in different domains result from the application of a single cognitive structure to different 

contents.” (p. 8, opt. cit.) Since both these theories fulfill formal “strong” development criteria, 

the higher generality features concern other aspects. 
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To conclude, logical reasoning and meaning making appear to stand out as “domains” that 

raise especially high generality claims. Moreover, in both cases these claims seem to reach 

beyond the generality features associated with “hard stages” or strong development criteria. 

These criteria mainly appear to express “formal” features of the development process. If so, 

logical reasoning and meaning making can be assumed to constitute other generality features in 

the development process, related to e.g. their content and/or their functions. This brings to the 

fore questions regarding the possible interrelatedness of logical reasoning and meaning making. 

Are they to be regarded as general but mutually isolated lines of development, and, if so, in what 

respects can they be regarded as general? Are they subordinated to each other with respect to 

generality, and, if so, how and why would that be the case? Furthermore, are they interrelated, 

and, if so how and why would that be the case? 

 

Among neo-Piagetian theories, inspired by Piaget but reaching beyond logical reasoning and 

adolescence, high generality claims have also been stressed by the Model of Hierarchical 

Complexity (MHC, Commons and colleagues). MHC represents a behaviouristic approach, 

taking Piaget’s cognitive-logical approach as a point of departure, but explicitly delimiting its 

focus to the axiomatically derived logical dimension. The meaning making process of the SOT 

approach also has Piaget’s cognitive-logical approach as a starting point, but integrates this 

aspect in a constructivist meaning making context. The MHC and SOT theories have taken 

diverging routes away from Piaget’s theory, which seemingly has made the theory’s logical 

aspect and its meaning aspect involved in logic, explicit. Therefore a systematic comparison of 

these two explicit conceptions of logical reasoning and meaning making in stage development, 

might be a plausible base for answering questions about their generality claims, such as those 

mentioned above. Moreover, this may also contribute to the elucidation of issues concerning the 

relations between stages and their transformations, as well as the “inside-out” and “outside-in” 

“causal directions” of the development process. An interlinking comparison of these two theories 

can be regarded as a base for further theoretical considerations about generality features in a 

developmental-transformational perspective.   

 

Therefore, the aim of the article is to discern general features in adult development stage 

structures and transitions in terms of logical reasoning and meaning making by interrelating the 

MHC and SOT approaches in a systematic, comparing “thought experiment” which will be 

further described below. Both of these theoretical stage models describe people’s frames of 

reference in terms of sets of strategies for coping with the challenges of life as a whole, rather 

than focusing on or dealing with limited domains only. In order to achieve the aim, a departure in 

the basic roots of the two theories seems to be necessary, namely Piaget’s constructivist-

developmental way of thinking. What did he mean by logic, how did he relate logic to meaning 

and what did he refer to as meaning? 

 

A Departure in Piaget: “Psycho-logical” Constructivism 
 

Piaget’s well-known theory of logical thinking includes four main developmental stages, 

namely the sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational stage. 

When concrete operations take place, approximately between ages 6-10, the thinking 

increasingly reaches beyond the sensory, intuitive or “magical” level. The concrete operations 

enable making inferences, such as addition and multiplication, of classes but are restricted to 
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concrete objects. The last, formal operational stage has its onset approximately from age 11 and 

onwards. In its most developed form, this stage enables logical thinking such as performing 

deductive hypothesis testing and systematic variation of variables. This stage structure is, 

although not undisputed, well established and will not be elaborated in more detail here. 

However, Piaget’s understanding of the developmental process seems to be less well known. He 

related the developmental process to people’s active construction and reconstruction of their 

thinking. This, in turn, was understood as being driven by assimilation to a given cognitive 

structure and accommodation of that structure – to adapt it to new experiences that do not fit in 

the prevailing structure – in an equilibration process. Epistemologically this can be said to 

advocate “…a position that knowledge is neither innately preformed in the mind nor directly 

copied from the environment” which also implies that “…individuals...are active agents in their 

own learning and development” (Amsel & Smetana, 2001, pp. 3-4). Thus, the generality claim of 

Piaget’s theory is not restricted to the structure of logical thinking. It also conceives such 

structures as being involved in an active and interactive process between the person and the 

environment. The latter position underlines the importance he attached to the social context and 

the socialization process in the development of logical thinking.  

 

Critics of Piaget’s theory argued that logic and cognition in his theory were conceived as 

developing in a “social vacuum” and that people’s substantial development would end with the 

acquisition of formal operative thinking. However, he moved from an earlier “functionalist 

phase” stressing social-interactive aspects related to logical thinking, to a “structuralist phase” 

focusing more on the internal logical thinking structures and eventually took both aspects into 

account as mutually related (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, see also Garcia, 1991). Much of the 

criticism does not seem to have taken into account the dialectical, constructivistic and 

developmental character of his approach and that he basically focused on an operational, not an 

axiomatic, logic (Lourenco & Machado, 1996). Although it was not his main focus, his model of 

formal operations “…from the very beginning underlined the conception of knowledge as always 

involving organization, inference and meaning” (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 157). In these 

terms, development was considered as a way to eliminate sources of equilibration and the 

construction of new balances at higher complexity levels. Equilibration was defined as 

maintaining constancy (order) in an external context of continuous changes. The reorganization 

of one structure to a qualitatively new one, towards more complex stages, is an expression of 

qualitative “leaps” (Piaget, 1978). 

 

Piaget’s focus on the development of logical reasoning in these respects, did not mean that he 

regarded it as separated from the affective aspect of development. These aspects were rather 

considered to be closely interwoven: “The two aspects, affective and cognitive, are at the same 

time inseparable and irreducible.” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 158) and joined in a “functional 

parallelism” without one of them determining the other (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, pp- 347ff.). 

Emotions were regarded as important due to their involvement in conflicts, crises and 

reequilibrations. This in turn, he related to the formation of personality, which he viewed as “... 

dominated by the search for coherence and an organization of values that will prevent internal 

conflicts...” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 158). Thus the search for coherence, including e.g. 

value conflicts, was seen as interwoven with logical reasoning in forming the self-regulation of 

the individual. The highest complexity level in his stage theory, full formal operational thinking, 

is characterized as the capacity to think about thoughts and to reverse relations between what is 
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real and what is possible. This, in turn, constitutes a base for building ideals as an adaptation to 

society but not in strict isolated sequential orders: “Obviously, this does not mean that formal 

structures are first organized by themselves and later applied as adaptive instruments where they 

prove individually or socially useful… logic is not isolated from life; it is no more than the 

expression of operational coordinations essential to action” (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958, p. 342). In 

the formal operational stage, the adolescent has the cognitive capacity to analyze his or her own 

thinking as well as construct theories, which makes it possible to “…furnish the cognitive and 

evaluative bases for the assumption of adult roles, without mentioning a life program and 

projects for change. They are vital in the assimilation of the values which delineate societies or 

social classes as entities in contrast to simple interindividual relations” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, 

p. 340). 

 

Thus, Piaget conceived logical reasoning as being interwoven with the values guiding 

adolescents’ goals, when searching for coherence in terms of their adult roles and functions in 

society. Affective and personality development was considered to be integrated with intellectual 

and moral development, in a framework that has been characterized as his social theory: “Just as 

affect is an indissociable motivational element in intellectual development, socio-affective bonds 

(or their lack) motivate social and moral development” (De Vries, 1997, p. 4). Piaget himself 

stated that: “Each progress in logic is equivalent, in a non-dissociable way, to a progress in the 

socialization of thought” (Piaget, 1950/1995, p. 85) and that “…individual functions and 

collective functions require each other in the explanation of the conditions necessary for logical 

equilibrium” (Piaget, 1950/1995, p. 94). Thus affection, values and social processes were seen as 

interrelated. His focus on logic can be expressed as a “psycho-logic.” Piaget’s model reaches 

across and beyond different domains of thinking and was therefore hard to grasp for a number of 

colleagues in other knowledge domains. He e.g. “…used too much logic for psychologists and 

too much psychology for logicians” (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 156). He was criticized for 

connecting different kinds of logic that did not seem to fit together and for violating norms of 

logic. However, his focus was not on pure logic: “…unlike logicians, Piaget was not interested in 

purely formal issues, or issues internal to logic, such as axiomatic foundations. He wanted to 

develop an operational logic, a logic of action, a logic that in some sense would be a “tertium” 

between psychology and axiomatic logic... a logic that would be a truly ‘psycho logic’” 

(Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 156; Piaget, 1953, pp. 23-26). This may explain his mixture of 

different kinds of logic.  

 

During the last years of his life, Piaget substantially revised his model of logic (Piaget & 

Garcia, 1987). He thought he had taken too much account of “…Aristotelian truth-value tables 

and failed to solve the well-known paradoxes of material implication, that is, statements logically 

or formally correct but without meaning” (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 157). He instead tried 

to develop an intentional logic with meaning implication understood as: .”..an implication in 

which p implies q if and only if a meaning of q is incorporated in that of p and this meaning is 

transitive” (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 157). Meaning implication and material implication 

were basically regarded as two types of inference, where only meaning implication implied 

necessity: “In those cases in which there is a necessary rather than a contingent relation between 

the antecedent and the consequent, an entailment of meaning implication exists” (Lourenco & 

Machado, 1996, p. 157). He moved towards an operational logic where e.g. formal operations are 

characterized in terms of an internal necessity, which differs from pre-operational thinking. This 
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necessary feature of formal thinking may be understood as not only organizing a person’s 

thinking in a logical-mathematical sense, but also as a potential for testing and analysis of 

internal and external phenomena covering emotionally loaded value aspects. Piaget’s increasing 

interest in taking the role of content and context into account and relate these aspects to logical 

reasoning apparently corresponds to an increasing interest in meaning in development. His  

“psycho-logic” constructivistic approach covers both logical reasoning and meaning making. 

However, the concept of meaning is multifaceted and not undisputed. Piaget did not, as far as we 

know, elaborate more extensively and systematically on how core aspects of meaning making are 

related to Ego development in terms of relating oneself to social contexts and the meaning 

constituting aspects of this. As mentioned, further clarifications of the generality claims of the 

logical reasoning and meaning making aspects derived from Piaget’s thinking will be elucidated 

by comparing the SOT and MHC understanding of these aspects. Before this will be further 

elaborated through a “thought experiment,” these theories will be briefly described starting with 

SOT. 

 

The Subject-Object Theory (SOT) 
 

Below the SOT will be briefly described in terms of stage structure and change dynamic. 

 

Main Character and Stage Structure 
 

Robert Kegan’s Subject-Object Theory (SOT) was, as described, strongly influenced by 

Piaget’s thinking, but also by other neo-Piagetian theories such as Kohlberg’s moral stage theory 

(1981). However, he was also influenced by less cognitively and constructivistic oriented neo-

Piagetian theories, such as Loevinger’s (1976) inductively based model of development (Hy & 

Loevinger, 1996), as well as other lines of thinking, such as neo-Freudian psychodynamic object 

relational theory. His neo-Freudian influences also included the conception of an ego developing 

across functional life stages in relation to the social-cultural context, as elaborated by Erikson 

(1968). Thus, he came to conceive ego as an evolving self, interacting in a social-societal-

cultural context and guided by a frame of reference that involved logical reasoning but that was 

integrated in a broader meaning making process. On the basis of interviews with 39 persons in 

therapy, he interpreted the meaning making of a person as being characterized by underlying and 

unspoken assumptions that people took for granted. These assumptions were regarded as 

presuppositions to and thereby constituting the very foundation of our meaning making.   

 

The development of meaning making is here described in terms of balances and dynamics 

between a subject and an object at increasing complexity levels. This is one core characteristic of 

the theory. In the initial balanced phases of the stages, the ego is conceived as a subject 

embedded in its assumptions that are unconsciously taken for granted, assumptions, which are 

called Big assumptions (see e.g. Kegan & Lahey, 2009). These constitute the meaning making of 

the subject who the subject intuitively and unreflectedly “is.” On the other hand, there are 

thoughts and other mental entities that the subject can reflect on, something that the subject “has” 

as objects of awareness. Thus, each stage can be seen as the consequence of a given subject-

object balance, the structure of a given stage defining the current meaning making of the person 

in question. The transitions and transformations between the stages are conceived as a 

differentiation from a given balance towards integration in a new balance. Such new balances 
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“…further differentiate the self from its embeddedness in the world, in a qualitatively new 

way…,” and “thereby creating a more integrated relationship to the world” (Kegan, 1982, p. 

294). 

 

The SOT covers five stages of increasingly more complex subject-object balances. In the first 

Impulsive stage the subject “is” its perceptions, social perceptions and impulses and its 

objectified earlier subject, its prevalent object, is its movements and sensations. In the next 

Imperial stage the former subject has become the object for reflections and the subject now “is” 

its taken for granted conceptions of concrete elements and relations, as well as its enduring needs 

and preferences associated with e.g. its concept of taking a role which enables simple social 

reciprocity. These stages appearing from early childhood, are followed be three stages that have 

been found to cover the majority of adults in late modern societies (Kegan, 2003), namely the 

Socialized mind (the interpersonal stage), the Self-authoring mind (the institutional stage) and the 

Self-transforming mind (the interindividual stage).  

 

The latter three stages, which are the ones that will be applied in the “thought experiment,” 

are briefly described in Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1. The Subject-Object theory (SOT): Consciousness stage/order 3–5 (based on 

Kegan, 1994, 2003). 

Stage/order  Subject Object  Underlying structure  

3. The 
Socialized 
mind 

Interpersonal: Role 
consciousness 
Cognitive: Ideality;  
abstractions 

Intrapersonal:  Self 
consciousness 

Interpersonal:  Role concept 
Cognitive: Actuality; concrete 

Intrapersonal: Self concept 

Cross-categorical 

4. The Self- 
authoring  
mind  

Interpersonal: 
Multiple role 
consciousness 
Cognitive: Ideology;  
relations between 
abstractions 

Intrapersonal: Self 
regulation 

Interpersonal Role consciousness  
Cognitive: Ideality;   abstractions 

Intrapersonal: Self consciousness  

System 

5. The Self- 
transforming 
mind 

Interpersonal:  Self-other 
interpretation 

Cognitive: Trans-
ideological;  relations 
between forms 

Intrapersonal 
Interpenetration of selves 

Interpersonal: Multiple role 
consciousness  
Cognitive: Ideology; relations 
between abstractions  
Intrapersonal: Self regulation  

Trans-system 
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As can be seen in Table 1, the subject-object character of the three stages covers 

interpersonal, cognitive and intrapersonal aspects. According to Kegan (1994), the Socialized 

mind corresponds to Piaget’s stage of early formal logical operations, the Self-authoring mind to 

Piaget’s full formal logical operations, while the Self-transforming mind exceeds the highest of 

Piaget’s stages. The “positions” of logical structures within the balanced phases of the stages and 

within the unbalanced phases of their transitions, will be further considered as a main issue in 

our “thought experiment.” The Socialized mind is related to a smaller close group context, the 

Self-authoring mind to a broader societal-institutional context and the Self-transforming mind to 

a still broader symbolic ideological context. The “broadness” aspect reflects increasingly 

complex conceptions of how these contexts are organized and coordinated hierarchically.  

 

The SOT Transitions 
 

The concept of Big assumption presented in relation to the Immunity to Change (ITC), was 

developed as a way to overcome the emotionally or even identity threatening dilemmas related to 

stage transitions (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Thus, the construction, deconstruction and 

reconstruction of Big assumptions in the process towards higher complexity, involve consciously 

experiencing things that question the subject’s identity base. The transformation towards higher 

stages of meaning making has been found to be triggered by situations of optimal conflict in 

which the inadequacy and the limits of the current structure become evident to the transforming 

person.  

 

Such conflicts in the transitions from the Socialized mind to the Self-authoring mind are those 

between defining oneself in the context of others’ expectations, on the one hand, and an 

emerging orientation towards considering ”what is it I want,” on the other hand (Lahey, et al., 

1988). Tensions here are e.g. between “Feeling vulnerable to incorporation, fusing, loss of 

myself as own person (self anger)” and “Feeling selfish, heartless, cold, uncaring as a result of 

beginning to consider me first” (Kegan, 1982, p. 270).  Conflicts in the transition from the Self-

authoring to the Self-transforming mind are associated with the conflict expressed in: “What 

before was experienced as a competent exercise of one’s psychological independence can come 

to be felt as a kind of troubling remoteness or isolation, interpersonally and internally” (Kegan, 

1982, p. 116). Tensions here are e.g. between “Feeling vulnerable to crippling self- attack, to 

identifying with my performance, isolated in self-containment,” and “Feeling weak, ineffective, 

out of control…feeling evil, decadent, loss of identity, boundary loss (self-loss)” (Kegan, 1982, 

p. 270).  

 

The transitional steps between each of stages 2 to 5, describe the extent to which a structure 

has been made an object (Lahey, et al., 1988). The interview procedure follows a tradition of the 

Piagetian semi-clinical interview, further developed by questions about the interviewed person’s 

real life experience. This includes emotional, cognitive, as well as intrapersonal and 

interpersonal aspects of psychological organization. Such real life situations are elicited from a 

series of ten uniform probes that are explored to discern their underlying epistemology. This will 

be further elaborated in the “thought experiment.”  

 

The stage transitions are described as six qualitative transformations from one subject-object 

balance to another, which are designated as: X, X(Y), X/Y and Y/X, and Y (X), Y. Among these, 
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X and Y refer to a subject-object balance in complete equilibrium and the four positions between 

these two balanced orders are more or less in disequilibrium. The X/Y or Y/X positions refer to 

which structure is ruling (Y/X means Y is ruling). This process will be further described in the 

“thought experiment” below. Suffice to mention that the transformation from one subject-object 

in equilibrium, X, to the next higher consciousness order, Y, reflects an internalization process, 

embedding the former X structure as a subordinated structure in the emergent Y structure.  

 

The Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC) 
 

In the same way as SOT was presented above, MHC will be briefly described below in terms 

of stage structure and change dynamic. 

 

Main Character and Stage Structure 
 

Michael Commons’ MHC is, as mentioned, another approach to addressing the problem of the 

variety of different stage theories and of their respective manuals, although mainly for clarifying 

Kohlberg’s scoring procedure (Commons & Ross, 2008). Commons and colleagues proposed a 

solution to this in their general stage model (Commons & Richards, 1984), later renamed the 

general model of hierarchical complexity, and finally the Model of Hierarchical Complexity or 

MHC (Commons, 2008). The generality claims here focus on logical reasoning in a strict 

axiomatic-mathematical respect, which is regarded as the necessary base for other domain 

specific developmental lines. A manual was developed in accordance with this theory with the 

aim of being able to score reasoning or any form of conceptualized information regardless of the 

domain involved (Commons, Miller, Goodheart, & Danaher-Gilpin, 2005) – while also claiming 

to replace all other manuals in this area. In line with this, decaláge is not regarded as a problem 

for the theory, but rather as a consequence of the fact that a person’s stage of performance 

typically varies between different domains.  

 

As mentioned, this is a content-free and scale-free model or framework for scoring different 

stages of development, regardless of the domain and content (Mascolo, 2008). The hierarchical 

complexity is instead described in terms of the structure of the information being organized when 

a task is being solved. MHC can be said to be based on mathematical principles, e.g. how 

information is organized and information theory. The model defines 16 orders of hierarchical 

complexity. Order n+1 is defined by the successful and non-arbitrary coordination of two or 

more elements from order n, according to the theory’s axiom. The orders are thus derived 

analytically and regarded as objective and ideal forms. Tasks are defined for the respective 

orders, and the behavior carried out in the attempt to complete the task is referred to as the 

performance. A performance is either successful or not and the term stage refers to the successful 

completion of a task of that order. The theory also takes into consideration the amount of 

support, or help, that the person receives when completing the task. 

 

These orders (and stages) include the development of additional stages of increasingly 

complex logical thinking, compared to Piaget’s stage model. Piaget’s first Sensorimotor stage 

corresponds to MHC orders 0–3, Piaget’s second Preoperational stage correspond to MHC 

orders 4–5 and Piaget’s Concrete operational stage corresponds to MHC orders 6–8. Here we 

will summarize some main features of the stage structures and their transformations, from the 9
th
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abstract order to the 11
th

 systematic order of hierarchical complexity. These orders cover Piaget’s 

early formal operational and full formal logical operations, while MHC’s 12
th

 to 14
th

 order – 

metasystematic, paradigmatic and cross-paradigmatic – exceed Piaget’s highest formal-

operational stage. 

 

Before the 9
th

 abstract order the child is capable of e.g. logically carrying out full arithmetic as 

well as analyzing concrete objects, actions and situations, which enables an understanding of 

mass and length as quantities that are independent of how or by whom these are perceived. But 

everything that is stated or reflected on corresponds to something concrete in the exterior world.  

 

In the 9
th

 abstract order these concrete elements can be coordinated to form abstract variables 

that do not correspond to any single factor object in the exterior world. This enables 

generalizations and the conception of abstract categories such as stereotypes (e.g. immigrants, 

leaders), personality traits (e.g. unreliable, benevolent), quantifications (e.g. no one, always) or 

abstract variables such as x and y, beyond specific and concrete positions and points of time. 

Imperatives of what one should and should not do are typical; x and y can be used and be related 

to without corresponding to any single value. 

 

In the 10
th

 formal order two abstract variables, such as x and y can be coordinated, typically in 

cause-and-effect relationships of the form “if x then y.” These can be found in logical deductions, 

formulations of hypothetical simple physical laws and linear unidirectional and one-dimensional 

functions, or in the solving of equations with one unknown variable. Examples include 

statements such as “an increase in the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere leads to 

global warming” or “higher GDP leads to greater happiness.”  

 

In the 11
th

 systematic order, at least two formal relationships need to be coordinated to create 

a coherent system, such as a feedback loop: “An increased level of carbon dioxide leads to global 

warming which leads to an even higher level of carbon dioxide…” Formal relationships can be 

understood in different contexts, such as different cultures, ideologies, legal systems, eco-

systems and discourses. Multivariate systems, functions and matrices are constructed and 

equations with more than one variable can be solved.  

 

In the 12
th
 metasystematic order, metasystems can be created by coordinating more than one 

system. Systems, cultures or ideologies are seen as limited and coherent systems that can be 

compared or combined. Different cultures and value systems can be compared or be shown to 

interact. Phenomena such as sustainability are understood by coordinating the different aspects 

or dimensions of it, such as economic, ecological and social. The characterization of the logic 

from the 8
th

 to the 12
th

 order of MHC, as well as the transition steps, are shown in Figure 1 

below.  

 

As described, the orders of hierarchical complexity define the tasks that are to be completed. 

A task at a certain order consists of carrying out and coordinating sub-tasks at lower orders, 

which can be illustrated by means of a pyramid structure according to Figure 2, where task a at a 

higher order coordinates the two elements b and c from a lower order of hierarchical complexity. 

The elements b and c can be seen as subtasks that need to be successfully completed and 

coordinated in order to complete the overall task a successfully.  
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Figure 1. Description of order 8 to 12 in the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (MHC). 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Illustration of a hierarchical structure having three elements, a at order n+1 that 

coordinates the sub-tasks b and c, which are elements of order n; b and c in turn, 

coordinate lower-order elements. 

 
The symbols a, b and c represent content, while the pyramid’s form  represents the 

relationship between them, the way they are organized, or the structure. This is the common way 

of representing a complex task in accordance with MHC (Commons, 2008). According to the 

axioms of MHC, that describe how conceptualized information of any sort becomes organized, 

an element or an object at a certain order has to coordinate at least two elements from the 

previous order in a non-arbitrary way, for a higher order of hierarchical complexity to emerge. 
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The MHC Transitions 
 

As a part of the theory, the transitional steps between the different stages have been defined 

(Commons & Richards, 2002; Commons, 2008; Ross, 2008). These steps demonstrate the fractal 

nature of the progression, in terms of complexity, between two successive orders. The cycle is 

repeated again and again from one order to the next, following the pattern of thesis, antithesis, 

relativism, smash and finally a synthesis, which is the thesis of the next order. This process is 

illustrated in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2. MHC transitional steps. 

1. Thesis a Thesis a at stage n. The thesis starts to deconstruct. It does not seem to 

solve the present task. 

2. Antithesis b a is rejected and an antithesis b is formulated that appears to be the 

opposite of a. 

3. Relativism a or b A state of ambivalence in which it is either a or b that seems to be correct, 

but one cannot decide which.  

4-7. Smash a and b A synthesis begins to form in a chaotic, four-step process in which it is 

acknowledged that both a and b are needed. 

8. Synthesis a with b Synthesis – a new equilibrium has been reached, a new thesis having been 

created by the successful coordination of the previous thesis a and 

antithesis b. The new synthesis defines the thesis at stage n+1. 

 

Summarizing Conclusions: Similarities, Differences and Possible 

Interrelatedness 
 

After this introduction of SOT and MHC, a systematic comparison between the logical 

reasoning and meaning making according these theories will be performed to shed some new 

light on the nature of the developmental process. This comparison takes a departure in the 

knowledge background presented so far, which delineates some main similarities and differences 

as well as possible interrelatedness between these developmental lines and their theoretical 

assumptions. As already described, these two theories as well as their inspirational base, Piaget’s 

theory, appear to fulfill high “hard stage” generality claims, seemingly the highest in their 

research field. This builds the base for the aim of the article, starting in this common feature and 

consequently raises questions of the generality features besides these “formal” similarities. What 

is e.g. characterizing the generality of especially these developmental lines besides their “hard 

stage” feature? Are logical reasoning and meaning making subordinated each other in terms of 

generality and if so, how and why is that the case? Are they interrelated in the development 

process and if so, how could this process be understood? 

 

Overriding differences may concern for instance the stressing of different parts of the 

dialectical movement of the developmental process.  If development can be seen as interplay 

between the polarities of differentiation and integration, it could be said that the MHC axioms 

emphasize the integration aspect of development, while the differentiation is seen as a necessary 

part of the transition process. SOT tends to emphasize the differentiation part by describing 

conflicts and challenges threatening a given subject-object balance. A more obvious difference 
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between SOT and MHC is, as described, the different number of stages/orders proposed in these 

theories. SOT covers five orders of consciousness and MHC is currently being described with 16 

orders of hierarchical complexity (0-15).  

 

How may these differing conceptions of adult development be interrelated? They can be said 

to investigate different phenomena, and hence be referred to as different developmental lines. 

This difference has been referred to as the socio-emotional developmental line or dimension 

which together with epistemic position (King & Kitchener, 1994) constitutes the person’s stance 

that “…determines who I think I am, thus what stance I take in dealing with the social as well as 

physical world” (Laske 2008, p. 99). Meanwhile, the cognitive development of logic is seen as a 

tool, although Laske propones the description of a capacity to dialectical thinking instead of 

complex logical thinking, as described by MHC. According to Laske, this tool determines “what 

cognitive techniques and models I am able to use in construction and acting upon the world, as a 

result of holding a particular stance” (Laske 2008, p. 99). The two developmental dimensions are 

seen as separate but mutually linked in a dialectical relationship.  

 

The embeddedness of logical reasoning in a meaning making context can be theoretically 

argued for following e.g. Piaget’s way of reasoning which support the idea that these aspects of 

human coherence making are interrelated. At the same time the explicit delineating of these 

aspects in the two differing lines of development elaborated in the MHC and SOT theories 

provide arguments for regarding them as being distinctively different. We do neither exclude 

these interpretations per se, nor the conceiving of them as interrelated one way or another in the 

developmental process. The latter stand point rather appears as a reasonable presumption behind 

our comparing approach.  

 

However, our approach is to examine “the logic in the meaning process” rather than examine 

“the meaning in the logic process.” Performing the comparison the other way around could be 

argued for as a legitimate way to examine this interrelatedness conceiving logic in a wider 

perspective of coherence making or   “comprehensibility” (Antonowsky, 1987) or by regarding 

logic reasoning as a “causal” necessary condition for the meaning making aspect to be 

manifested. However, our departure in the SOT process is motivated by our way of approaching 

meaning making and logical reasoning theoretically. This seems reasonable from a 

constructivistic perspective on the development and justified by their bases in Piaget’s more 

integrative frame of reference and e.g. Laske’s theoretical position (2008, p. 99) conceiving logic 

reasoning and meaning making as interrelated or interlinked. Both these aspects of coherence 

describe general aspects of people’s coping with the challenges of life as a whole that reasonably 

can be assumed to have something in common.   

 

However our taking the departure in the meaning making process and not in the logical 

reasoning process is also motivated by the compared theories’ scientific positions. When the 

SOT and MHC developmental lines were differentiated in two contrasting directions from 

Piaget's theory, this made the starting point in SOT not only reasonable but almost necessary. 

The possible interrelatedness between the two aspects could hardly be discerned in a fruitful way 

by taking the departure in the restricted behaviouristic “outside” MHC perspective, but would 

reasonable be more worthwhile taking the departure from the inside constructivistic perspective 

of the SOT meaning making perspective. A consequence of this is that the logical reasoning 
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aspect is restricted somewhat on beforehand to be regarded as a kind of ”tool” to judge for 

instance logically derived consequences of the self-other coordination in terms of their 

desirability. However, this does not exclude a possible interpretation that logical reasoning can 

for instance constitute necessary conditions for the SOT development to occur. The MHC 

development of logical reasoning is regarded as a process in its own respect that can be assumed 

to develop independently from the meaning making of SOT, although both processes still being 

assumed to be interlinked. 

 

A Comparing “Thought Experiment” 
 

Below a comparison is performed by systematically interlinking logical reasoning according 

to MHC to meaning making according to SOT. As outlined above, our way of approaching these 

questions takes a departure in the SOT meaning making process to examine how logical 

reasoning according to MHC might be related to three SOT stages, transitions and 

transformations. The comparison is restricted by certain assumptions. These are derived from the 

theories compared and some further theoretical articulations of them. On the base of these 

assumptions an examination in systematic steps will be performed elucidating in general terms 

how meaning making and logical reasoning may be progressively interrelated across three SOT 

stages.   

 

The character of this examination seems to express some features associated with “thought 

experiments.” This wide ranging concept includes many approaches (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 2014). However, a common feature seems to be that they can be “…distinguished 

from e.g. counterfactual reasoning in general as they seem to require an experimental element, 

which seems to explain the impression that something is experienced” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 2014, p. 1). Thus it should be something experimental about them in this respect, for 

instance in terms of extreme implications of imagined scenarios in order to challenge or confirm 

theories or solve theoretical disputes. The “experimental” feature in our approach is, as 

described, about examine or testing theoretical implications by an interlinking comparison 

restricted by certain preconditions (the “experimental” element). Even if these preconditions 

might not constitute what we associate directly with “imaginary scenarios” they state 

assumptions about and beyond the compared theories and moreover how these can be examined. 

Thus, this approach seems to have a thought experimental character that distinguishes it from 

comparisons in a wider sense. Therefore it is entitled thought experiment. Conceived in such a 

way our approach cannot be claimed to generate “truths” or empirical evidence. The validity of 

the conclusions that can be made might concern the legitimacy of the assumptions made, the 

rationality of how to apply those assumptions and carry through the examination performed as 

well as what conclusions that can be drawn from it. Rational conclusions from this type of 

examination might in best case concern new theoretical perspectives or angles to be taking into 

account in the research field and new assumptions or hypotheses to be considered and tested.     

 

The Piagetian Framework: A Departure 
 

As already described, Kegan’s description of “the Piagetian framework” guiding his own 

thinking includes three basic interwoven aspects (Kegan 1982, p. 294):  
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 A biological aspect, reflecting the essence of adaptation, the relating of organism to 
environment 

 A psychological aspect, reflecting the essence of ego, the relating of self to others 

 A philosophical aspect, reflecting the essence of truth, the relating of subject to object.   
 

Taken together, these are conceived as different perspectives on the single process of 

meaning-constitutive development. The biological aspect concerns the evolutionary roots of 

human development as of an interactive character. This is forming basic preconditions for human 

thinking in terms of acting and interacting with environmental conditions, physical as well as 

social, in the struggle for survival. The psychological aspect concerns the psycho-social and 

identity base of the self as necessarily relating to others. This indissolvable relation has to be 

coordinated one way or another to solve for instance internal identity conflicts or master external 

demands. The philosophical aspect concerns the fundamental developmental character in terms 

of subject-object transformations as “coherence wholenesses.” As described, the stage structures 

are regarded as being transformed from being a non reflected subject, intuitively guiding a 

person’s actions and thinking, towards being reflected upon as an object.  

 

The psychological aspect, the relating of self to others is regarded as reflecting the essence of 

ego, is taken as a central position in the thought experiment performed below. This is justified by 

the fact that SOT basically takes an inside theoretical perspective in terms of a person’s 

emotions, thoughts and action orientation in the developmental process. At the same time the 

relating of self to other(s) is imbedded in the adaptation process between man and environment 

that reflect a broader action-interaction perspective, including also the physical environment. 

Both the psychological self-other aspects and the adaptive man-environment aspects, in turn, 

involve the subject-object coordination as a philosophical-existential aspect of the process. Thus, 

the ego in the thought experiment concern people’s self-other coordinations hampering or 

promoting their subject-object transformations in the ego’s interaction with the environment. 

Thus, the aspect of self-relating to other in this Piagatian framework is conceived as not being 

limited to an isolated psychological-social dimension of development. Instead it is understood as 

being embedded in and reflecting a broader and deeper meaning constructing activity and 

movement of an acting and interacting ego.   

 

This overriding frame of reference provides a departure for our theoretical way of 

approaching the SOT process in the “thought experiment.” As described, the SOT process is 

taken as a starting point for this “experiment” which is a kind of examination or test of how logic 

reasoning and meaning making is interlinked in this process. This testing examination is 

restricted by the following assumptions 

 

Assumptions, Big Assumptions and General Stage Assumptions 
 

The first assumption, or perhaps rather the way of framing the stage developmental lines 

compared is in terms of dialectical processes as being more or less dynamic movements between 

balanced (equilibrated) and imbalanced (disequilibrated) phases in this movement. This can be 

seen as a way to focus on both stages, structures, a taxonomy aspect and the underlying process, 

and an ontological aspect, in terms of the interplay between both these structure and process 

aspects in stage development (e.g. Kegan & Lahey, 1998). This dialectic feature of the 
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developmental process can be traced to Piaget’s theory and seen as characterizing both the SOT 

and MHC developmental processes. 

 

The second assumption is that the meaning making stage-wise process in SOT can be 

expressed in general assumptions regarding a person’s perceived self-other relating and 

coordinating in each stage. Here we take a departure in the Immunity to change concept “Big 

assumption.” As already mentioned, such assumptions are not conceived as we commonly 

understand the concept of assumptions, as consciously more or less articulated statements of 

what may characterize events and phenomena. Instead, Big assumptions refer to taken for 

granted truths like meaning regulating principles (Kegan & Lahey, 2001; Wagner, Kegan, et al., 

2006; Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Thus, these assumptions are by definition not consciously 

articulated. Although derived from SOT, our assumption involve a further step of articulating 

such meaning regulating and taken for granted assumptions in terms of assumed explicit self-

other coordinations that we consider as typically characterizing each SOT stage from theoretical 

considerations. Here the “self-meaning context” is consequently formulated as a person’s “action 

orientation,” while the  “other-meaning context” concern the collective contexts towards which 

these actions are oriented, both aspects on increasing stage complexity orders of meaning 

making. The meaning context includes the increasingly complex motivational drives and directed 

action structures involved in a person’s action orientation. We refer to these self-other aspects as 

General Stage Assumption (GSA) 

 

The third assumption is that such General Stage Assumptions of the self relating to others can 

be conceived as “dualities.” This means that the “self-other poles” are regarded as necessary and 

mutual part of a process, rather than as a static contradiction of opposing positions (Sánches-

Runde & Pettigrew, 2003; see also Sun, 2002). In the Piagetian framework described, the 

relating of organism to environment, of self to others and subject to object can be seen as 

indivisible parts of wholenesses. Other examples are differentiation-integration and external-

internal. None of the “duality poles” can be properly understood without the other, either as 

foreground or background. Combined with the first assumption this imply that the self-other 

meaning context duality is seen as involved in a dialectical movement. They can be characterized 

as initially being intuitively balanced in the subject’s non-reflected position in the balanced 

phase in a new order of consciousness, but then being increasingly unbalanced and rebalanced 

when deconstructed and reconstructed in the transitions to higher orders.  

 

The fourth assumption is that the self-other duality trigger the ego to master the imbalances 

between these two meaning contexts generated by e.g. internal conflicts and/or external 

challenges. The General Stage Assumptions involve both such internal conflicts and external 

challenges. These bring to the fore conflicts or dilemmas that concern how to take into account 

both the action orientation of the self-meaning context and the other-meaning context to be able 

to coordinate them (this being further clarified below). The GSA dilemmas in our examination 

are chosen to express typical such conflicts at each stage transition. One example is how to 

combine individual goals with societal demands in an at least partly individualistic way in the 

socialization process into societal life. This concern balancing e.g. the values and goals of the 

self meaning context with those of in the other meaning context. According to SOT this involves 

an internalization step transforming the former subject into a new object.   
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These four assumptions are supposed to promote: 

 

 The specifying of the multifaceted concept of meaning making in stage development in 
terms of more precise General Stage Assumptions (GSA) of self-other meaning contexts 

being coordinated 

 The discerning of these coordinations as ”regulating principles” in the deconstruction and 

reconstruction of the GSA in the stages and their transformations 

 The discerning of an ego conceived as an “active agent” coordinating these meaning 
contexts  in balanced- –imbalanced – new balanced phases expressed as  a dialectical 

movement towards higher orders of consciousness  

 The discerning of how the MHC complexity orders are related to this self-other 
coordination as a) enabling the discerning or self other meaning context in increasingly 

abstract terms and b) providing a logical reasoning “tool” to considering consequences of 

acting according “the self meaning context” or acting according the “other meaning 

context” to master dilemmas and meet challenges in the deconstruction and reconstruction 

of the GSA. 

 

The Assumed Developmental Process Character: Further Clarifications  
 

The GSA suggested below is formulated in terms of a person’s differentiation from an 

intuitive embeddedness in a certain collective context in the equilibrium orders and integration in 

a wider collective context by an internalization process in the transitions between these orders. 

As already described, this transition is formally expressed as totally six qualitative steps from 

one subject-object balance to another, designated as: X, X(Y), X/Y and Y/X, Y(X), Y (Lahey, et 

al., 1988). Among these, X and Y refer to a subject-object balance in complete equilibrium. This 

process express a former balanced structure X being step-wisely deconstructed, the X(Y), and 

X/Y positions, and reconstructed, the Y/X and Y/X positions. 

 

We consider this as a transitional balance shift between a “differentiation sequence” from the 

embeddedness at a lower order of complexity, with a smaller “self-context” (X(Y) and X/Y) to 

an “integration sequence” (Y/X and Y(X)) towards a higher order of complexity, with a larger 

“other-context.” This can be expressed as the self-other balance “tipping over” from the X-

“differentiation side” to the Y-”integration side.” The stage transformation involves the 

internalization of the “other-position” as integrated in the “self-position” on a more complex 

order of consciousness. Internally, this is reflected by the self internalizing the “other-position” 

as consistent with the “position” of one’s own. The notion of position here includes both 

cognitive and affective orientations, see below. Externally this reflects that the self can orient the 

new “self position” towards and within a broader and more complex context. 

 
The “tipping over” concern a shift between two “outlooks” that will be formulated in the 

thought experiment as the GSA at a given stage is being deconstructed and then reconstructed. 

The coordination of the “outlooks” reflecting the self-part and other-part of the self-other 

dualism involves both cognitive and affective dilemmas. As described cognitive and affective 

aspects were conceived by Piaget as inseparably joined in a “functional parallelism” and a 

similar understanding of the interrelatedness has gained further support from different research 

fields, such as brain research, (Damasio, 1994; Cohen, 2005) and psychological experiments 
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regarding economic judgments (Kahneman, 2012). The cognitive aspect may concern 

increasingly articulated and complex goals of actions, such as interests, goals and strategies, 

related to the two outlooks. The affective aspect may concern increasingly complex motivational 

“drives,” such as needs, values, visions, of the same outlooks. Values, defined as frames of 

references in judging events in terms of desirability and guidelines for actions provide motives 

and motivation to act and orient a person’s action to social, cultural and societal contexts (e.g. 

Hagström, 2003; Reed, Turiel, & Brown, 1996). Needs and interests can be seen as less complex 

such motivational “drives” and action guidelines while visions and strategies express more 

complex such motivational drives and guidelines.  Strategies can for instance compared to single 

goals be regarded as more overriding plans to fulfill a vision taking into account several steps 

and sub goals due to occurring events. A vision here concerns a desirable future situation, 

including e.g. values, affections, and special circumstances. 

 

A way to systematically illustrate this is to conceive values as coordinating two or more needs  

and goals as coordinating two or more interests; and consequently visions as coordinating two or 

more values and strategies coordinating two or more goals. The transformations are assumed to 

involve an internalizing of for instance two or more contrasting values and goals in a higher 

order within the frame of one vision and one strategy. Values and goals are consequently 

considered as subordinated the visions and strategies hierarchically, which consequently reflects 

a lower SOT order of consciousness. This is illustrated in the figure below:  

 

 
 

Figure 3. The affective and cognitive aspects of a person’s action orientation at different 

levels of complexity. 

 

Furthermore these affective and cognitive aspects may be assumed being interwoven, possibly 

as both being more differentiated and integrated on increasing SOT orders as indicated by the 

arrows in Figure 3 pointing in both directions. Thus the meaning contexts in our examination 

concerns the increasingly larger and more complex or abstract collective contexts a person can 

discern and grasp  and therefore being involved in by orienting his/her actions by increasingly 

complex motivational drives and directions of actions. This aspect of the coordination of the self-

other meaning context express the ego as an “active agent” trying to reach desirable goals, acting 

and interacting in the surrounding world. As described, the dilemmas brought to the fore in this 

process is assumed to constitute general conflicts and challenges typical for each GSA that have 
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to be solved at each SOT transition. The reasoning “tool” in order to master such dilemmas and 

challenges concern logical reasoning on increasing MHC complexity orders, for instance in 

terms of formal order if-so causal sequences or in terms of systematic order feedback loops. This 

appears to express the operative aspect of logic according to Piaget. The logical reasoning 

involved focuses on desirable or undesirable consequences of acting according the action 

orientation of a person’s self-meaning context and other-meaning context.   

 

Consequently, the coordination of the two outlooks is conceived as involving both these 

aspects as interwoven in people’s action orientation. However, these coordinations are assumed 

to reflect a relative balance shift between them rather than a total dislocation. Increasingly 

loosening roots in a smaller self-context is tipping over to more solid roots in a larger other-

context. Furthermore, these shifts can be assumed to be initiated by meaning related conflicts 

within the self-meaning context as well as by meaning related challenges in the other-meaning 

context. Irrespective of how this process starts and progresses, these shifts are basically 

considered as expressing a deeper dilemma. It concerns the existential experience of a person not 

being firmly rooted in either a former self-meaning context or in a potential other-meaning 

context. This dilemma, regarded as reflecting the dualistic character of the self-other 

coordination, basically concern how to maintain the continuation of one’s identity.  

 

This conception of developmental process can be understood as a shift of the self-other 

balances in the developmental process including at least three main phases, a) a balanced self-

other “initiating step” in each new order of consciousness, b) an increasing-decreasing 

imbalance between the perceived self meaning context and the other meaning context in a 

“transition step” between the earlier self-position (X) and the later other-position (Y) and c) the 

generation of a “transformation step” internalizing the “other-position” as consistent with  the 

position of one’s own. This process appear to express a dialectical interplay between the self-

positions considered as the thesis’s and the “other-positions” as the antithesis’s resulting in 

synthesis’s in the transformation step. 

 

The thesis-antithesis feature of the “self-other” positions is here considered as a consequence 

of their basically existential and identity threatening character as contrasts that have to be 

coordinated one way or another. Their dualistic “formal-dialectical” features seem to correspond 

with the MHC transition already described. The “relativistic” position after the thesis-antithesis 

positions in the MHC transition process is expressed as an either (thesis) or (antithesis) position, 

which seem to “formally-dialectically” correspond with the SOT transition step distinguishing 

the self-other dilemma as contrasting “either-or” positions. The SOT process of trying to 

coordinate these positions, initiating the transformation step may, in turn, share some 

characteristics with the “smash” step in the MHC transition. In both processes, thesis and 

antithesis are acknowledged as needed, followed by them being coordinated at a higher 

complexity order. However, in the thought experiment, the MHC development of logical 

reasoning is regarded as a process in its own respect that may develop relatively isolated from 

the SOT development process, although both processes are assumed to be interlinked. 

 

As described, the thought experiment can be considered as a systematic way of comparing 

these two lines of development, assuming that they reasonably should be interrelated one way 

another. As also described, this presumption is justified by their basis in Piaget’s more 
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integrative frame of logic and meaning being interrelated. The assumption is further justified by 

the fact that they both describe people’s frames of references and coherence in terms of coping 

with the challenges of life as a whole, which reasonably should involve both logic and meaning.  

 

The Meaning Making in Three Orders of Meaning Making Related 

to Four Orders of Logical Reasoning 
 

Thus, in order to discern how meaning making is related to logical reasoning, the General 

Stage Assumptions derived from SOT are judged in terms of MHC complexity orders in three of 

the SOT stages, the Socialized mind (3
rd

 order), the Self-authoring mind (4
th

 order) and the Self-

transforming mind (5
th
 order) and the transitions and transformations between these orders. The 

thought experiment is briefly performed stage-wisely in the following way: 

 

1. The brief characterization of the subject and object according to SOT in each of the three 

stages.   

2. Formulations of the “initiating step” in terms of the subject’s General Stage Assumption 

stated as it’s relating of self to other(s) as a non-reflected coordination of this self-other 

dualism at each stage. 

3. Formulations of a “transition step” in terms of the self-other dualism being increasingly 

differentiated when being deconstructed due to a stage typical conflict and being 

increasingly integrated in a forthcoming “other-meaning” context as reconstructed by the 

self. Here, the MHC logical aspect is regarded as involved in two respects: First, to 

enabling the discerning and grasping of the meaning contexts involved in term of their 

“abstraction levels,” and second, as the complexity of the logical reasoning involved to 

realize consequences related to the contrasting meaning contexts in terms of their 

desirability. 

4. This either-or balancing comparing process is assumed to generate the “transformation 

step” where the former self is being internalized into a new order balance, integrating the 

former self in a new self at a higher complexity SOT order.  

 

This will be performed in three sections below, starting with the 3
rd

 SOT and the 9
th

 MHC 

order.  

 

The 3
rd

 Socialized Mind Order and its Transformation 
 

The subject here concerns “the interpersonal mutuality” while the object concern “needs, 

interests and wishes” (Kegan, 1982).  The subject is here initially embedded in “mutually 

reciprocal one-to one relationships” within a close group relationship(s) context, such as the 

family or peer group. The subject’s intuitive coordination of the relating of self to others may be 

formulated in the following GSA, reflecting the X equilibrated stage 3
rd

 order of consciousness:  

 

Subject’s intuitive frame: “I am my needs and interests of my close group meaning context.”  

 

Latent “self-other” duality co-ordination: “I am the needs and interests coordinated with those 

within my close group meaning context.”  
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The subject’s GSA in this balanced self-other “initiating step” constitutes what the subject 

unreflectedly “is.” Thus the person’s preferences, interests and wishes are perceived as mutually 

interwoven with those within this person’s close group context. The MHC order that constitutes 

the “minimal” logical capacity to discern and grasp this group context as an abstract context with 

common features characterizing this context seem to be the No 9 abstract order of hierarchical 

complexity. As described, this order enables to a person to form abstract variables, such as x and 

y that don’t correspond to single concrete factors or instances in the exterior world. Thus, as 

already described, variables can be formed out of finite classes that are based on abstract features 

in terms of quantitative classes (e.g. “always,” “everyone”) and stereotypes applied to people  

(e.g. “teacher,” “immigrant”) as well as imperatives of what one should and should not do. This 

enables the conceptions of   group contexts as characterized by their common needs and interests 

as uniting their members.  

 

Thus, the meaning constitutive coordination at this third SOT order of consciousness concerns 

the preferences and interests of the self-part and those of the other-part.  Conditions starting the 

transition step by promoting the deconstruction and reconstructing of the self-other duality of 

this GSA may involve conflicts within the close group context as well as dilemmas derived from 

demands and challenges outside this context, such as conflicting interest between groups that the 

subject identifies with. The conflict that differentiates the self from its initial embeddedness 

might concern balancing being caring or selfish, such as feeling selfish when putting one’s own 

preferences and interests before those of other persons’ in this context.  When experiencing and 

reflecting about such dilemmas, the self position in the duality can be discernible as a meaning 

context of one’s own, reflecting the differentiation sequence described above.  Since groups can 

be conceived as having something in common beyond their concrete appearance, the self is 

capable of discerning the possibility of joining other group meaning contexts in terms of possible 

better solutions of conflicting preferences and interests.   

 

This can be assumed to initiate the integration in a broader social context, due to the self 

being increasingly capable of open itself the other meaning context. This side of the process 

concern the integration sequence, also described above. The GSA deconstruction reflected in “I 

am my own needs and interests differentiated from my close group meaning context” and the 

GSA reconstruction reflected in “I am my needs and interests integrated in a larger social 

meaning context” can be seen as expressing the different outlooks described above, which 

reflects the existential dilemma of leaving an identity base, here in the small group meaning 

context, without being firmly rooted in another identity base in other larger social meaning 

contexts. 

 

The considerations and reflections when comparing these self-other meaning contexts 

reasonably involves “if-so” reasoning focusing the possible consequences of acting according 

preferences and interests in both contexts which therefore may be regarded as a necessary 

conditions for a further transformation to a higher SOT order to occur.  Such way of reasoning 

does not appear to being possible to perform according the 9
th

 abstract MHC complexity order of 

logical reasoning. Instead the 10
th

 formal order of hierarchical complexity appears as necessary 

since it enables cause-effect thinking (if-so, if x then y). Reasoning in these lines reflects the 

linear process of achieving a goal, or rather with the self-image of already being at that goal. 

This constitutes for instance young people’s cognitive as well as evaluative bases for the 
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assumption of adult roles, life projects and so forth, within a societal context. Thus, logical 

reasoning of this complexity order makes it possible to relate the preferences and interests of the 

self-other meaning contexts by logical if-so reasoning, making consequences of the two meaning 

contexts needs and interests being discernible.  

 

Consequently, such order of reasoning can be assumed to constitute a necessary cognitive tool 

to consider more or less desirable consequences of both differentiating from a self meaning 

context and integrating in a new one. The considerations involved here might move the either-or 

dialectical contrasting transition step over to the transformation step generating a new higher 

order self, internalizing the former self’s preferences and interests in the frame of own values and 

goals related to the socialization into a societal institutional meaning context. Thus, these values 

and goals integrate the former needs and interests as subordinated but integrated in the superior 

necessity to collaborate with others to reach common societal goals regarded as not necessarily 

conflicting with the small group meaning contexts. The former subject as a “small group self” 

has become an object being consciously coordinated in a new larger and more complex meaning 

context on the 4
th

 SOT order. 

 

The 4
th

 Self-authoring Mind Order and its Transformation 
 

The subject here concerns “authorship, identity, psychic administration and ideology” and the 

object “the interpersonal mutuality” (Kegan, 1982). The subject is initially embedded in an 

institutional-societal context. Its intuitive coordination of the relating of self to others may be 

formulated in the following GSA reflecting the X equilibrated stage 4
th

 order of consciousness:  

 

Subject’s intuitive frame: “I am my values and goals of my institutional-societal meaning 

context.” 

 

Latent “self-other” duality co-ordination: “I am my values and goals coordinated with those of 

my institutional-societal meaning context.”   

 

The subject’s GSA in this balanced self-other initiating step is assumed to constitute what the 

subject unreflectedly “is” in terms of its values and goals. The MHC complexity that appears to 

constitute the “minimal” capacity required to discern and grasp the “abstraction level” associated 

with an institutional-societal meaning context appear to be the 10
th

 formal order. The self-context 

at this order can be understood as the goal oriented “system” acting and interacting within a non 

reflected collective-societal context. The self context has consequently been transformed to the 

“self-system” of an ego capable of moving beyond the close group context, subordinating 

affective needs and cognitive interests in the frame of own values, goals, actions and 

interactions. However, the former close group context is still perceived as remaining intact to 

return to. Joining broader social contexts is promoted by for instance going to college or to 

temporary jobs which provide “…opportunities for provisional identity which both leave the 

interpersonal context behind and preserve it, intact for return; a time limited participation in 

institutional life” (Kegan, 1982, p. 165). 

 

The meaning constitutive coordination at this order of consciousness concerns the values and 

goals of the self-part and those of the other-part.  The transition step is  regarded as being 
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promoted by the deconstruction and reconstructing of the self-other regulating elements of this 

GSA, which here  concerns conflicts within the societal-institutional meaning context, as well as 

challenges outside or beyond this societal-institutional context. The conflict that differentiates 

the self from its initial embeddednes might concern doubts about the self’s identification with the 

common institutional societal norms and values as constituting the ideal or role as being a pillar 

of society. This could be clarified through the insight of there being a gap between reality and 

ideology, between the self and an ideal, or between the self and society. Experiencing such stage 

typical conflicts initiates the differentiation sequence part of the process. This is followed by the 

integration sequence where other possible collective meaning contexts are discerned as framing 

e.g. ideological action guidelines to reach better solutions of the typical conflicts at this order 

than those provided by the traditional societal-institutional context. It reflects the ego being more 

capable to opening itself to a self chosen ideological position.   

 

The considerations and reflections about these conflicting self-other contexts in this SOT 

transition can be assumed to necessarily involve the hypothetical consequences of the self-

system acting in for instance other systems, contexts and cultures for the triggering of a 

transformation to a higher SOT order.  Such way of reasoning does not appear as being possible 

to perform according the 10
th

 formal MHC order. Instead, the 11
th

 systematic order of 

hierarchical complexity reasoning seems to be adequate. As described this order enables logical 

reasoning about how a change in one element (X) leads to a corresponding change in another 

element (Y). Mathematically this corresponds with the construction of multivariable functions. 

When reasoning about hypothetical consequences of actions this kind of reasoning enables to 

consider differing consequences of different systems and “situate events and ideas in a larger 

context, i.e. considers relationships in contexts; form or conceive systems out of relations: legal, 

societal, corporate, economic, national” (Commons, Ross, & Miller, 2010: 6). The systematic 

order of reasoning enables the   creation of a coherent system, such as a feedback loop: “An 

increased level of carbon dioxide leads to global warming which leads to an even higher level of 

carbon dioxide, and so forth.” 

 

Thus, the logical tool here enables reasoning in terms of possible feedback loops and “spiral 

processes” of the more or less desirable consequences acting in accordance with institutional and 

ideological values and goals. In the transformation step here the values and goals of the former 

self context is being internalized as subordinated in the frame of visions and strategies related to 

new societal discourses and meaning making. The former subject as “a societal-institutional self-

meaning context” has become an object to consciously coordinate in a new, larger and more 

symbolic complex meaning context on the 5
th

 SOT order. 

 

The 5
th

 Self-transforming Mind Order  
 

The subject here concerns “interidividuality, interpenetrability of self systems” and the object 

“authorship, identity, physic administration, ideology” (Kegan, 1982). This has resulted in a new 

balance at a higher order, formulated as the GSA regarding the relating of self to others, 

reflecting the X equilibrated stage 5
th

 order of consciousness:  

 

Subject’s intuitive frame: “I am my visions and strategies of my ideological-collective 

meaning context.” 
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Latent “self-other” duality co-ordination: “I am my visions and strategies coordinated with 

those of my ideological-collective meaning context.” 

 

The subject’s GSA initially in balance in the initiating step at this order implies that the 

person’s visions and strategies is perceived as mutually interwoven with those of the ideological-

collective context. The MHC order that seems to constitute the minimal capacity required to 

discern and grasp the abstraction level associated with this ideological-collective context seem to 

be the 11
th

 systematic order. The self-meaning context has consequently been transformed to a 

self capable of moving beyond the societal-institutional meaning context, subordinating this 

context within the frame of one’s own visions and strategies. Thus, the meaning constitutive 

coordination at this SOT order concern the visions and strategies of the “self-part” and those of 

the “other-part.” The “transition step” here involving the deconstruction and reconstructing of 

the self-other regulating might concern doubts about the self’s identification with its collective-

ideological visions and strategies. Comparing reflections might for instance be about, on one 

hand, there might be too much collective disadvantages for maintaining the individual’s freedom 

in a market economy or, on the other hand, there might be too much individual disadvantages, 

such as lacking freedom to maintain a centrally regulated plan economy.  

 

Experiencing and reflecting about such dilemmas, initiating the differentiation sequence, may 

result in increasing insight that if the strategy of a certain ideology is adopted by everyone, there 

will still be a lot of losers. The integration sequence, might be formulated as an increasing insight 

of the desirability of an other-meaning context of a larger collective stream of human growth. 

Thus, the duality positions involved in this transformation can be formulated as “I am my visions 

and strategies differentiated from my ideological-collective context” focusing the self-part of the 

meaning context duality and “I my visions and strategies integrated in human development and 

growth” focusing the “other meaning context duality. These two meaning contexts appear to be 

grasped and discernible as “abstractions” on the MHC 11
th

 systematic order of hierarchical 

complexity. But also here, the transformation towards a higher SOT order seems to involve 

logical reasoning on a higher MHC order, in this case the 12
th

 order of hierarchical complexity. 

This logical reasoning “tool” enables the coordination of more than one system. As described, 

the ego here is regarded as capable to compare or combine coherent systems as well as being 

able to compare these with reality by analyzing discrepancies and discern interactions between 

them. The transformation step and internalization process here results in a more complex balance 

where the hallmark can be understood as an emphasis on development and growth where the 

self-other distinction is being less articulated and the boundary between them has been loosen. 

Thus, it is the growth of human beings rather than the growth of scientific knowledge and 

economic or material growth that is meant. 

 

This description of the fifth SOT order of consciousness involves both the initiating step and 

the transition step towards a hypothetical more complex SOT order. It is being characterized as 

being a dialectical and trans- or post ideological one, involving the capacity of dealing with 

paradoxes, contradictions and oppositeness. This seems to reflect a dialectical way of thinking, 

elaborated by Basseches (1984) and Laske (2008), implying patterns discernible as changing 

wholenesses rather than accumulations of fixed truths. The relating of self to others may concern 

the capacity to embody multiple ideologies and many coherent systems of personalities and still 

being able to continue the process of self-actualization and transformation. The “self” here thus 
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seem to concern the subject as an ongoing, evolving and transforming movement while “others” 

here concern an interwoven such a collective movement of interrelated societal and cultural 

patterns. However such a self-other balance is in our examination seems to be generated rather at 

a hypothetical 6
th

 order SOT balance than characterizing the 5
th

 order balance.  This seemingly 

confusion of what constitutes the 5
th

 SOT order of consciousness can be interpreted in the frame 

of a  more general confusion of the conception of stages as structures or process which will be 

further discussed in the following discussion section. The result of the comparing “thought 

experiment” can is illustrated in Table 3 below: 

 

Table 3. Meaning making and logic reasoning in three consciousness orders and 

transitions. 

SOT 

meaning 

making 

order and 

transitions 

MHC logical structures 

and reasoning involved 

Subject: Self-other 

General Stage  

Assumptions   

deconstructed and 

reconstructed  

The 

internalization 

process 

Object: Self-other  

regulation  

internalized in  

higher orders   

 

3rd order,  

Socialized 

mind 

9 abstract order:  

Concrete elements  

form abstract variables 

(e.g. X, Y), e.g. 

categories such as time,  

place, everyone, teacher  

10 formal order latent 

“I am my needs and 

 interests of my  

close group meaning 

context” 

  

 

  

 

 

3/4-

transition  

 

 

10 formal elements 

and operations 

involved: Abstract 

variables e.g. cause and 

effect relationships 

 (if X then Y),  “An 

increased amount of 

carbon dioxide in  

the atmosphere leads to 

global warming”  

Self: “I am my needs 

and  interests  

differentiated  from  

my close group 

meaning context” 

Other: “I am my 

needs and  interests 

integrated in a larger 

social meaning 

context” 

Differentiation-

Integration 

sequences  

Lower order self 

X being 

internalized  

in higher order 

self Y 

X(Y) X/Y – 

Y/X, Y(X) 

 

 

 

 

4th order,  

Self- 

authoring 

mind 

10 formal order 

11 systematic order 

latent 

“I am  my values and 

goals  of my  

institutional -societal 

meaning  context” 

 “I am my needs and 

 interests etc. of my  

close group meaning  

context” 

 

 

 

4/5 

transition 

11 systematic elements 

and operations 

involved: Formal 

relations coordinated; 

functions, equations 

with more than one 

variable, feedback 

loops: “Increased levels 

Self: “I am my  values 

and goals  

differentiated  

from  my institutional 

–societal meaning 

context”   

Other: “I am my  

values and goal 

Differentiation-

Integration 

sequences  

Lower order self  

X being  

internalized  

in higher order 

self Y 
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of carbon dioxide leads 

to global warming 

which leads to even 

higher level of carbon 

dioxide etc.” 

integrated in a larger 

collective-ideological 

meaning context” 

X(Y),  X/Y  – 

Y/X, Y(X) 

 

5th order, 

Self-

transformi

ng mind 

11 systematic 

12 metasystematic 

order latent (e.g. 

combining and  

comparing systems) 

“I am my visions and 

strategies of my 

ideological-collective 

meaning context 

 “I am  my values 

and  

goals of  

of my institutional – 

societal  meaning 

context” 

 

The Self-transforming order of consciousness exceeds the highest of Piaget’s stages. It seems 

reasonable that this characterized Piaget’s own way of thinking since he considered an individual 

as a self-transforming system who creates new structures during the course of development in 

interaction with the surrounding world. This process and its driving forces (such as 

accommodation, assimilation, equilibration, and transformation) are described differently than 

the description of formal logical operations (such as equivalence, mutual implications, and 

negations). However, Piaget did not seem to claim that cognitive development ends with formal 

operations. He rather seem to have meant that these operations constitute the final form of 

equilibrium, in terms of coordinating the groupings that earlier have not been coordinated in a 

single system (Lourenco & Machade, 1996). 

 

This way of coordinating was not considered as changing during adult life, but it was 

understood as possible to integrate into larger systems. The “elements” that are being 

coordinated consists of increasingly abstractly defined categories. According to Piaget they 

would not be logically more complex. But according to MHC they would be more complex in 

terms of the abstraction levels of the coordinated elements and according to SOT more complex 

in terms of interrelated meaning categories. Cook-Greuter (1999) claims that the conceptions of 

what follows beyond formal operations can be divided into two trends. One of these conceive the 

further development as an ongoing differentiation and integration process towards more mental 

flexibility, the other conceiving development as a step-wise deconstruction of subject-object 

boundaries. The former trend may be compatible with logic in the frame of complexity theory 

and non-linear mathematics, while the latter trend rather may concern a phenomenological 

understanding and ideas from quantum physics. The concepts of postformal and dialectical 

thinking have been criticized as lacking theoretical clarity and that the notion of “integrative 

thinking” therefore should be used instead, referring to both additive and transformative process 

characteristics (Kallio, 2011). Here further research and theorizing is required. 
 

Concluding Summary   
 

On the base of the “examination” performed across the three SOT orders restricted by the 

assumption and clarifications described, the following conclusions seem to be reasonable: 

 
1. The assumptions and clarifications seem to make the SOT and MHC discernible as distinct 

diverse structures derived from Piaget’s perspective of those structures considered as more 
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implicitly interwoven. This concerns not at least the understanding of the SOT meaning 

making as self-other coordinations of duality elements being contextualized as self-other 

meaning contexts expressed in terms of the General Stage Assumption stated. 

2. Further, these assumptions and clarifications appear to make the ego in these coordinations 

discernible as an “active agent” driven by increasingly complex motivational drives and 

corresponding increasingly complex goal orientations, being increasingly able to act and be 

involved in more complex external contexts.  

3. The testing “examination” across the three initiating, transition and transformation steps 

appear to make the SOT process discernible from a psychological inside perspective 

regarded as a person’s way of contextualizing his/her conflicts and challenges in terms of 

self-other meaning contexts being experienced as balance disturbing conflicts and 

challenges.  

4. The testing “examination” also seems to make the logical reasoning and meaning making 

aspects discernible as structurally and functionally interrelated in the development process. 

Logical complexity according to MHC appears as a condition to cognitively grasp the 

“self-other” meaning context categories as necessary but not sufficient condition to be able 

to coordinate these. Further, the logical reasoning that appear as a necessary condition to  

trigger the transformation step seem to be at least one complexity order over the MHC 

order necessary for initiating the transition step at each SOT order. 

5. Thus, these conclusive suggestions of the interrelatedness of logical reasoning and 

meaning making, although conceiving each of them as distinct differing lines of 

development in their own respect, still suggest them as being necessarily interlinked in the 

SOT meaning making process.  

6. The generality claims of both models might be argued for without one of them being 

regarded as necessarily subordinated the other one. However, such a conclusion brings to 

the fore further considerations of what constitutes their generality claims beyond their 

“hard stage” characteristics. This concern e.g. their content, functions, causal relatedness 

and mutual embeddeness. 

7. Taken together these outcomes from the thought experiment and interpretation of them 

bring to the fore a seemingly need for a shift from a focus on the development stage 

classification to a focus on the underlying developmental process in constructive 

development stage theory and research, although still take into account the structure and 

process dynamic as a wholeness. The process focus involves the inside-out as well as the 

outside-in conditions influencing development. A focus shift towards the underlying 

process dynamics that inter-relate stages, transitions and transformations will promote a 

“contextualization” lens on constructive-development stage theory and research.  

 

Discussion 
 

The aim of this article is to discern general features in adult development stage structures and 

transitions in terms of logical reasoning and meaning making. By way of introduction it should 

be underlined again that the conclusions that can be drawn on the base of the thought experiment 

cannot be claimed to provide “truths” or empirical evidence, but in best case theoretical insights 

and fruitful hypotheses triggering the discussion in the field a bit forward. The following final 

considerations aim at elaborating more in depth and breadth on the issues brought to the fore by 

our comparing approach and the summarized conclusions made. First, the relevance of different 
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generality claims will be discussed in terms of two approaches. Second, this raises questions 

about the differing subjectivistic and objectivistic “scientific positions” of SOT and MHC that 

will be considered and again related to their inspiration source, Piaget’s theory. Third, this leads 

to taking into account both inside-out and outside-in development influences when considering 

the distinctions between stages, transformations and transitions. Fourth, it is argued for the need 

to contextualize individuals’ developmental possibilities in for instance the frame of a 

“transform-actional approach” to meet postindustrial demands and challenges. 

 

Generality: Causal Sequences, Existential Depth and/or Mutually Interlinked 

Processes? 
 

To summarize, generality in development stage theories has commonly been related to strong 

development criteria and hard stages, typically Piaget’s theory of logic development, such as 

universality, fixed sequentiality, irreversibility and qualitativeness leaps. Piaget’s understanding 

of logic as interwoven with meaning implications implies both these aspects as constituting 

general features of the stage developmental process. However, he did not explicitly clarify how 

these aspects were interrelated in this process. As a way to clarify this further, logical reasoning 

according to MHC and meaning making according to SOT was compared in terms of the 

assumptions and conditions related to a thought experiment. The fact that each of these neo-

Piagetian theories was an advocate of high “hard stage” generality claims and at the same time 

focused on either of these aspects justified the choice of comparing their approaches. The 

questions concern, as described, if, how and why they are, hierarchically and/or causally 

subordinated in generality terms, and/or interrelated in the development process. 

 

One way of judging this can be expressed as the “the causal-sequential approach.” This 

concern sequential links between domains in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions for 

development (e.g. Pintrich, 2002; Colby, Kohlberg, et al. 1987). Advocates of this position may 

for instance argue that “…the operations in question will necessary be exhibited first in the 

response to logicomathematial or physical problems, next in response to social problems, and 

last in response to moral problems” (Colby, Kohlberg, et al. 1987, p. 13). According to these 

authors, such a scientific position has gained a substantial empirical support. An at least implicit 

assumption here seem to be that necessary structures are more basic and thus more general in 

that respect. A radical such a position is to consider other domains as direct manifestations of 

such basic ones. Following this line of reasoning may end up in distinctions of a “hen-egg” type, 

reflecting an “evolutionary” perspective and biological explanations. The “causal-sequential 

approach” may imply that the “formal” character involved in logical reasoning “translated” to 

and manifested in other domains constitute the underlying driving forces in stage development. 

Thus, the “hard stage” character of other domains is assumed to indirectly reflect the “strong” 

development necessity drives related to for instance axiomatic logic premises which concern the 

“formal” structural and dialectical aspects of development. 

 

Another way of judging generality can be expressed as “the existential depth approach.” This 

approach is related to the content and functions of development stages and its transformations. 

This wholeness express a both broader and deeper meaning of the self-other coordination, 

reflected in its dualistic character of something that has to be coordinated one way or another. 

The self-other coordination reflect, according to the “Piagetian framework” the essence of ego, 



Hagström and Stålne: The Generality of Adult Development Stages and Transformations 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

59 

acting and interacting in an environment (the biological aspect) reflecting the essence of adaption 

and coordinating subject and object (the philosophical aspect) reflecting the essence of truth. 

Thus, the wholeness of this process involves both a broader and deeper conception of the self-

other coordination than being limited to strictly social aspects. The process should rather be 

conceived as an evolving ego as essentially being a meaning constituting movement and activity. 

 

Therefore, the existential depth of a SOT “self-other” coordination might be understood either 

as one of a person’s many functions or rather as a central and holistic tendency in a person’s 

organizing of meaning. SOT take this latter position and claims that this perspective “…is the 

very ground of personality itself - it is the person” and “…where ‘person’ is understood to refer 

as much to an activity as to a thing” (p. 3 and 7/8 respectively, Kegan, 1982). Ego here refers to a 

central organizing tendency and as the activity of meaning making towards more complex 

structures. It can be conceived as underlying other forms of cognitive, physical or social 

coherence structures including those focusing the self-other coordination in more delimiting 

respects such as Kohlberg (1987), Selman (1980) and Skoe (2014). The conception of ego in 

terms of an underlying form or process can be expressed as an “epistemological structure”: 

“…what we know about our way of knowing” where “the subject-object relationship forms the 

cognate or core of an epistemology” (Kegan, 1982, p. 53). Thus, the reduction of the SOT 

development process that appears to be the consequence of focusing on the self-other 

coordination is not to be regarded as trivializing this theoretical approach in any way. As 

hopefully has been clarified, the self-other coordination is not restricted to taking others’ 

perspectives in social interactions or being understood only as individuals joining increasingly 

larger collective categories. As described, it rather concerns how these self-other categories, 

conceived as meaning contexts, are coordinated by a person’s actions (motivationally and 

directionally) on increasingly complex orders using increasingly complex logical “tools.” 

 

A conclusion of these lines of reasoning seems to be that logical reasoning may be regarded 

as more general than meaning making according to “the causal-sequential approach,” and 

meaning making as more general than logical reasoning according “the existential depth 

approach.” At the same time the thought experiment indicates that the SOT and MHC 

complexity defined in their own terms correspond with each other stage wisely even if the 

number of proposed stages differs. This reflects that the MHC stages were found being involved 

in the differentiation-integration “positioning” in the transitions between the SOT stages. 

Increasing meaning making complexity seemed to be promoted by correspondingly increasingly 

logical reasoning complexity in the deconstruction and reconstruction of the self-other dualities. 

In this way logical reasoning can be said to constitute a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

development of meaning making, being more general in this respect. At the same time, meaning 

making can be understood as more general due to its embedding of this logical capacity as a 

subordinated “tool” in this more identity constituting developmental process. As already stated, a 

main conclusion from the thought experiment is therefore not that one of the aspects is 

subordinated the other one in a more absolute sense. The conclusion rather is that both aspects 

are necessarily interrelated in human development, and at the same time seem to constitute 

diverse generality high and maybe essential features in their own respects.  

 

However, this raises further issues about how logical reasoning is related to meaning making. 

The hard stage character of MHC refers, as described, to its hierarchical principles and axiomatic 
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operating logical principles. These stipulate necessary conditions for transformations of logical 

reasoning to occur. The qualitative leaps are due to new ways of solve logical problems. The 

correct solutions define the stage levels and this is regarded as theoretically reflecting both 

functional and structural aspects: “The functionalism is that stages are based on performance of 

tasks. The structuralist part is that sequences that are generated using the MHC are ordinal 

structures. Each order is qualitatively different and irreducible to any of the lower orders” 

(Commons, Ross, & Miller, 2010, pp. 10ff.). The generality claims of both the SOT and the 

MHC theories concern their dialectical thesis-antithesis-synthesis character. However, the 

interrelatedness of these two processes in “real life contexts” may not necessarily seem to imply 

the competence of logical reasoning in a strictly mathematical respect. The MHC functionalism 

based of the performance of tasks reflects a connection between  logical operations and actions 

in terms of internal action sequences being logically coordinated to reach external goals. Logical 

reasoning is thus regarded as generating actions but action coordination may also, the other way 

around, generate logical reasoning.  Action coordination in this sense does not necessarily seem 

to require being sequentially preceded by the axiomatic-mathematical operations. Thus, logical 

reasoning in pure axiomatic-mathematical terms might not be either a necessary or sufficient 

condition for meaning making, even if logic in verbally reasoning terms seems to be necessarily 

involved. “Semantic” logical reasoning may also be at hand before its strictly mathematical 

manifestations have developed. This tentative conclusion would at least constitute a hypothesis 

to be tested. The necessary conditions for the meaning making development process to occur 

using the necessary logical “tool” may, in turn, require demands and challenges in the external 

context to be triggered. 

 

Differing “Scientific Positions” 
 

The SOT understanding of the self relating to others partly appear to express the distinction 

made by one of his inspiration sources, George Herbert Mead, between “I” and “me” as mutually 

related in a dialectic wholeness as constituting the ego (Mead, 1934/1967). “I” reflect the here 

and now acting ego, while “me” concern ego’s conception of his/hers social roles. “I” seem to 

concern the non-reflected actions of the ego that resembles the SOT conception of the “subject” 

in a balanced phase of a consciousness order, while “me” can be related to reflecting on these 

actions and their social consequences, resembling the SOT conception of the “object.” Mead’s 

ego conception reflects a social behaviorist perspective of ego, a perspective differing from neo-

Freudian psychology ego conceptions (see Kegan, 1982). This brings to the fore not only the 

differing philosophical inspirational sources behind the compared theories but also the 

implications of their differing “scientific positions.”  

 

The self-other meaning context coordination involved in SOT can be conceived not only as an 

epistemological but also an ontologically matter: “…what is at stake in preserving any given 

balance is the ultimate question of whether the “self” shall continue to be, a naturally ontological 

matter” (Kegan, 1982, p. 12). These epistemological and ontological aspects of the SOT self-

other coordination seem to justify its generality claims as of a basic character in its own respect. 

This can be concluded also regarding the axiomatically-mathematically defined MHC process. 

However, the SOT process clearly focuses on development from the inside while MHC focuses 

it from the outside. The epistemological and ontological character of the SOT self-other 

coordination concern universal “inside” aspects such as “…what it means for us that our world 
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designs cohere and fall apart; to crisis, anxiety, the defenses, all newly understood; to the uses of 

pain, to meaningfulness and meaninglessness, breakdown and breakthrough, to the very 

movement of meaning” (Kegan, 1982, pp. 12ff.).  

 

How are these inside and outside positions related to each other in a more overriding 

“scientific-theoretical” perspective? As described, the hierarchical and dialectical change 

characteristics of SOT and MHC can be traced to Piaget’s theory. The idea that higher structures 

integrating lower ones in a centering-decentering process in Piaget’s theory seems to correspond 

to the subject-object dialectic in SOT and it also seems to be possible to conceive the MHC 

transformations in these terms. The differences concern the constructivistic character of Piaget’s 

theory and SOT that is not found in MHC behaviouristic approach. Constructivism refer to the 

subjective process of constructing, deconstructing and reconstructing a given stage structure. 

This difference between the theories can, in turn, be related to epistemological and paradigmatic 

issues. Beside the content difference, these differences also concern the investigating of the study 

object from inside or outside and using quantitative or qualitative data approaches, as mention in 

the introduction. 

 

As already mentioned, focusing the study object from the outside, using quantitative data and 

formal aspects can for instance be associated with an “objectivistic” paradigmatic position to 

science related mainly to criteria from the natural sciences and positivism.  Focusing the study 

object mainly from the inside, using qualitative data and preferring content aspects tend to be 

related to a “subjectivist” paradigmatic scientific position with criteria emanating from social 

sciences and the humanities (see e.g. Cohen, Manion, & Morrisson, 2000). The scientific 

position of Piaget seems to constitute a mixture of these focuses. This seem to reflect his 

background in the natural sciences (biology) and his “in-between” position in linking logic and 

meaning to create a “psycho-logic,” as outlined above.  

 

Piaget focused on logical reasoning from the inside and regarded that as a legitimate study 

objects. But he also studied the investigated object from the outside, and took into account social 

aspects. However, a social factor, he argued “… is a fact to be explained, not a fact to be invoked 

only as an explanatory factor” (Piaget 1946/1976b, p. 10). This constructivistic “meaning link” 

reflect an “inside perspective” and a “subjectivistic” paradigmatic position. At the same time he 

formalizes the logic in mathematical terms and underlined the form or formal aspects of the 

developmental process. This is mainly related to the “objectivistic” position, as well as his use of 

“behavioral” criteria judging children’s solving of cognitive-logical issues in experimental 

designs. Thus, he was not clearly restricted to either of these two paradigmatic positions but 

rather took a more flexible standpoint.  

 

The differing paths from Piaget taken by SOT and MHC concern the latter as focusing on the 

study object from the outside by means of applying a mathematical approach and SOT focusing 

on the study object from the inside using a qualitative approach. The MHC limitation of logic to 

its axiomatic mathematical aspects follows Aristotle’s codifying of logical reasoning that states 

that inference logic axioms and logical arguments starting with postulates (Commons, Ross, 

Miller, et al., 2009). MHC focuses on behavior outcomes and requires at least two independent 

“paths” of a mathematical-logical, phenomenological and empirical “ways of knowing.”  
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Behaviorism concerns broadly the confirming of hypotheses of psychological phenomena in 

terms of behavioral criteria, thus demanding behavioral evidence for such hypothesis. This seems 

to correspond with the MHC position in this respect. A strictly behavioristic position can be said 

to understand behavior as caused by external conditions and furthermore, that mental terms in 

explaining behavior should be eliminated and replaced by behavioral concepts. A strong 

behavioristic position rejects the conception of human free will (Skinner, 1971). But even if the 

MHC position is not that extreme since it allows “events” beyond behavioral ones, covering 

emotions and attitudes to be included as constructs to be studied indirectly (Commons, 2001), it 

takes a rather different scientific standpoint compared with SOT. The latter approach primarily 

focus on the mental stages of meaning making as legitimate study objects. The study of mental 

structures as general organizing principles in the SOT frame of reference focuses, as described, 

on their underlying meaning consistency. Following Colby, Kohlberg and colleagues way of 

reasoning about this (1987), “… to achieve this understanding, one must adopt the subject’s 

point of view and grasp the sense the argument make to that person” (p. 3). In this way the 

structuralism approach can be considered as related to phenomenalism. 

 

SOT, referring to traditional scientific criteria in social sciences (construct validity, statistical 

reliability etc.), provides knowledge from the “inside” subjectivist position, which makes it 

necessary to understand the content of meaning making as a wholeness. MHC contributes with 

e.g. an “outside” objectivistic analytical stringent tool to discern the “mathematical-logical” 

structure involved in “hard stage” structures and transformations (in terms of one-dimensionality 

according to Rasch mathematics, see e.g. Bond & Fox, 2007). Instead of regarding for instance 

epistemological assumptions as necessarily embedded in basically conflicting paradigms, they 

could rather be conceived as compatible in providing “hard” and “soft” data and strengthening 

empirical findings, such as by means of triangulations (Bryman, 2004). 

 

The constructivistic characteristic of Piaget’s theory and SOT bring to the fore the relation 

between logic and action with implications for how to conceive causal mechanisms in 

development, from the inside-out or outside-in directions. Following Piaget’s thinking, logic is 

not isolated from life. It rather reflects the operational co-ordinations that are substantial to 

action (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). Inside-out aspects concern inner “drives” to reach logical 

consistency as well as create meaning consistency. Both processes seem to reflect the 

constructivist character of the developmental process of acting and interacting persons in a 

societal context trying to reach meaningful goals and solve problems when doing so. This 

process is also more or less promoted or restricted by external demands and challenges.   

 

Stage Transitions and Transformations 
 

As described, our perspective on stage structures and their transitions in the thought 

experiment was framing them as dialectical more or less dynamic movements between balanced 

(equilibrated) and imbalanced (disequilibrated) stage structures and their transition phases in this 

movement. As also has been outlined, this framing makes the process more discernible in phases 

of initial balances, transitions and transformations. Moreover, this movement may concern 

different kinds of “forms” of coherences being transformed (such as meaning making and logical 

reasoning). Taken together these presumptions result in stage-transition distinctions than differ 

compared with those generated from “taxonomy approaches” derived mainly from stage 
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structure criteria. Our two presumptions enabled a clarified suggestion of how MHC orders are 

involved in the SOT order transitions. Thus, our interpretation is derived from both the 

conception of SOT as a constructivist-dialectical process and the conception of the differing but 

interrelated functions of meaning making and logical reasoning described in the SOT transitions 

and transformations.  

 

When lacking for instance such constructivistic judgment criteria, the distinctions between 

stages and transitions become less obvious as well as what characterizes transformations. In the 

somewhat overlapping theoretically multifaceted field entitled Transformative Learning Theory, 

focusing adult learning in for instance more applied-contextualized and ideological critical terms, 

the “formal” constructivistic development line of reasoning is not the central theoretical base. 

Issues here concern for instance the functions of the transformations and the interrelatedness of 

individual personal growth and social changes (e.g. Taylor, 2009). However, without clarified 

conceptions of what is constituting the form of coherence that is developing it becomes harder to 

judge how such a form is being “trans-formed” (for a discussion, see Mezirow, 2003; Kegan, 

2000) and deciding stage-transitions in such terms.  

 

However, as indicated in the introduction, also within “softer” approaches in adult 

development stage theories focused in this article, the stage-transition conceptions differ 

compared with the “hard stage approaches.” Results obtained using Loevinger’s (1976) strictly 

psychometric inductively based stage model doesn’t imply a constructivistic “necessity” 

rationale driving the transitions between stages. This theoretical position also seem to be related 

to her suggestion of more stages compared with the number stated by SOT, including stages that 

correspond roughly with the transitions in SOT. The conceptions of stages and transitions have 

changed in this model since the self-aware and the individualist stages in this model first were 

considered to be merely transitions between the conformist and conscientious stage, and between 

the conscientious and autonomous stages, respectively. But suggestions of new stages and 

transitions have been common also within the frame of more constructivist models. Adding a 

new stage or a new order to a stage theory occurred more than once during the development of 

MHC in the 80s (Commons & Ross, 2008) and just recently (Ross, Commons, Li, Stålne & 

Barker, 2014).  

 

Cook-Greuter (1999), highly inspired by both SOT and Loevinger’s theories, conceive stages 

and its transitions as dialectical forms of knowing that integrate affect, intuition and rational 

thought. This results in an understanding of transitions in the SOT as stages in her own model. 

Stages are here characterized by persons’ alternating between differentiated and integrated ego 

positions regarded as  “…organic wholes, as relatively stable balances within which adults stay 

settled for long periods of time, often for a life time” (Cook-Greuter, 1999, p. 53). In total ten 

stages are proposed that reflect stages of differentiation exchanged by stages of integration. The 

integrated stages here are regarded as more balanced than the differentiated stages.  The latter 

ones seem to correspond with transformational positions in SOT and the integrated stages 

correspond with the stages in SOT. 

 

In a way Cook-Greuter’s model can be said to take a position between MHC and SOT but 

implying less generality claims regarding the universality of the stage structures and its 

transitions. But Kegan, in his first conception of the stages (1982), also conceived them as either 
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favoring independence or inclusion. Later (1994) he found that he thereby confused “style” with 

“structure. He concluded that such increasing differentiation or increasing autonomy is 

characterizing everyone’s development, but claimed that increasing differentiation in itself can 

be conceived as staying connected in a new way. Increasing autonomy therefore does not have to 

be about increasing aloneness, but instead about increased self regulation: “Deciding for myself” 

does not have to equal “deciding by myself” (Kegan, 1994, pp. 21ff.). Thus at each stage, 

connection and separation are regarded as integrated in a wholeness which both can be expressed 

within the given complexity meaning structure. 

 

The fact that transitions in “hard stage” models are conceived as stages in “softer” stage 

models seem to reflect the latter models’ higher sensitivity for the “outside-in” direction of the 

developmental process. The fact that the self-aware stage in Loevinger’s theory, entitled as 

“expert” stage in another version (Hy &Loevinger, 1996; Fischer, Rooke, & Torbert, 2003) is 

conceived as a stage and not a transition may be understood as a consequence of organizational 

and societal demands on people in modern society. At this “stage” persons tend to follow 

formally stated rules and regulations and administrative operations common in traditional 

hierarchical organizations that may hinder further individual development also when applying 

decentralized organizational forms (e.g. Göransson, Hagström & Backström, 2011; Hagström, 

Backström & Göransson, 2009). Moreover, the increasing demands in post industrial society of 

flexible functioning individuals and decentralized organizations may have stabilized a seemingly 

increasing frequency of persons at the individualist stage, also conceived as a transition in SOT. 

This is especially apparent among highly educated people characterized by a relativistic or even 

nihilistic frame of reference, also referred to as a deconstructive postmodern way of thinking. 

 

Consequently, the definition of stages and transitions is related to “hard-softness” criteria. 

Softer criteria are more sensitive to contemporary social-cultural-societal conditions that for 

instance hinder hard stage development. This brings to the fore issues of how cognitive logical 

structures are related to the functioning of the individual in a given context or domain. These 

structures may, although they may trigger logical thinking inside-out, not necessarily directly 

lead to functional behavior. Piaget did not appear to think that the assimilating of the logical 

structures as the whole meant that they were responsible for all cognitive manifestations of a 

given stage (Lourenco & Machado, 1996). Logical stage structures as a whole were seen as 

formal criteria to classify thinking not as “… a sort of super functional totalities that regulate 

performance” (Lourenco & Machado, 1996, p. 152). Mental processes were focused in their 

construction and stages were conceived as tentative tools to analyze such processes rather than as 

ends in themselves.  

 

This way of focusing the construction of logic appears as a plausible way of relating logic to 

external demands and challenges. Our example in the thought experiment can illustrate this. In 

the SOT 4
th

  (Self-authoring mind) transition, the MHC 11
th

 systematic order of reasoning is 

regarded as a logical “tool” enabling to create a coherent system, such as a feedback loop: “An 

increased level of carbon dioxide leads to global warming which leads to an even higher level of 

carbon dioxide, etc….” This reflects a capacity to understand formal relationships in different 

e.g. cultural cultures contexts and within differing ideologies including moral and value based 

judgments. Differing contexts may or may not trigger the application of for instance logical 

thinking in other different “domains” such as in meaning making and moral judgment. Such a 
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process is not mechanically driven. It involves both inside out and outside-in parts of the 

development process. Thus, excellent thinkers on very high MHC order of logical complexity in 

the history of science (see Commons, Ross, & Bressette, 2011) might not correspond with 

likewise high orders of other developmental domains reflecting personal maturity as indicated in 

biographies, according to Cook-Greuter (1999). 

 

The Contextualization of Constructivistic Development to Meet Societal 

Challenges 
 

In the introduction of the article three main theoretical issues related to constructivistic 

development theory and research were briefly outlined, namely the causal mechanisms involved 

in terms of inside-out or outside-in direction; the way of approaching these issues as 

“objectivistic” or “subjectivistic” scientific positions, and; the understanding development as 

progressing continuously or discontinuously in terms of stages or functions. The scientific 

positioning issue has already been approached but the other aspects will be somewhat 

considered. Our thought experimental approach can be regarded as a way of “contextualizing” 

constructivistic development theory. Focusing on the generality aspects can be regarded as a way 

to discern core elements involved in the constructivistic process that trigger developmental 

transformations and our examination seems to support the assumption that logic reasoning and 

meaning making constitute such core features.    

 

These core elements and their coordination also seem to reflect the motivation to act and the 

direction of these actions to fulfill demands and meet challenges in external contexts in the 

direction inside-out. The demands and challenges, in turn, are supposed to influence a person’s 

acting and trigger his/her development in the direction outside-in. Our General Stage 

Assumptions can be considered as an ambition to illustrate such general contextual demands and 

challenges in contemporary societies. The fact that the constructivistic development “hard stage” 

theories often seem to have been positioned as representing an inside-out intrinsic and even 

“individualistic” standpoint compared with other outside-in positions, such as the one associated 

with Vygotsky’s theory, is not surprising. However, it does not necessarily follow by its 

“constructivistic” characteristics.  

 

The external demands and challenges in a constructivistic developmental frame are not to be 

considered as mechanically influencing a person’s action orientation regarded as e.g. “causal-

independent variables.” As Piaget appeared to reason the outside-in influences are to be 

explained not as explanatory in themselves, but in terms of them being constructively 

experienced (Piaget 1946/1976b). However, this constructivist “link” between the inside-out and 

outside-in influences do not in any way exclude the latter ones as highly influential. Instead they 

can be conceived as person’s scope or space of action in for instance a given conflict between 

his/her self-meaning context and other-meaning context. The perceived space of action here 

reasonable differs at increasing orders of SOT. Further, the action possibilities can be stated in 

more outside-objectively defined terms. Action theoretical lines of reasoning (for instance 

Hagström & Hanson, 2003) and its application in the work life domain (for instance Volpert, 

1989; Frese & Zapf, 1994) may be fruitfully related to constructivistic-developmental lines of 

reasoning (Hagström, 1995) in the frame of what we prefer to call a “transform-actional 

approach.” 
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Furthermore, the reasoning of the influence of outside-in part of the development process 

brings to the fore contemporary and forthcoming complex societal and global demands and 

challenges. Contemporary post-industrial challenges involve a need for complex thinking, both 

logical reasoning and meaning making. In terms of Mead’s ego conception described above, 

rapidly economic and technological changing conditions in the transition to a post-industrial 

society may result in increasing gap between “I” and “me” in terms of changed societal role 

expectations (Allvin, 1997). These changing conditions apparently require logical reasoning on 

higher levels of at least systematic and metasystematic orders of hierarchical complexity. Such 

demands appear to exceed the order of consciousness among a majority of adult populations. In 

e.g. the US a majority of adults in many studies have been found being below that of the 4
th

 Self-

authoring order of consciousness (Kegan 1994; 2003). This cause much of public information 

flowing beyond many persons meaning horizon “in over our heads” (Kegan, 1994). 

 

Transformative development is reasonable promoted by “the experience of optimal conflict in 

the context of optimal support” (Kegan, 2003, p. 44). Optimal conflicts   refer to inside-out 

development conditions and optimal support can be associated with the outside-in development 

requirements. Both these aspects are also reflected in a person’s subjective and objective “space 

of action.” Thus a further contextualizing of adult development theory and research may be 

gained by “transform-actional” ways of reasoning.  Further research and theorizing about adult 

development should be gained by relating the complexity levels to individuals’ perceived space 

of action to more objectively derive such spaces of action in differing societal contexts. The 

demands in contemporary post-industrial societies towards increasing “disembedding 

mechanisms” (Giddens, 1991), due to dissolving boundaries of work in time and space, new 

network promoting connections, global economic transactions and so forth, seem to concern both 

individual autonomy (referring to a cognitive and an existential dimension) and social integration 

(referring to a social and societal dimension) (Allvin, et al., 1997). 

 

The opportunities provided by these conditions can be related to individual aspects, such as 

life courses, career patterns and biographies, as well as social aspects, such as social roles, group 

affiliations and role models. The new emerging challenge implied in this macro development is 

to integrate the social and existential demands on more autonomous and complex ways than 

before (Hagström, 2007). The broad value changes in postindustrial societies from giving 

priority to materialistic preferences towards given priority to post-materialistic values (e.g. 

altruism, self-realization) (Inglehart, 1997; 2006) seem to capture individual fulfillment and 

social integrative value elements guiding people’s actions in more self directed ways than earlier. 

However, these changes, whether or not they are driven by intergenerational value shifts or life 

span development appear to progress more slowly than the faster global technologically and 

economically driven flexibility demands. These in turn, appear to reflect contrasting goals and 

visions related to the reproductive and productive spheres of contemporary societies, expressed 

e.g. in value preferences, enhancing on one hand individual interests and on the other hand, 

collective interests (Schwartz, 1996). Against this background increasing knowledge of both 

inside-out and outside-in conditions gaining transformative development is highly required to 

meet contemporary and future vital challenges. 
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Laske’s Dialectical Thought Form Framework (DTF) 

as a Tool for Creating Integral Collaborations: 

Applying Bhaskar’s Four Moments of Dialectic to 

Reshaping Cognitive Development as a Social Practice1 
 

Otto Laske2
  

 
Abstract: I am introducing into Dialectical Critical Realism (DCR) a developmental, 

dialogical, and dialectical epistemology for enhancing adults’ cognitive development 

toward dialectic. I do so for the sake of solving real-world problems in a holistic and 

transformational manner with a high likelihood of success. Emphasis is put on dialectical 

thinking as a social practice learned by way of a dialogue method called the Case Study 

Cohort (CSC) method, taught at the Interdevelopmental Institute (IDM) since 2000. 
 

CSC combines dialectical with adult-developmental thinking and listening in real world 

situations. Through this pedagogical framework, students engage organizational clients as 

midwives of their own learning and development through teaching, coaching, consulting, 

and/or talent management activities, even psychotherapy. 
 

In 6 sections, the paper deals with the question of how best to educate CDF-users 

working as inter-developmental interlocutors who have overcome the epistemic fallacy 

by guided self- assessment through DTF, the Dialectical Thought Form Framework. This 

framework operationalizes Bhaskar’s MELD based on Basseches’ pioneering studies in 

the development of dialectical thinking over the adult lifespan. DTF forms part of CDF, 

Laske’s Constructive Developmental Framework, whose social-emotional and 

psychological components derive from R. Kegan’s and H. Murray’s work, respectively. 

DTF takes up the challenge of teaching and exercising dialectical thinking in an 

administered world shaped entirely by analytical reasoning. 
 

Inter-developmental interlocutors are CDF/DTF-users who withstand the onslaught of 

downloading and de-totalization, and by so doing become teachers, even models of 

global self- awareness. They develop this capacity by acting as a member of an IDM 

study cohort, as well as consultants to client organizations whose thinking they scrutinize 

in expertly guided case studies. As a result, their focus of attention becomes the structure 

of their own and others’ thinking as the hidden root of how the social and physical worlds 

shows up for them and their clients. 

                                                 
1
 A version of this article will be published in Bhaskar, R., Esbjorn-Hargens, S., Hedlund-De Witt, N., & 

Hartwig, M. (2016). Metatheory for the anthropocene: Emancipatory praxis for planetary flourishing. 

London, UK: Routeledge. 
2
 Otto Laske is the Founder and Director of the Interdevelopmental Institute (IDM), Gloucester, MA, 

USA, where he has taught the Constructive Developmental Framework (CDF) methodology for 

consulting and coaching since 2000. He is a student of Th.W. Adorno, founder of Critical Theory, and of 

developmentalists at the Kohlberg School, Harvard, especially R. Kegan. 

otto@interdevelopmentals.org     

The author wishes to thank Brendan Cartmel for his meta-critique of this paper. 
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For Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969) 

 

Short Definition of the Dialectical Thought Form Framework (DTF) 
 

 
DTF is a dialogical epistemology that links Dialectical Critical Realism (DCR) to the 

language-suffused social world by way of both developmental and dialectical thinking. It is 

equally an empirical instrument for discerning and witnessing how and to what extent the 

world’s ontological structure (reflected in Bhaskar’s four moments of dialectic referred to as 

MELD
3
, Bhaskar 1993) unfolds in an individual’s mind and speech during a 1-hour semi-

structured cognitive interview. As an epistemology it is based on the assumption that human 

consciousness progresses through four eras of cognitive development, which Bhaskar has called 

Common Sense, Understanding, Reason, and Practical Wisdom, and that consciousness 

encounters its own dialectic during the transition from Understanding to Reason, in four steps, as 

shown below. 

 
Figure 1: Bhaskar’s four eras of adult cognitive development. 

                                                 
3
 MELD is an abbreviation of the names of Bhaskar’s four moments of dialectic which in his ontology he refers to as 

1M, 2E, 3L, 4D. They are epistemologically rendered in CDF a CPRT (Context, Process, Relationship, and 

Transformation) standing not for dimensions of being but classes of thought forms that spell out MELD in the 

human mind, thereby defining the structure of human thinking. A lucid description of the relationship between 

MELD and CPRT is found is Laske’s Dialectical Thinking for Integral Leaders: A Primer, Integral Publishers, 

2015. 
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The entry of the human mind into dialectic when crossing over from Understanding to Reason 

was first documented in the transition from Kant to Hegel in the period between 1781 to 1807. 

According to developmental research done by the Kohlberg School at Harvard between the years 

1975-1995, this unfolding begins ontogenetically in late adolescence and ends only with the end 

of individual life. 

 
As an empirical instrument, DTF bridges DCR and the language-suffused social world 

through the dialectical listening and thinking capacity of its expert users. 

 
Pedagogically, DTF is exercised by the instructor of IDM study cohorts whose members 

interview clients in order to scrutinize the thought-form structure of their recorded speech. They 

do so in the context of clients’ organizational function/role, environment, and professional 

agenda and their team membership. Through such a cognitively focused interview it becomes 

possible to lay bare the dialectical structure of clients’ speech. The assumption made is that the 

social world is a language-suffused universe, and that it is straightforward to determine 

empirically differing degrees of clarity to which MELD manifests itself in a particular mind 

based on the textual or auditory analysis of a DTF interview. Although such an interview is co- 

created by a DTF interviewer as well as an interviewee (in most cases, an executive), the 

resulting cognitive profile is nevertheless understood as being that of the client. 

 
To determine the degree of clarity of dialectical thinking in a client’s speech empirically, a 

DTF expert collaborates with members of a study cohort of inter-developmentally bonded 

individuals whose task it becomes to scrutinize traces of MELD in spoken language. The cohort 

as a whole (which includes the instructor) evaluates (“scores”) the cognitive interviews of 

members’ clients. This assures inter-rater reliability based on which valid feedback can be given 

to clients. 

 
In the DTF framework, evaluation of cognitive interviews happens in terms of four classes of 

thought forms, called CPRT (C=context; P=process; R=relationship; T=transformation). As 

shown below, these classes directly reflect Bhaskar’s MELD (Laske, 2009). The evaluation 

yields empirical data useful in scaffolding the dialectic-thinking capabilities of an individual or 

team by way of teaching, coaching, mentoring, consulting, psycho- and socio-drama, and 

psychotherapy. 

 
It should be clear that the above outline positions epistemology within ontology. As shown 

below, dialectical thought forms are not perspectives. DTF is cogent only when presupposing a 

real world that is not permanently withdrawn, as is Sartre’s être en soi, but can be “grasped” 

dialectically through what Hegel has called “the effort of the concept (Anstrengung des 

Begriffs).” It is this effort that the IDM certification program in CDF/DTF is designed to re-

instill. This effort is the exact opposite of contemporary downloading; it corresponds in spirit but 

not in method to teachings that Adorno and Horkheimer conveyed in their Hauptseminar 

between 1951 and 1969 at Frankfurt University, Germany. 

 

*** 
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With Piaget, I am making the assumption that in speaking, humans reveal not only the 

contents, but also the dialectical structure, of their movements-in-thought. In this paper, I am 

detailing how specifically ontological MELD-structures show up epistemologically in DTF-

based listening to human speech. As shown in Fig. 2, above, a DTF listener-thinker functions as 

a bridge between DCR and the language-suffused social world, and thus functions as a 

transformational agent. 

 
Below, I will detail in what way M. Basseches’ work, published in “Dialectical Thinking and 

Adult Development” (1984) 30 years ago, has built a bridge between ontology and dialectical 

epistemology, without elaborating in detail the refinements of this great researcher’s work that 

yielded Laske’s DTF. 

 
Rather, my emphasis will fall on my teaching practice within pedagogical cohorts whose 

members, by scrutinizing a specific executive’s speech, “wake themselves up” to their own 

mind’s dialectic (that heretofore they were unable to grasp). I will reflect on how and why such a 

cohort can be seen as a pedagogical context for developing within DCR a dialectical social 

practice of real-world interventions.  I also view a case study cohort as embodying the core of a 

future critical in-depth social science, and the beginning of integral collaborations poised to solve 

problems in the real world, such as global warming. 

 
In this way, I am binding collaborative action to what Cook-Greuter has called construct 

awareness, but will use this term in a purely cognitive, rather than (following Kegan and 

Loevinger) social-emotional, way, as she does. I will envision integral dialectical thinking as 

becoming the central practice of the integral movement, to the extent that the integral community 

can actually shift from the reduction of the real world to subjective enactments to the recognition 

that the mind is constellationally embedded in the real world inde ab initio.  

 

Operationalizing Bhaskar's MELD Based on Basseches' Dialectical 

Schema Framework 
 

As intimated in Fig. 2, the Dialectical Thought Form Framework (DTF) is best understood as 

serving a bridging function between DCR and the language-suffused world of society’s 

organizations and their constitutive cohorts (teams). For this purpose, it comprises a social- 

emotional component following Kegan (1982; 1994), a cognitive component following Adorno 

(1966; 1999), Basseches (1984), and Bhaskar (1993), and a psychological component following 

Henry Murray (1938). Its methodology is part of an inter-participatory framework through which 

to further adult mental growth at work and in life. 

 

Although the systemic connectedness of CDF’s three components is the focus of my teaching 

of coaches, consultants, and executives at the Interdevelopmental Institute (IDM; 

www.interdevelopmentals.org), here I will restrict myself to the cognitive component of CDF, 

which is called DTF. DTF was developed in 1999 in a thesis on developmental coaching, by 

linking Bhaskar’s MELD to Basseches’ dialectical schema framework (DSF).  

http://www.interdevelopmentals.org/


Laske: DTF as a Tool for Creating Integral Collaborations 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

76 

 

Fig. 2. DTF powered by DTF study cohorts serving a bridging function between DCR and 

the language-suffused social world of organizations. 

 

Using DTF centrally requires mature dialectical thinking and listening in real time. Its 

dialogue- propelled way of functioning derives from Basseches’ work in the early 1980s. In 

1984, after 6 years of researching empirically the development of dialectical thinking over the 

individual life span, Basseches published a seminal work called “Dialectical Thinking and Adult 

Development” in which he presented his findings in a way summarized by Fig. 3, below: 

Fig 3. The four phases of dialectical-thinking development in adults according to 

Basseches/Laske. 
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Common Sense 

Understanding 

Dialectical Comment 

Dialectical Reason 

Practical Wisdom 

L-Transform 

I-Transform 

R-Transform 

P-Transform 

For the purposes of his qualitative research, Basseches created a semi-structured interview in 

terms of which he dialogued with staff and students of a US college about issues in 

contemporary education. It was his purpose to answer the genuinely pioneering question “how 

does dialectical thinking develop over the individual life span?” Basseches asked this research 

question based on the hypothesis that cognitively more highly developed individuals, represented 

by teaching staff, would show higher levels of dialectical thinking than students. He measured 

this developmental differential by way of a “fluidity index” indicating fluidity in the use of four 

classes of thought forms. 

 
Basseches found by evaluating (“scoring”) recorded interviews that one could speak of four 

phases (rather than stages) of dialectical-thinking development, where each phase is defined by a 

maximal fluidity index (phase 1 = >10, phase 2 = >10<30, phase 3 = >30<50, phase 4 = >50). 

Simplifying Basseches’ findings slightly, one can say that each phase of thinking-development 

toward dialectic is characterized by the dominance of one of Bhaskar’s four moments of dialectic 

(MELD), in the order of 1M, 2E, 3L, and 4D (Laske, 2009). 

 
In DTF, MELD is epistemologically represented by four classes of dialectical thought forms 

called schemata by Basseches. The most advanced dialectical thought forms, called 

“transformational,” entail an understanding of negativity that fully emerges only in phase 4 of 

cognitive development. DTF is an action method for deepening inter-developmental 

relationships meant to lead to novel, emancipatory experiences via dialectical thinking. 

 
The DTF system as a whole is geared to exploring in real time how MELD maps into speech 

via concepts. In actual usage, each MELD component, represented by a thought form class, 

serves as a tool to lay bare a speaker’s or writer’s category errors (e.g. de-stratification) as they 

occur in real time. The assumption is that by highlighting and giving feedback on such errors, a 

speaker can move from the actual to the real world. 

 
When we put Basseches’ findings in a context familiar to readers of Bhaskar (1993), shown in 

Fig. 1, we can see that the four phases of dialectical-thinking development referred to in Fig. 3 

fall into the transition from Understanding to Reason. The four phases give rise to different forms 

of illuminative and remediative dialectical commentary, whether exercised during real-time 

dialog (interviews) or in hermeneutic text analysis: 

Fig. 4. The four transforms of dialectical thinking according to Bhaskar (1993).  
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The I- and R-transforms utilize Basseches’ four classes of dialectical thought forms, referred 

to as  C, P, R, and T, a focused and selective representation of Bhaskar’s MELD geared to 

exploring the dialectical structure of dialog or written text in real time (Context = M1; Process = 

2E; Relationship = 3L; and Transformation = 4D): 

 

 
Fig. 5. The four classes of thought forms associated with MELD in DTF (P=2E; C=1M; 

R=3L; T=4D 

 
While C, P, and R thought forms illuminate lack of dialectical thought expressed in category 

errors occurring in speech or text, T-thought forms are remediative, sublating and integrating 

elements held in a speaker’s or writer’s memory store, and thus absent category errors. 

 
DTF- interlocutors hear, and then showcase, specific category errors made in speech or text. 

In each of the four classes of thought forms, a particular category error is paramount: de- 

stratification in C (1M), denial of negativity in P (2E), de-totalization in R (3L), and de- 

agentification in T (4D). 

 
As Fig. 5 indicates, transformational thought forms reside on a meta-level, in the sense that 

not only are they grounding the other 3 thought form classes (outer arrows), but are 

simultaneously based on them in a feedback loop intrinsically binding all four classes of thought 

forms into a transformational system (internal arrows) replicating MELD in thought. T-thought 

forms capture adult cognitive development as an internalized form of (ontic, rather than agentic) 

agency, i.e., natural emergence of dialectical out of logical thinking. 

 
Logistically, each of the four classes of thought forms comprises 7 consecutively more 

complex thought forms, as shown in Table 1, below. “Contrasts” indicate links with related 

thought forms intrinsic to a particular thought form allowing for fine differentiations to be made. 
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Table 1: DTF Taxonomy of Dialectical Thought Forms 

Process TFs (2E) 

 

Illumination 

Context TFs (1M) 

 

Illumination 

Relationship TFs (3L)  

 

Illumination 

Transformational TFs 

(Meta-systemic) (4D) 

Remediation 

1. Unceasing motion, 

negativity 

 

 

 

Contrast: 22 

8. Contextualization 

of part(s) within a 

whole; emphasis on 

part 

 

Contrast: 10-13 

15. Limits of 

separation. Focus on 

existence and value of 

relationship 

 

Contrast: 16-21 

22. Limits of stability, 

harmony, durability 

(incl. quantitative into 

qualitative changes) 

 

Contrast: 3, 12, 23 

2. Preservative 

negation, inclusion of 

antithesis (non- A) 

 

Contrast: 27 

9. Equilibrium of a 

whole; emphasis on 

whole 

 

Contrast: 10-13 

16. Value of bringing 

into relationship 

 

 

Contrast: 15, 17 

23. Value of conflict 

leading in a 

developmental direction 

 

Contrast: 2, 22, 24 

3. Composition by 

interpenetrating 

opposites, correlativity 

 

 

 

 

 

Contrast: 19-22 

10. (Description of) 

structures, functions, 

layers, strata of a 

system 

 

 

 

 

Contrast: 8-9, 11-13 

17. Critique of 

reductionism and “de-

totalized,” thus 

isolated, entities 

separated from their 

shared common 

ground 

 

Contrast: 18-21 

24. Value of 

developmental potential 

leading to higher levels 

of individual and social 

functioning 

 

 

 

Contrast: 1, 23 

4. Patterns of inter-

action 

 

 

 

Contrast: 2, 19-20 

11. (Emphasis on the) 

hierarchical nature of 

layers systems 

comprise 

 

Contrast: 9 

18. Relatedness of 

different value and 

judgment systems 

 

 

Contrast: 20 

25. Evaluative 

comparison of systems 

in transformation 

 

 

Contrast: 10, 14, 26, 28 

5. Practical, active 

character of knowledge 

 

Contrast: 23 

12. Stability of system 

functioning 

 

Contrast: 9, 22 

19. Structural aspects 

of relationship 

 
Contrast: 4, 15-17, 20-21 

26. Process of 

coordinating systems 

 

Contrast: 15-16, 25 

6. Critique of arresting 

motion (reification) 

 

 

 

Contrast: 7, 28 

13. Intellectual 

systems: frames of 

reference, traditions, 

ideologies 

 

Contrast: 9, 28 

20. Patterns of 

interaction in 

relationships 

 

 

Contrast: 4, 21 

27. Open, self- 

transforming systems 

 

 

 

Contrast: 2, 22-24 

7. Embedding in 

process, movement 

 

 

 

 

Contrast: 3-4, 6 

14. Multiplicity of 

contexts (non- 

transformational) 

 

 

 

Contrast: 25, 28 

21. Constitutive, 

intrinsic relationships  

(logically prior to what 

they relate) 

 

 

Contrast: 2-3, 15-20 

28. Integration of 

multiple perspectives in 

order to define complex 

realities; critique of 

formalistic thinking 

 

Contrast: 2, 6, 16 



Laske: DTF as a Tool for Creating Integral Collaborations 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

80 

In DTF, these 28 thought forms, refined from Basseches’ Dialectical Schemata Framework 

(DSF), serve at least five different functions, whether in scrutinizing speech or text. These are: 

 
1. Dialectical listening tools; 

2. Dialectical text analysis tools; 

3. Cognitive (interview) prompting tools; 

4. Mind opening (retroduction) tools; and 

5. Mind expanding tools. 

 

By using DTF thought forms as listening and assessment tools, an adult’s movements-in-

thought, articulated in an interview or written text, can be empirically assessed, both in terms of 

the DTF Fluidity Index and other cognitive indexes deriving from it (Frischherz, 2014a). 

 Fluidity Index = 3+4+5+10=22 

 Cogntive Score = [14, 19, 24; 48(%)] – hollow transfer thinking 

 Systems Thinking Index = 48 (%) 

 Discrepency Score = (4+10) : (3+5) = 14 : 8 – Manager C is a better constructive than 
critical thinker 

Fig. 6. Cognitive Behavior Graph of a manager, showing the movement in thought of his 

interview, associated with DTF cognitive scores (Frischherz, 2014a). 

 

The Integral Movement is Composed of Upwardly and Downwardly 

Divided Cohorts Characterized by Social-emotionally Determined 

Thinking Limits 
 
I have introduced you to a framework for working with clients (including students) by 

merging dialectical with developmental thinking, for use by teachers, coaches, consultants, and 

managers as clients’ dialogue partners. These clients always reside in social cohorts 

characterized by a wide variety of thought-form structures apparent in listening to their speech in 

semi-structured interviews. When heard through the lens of CDF (i.e., analyzed both social-

emotionally and cognitively), verbal language expressions show clear structural differences in 

thinking. When these differences are scrutinized in empirical case studies, one finds that specific 

Kegan-stages are associated with specific limits of dialectical thinking capability (measurable in 

terms of the DTF fluidity index and related cognitive scores). 
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Fig. 7. Social-emotional stage progression according to Kegan. 

 

This is, of course, to be expected since making meaning at a specific Kegan-level presupposes 

residing in a specific phase of dialectical thinking capability. 

 

On account of the fact that members of a cohort make meaning along Kegan’s trajectory of 

social-emotional stages while also residing in a specific phase of dialectical-thinking 

development, we can speak of cohort-specific thinking limits. In teaching and carrying out 

organizational interventions, the intrinsic nexus between a social-emotional Kegan-stage of 

meaning making and a particular phase of making sense of the world through dialectical thinking 

clearly comes into view, as intimated in Fig. 8 (see also Laske, 2009: 253). 

 

Fig. 8. Nexus between social-emotional meaning making and cognitive sense making in 

CDF. 
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In terms of pedagogical pragmatics this entails that the social-emotional structure of integral 

cohorts has a direct bearing on how far programs of DTF-dialectical thinking can help shift 

integral thinking from Bhaskar’s argument-based dialectic to a developmental and dialogical 

epistemology required for using DCR in the organizational world (not to speak of a shift from 

Wilber’s enactments to dialectical thinking). DTF delivers a straightforward metric for whether a 

particular cohort succeeds or fails in that transition. 

 

Taking into account that integral cohorts whose members reside at one and the same Kegan 

level are largely fictitious, we view integral cohorts more realistically as composed of a 

developmental majority vs. minority within a particular Kegan-range (2-3, 3-4, 4-5). I will refer 

to these cohorts as upwardly or downwardly divided. It therefore makes sense to think about the 

composition of the integral movement itself in terms of developmentally different cohorts shown 

in Fig. 9, and detailed further in Figs. 10 and 11, below. 

 

1. Upwardly divided level-2 cohorts (UD2); majority at level 2, minority at level 3 

2. Downwardly divided level-3 cohorts (DD3); majority at level 3, minority at level 2 

3. Upwardly divided level-3 cohorts (UD3); majority at level 3; minority at level 4 

4. Downwardly divided level-4 cohorts (DD4); majority at level 4, minority at level 3 

5. Upwardly divided level 4 cohorts (UD4); majority at level 4, minority at level 5 

6. Downwardly divided level 5 cohorts (DD5); majority at level 5; minority at level 4 

 

 
 

Fig. 9. Social-emotional differences between cohorts, leading to the distinction of 6 

structurally different developmental types of cohort, further detailed in Fig. 10 and 11. 

 

In each cohort, the developmental tension between majority and minority results in 

idiosyncratic social-emotional cultures characterized by specific thinking limits that stem from 

the different levels of cognitive development toward dialectic of the cohorts’ members. In Fig. 

“ME vs. OTHERS 

“ME AMONGST THEM ALL” 
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10, below, I refer to these thinking limits by the term “stratum”, thereby differentiating the 

quality of management of complexity members of a particular cohort are capable of, as well as 

the specific thematic focus of their universe of discourse at the workplace (Jaques, 1998). 

 

 

Figure 10. Thinking limits (F) of 6 developmentally differing cohorts, calibrated in terms of 

the DTF Fluidity Index. 

 

As we move from UD2=Stratum-1 cohorts (in which the cohort majority resides on Kegan-

level 2) to DD5/Stratum-6 cohorts (in which the cohort majority resides on Kegan-level 5), their 

thinking limits, in terms of dialectical-thinking capability, are dramatically altered.  

 

For example, a downwardly divided level-4 cohort (DD4; in which most members reside at 

Kegan-stage 4 while a minority remains at level 3) has a surer grasp of absence and negativity 

than an upwardly divided level-3 cohort (UD3), and this cognitive differential can be precisely 

assessed through DTF. Importantly, this differential is likely to determine the relationship of a 

cohort’s interpersonal process to its task process. The latter is determined by cohort members’ 

phase of dialectical thinking, and in more immature cohorts tends to become overwhelmed by 

cohort members’ interpersonal process. 

 

We can say, then, that each of the six cohort types distinguished in Fig. 11 is characterized by 

a peculiar quality of discourse fully aligned with its thinking limits. For instance, according to 

Fig. 11, even logical debate is unlikely in a UD2/Stratum-1 cohort, while a UD3/Stratum-3 

cohort can be expected to have a beginning grasp of absence (DTF process thought forms; 2E), 

having begun to acquire thought forms articulating negativity that are missing from a more 

immature consciousness. Clearly each of these subgroups has its own epistemological subculture 

that, in turn, demands a differentiated pedagogical approach to dialectical thinking. 
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Fig. 11. CDF cohort typology showing the social-emotional and cognitive developmental 

differences between cohorts. (Level-3 cohorts are shown as the most numerous). 

 

As shown in Fig. 12, the higher the cognitive stratum of a cohort, the more cohort members 

are capable of handling complexity in terms of MELD and its DTF thought-form equivalents. 

Consequently, they will be increasingly open to conceptualizing issues referring to future 

potentials, rather than being wedded to the status quo, thus differing in terms of transformational 

thinking capacity. Simultaneously, true dialogue will increasingly become possible and so will 

an autonomous task process not compromised by a cohort’s interpersonal process. 

 

These assessment-based considerations of developmentally different cohorts lead to the 

question of “how to guide integral cohorts on a developmental journey that amounts to a mental 

growth assignment?” 

  



Laske: DTF as a Tool for Creating Integral Collaborations 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

85 

 

Figure 12 (for column 3, see also Figure 1, upper left) Cohort differences in the ability of 

handling organizational complexity as a function of social-emotional composition and 

phase of dialectical thinking measured through DTF. 

 

A Train the Trainer Program and Peer Training Program in 

Dialectical Thinking: IDM’s Case Study Cohort Method (CSC) 
 

The answer to this question adopted at IDM is referred to as the “case study cohort” method 

of teaching (CSC). Its name derives from the fact that IDM study cohorts are organized around 

the pedagogical goal of writing a developmental case study on a single organizational client. The 

case study involves carrying out a social-emotional as well as cognitive interview (if not also 

administering a psychological questionnaire), to be evaluated by cohort members for the purpose 

of giving feedback to clients under the supervision of the Director of Education. The latter 

functions as a supervisor who also guarantees assessment inter-rater reliability. Along the IDM 

certification track, writing such a case study requires 10 months of study of both dialectical and 

social-emotional thinking and listening, in work with interviewees coming from both for-profit 

and non-profit organizations. As a consequence, it is organizational clients whose concerns 

provide the real-world environment for students’ learning and development, acting as midwives 

of their development into expert CDF/DTF users. 

 

We use this method of teaching in two forms: 

1. An “artisan” (esoteric) form for educating CDF trainers 

(http://www.interdevelopmentals.org/assessment-certification.php). 

http://www.interdevelopmentals.org/assessment-certification.php
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2. An applied (exoteric) form for those not intending to become CDF or DTF experts, but 

rather striving to use these frameworks in immediately rewarding applications, 

including starting a new business 

(http://www.interdevelopmentals.org/Applied_CDF_Courses.php). 

 

In full recognition of the pragmatic demands of students’ organizational clients, a case study 

is about people-in-context, especially executives, and this is reflected in the structure of the 

cognitive interview that explores executives’ internal workplace i.e., the way executives 

conceptually represent their function, tasks, work environment, and professional agenda (Laske, 

2009; Jaques, 1998). These clients form the invisible cohort associated with IDM study cohorts. 

Meta-theoretically, each case study takes on clients’ epistemic fallacies and category errors that 

condemn them to positivistic thinking and downloading rather than allowing for deep, dialectical 

thinking. For this reason, by using DTF for revealing executives’ movements-in- thought and 

giving them feedback on the structure of their present thinking in terms of MELD, DCR could 

move closer to acting as an educational force within society. 

 

As my colleague J. DeVisch has shown in two recent books (2010; 2013), absence of 

dialectical thinking in executive teams not only obstructs social change, but also eventually leads 

to companies’ sub-performance or even demise. Executives’ epistemic fallacies, which 

ultimately sabotage emancipatory change within and without companies, clearly come to light 

during a 1-hr recorded and transcribed cognitive interview scrutinized by an entire IDM study 

cohort. Structurally relevant interview “bits” are weighted in terms of the clarity of thought 

forms articulated therein, a method of qualitative research that when applied to written text such 

as annual reports is referred to as dialectical text analysis (Frischherz, 2013; 2014a). It is a 

hallmark of dialectically complex texts that they invite to be scored not only in terms of single 

thought forms, but constellations of thought forms from different classes (Adorno, 1999: 134ff.), 

as shown by the example below. 

 

Cognitive interviews center on laying bare clients’ category errors and epistemic fallacies. 

These are seen as hindering the speaker from living in the real world. Category errors are thought 

to come to light in the way base concepts are differentiated by clients. In the interview fragment 

quoted above, the base concepts of “force field” and “system stability” are explored by the 

interlocutor. By way of the DTF Thought Form Scoring Sheet shown, the study cohort mentally 

reconstructs the client from a third-person perspective for the purpose of cogent feedback. 

 
As this demonstrates, work with CDF, including DTF, is based on dialog, not argument. It is 

focused on the unpacking of assumptions that lead to category errors in the sense of Bhaskar’s 

retroduction, but for the purpose of assisting clients in their work or life in real time. 

  

http://www.interdevelopmentals.org/Applied_CDF_Courses.php
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Table 2: IDM case study, Thought Form Scoring Sheet. Fragment of a transcribed 

cognitive interview, cohort-evaluated for the purpose of establishing the interviewee’s 

(executive’s) cognitive profile as a basis of feedback to her about the structure of her 

present thinking; from a 2009 IDM case study. 
 

Bit Number & Thought 

Form 

 
(weighted from 0 to 3) 

Questions to Ask Yourself: 

1) What structural evidence leads you to selecting this Thought Form? 

1. 2)If several Thought Forms are applicable, explain your choice. 

Note: Weights are assigned to Thought Forms only across 

the entire interview, not individually. 

Cognitive Interview, Task House 

 
(Base Concept #1= “force field”; #2 = “stability”) 
Bit #3, 

 
TF 21 [weight = 1] 

(constitutive, intrinsic 

relationship) 

 
TF 22 [weight = 1] 

(Limits of stability, 

harmony, and durability) 

 
TF17 [weight = 0.5]  

(Critique of reductionism) 

Interviewer:  You seem to be taking into account what other force fields are 

playing a role in this company, and what the circumstances are under which 

this project has started … 

 
Interviewee (Consultant): Well yes, I was referring to certain forces, some 

tearing things apart, others holding things together, and the conflict energy 

needed to transform the status quo. 

 

Interviewer: If you look at those force fields more closely, what do you see? 

 
Interviewee: Well, the dilemma lies in that efficiency should be increased 

while no one would lose their job. This is a human resource problem since 

probably some people do not have the qualities they need to be peak 

performers. So management wants to lift up the organization towards a more 

service oriented organization. One issue is the accountability level on which 

people should perform in their new roles. Another issue is to prepare these 

people to take a quantum leap. However, they will probably not be able to 

make this leap under the present reward system, or given what their 

competences are. So there are many conflicting forces I am seeing, but I 

doubt that my clients are seeing them. I see a gap between reality and how it 

is viewed by my clients. But I cannot close this gap for them; I need to 

educate them so they can see it. 

 
Interviewer: What does that say, you think, about the system’s stability? 

 
Interviewee: We’ll have to consider that there is an external force field as 

well, and together with the internal one, it may rip the company apart. We are 

now in a financial crisis, and we haven’t seen the deepest point yet. So 

people are looking at efficiency and they have never, never been confronted 

with the fact that they will have to lay-off people. They won’t be able 

to do it before the end of 2009 because they signed an agreement with the 

union. So they won’t risk that. Except if they would be confronted with 

extreme situations. Until now they have government support. But I expect 

they will be asked to take hard measures by the first half of 2010. And they 

are not at all preparing for that. 
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Justification of the Scoring 
 

In constructing his internal workplace, the speaker sees individuals 

determined by the constitutive relationships they are in that have 

defining quality (relationship TF 21); he also points to the overall 

systemic context as a factor determining the issues that will need to be 

considered by clients (transformational TF 22). Finally, he articulates 

a weak critique of reductionism (TF 17), highlighting that his clients 

are not looking at the outside world. 

 

DTF dialog is carried out differently in the three complementary modes, as shown in Fig. 13.  

 

Fig. 13. The three dialog modes of DTF as used in coaching and consulting. 

 

In real time, one of these modes is typically the dominant one, the other two functioning as 

supports. All three modes require deep listening to clients, but in different ways. In attentional 

support, in focus is discerning the dialectical thought form structure of a client’s speech flow, 

while interpretation seizes upon the client’s category errors. Once these have been revealed to 

the client through commentary or questions, the interlocutor proceeds to remediating them, 

enabling the client to make possible sublations and differentiations (enactment). In this way, not 

only is analytical reasoning critiqued, but novel experiences leading to cognitive development are 

created clients. 

 

In a society steeped in analytical reasoning, retroductory scaffolding of clients’ cognitive 

development is difficult, encountering many psychological and institutional obstacles that have 

to be managed by DTF-schooled coaches and consultants. Similar difficulties apply to teaching 

DTF, in my experience. 

 
The success of a case study cohort hinges on whether cohort members achieve an equilibrated 

use of the three dialogue modes they are taught in preparing the case study.  Each of the three 

dialogue modes is rehearsed separately, before being linked to others. 
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1. In the first step, interviewing, emphasis lies on attentional support for the purpose of 

discovering the thought form structure of a client’s speech. Interpretation and enactment 

function as supports. 

2. In the second step, interview text analysis, the cohort dialog focuses on the interpretation 

of a client’s interview text in terms of score-able DTF thought forms. Again, the other two 

modes serve as supports. 

3. In the third step, writing the case study itself (enactment) is achieved. Each cohort 

member’s task is to pull together in a coherent synthesis all empirical evidence gathered 

about a client, to document his/her cognitive as well as social-emotional profile. The thesis 

culminates in a written feedback report formulated on a level the client can readily 

understand. Through this report, the client herself is given the opportunity for enactment in 

subsequent evidence-based (team) coaching or mentoring sessions. 

 

In short, an IDM case study cohort schools its members as inter-developmental interlocutors 

who are able to develop their clients, as well as themselves, in emancipatory ways. How far this 

goal is achieved by each cohort member can be demonstrated by longitudinal CDF assessments 

of cohort members, one prior to the case study and the other 3 years later (Frischherz, 2014a). 

 

Conceiving of Dialectical Thinking as the Integral Movement’s 

Central Social Practice: Esoteric and Exoteric Programs for 

Teaching Dialectical Thinking 
 

I have shared some details of the DTF Train the Trainer certification program in dialectical 

thinking in the larger environment of CDF. I have largely dwelt on the “artisan” form of teaching 

DTF, as exemplified in Fig. 14, to make clear how the manifestation of MELD in human speech 

is assessed by using the DTF system of thought forms collaboratively. In my experience, this 

approach is the royal road to learning dialectical thinking, compared to using meditation, 

discussion, hosting, holocracy, or something even more fashionable. This is the case because 

students’ subjective experience of DTF is balanced against the objective goal of understanding a 

specific interview text. 

 

There exists a 2
nd

, “exoteric” or “peer”, form of teaching dialectical thinking through DTF 
whose recipients are managers and executives, rather than CDF/DTF trainers. This second form 

of teaching is already carried out by those IDM students who work in organizations as 

consultants, coaches, and mentors, even managers. I think that DCR could begin to show its 

educational relevance for the organizational world when armed with DTF tools in both forms of 

teaching. 

 

Conclusions 
 
I would say more generally that through CDF, the severance of dialectical from adult- 

developmental thinking and listening – which in my view characterizes the contemporary 

integral community – is shown to be not only one-sided but ineffective. Especially Basseches’ 

work, now 30 years old and further refined in DTF, is highly beneficial in demonstrating just 

that. The further severance of social-emotional from cognitive development issues, equally 
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widespread today and a legacy of Wilber, is another setback for promoting the pulse of freedom 

through dialectic. This separation of two intrinsically linked dimensions of consciousness – 

social-emotional and cognitive – was also practiced by the Frankfurt School including Habermas. 

I have come to see that this approach ultimately risks reducing dialectic to an academic tool for 

philosophical culture critique, that is, to a kind of hermeneutic exercise able to fill many books 

and confound many young minds whose retroduction experiences have no foundation in actual 

client problems. 

 
The severance of developmental thinking from dialectical thinking is, in my view, equally 

counter-productive, as is shown not only by the state of the art in the contemporary adult- 

developmental sciences, but more blatantly by pop-talk about evolution that resides far above 

any valid empirical data base. The store house of epistemic structures accumulated by neo- 

Piagetians since the 1970’s is, to speak with Adorno, rooted in anything but untrammeled 

dialectical thinking. 

 
These epistemic structures, which have a shocking redundancy (as do developmental models) 

in fact stand in the way of deep thinking about the human condition, shining a light on nothing 

but the present state of the social sciences. Since, as we now know, it takes an individual human 

consciousness a life-time to fully develop its dialectical powers, we need to invest more in 

educating our contemporaries in dialectical thinking, in ways that take what is known about the 

trajectory of dialectical-thinking development into account. 

 

In this context, it seems to me that we can use DTF thought forms (Fig. 6) as seeds for 

developing new, DCR-instantiating, epistemic structures now lacking, instead of borrowing from 

the neo-Piagetian storehouse. The new DTF-based epistemic structures to be developed will have 

to be context-sensitive to adult cognitive development over the lifespan. We can develop these 

structures taking into account the four phases of dialectical-thinking development (see Fig. 3) for 

whose cogent empirical assessment DTF was originally designed. 

 

As we now know empirically, there exist four different human Inquiring Systems that 

gradually emerge and merge over the human lifespan (Fig. 1). While the Lockean (empirical) 

Inquiring System does help individuals transcend Common Sense, Hegel showed us 200 years 

ago that this transcendence remains epistemologically weak. Even when we move to a Kantian 

Inquiring System, as the sciences do, we fail, as Bhaskar’s work has shown, to move closer to 

the real world because of falling prey to the epistemic fallacy. It is thus imperative that we take 

advantage of the early stirrings of dialectic in the adolescent mind that Basseches’ research has 

revealed, and build on its momentum, to secure a broader constituency of dialectical thinkers, 

both in academia and the world of organizations and politics. 

 

*** 

 

According to my 15-year teaching experience at IDM, a student who has submitted two CDF 

case studies based on the “artisan” (rather than the “peer”) schooling described above, is ready to 

enter a program for becoming a trainer of DTF dialectical thinking. Such a student has 

internalized the dialog  partook in during the case study cohort process, and has, in addition, 

committed to writing her understanding of transcribed interviews in deep dialog with herself. Not 
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only such a person’s way of thinking, but also her way of listening to others and communicating 

with them, has been substantially transformed: she or he can now see the real world as being in 

unceasing transformation, with herself as a part of it. Once she is so aware, she has become a 

transformational thinker who is motivated to become an agent working on behalf of the wicked 

global issues that beset humanity at this point of our history. 

 

I would see DTF trainers certified by IDM as ambassadors of dialectical thinking as much as 

of DCR. The two make a good practical marriage. DTF practice having become part of students’ 

professional life blood, they can help not only individual clients, but commercial organizations 

and political factions “get real” about the real world, as most of my students already do. In 

addition, DTF-trained individuals can begin to influence the social sciences, not only the 

developmental sciences, and promote a dialog between sciences based on dialectical thinking, 

something presently non-existent. 

 
If, after reaching maturity in individuals’ middle twenties, analytical reasoning is not given a 

chance to move on to higher phases of dialectic, developmental arrest sets in. The ensuing stasis 

only deepens individuals’ helplessness on account of feeling trapped in the administered world 

that Adorno predicted 50 years ago. The origin of this helplessness, while it can be covered up 

by dazzling – even integral – contents, is the structure of adults’ thinking that is not on a par with 

what the contemporary world cognitively requires of its citizens. In what I have shared in this 

paper, a blueprint for pedagogical action against this contemporary predicament, lack of 

dialectical thinking, can certainly be discerned and developed further.  

 

*** 
 

My ultimate concern in this paper has been one of extending DCR into social practice. “E- 

ducere”  means “to lead out of”, and if there is one thing to lead out of it is the absence of 

dialectical thinking in our culture, already diagnosed by H. Marcuse in the early 1960s (Feenberg 

& Leiss, 63-71). Since dialectical thinking seems no longer to be viewed as “salon communism”, 

due in part to Roy Bhaskar’s work, there is perhaps a chance that we could establish institutes of 

dialectical thinking as think tanks of the future, threatened as this future now is by global 

warming. If developed as part of the Institute of Education at this University, a Center of 

Dialectical Epistemology could establish a pioneering agenda: to teach dialectical thinking in an 

administered world shaped by excessive analytical reasoning. Before addressing the thinking 

limits of contemporary organizations, however, such an institute would first have to address 

those of the integral movement’s own cohorts. 
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Historically the practice turn (PT) draws on older theory developments such as the cultural, 

the linguistic and the interpretative turns, as well as their ontology of constructivism. It takes into 

account more recent developments such as the performative and process dimensions of social 

action and structuration. A similar “constructivist shift,” combined with a growing interest in 

processes, symbols, interactive qualities, grey zones, as well as in the analysis of social complex-

ity and dynamics in general, can also be observed in the field of Strategic Management (SM) 

research, for example in approaches such as Dynamic Capabilities (Jarzabkowski/Spee, 2009). In 

this context, the previously central theoretical and ontological conflict between structure and 

actor (structuralism versus individualism) is now partly replaced by the tension between substan-

tialism and relationalism (Schneider, 2013). 

 

Concrete precursors of the PT therefore are relational sociologists such as George Herbert 

Mead, Pierre Bourdieu, Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens and Bruno Latour, but also post-

analytical, phenomenological philosophers like Martin Heidegger, Michel de Certeau or Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty. Moreover, the PT demonstrates a general trend towards connecting empirical, 

theoretical and philosophical approaches with social analysis. Among the sources of its theory 

development and methodology are therefore ethnomethodology and ethnography, cultural histo-

ry, activity theory, network theory, discourse analysis and Latour’s actor network theory. Finally, 

pertinent personal experiences of practice researchers seem to be important as well, such as the 

record of Dalvir Samra-Fredericks who has been working as a community organizer, or work 

with Change Laboratories reflected by Miettinen/Samra-Frecericks/Yanov (2010, p. 1310). 

Golsorkhi et al (2010, p. 2) have identified several schools of thought in this regard. 

 

While ethnography observes social actors in situ (participant observation), ethnomethodology 

tries to understand social and moral orders through an analysis of embodied activity, Activity 

Theory as inspired by Lev Vygotsky sees itself as a psychology of human consciousness and 

explores its mediations by culture and artifacts. It thereby tries to resolve the dilemma that con-

sciousness has so far been looked at either in its material dimension or via introspection but rare-

ly both at the same time. In contrast, Activity Theory looks at consciousness (mind) in an anti-

dualistic way as an autonomous reality which is not situated inside human heads but comes into 

being during the interaction between individual and objective forms of culture created through 

human work (Gherardi, 2010, p. 1318).  

 

Based on an ontology of relationalism those approaches essentially call for a new “scientific 

worldview “and epistemological strategy (Schneider, 2013) primarily focusing on patterns and 

structures of relation(ship)s, as it is done, for example in the network approach. In this context, 

social order is described as a process and result of interaction (“how is that done?”) between var-

ious entities. The latter also include material “actors,” i.e. in Latour’s actor network theory 

(ANT, Latour, 2005). By including various levels of analysis (micro, meso and macro levels, and 

thus both individual action, group action, processes, organizations and institutions; see Schneider 

2013 and Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanov, 2010) into a systematic reconstruction of relation-

al structures between all of them, these approaches wish to re-conceptualize agency and social 

action through the notion of practice, focusing on their respective interrelations (Chia/Holt, 

2006). 
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In doing so, relationalist approaches take over the ontology of constructivism holding that 

humans create both themselves and their material culture, shaping reality through their own cog-

nitive and relational practices (Orlikowski, 2010). The assumption that social structures (may) 

precede social actions (Merleau-Ponty: “we take structure to be pre-existing,” cf. also Miet-

tinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanov, 2010) is now modified by a stronger focus on the practices 

through which structure comes into being, i.e. by the “ontological primacy of practice in social 

life” (Orlikowski, 2010, p. 27). The possibility of action is now understood as pre-defined by 

networks of practice in which actors are embedded, as well as by socially constructed technolo-

gies of communication and calculation  (Vaara/Whittington, 2012) which can function as “orders 

of truth” in the Foucauldian sense. According to Foucault’s concept of power and how power is 

exercised, particular actions are rendered possible or impossible only by specific orders of truth 

(Foucault, 1982). So given the rather old roots of the PT Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanow 

(2010) have legitimately asked if we should not rather speak of a “re-turn.”  

 

Just as network analysis, the practice turn (PT) sees itself as a new theoretical approach, 

sometimes even as a meta-theory and thus, as a strategy for organizing the cognitive space of 

knowledge or science as knowledge production in a new way. Certainly indeed, theories can also 

be thought of as hypothetically-deductive systems of concepts and thus, as cognitive networks 

pre-structuring the processes of cognitive knowledge production of those who use them and who 

do research within them. In fact, its constructivist ontology is rightly applied to its own scientific 

practice as well, for example when Orlikowski (2010, p. 30) asks “what kinds of realities are 

being produced through our social science” and “what kinds of organizational outcomes do we 

want to help produce.” In contrast, meta theories or paradigms are considered to be cognitive 

entities organizing whole systems of theories in their relation to each other on a higher level of 

abstraction (Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010; for an integral perspective see the Model of Hierarchical 

Complexity, Commons, 2008). 

 

Even though the “theory of practice” can so far not be considered as a consistent theory 

(Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanow, 2010), Andreas Reckwitz has provided a detailed descrip-

tion of the general development of sociological theorizing towards a praxeological understanding 

of social relations. In his study on the “Transformation of cultural theories” (2000, 2002) he has 

also formulated a corresponding research program. The core concerns of practice perspectives 

are, on the one hand, to give attention to micro processes on the level of the individual, i.e. to 

treat it as a living entity with emotions, motivations, concrete actions and strategies. On the other 

hand (seemingly paradoxically), practice perspectives concurrently refrain from studying actors 

in favor of practices which are understood as embedded in social interactions and networks of 

meaning (see below, Jarzabkowski/Spee, 2009). The aim is thus to better understand the practic-

es of individual actions in the social space (Jarzabkowski/Spee, 2009), not only on the level of 

individual cognition, identity and so forth, but also and above all in terms of their being part of 

“meta-individual” discourses and interactions which are called “practices.” 

 

Besides the notion of “practice,” that of “strategy” is equally important in the context of the 

PT. As a matter of fact, both of them are closely related when it comes to describing concrete 

practices and social phenomena. In the field of leadership and management studies a new sub-

field informed by several concepts of practice has emerged in 2003 under the label of strategy-
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as-practice-research (SAP). For an overview of SAP research and its main research orientations 

and agendas see Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 3 and Johnson et al., 2003) 

 

While there is no clear-cut or dominant definition of “practice” around, Jarzabkowski/Spee 

(2009, p. 73) understand “practice” as “a stream of activity which interconnects the micro actions 

of individuals and groups with the wider institutions in which those actions are located and to 

which they contribute.”  On the organizational level practices are also understood as “organiza-

tional goings on that give rise to a particular strategic choice rather than on macro-causal factors” 

(Chia/Holt, 2006, p. 636). 

 

The term “strategy” is not used in an intentional or motivational sense here, but as something 

usually unconscious or pre-conscious, something immanent, coming into being and manifesting 

itself in everyday practical action, or as a “consistent pattern in a stream of actions.“ We are thus 

dealing with the very concrete and very practical “doing of strategy” on the one hand, i.e. the 

question “who does what when and how?” This happens based on a clear distinction from con-

ventional intentional strategy research (see the paragraph on the PT’s concerns below). Moreo-

ver, practice perspectives are interested in how the development and the emergence of strategies, 

as well as their implementation is rendered possible or impossible by existing social and organi-

zational practices and the respective socio-cultural sets of experiences they are embedded in 

(Vaara/Whittington, 2012, p. 286). In result, the central pretensions and concerns of the PT can 

be summarized by the claim that organizational and leadership phenomena can be better de-

scribed by a micro perspective which is closer to the complexity of reality. At the same time, it 

thereby intends to “humanize” the field of Strategic Management (SM) (Pettigrew et al., 2002, p. 

12, cit. in: Chia/Holt, 2006, p. 635).   

 

Introductions to and reviews of the PT, the state of research and discussion in the field (which 

reach out far beyond the areas of leadership and organization), and about the field of strategy-as-

practice and the empirical research done there can be found in Jarzabkowski/Spee (2009, includ-

ing a typology and multiple ostensive tables analyzing research on the PT according to specific 

criteria and streams), in Golsorkhi et al., 2010, in Holmberg/Tyrstrup (2010) and in 

Vaara/Whittington (2012). 

 

What are the Practice Turn’s Main Concerns?  

Criticizing Modern Heroic and Functionalistic Perspectives 
 

In the context of general tendencies of theory development in the fields of leadership and or-

ganization research the Practice Turn can be situated with regard to the main points of demarca-

tion against which it makes its own claims. What does it criticize and to what extent can it legit-

imately claim to offer an epistemological surplus value – thereby “earning” its label of being a 

“turn” in the true sense of the term? To what extent does it offer innovative new perspectives 

able to compensate for shortcomings, inadequacies or blind spots of previous and hitherto exist-

ing approaches and research strategies? 

 

In fact, authors within the fields of practice and SAP research often position themselves and 

their work in contrast to “outdated” conventional theory perspectives (Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010, 
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Jarzabkowski/Spee, 2009, Vaara/Whittington, 2012, Chia/Holt, 2006) by which they usually 

mean approaches generally qualified as typically modern, such as Taylorism/Fordism, bureau-

cratic organizations, strategic or scientific management etc.. Since theorists of the practice per-

spective often make their claims by juxtaposing their own practice approach to Strategic Man-

agement perspectives, their heuristic project can be illustrated by a comparison of those two per-

spectives. By Strategic Management we hereby mean strategic and functionalistic perspectives 

which: 

 

 claim that inner-organizational processes can generally be objectively analyzed, and thus 
planned and controlled, 

 accordingly try to rationally plan leadership and organizational design and to control their 

outcomes as far as possible, 

 make use of a primarily rational, functionalistic and more or less linear logic in order to 
achieve this, 

 preferably work with quantifying methods to investigate the factors which are relevant for 
leadership design. 

 

In this regard, authors writing from practice and SAP perspectives usually argue that “tradi-

tional” and/or modern leadership research hampers a deeper understanding of what actually hap-

pens when and while leadership is actually being exercised. The table below illustrates the main 

divergences between conventional strategy perspectives and SAP approaches. 

 

Table 1: Traditional (modern) leadership approaches and the surplus value of practice 

perspectives as viewed by the latter.  

 Strategic Management research Practice Perspective 

(Concept of) 

Knowledge 

Explaining the world, functional-

ism,  normativity 

Knowledge represents reality (Rep-

resentationalism) 

 

Claim: comprehensive explanation 

of the world 

Knowledge is never complete and 

always a  social construction  

context has to be taken into account 

We can only know what actually 

happens (the doings of ...)  

Claim: Understanding instead of 

explaining 

Overall world view The world is like a clockwork with 

its own inner order and functioning. 

Our task is to understand its me-

chanics and make optimal use of it 

through adequate methods and 

technologies in order to build and 

shape it according to our aims. 

 

building view of the world 

The world is constructed in a non-

linear way. It is thus neither possi-

ble to completely explain it nor to 

plan and control its functioning and 

development. The latter are to a 

certain degree chaotic. 

 

 

dwelling view of the world 

Basic epistemological 

position 

Rationalism, functionalism, meth-

odological individualism 

Relationism, behavior is always 

embedded into a web of relations 

and practices and cannot be studied 

in an isolated way. 



Fein: Reviewing the Practice Turn 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 
 

99 

Research options Structuralism or individualism/ 

voluntarism alternatively  

(structure/organization or  actor 

oriented perspectives)  

Both structures and actors are socio-

cognitive constructs and can only be 

understood in their interrelations 

and interlacement 

Dynamics and processes of concrete 

action as it happens (the doing of 

strategy: who, what, how) 

Tension between substantialism and 

relationism 

Research methods Quantitative methods preferred 

Concepts of competence primarily 

envision quantifiable, technically 

measurable factors, causal rela-

tions, analyzing variables, linear 

causality 

Qualitative methods preferred: qual-

itative interviews, (participant) ob-

servation, ethnographic methods, 

discourse analysis, phenomenology, 

hermeneutics 

What is being ana-

lyzed? 

Perspective on social 

actors and organiza-

tions 

- Actors as clearly identifiable and 

circumscribable entities and their 

strategic actions, understood as 

intentionally planned 

- Structures/organizations as clearly 

circumscribable and describable 

entities and their designing 

- Bundles of practices inside of 

webs of relations 

- Consequences of spontaneous 

human actions, emergences, pro-

cesses, dynamics 

- Actual strategic action, consisting 

of micro-activities, micro-practices 

of organizing (Weick) and micro-

changes  

Concepts and ideals of 

leadership and organi-

zation 

- Building view of the world 

- Strategic decision making as a 

comprehensive, coordinated, ac-

tively designed process 

- Leader as a strategic planner/ top-

down controller 

- Motivation of social action is 

derived from liberal ideology, for 

example from values like goal at-

tainment and making profit 

- Specific forms of charismatic and 

heroic leadership are attractive 

- Predict and control, understood in 

a linear way, conscious designing 

of organizations 

- Working with intentions, goals 

and causal references of social ac-

tion 

- Dwelling view of the world  

- Strategy emerges unconsciously in 

everyday social action 

- Habitus, relational state of an “ab-

sorbed interlacement” with the 

world (cf. Heidegger, Husserl, 

Wittgenstein) 

- Motivation is a result of personal 

responsibility  focus on manage-

ment education 

- Concepts such as charismatic 

leadership have to be disenchanted 

- Action in its coming into being, 

thoughts and emotions are observed 

neutrally, as well as the grey shades 

of everyday life 

Sources: Gherardi (2010), Holmberg/Tyrstrup (2010), Jarzabkowski/Spee (2009), 

Vaara/Whittington (2012), Chia/Holt (2006). 

 

So to what extent do the practice perspectives presented here as ideal-typical counterparts of 

traditional and modern approaches include crystallizing points of an innovative theory develop-
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ment on the basis of a critical reflection of existing research? In other words: To what extent are 

we dealing not only with a new and stylish academic “fashion” but with a perspective which of-

fers qualitative improvements in the sense of a more adequate ontology and epistemology, in-

cluding the potential to better grasp the complexity of reality? So to what extent are we facing a 

real progress in theorizing? 

 

The Surplus Value of the Practice Perspective:  

What are the Merits of the Practice Turn? 
 

A surplus value of practice perspectives as compared to classical and modern approaches to 

leadership and organization can be observed in several respects. The following section outlines a 

few important factors and elements illustrating a new and qualitatively deepened understanding 

of the phenomena observed.  

 

Deeper Interest in and Understanding of the Relational Complexity of  

Leadership and Organizations 
 

An important motivation of practice perspectives is to grasp, describe and understand organi-

zational and leadership phenomena in their whole complexity in a more adequate way as it has 

been the case before. In order to do this they make use of a more complex concept of organiza-

tion than classical and modern theories did. Now organizations are not viewed as hierarchical, 

more or less bureaucratically administered entities consisting of clearly describable (infra-) struc-

tures, positions and functional levels anymore, but as the sum of inner-organizational relations, 

as “a bundle of practices and material arrangements” (Schatzki, 2006, p. 1863) which constantly 

inform, change and renew them and have multiple interrelations with each other. Practice per-

spectives thus put a particular focus on the intertwinement of components such as social action, 

structures and “assemblages” of various material objects, which are analyzed as general ar-

rangements, constellations or figurations (see also the configurational sociology by Norbert Eli-

as).  

 

At the same time, practice perspectives do not view leadership as unidimensional, linear phe-

nomena anymore but rather aim at a thick description of the characteristics, problems and work-

ings of everyday leadership. Leadership practice is of interest here precisely in its fragmented, 

non-linear and sometimes chaotic gestalt (Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010, p. 356). 

 

For both the analysis of leadership and of organizations, the procedural perspective is central 

in practice approaches (Schatzki, 2006 and Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010 speak of a “fundamental 

priority of processes”). It stresses the strictly social and collective nature of leadership and or-

ganizations, as well as the temporal and spatial dimensions of concrete phenomena and constella-

tions. Practice perspectives on leadership and organization can thus be summarized as focusing 

on “doing leadership as a practical activity in complex organizations” (Denis/Langley/Rouleau, 

2010). Insofar as this constitutes a considerable differentiation of the perspective of analysis as 

compared to modern understandings of leadership and organization, the PT offers a clear theoret-

ical and epistemological surplus value. The Model of Hierarchical Complexity as a content-free 

framework for analyzing the structural complexity of actions and utterances (Commons, 2008) 
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would most probably classify the traditional SM approach as a formal (stage # 10) concept while 

practice perspectives as contextual epistemologies are likely based on systemic (stage # 11) rea-

soning.
2
 Therefore a crucial element of their epistemology is a systematic interest in the contex-

tual, relational conditions of all social action. 

 

Systematic Interest in Complex Contexts of Social Action 
 

Due to their relationalism and their sense of complexity of concrete leadership and organiza-

tional phenomena practice perspectives have a different understanding of social action in general 

and of strategy in particular. Based on phenomenological descriptions of the world as proposed 

by Heidegger, practice perspectives aim at a more adequate “re-conceptualization of agency, 

action and practice and their interrelations” (Chia/Holt, 2006). Gherardi (2010) and others stress 

that the central goal of practice-based studies consists in explaining the “doing of strategy” out of 

the interrelations between practice and their respective context. 

 

More specifically, theorists of practice use a concept of strategy based on the social nature of 

all action, in result of which the latter cannot be understood as conscious, intentional goal at-

tainment anymore, but rather as a behavior embedded in social contexts from which alone it can 

be understood. Some authors also draw analogies with rituals or liturgies, for example in 

Vaara/Whittington (2012).  

 

Through its interest for the workings and the constitution of agency within a web of social 

practices the practice perspective, as a relational theory, comes to a more differentiated under-

standing of “strategic” processes. While dynamic contexts of practice are revalued in comparison 

to structures, new theoretical resources are made accessible for the discipline of strategic man-

agement (cf. Vaara/Whittington, 2012). Practices are thereby conceptualized as complex, flexible 

and polyvalent phenomena with both social and material dimensions (Vaara/Whittington, 2012, 

p. 298). Since the practice perspective has a particular interest in the micro foundations of social 

phenomena, it also puts a special focus on discovering and reconstructing the processes of inter-

relation between all of those dimensions. 

 

Different from ideal typical modern strategic thinking, attention is directed not (only) on the 

behavior of single individuals, but on that of networks consisting of meaningful interactions and 

their outcomes and materializations (“webs of practices”) which are treated as dispositive in a 

Foucauldian sense. The latter constitute socio-cultural “operating systems,” the socially con-

structed modus operandi of which on the one hand guarantees a certain stability, anticipatory 

reliability and consistency of social action. On the other hand it epistemologically does not need 

the concept of strategic planning in the traditional sense. 

 

Two additionally important concepts are therefore that of emergence (“what is actually hap-

pening”) as well as that of the “dwelling mode” as compared to the “building mode” which is at 

the basis of the traditional motivational understanding of strategy. The former, in contrast, de-

scribes a mode “in which strategy emerges non-deliberately through everyday practical coping” 

                                                 
2
 A more detailed discussion of the correspondence between the epistemological perspectives reviewed 

here and stages of complexity as defined by the MHC is beyond the scope of this article. 
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(Chia/Holt, 2006). This understanding presupposes a permanent changing and re-creating of con-

texts of social action. Their analysis – more so than that of acting in the classical understanding – 

thus figures in the center of studies based on practice theory. Their close relation to social theory 

and the analysis of power, as well as to discourse theory and analysis in the tradition of Michel 

Foucault is therefore not surprising. Foucault conceived of power as of the concrete nature of the 

contexts which enable or prohibit certain actions, which is why he analyzed the creation and 

change of similar contexts in actu. Foucault saw a key for explaining collective knowledge pro-

duction, amongst them collective processes of learning, in how power is exercised in practice 

through designing and changing contexts of meaning (Foucault, 1982). 

 

This concept is not only opposed to the idea of rational problem solving; the underlying con-

textual epistemology can also be characterized as more differentiated and thus more complex 

than previous theoretical perspectives. In view of our initial question concerning the epistemo-

logical surplus value of practice perspectives it can thus be argued that it combines micro and 

macro perspectives, individualistic and systemic (or field-specific) approaches in a hitherto 

unique way. Through conceiving both relations and networks, just as things, as prolongations of 

our possibilities of action (“dwelling with the object,” Chia/Holt, 2006), it makes accessible new 

dimensions of knowledge, thereby clearly going beyond those offered in classical management 

studies. 

 

Constructivism and a Higher Theoretical and Methodological  

(Self) Reflexivity 
 

With its context sensitive, constructivist understanding of leadership and organization we ob-

serve a decentering of the research perspective and thus a higher degree of methodological re-

flexivity, as well as a corresponding (self) critical potential. Practices which had been taken to be 

self-evident until then are uncovered through the study of pre-verbal understanding by the prac-

tice concept, similar to what is practiced by the sociology of knowledge, these more subtle con-

ditions of knowledge made accessible to critical analysis (Schatzki, 2006, p. 316). By relating 

practice and the contexts of knowledge in which practices are embedded – and which, vice versa, 

are brought about and changed through practices – a postmodern, constructivist concept of 

knowledge becomes the basis of empirical analysis. It is particularly interested in “hidden 

knowledge” influencing and canalizing social action without necessarily being conscious to the 

respective actors themselves in a specific situation. 

 

By putting similar, systemically operating mechanisms into the center of attention, the degree 

of (self) reflexivity and thus the epistemological potential of research are improved considerably. 

Leadership is hence not only described in detail in its coming into being, but the “how” and the 

underlying mechanisms and dynamics are explained from a perspective which takes into account 

systemic relationships (Schatzki, 2006, p. 372). Thereby, if nothing else, certain mental images 

of the researchers themselves may come into the focus. For the definition of a social phenome-

non (for example “gender”) as a practice is of course also a construction (cf. Gherardi, 2010). 

Bourdieu has therefore proposed that a “sociology of sociology” and a “science of science and 

reflexivity” should be central concerns of a (self) critical sociology (Bourdieu, 2006). Compared 

to traditional concepts this must be considered as another step towards decentering the analytical 
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perspective which, from an integral point of view, corresponds to the shift from formal to sys-

temic thinking as conceived by the MHC (see above). 

 

Inclusion of Inner Dimensions (Individual and Social Unconscious) 
 

With the aim of bringing analytic light into unconscious processes and mechanisms, the PT 

also demonstrates greater attention for unconscious or pre-conscious inner and psychic dimen-

sions of the social. For to grasp phenomena of leadership and organization in their complexity, 

and to experience “the complexity of an organization as it happens in real time” (Schatzki, 2006) 

also means to live instants, situative constellations and events as series of performative moments 

more consciously. Organizations are therefore conceived and perceived by practice perspectives 

as “taking place” (Gherardi, 2010) or as “occurring” (Schatzki, 2006). Hitherto unconscious di-

mensions and aspects are thus moved into the focus. 

 

This kind of “thick” attention is directed both towards the individual, the social and the organ-

izational unconscious – the two left quadrants in an integral model. In view of the individual 

unconscious, the PT’s aim is to investigate dimensions like intentionality, identity, authenticity, 

vulnerability, self and autonomy in depth and in more detail (Caroll/Levy/Richmond, 2008). 

With the post-modern world view inspired by Heidegger’s concept of “Geworfensein” (being 

thrown into the world) and being-in-the-world, most practice perspectives also demonstrate, on 

the one hand, a greater attention for other than merely rational competences, intelligences and 

modes of being, amongst them emotional, interpersonal and spiritual ones. On the other hand, the 

analysis of the inner realms of the individual calls for a more precise examination of cognitive 

processes as they really occur in the context of perception and experience, interpretation and 

meaning making, as well as a clarification of how which activities are coordinated in what way. 

In the context of the PT this often happens through qualitative (see below, section on qualitative 

methods) and quasi-phenomenological case studies or through “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 

1973, Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010). 

 

With respect to the social unconscious, practice perspectives aim at making structural sets of 

everyday practice intelligible as “organizational memory” (Halbwachs, 2004) or as habitual 

“modi operandi” (Bourdieu). In approaches inspired by Halbwachs, organizational memory is 

understood as a “social version of mind,” as the consciousness of organizations in which memo-

ries about “how to do things” are stored. In this context Schatzki (2006, p. 1867) mentions four 

elements of the “memory of practice”: general understanding, practical understanding, rules and 

teleological structures. For social actors to grasp similar sets of practices as structures it is im-

portant to have a personal experience with respect to how stable and thus how influential the 

respective rules of “doing things” are in everyday contexts. For, as Chia/Holt (2010) have 

stressed, the functioning of unconscious dispositions of thinking and doing depends on the expe-

rience of inner consistency of action in line with past experiences. 

 

In contrast, approaches inspired by Bourdieu emphasize the habitual components of social 

practices. The latter function as structured dispositions, similar to the concept of “space of possi-

bility” described by Foucault (1999), framing concrete practices in the sense of a de facto func-

tioning operating system (as a “modus operandi enabling actors to mindlessly cope with unex-

pected and changing situations)” or even keeping them “trapped” (Chia/Holt, 2010, p. 645). With 
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this implicit embeddedness (mostly unconscious to social actors themselves) they provide a cer-

tain continuity and stability of the social, also described as “social inertia” by Chia/Holt (2010). 

 

The question how similar socio-cultural dispositions or socio-cognitive operating systems 

(which we as participants of social spaces of communication need in order to function within 

those spaces) come into being in the first place is of particular interest in both approaches. So 

how does consensus about the meaning of certain concepts, terms, cultural values and guiding 

principles arise at all? How are collectively shared criteria of good leadership attributed, for ex-

ample? In order to reconstruct the processes through which specific meanings become dominant 

or even hegemonic, change or transform, a leadership research guided by this conception of prac-

tice has to work in a discourse analytical way. According to Chia/Holt (2010, p. 765), it needs to 

focus on the dynamics and the power relations between competing discourses and their interrela-

tions. 

 

So the inclusion of the dimension of the unconscious does represent another enlargement of 

perspective in the sense of a higher epistemological complexity as compared to strategic man-

agement approaches (where it is hardly present or not at all). However, the overall relation be-

tween consciousness, individuality and their social conditions of existence ultimately remains 

unclear in most practice theories (see critique below, general evaluation). Even though the need 

to create consistency and congruency of action with past experiences is claimed to be a function-

al and necessary quality of consciousness, many authors also try to “get rid” of the dimension of 

consciousness by using alternative concepts such as habitus and Strategy-as-Practice. In fact, in 

some texts it appears as if consciousness was considered as a kind of black box that cannot be 

fully explained and is therefore treated skeptically (Knights/Wilmot, 1992, also Chia/Holt, 

2010). Instead, concrete coping strategies observed in the context of social practices are ex-

plained as “practical wisdom” and claimed to be simply transferred “silently from body to body” 

(for a critique see below). 

 

Working with Qualitative Methods 
 

In the course of this shifting of theoretical and epistemological preferences from the “build-

ing” to the “dwelling mode,” from “strategy in the center” approaches to “strategy-as-practice 

(SAP)” ones with their focus on inductive and explorative approximations to concrete real pro-

cesses, inner worlds, grey shades and improvisations, working with qualitative social science 

methods understandably becomes more and more important. Even though the complexity of con-

crete leadership phenomena is indeed difficult to “thickly describe” due to its multi-

dimensionality as Caroll/Levy/Richmond (2008) have correctly noted, qualitative methods such 

as in depth interviews, participant observation, phenomenological, ethnological or discourse ana-

lytical methods are very well suited for doing thick descriptions of external, inner-organizational, 

as well as of inner, psychological processes and developments. Since qualitative methods focus 

on understanding (instead of causally explaining) what they analyze, they can help to reconstruct 

nuances and qualities of engagement and of relations with oneself, with others and with the (or-

ganizational) world. Also, the question “how agency is constituted in a web of social practices” 

can be answered in a methodologically adequate way. On this basis, Vaara/Whittington (2010) 

are right when they note that qualitative approaches provide “new theoretical resources to strate-

gic management” and contribute to a better understanding of strategic processes. 
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As a matter of fact, the large number of qualitative case studies in the field of SAP research is 

striking. An important part of them is working with thick descriptions. With regard to data gen-

eration, participant observation, life case descriptions, discourse analysis and action research, 

SWOT analysis, interview studies (among them group interviews) and self-reflections (for ex-

ample through diaries of managers; Vaara/Whittington, 2010, p. 293ff.) are the dominating 

choices. Thereby, the respective approaches try to reconstruct and to understand the reality of life 

and work of managers and leaders in organizations, as well as their strategies of meaning making 

in actu (for more examples see Gherardi, 2010, p. 120 and Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010). 

 

As a mode of analysis, building types, for example when (re-) constructing typical narratives 

about how leaders view and evaluate their own work, is equally typical for qualitative approach-

es within the practice field. It is not surprising that in this context, traditional stories of heroic 

management, i.e. of omnipotent managers in control of every detail in their organization slowly 

gives room to stories of artists of improvisation who move within and through the everyday jun-

gle of chaos and contradicting challenges in really existing organizations more or less successful-

ly and often rather intuitively. Holmberg/Tyrstrup (2010) have coined the term “well then what 

now?” for this post-modern managerial habitus which can often be found in contemporary or-

ganizations. So in this regard, we can equally state a differentiation and thus, an epistemological 

enrichment of our current image of leadership in/and organizations. 

 

General Evaluation, Achievements and Limitations  
 

So how can the Practice Turn within leadership and organization research be evaluated from 

an integral perspective, based on criteria such as a holonic understanding of inter-relationalism 

and emergence, cross-quadrant multi-perspective and multi-method inquiry and developmental 

complexity? At this point, I wish to recall that the present considerations do not claim to give a 

comprehensive evaluation of the entire field of practice studies but simply discuss some of the 

limitations in much of the literature reviewed for this article which appear to be quite obvious 

done from an integral perspective. One of the aims of this critique is to highlight the surplus val-

ue of more integral conceptions of leadership and organization as compared to post-modern ones 

such as the practice perspective. This can of course only be done in a summarizing and exempla-

ry fashion. Note that some of the following observations and critiques have also been voiced by 

authors from the field of practice studies themselves as suggestions for future research. 

 

As stated before, the practice and SAP approaches discussed earlier provide a very valuable 

broadening of research perspectives bringing new, hitherto neglected dimensions of leadership 

and organization into the focus of analysis. Due to this clear epistemological surplus value and 

the corresponding greater cognitive flexibility they deserve the label of a “turn.” In the changes 

of perspective brought about by the practice turn, a number of typically postmodern claims, ap-

proaches and concerns are translated into concrete research. As a matter of fact, through the con-

cept of practice, this happens in a quite focused way. However, the perspectives used by many 

practice approaches still remain under-complex in several respects and could be further devel-

oped and differentiated in view of the challenges posed to leadership and organization in a con-

text of global interconnectedness. 
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Process(ual)ism and Relationalism as New Absolutisms:  

Throwing out the Baby with the Bath Water? 
 

Even though the PT by its relational perspective and its attention for micro processes does 

make accessible new and important additional dimensions of analysis, as outlined before, it is in 

danger of “overshooting the mark” and to throw out the baby with the bath water, just as other 

theoretical innovations in the past. Certainly, the PT’s insight is correct that leadership activities 

inside organizations cannot be explained exclusively by the intentions of the leaders (as it is done 

by methodological individualism), as well as its own claim that leadership phenomena are em-

bedded in multiple relational contexts and webs of relations conditioning and influencing their 

concrete coming into being. At the same time, some theorists of practice seem to conclude from 

this that everything has to be dissolved analytically into the relations constituting it. With the 

dissolution of the opposition of structure and agency, the category of social action itself seems to 

be dissolved in some cases, getting lost in complex contexts. 

 

Furthermore, in the more radical forms of relationalism the idea of entities is principally con-

sidered as epistemologically outdated. Schneider (2013, p. 13) mentions the field of International 

Relations as an example, in which authors like Jackson and Nexon (1999) have claimed a priori-

ty of  “relations before states.” Schneider therefore asks to what extent nation states can be (ana-

lytically) dissolved into webs of relations. Even if it appears epistemologically meaningful and 

interesting to think of and analyze international relations as relations that are subject to constant 

change, existing collective entities such as states do not become obsolete by this (see also Bunge, 

2000). Rather, we can historically observe how the relevance and importance of particular enti-

ties changes, often in result of a change of their interrelations. Consequently there have been 

“complexes of relations which had a transformative impact on their relata and brought into being 

new relata,” as Schneider (2013, p. 14) notes – and vice versa. So instead of puristically replac-

ing one by the other (“relations without relata”), both concepts (as cognitive constructs and sys-

tems) and their interrelations should be studied in their respective dynamics. Viewed from an 

integral, developmental epistemology, this could be called a meta-systematic exercise. 

 

Even if the shifts of focus from the “building” to the “dwelling view” might engender new in-

sights, there is a certain danger of a new absolutism and thus, a new reductionism if the dwelling 

perspective is give the ontological status of a “fundamental priority of processes” (Nexon, 1999, 

also Schneider, 2013, p. 10), while the principal heuristic value of non-processual categories 

such as entities is negated. For a discussion of this danger see also the discourse on “processism” 

in De Cock and Sharp, (2007, p. 246). From an integral perspective, discovering the importance 

of processes and relations does not render individuals, actors and entities (as the underlying rela-

ta) superfluous. Rather than calling for an ontological either or choice between them, a more 

(self) reflexive, developmental and holonic perspective would come to see both views a com-

plementary approaches, both contributing to our knowledge and understanding of complex phe-

nomena and their dynamic interrelations. 
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Descriptive Bias, Overestimation of Externally Descriptive Perspectives, Lack 

of Theory 
 

Another potential bias of the practice perspective is linked with the reductionism mentioned 

before. As noted before, the PT does offer increases in complexity as compared to classic SM 

approaches. However, this is true mainly in the sense of a “horizontal” differentiation. For even 

if the relational – as a systemic – perspective opens up new dimensions of knowledge, it does so, 

for the time being, primarily via thick descriptions of micro level processes and phenomena. Alt-

hough it claims to explain practices via relations and their interactions (Jarzabkowski/Spee, 

2009), many approaches de facto remain in a comparatively descriptive mode. Besides the prom-

inent interest in the micro foundations of social practices, this is especially true for the PT’s 

treatment of the inner dimensions of social and relational processes. The latter are – on the one 

hand –mainly addressed via, and thus reduced to their behavioral aspects (upper right quadrant in 

an integral model). An example is Chia/Holt’s (2010) claim that social action was unreflected 

and “mindless” while it actually happens, and that therefore what has actually happened – and, 

my addition: what has been thought along the way could only be reconstructed retrospectively. 

By conceiving routines as largely unconscious practices, which mostly become objects of reflec-

tion only through failures, disappointments, counterproductive results or a “breakdown of organ-

izational functioning,” the actor’s consciousness is treated analytically as a more or less irrele-

vant dimension. And while some authors do focus on sub- or unconscious and other inner psy-

chological states (e.g. Yiannis Gabriel, 1999, and other psychoanalyst oriented scholars), the 

structural dimension of consciousness development seems to be absent even in practice ap-

proaches that are aware of genetic epistemology, autopoietic systems theory (Grand/Rügg-

Stürm/von Arx, 2010), or that focus, for example, on identity change and its impacts on leader-

ship (Johnson/Balogun/Beech, 2010). 

 

So even though practice perspectives with their idea of “beings engaged in exercise” aim at 

solving the “eternal problem of structure and agency” (Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanov, 

2010), the concept of “prolonging our possibilities of action” through “dwelling with the object” 

(Chia/Holt, 2006), including material arrangements (Schatzki, 2006), mainly targets external 

dimensions of social action, while inner subjective and psychological factors largely stay out of 

the focus. In this respect, the approach is not dissolving the Cartesian subject-object dualism, as 

argued by Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanov (2010), but rather represents a material and con-

textual “prolongation” of the concept of social action. An integral approach, in turn, would pro-

pose to transcend the idea of a subject-object dualism by a comprehensive, complementary con-

ception of subjects and objects as entities that are interrelated in multiple ways. 

 

When inner dimensions of social actions are being illuminated mainly by questions such as 

“how actors construct themselves” or “how classes of actors perceive what they do” they are thus 

merely reconstructed in a primarily descriptive way. At the same time there is no theoretical 

model for explaining the respective perceptions and cognitive constructions. The individual – 

and in particular its relations – are indeed objects of study (Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010). The indi-

vidual’s role as subject of knowledge and insight in its own right, however, remains underex-

posed or at least theoretically unreflected by limiting the analytical perspective to its embed-

dedness in specific contexts. 

 



Fein: Reviewing the Practice Turn 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 
 

108 

So even if the PT has led to a considerably higher appreciation for qualitative methods, it 

lacks a resilient theory for actually explaining individual and collective/organizational inner di-

mensions in a solid and reliable way. The fact that the PT seems to shy away from a more thor-

ough analysis of those inner dimensions – which nevertheless play an important role for the com-

ing into being and the exercise of concrete practices and routines – could be linked to another 

bias: 

 

Blind Spot: Consciousness (Psychic Structures and Entities) 
 

As mentioned in the previous section, many theorists of practice systematically assume a pri-

ority of actions before mental representations. On this basis, their tendency to abandon actors as 

theoretically relevant entities seems consistent (even though actors are perceived as living beings 

with emotions, motivations, intentions etc.). This happens in favor of descriptions of concrete 

actions informing a modified concept of strategy. The latter conceives of strategy as consisting 

of and coming into being through physical being-in-the-world and bodily interaction with the 

world which are clearly understood as “primary in comparison with knowledge and cognition” 

(Miettinen/Samra-Fredericks/Yanov, 2010, p. 1313). Sometimes social action is also conceived 

as “coping” in the sense of a flexible “responsiveness to a situation as it unfolds.” A psychologi-

cal component, in contrast, is not envisaged within the practice perspective, at least not as a sys-

tematic part of its explanatory model. Here we can well state a certain contradiction with its 

principal plea for integration of unconscious factors, multiple intelligences and competences. 

 

Therefore, the inherent danger practice perspectives are confronted with, given their concern 

to transcend strategic and motivational perspectives by including contextual and habitual factors, 

is to “overshoot the mark.” In other words, they have to beware not to make their own focus on 

context and habitus absolute inversely. If Knights/Willmott (1992), for example stress the social 

and organizational dimension of leadership, the reader gets the impression that the authors are 

looking for explanations which exclude the factor of “consciousness,” as if the latter were an 

outdated category the essence of which was better explained via external factors. Indeed, they 

stress that those embedding contexts of meaning which all acting individuals are part of, are not 

a denial of our individuality but their very condition of being. Nevertheless, the different aspects 

and components of individuality can be found on the analytic agenda only as products of social 

contexts of practice. 

 

As a result, the relation between individuality and its social conditions of being, standing in 

the center of attention of practice theories, ultimately remains unclear. From an integral perspec-

tive, the strategy of rendering the dimension of consciousness dispensable – which seems to be 

feared theoretically and/or methodologically as a sort of black box which cannot be fully ex-

plained – or to define it out of the explanatory model (Knights/Wilmot, 1992, also Chia/Holt, 

2010) creates several problems. 

 

In this conception, practical competences are acquired solely through imitation of the behav-

ior of others (this is called practical wisdom, Dreyfus, 2001, p. 48). This theoretical preference 

can be explained by the rather fragmented, non-linear and occasionally chaotic world view of 

post-modern theorizing (Holmberg/Tyrstrup, 2010), as well as by the strong assumption of the 

fundamentally contingent nature of the social. However, not every social practice and not every 
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coping strategy can be considered to be “practical wisdom” just because it has been passed on 

“silently from body to body” (Dreyfus, 2001, p. 48, cit. after Chia/Holt, 2010, p. 649; for an 

overview of research on wisdom see the recent issue of Integral Review, vol. 11, 2). Viewed this 

way, practice research has to be understood primarily as a research practice, as a method for 

describing social practices on the basis of a specific theory and epistemology. 

 

Unfortunately, in the context of this concept of practice theory, standards and criteria for 

evaluating qualities of social action within relations get lost, for example when networks and 

relations are solely described in a quantitative way, looking at and mathematically determining 

the number of connections in them, instead of looking for the implicit internal rules and systems 

of meaning which govern them. By the way, this dilemma has been indirectly conceded by 

Vaara/Whittington (2012) when they refer to specific orders of knowledge and the practices 

(re)constructing them as “source of cognitive bias,” in other words as sources of “false con-

sciousness.” However, false consciousness should not exist as a category in a theory which treats 

consciousness as irrelevant and all contents of actors’ minds as equally valid (as quasi epiphe-

nomena). Therefore the question remains open, what “right” or “correct consciousness” is and 

how this can be recognized. 

 

In the mental realm of the practice perspective, based on the assumption proposition of a 

complete contingency of the social, the claim that social action cannot be explained “by refer-

ence to rules” is indeed coherent. But as soon as we include psychological and social-

psychological factors into the analysis, it becomes clear that most “social operating systems,” 

modi operandi and forms of habitus (which also represent systems of rules) are much less con-

tingent and arbitrary than practice theory claims they are. They can rather be explained alongside 

well known psychological mechanisms. 

 

Discussion  
 

So what are the main limitations and shortcomings of practice perspectives as compared to in-

tegral approaches to leadership, and in what way can the latter propose a more comprehensive 

understanding of leadership practices in organizations? Table 2 illustrates the main differences 

between post-modern (practice) and integral approaches. 

 

Table 2: Post-modern (practice) and integral approaches to leadership. 

 Practice Perspective Integral Leadership Perspective 

(Concept of) 

Knowledge 

Knowledge is never complete and 

always a  social construction  

context has to be taken into ac-

count 

We can only know what actually 

happens (the doings of ...)  

Claim: Understanding instead of 

explaining 

Knowledge is never complete and 

always subject to development, ide-

ally towards more comprehensive-

ness; 

knowledge is subject to processes of 

individual and social construction 

which are framed by structures of 

cognition and culture 

Overall world view The world is constructed in a non-

linear way. It is thus neither possi-

The world is a possibly emerging and 

regressing holonic entity consisting 
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ble to completely explain it nor to 

plan and control its functioning 

and development. The latter are to 

a certain degree chaotic. 

 

 

dwelling view of the world 

of interrelated holons in various di-

mensions and fields. These can be 

accessed and analyzed through multi-

perspective, cross-field and cross-

level methods and heuristics. 

 

emergence view of the world 

Basic epistemological 

position 

Relationism, behavior is always 

embedded into a web of relations 

and practices and cannot be stud-

ied in an isolated way. 

Inter-relationism, social action is the 

result of inner and outer factors and 

systems of meaning making on indi-

vidual, social and cultural levels, the 

inter-relations and developments of 

which have to be carefully studied. 

Research Options Both structures and actors are so-

cio-cognitive constructs and can 

only be understood in their interre-

lations and interlacement 

Dynamics and processes of con-

crete action as it happens (the do-

ing of strategy: who, what, how) 

Tension between substantialism 

and relationism 

Relations and entities are comple-

mentary aspects of an integral holism 

of inter-relationality 

Dynamics of action and their struc-

tural and (inter) relational conditions 

Tensions between partial epistemol-

ogies are a productive expression of 

complementarity 

Research Methods Qualitative methods preferred: 

qualitative interviews, (participant) 

observation, ethnographic meth-

ods, discourse analysis, phenome-

nology, hermeneutics 

Mixed methods research designs, 

integrated methodological pluralism 

What is being ana-

lyzed? 

Perspective on social 

actors and organiza-

tions 

- Bundles of practices inside of 

webs of relations 

- Consequences of spontaneous 

human actions, emergences, pro-

cesses, dynamics 

- Actual strategic action, consist-

ing of micro-activities, micro-

practices of organizing (Weick) 

and micro-changes  

Practices as composed of/constituted 

by  

- individual actions, as well as their 

conscious or unconscious motiva-

tions and driving forces 

- cultural foundations and influences 

(shared values and knowledge) as 

enabling and constraining factors 

- systemic embeddedness in (inter) 

relations, infrastructures and sets of 

resources 

Concepts and ideals 

of leadership and 

organization 

- Dwelling view of the world  

- Strategy emerges unconsciously 

in everyday social action 

- Habitus, relational state of an 

“absorbed interlacement” with the 

world (cf. Heidegger, Husserl, 

Wittgenstein) 

- Motivation is a result of personal 

- Facilitating the emergence of indi-

vidual and collective intelligence 

- the concept of strategy is replaced 

by holonic emergence 

- Social actors/members of organiza-

tions are both subjects and objects 

and have to be considered in a com-

prehensive way 



Fein: Reviewing the Practice Turn 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 
 

111 

responsibility  focus on man-

agement education 

- Concepts such as charismatic 

leadership have to be disenchanted 

- Action in its coming into being, 

thoughts and emotions are ob-

served neutrally, as well as the 

grey shades of everyday life 

- Good leadership as a question of 

personal complexity development 

and intercultural competences 

- More traditional concepts of leader-

ship and strategy are valid and mean-

ingful in their own right in specific 

contexts while integral leadership 

aims at facilitating a maximum com-

prehensive approach serving the 

emergence of individual and collec-

tive intelligence 

 

The holonic increase in complexity and thus, the epistemological surplus value of integral 

perspectives can be illustrated with regard to two interrelated aspects: ontology of holonic emer-

gence and rather differentiated multi-level approach to developmental complexity and its impli-

cations on leadership in organizations. While one of the important achievements of practice per-

spectives is their ability to “thickly describe” (Geertz, 1973) practices, relational constellations 

and processes within the realm of leadership and organization, they fall short of systematically 

explaining the dynamics of their interaction. Based on the relativist ontology of the PT, the latter 

can only be done in a more or less arbitrary and thus incomplete way. In fact, this seems to be the 

reason why the concept of contingency – filling this gap – plays such an important role in post-

modern theories.  

 

Viewed from an integral perspective, the most important blind spot of the practice perspective 

and its contextual epistemology is that it limits itself to grasping mainly horizontal plurality and 

complexity, thereby misconceiving the fact that socio-cultural, just as cognitive “operating sys-

tems” can – as systems – also be differentiated vertically. Viewed this way, these systems also 

have the character of (invisible) entities which can be reconstructed analytically, namely func-

tional or cognitive-cultural entities as proposed by structuralist developmental theories. Those 

vertically differentiated entities which integral developmental theory helps to understand as more 

or less complex holons might not determine all social action, but they do canalize and pre-

structure it, speaking with Foucault, in a limiting or enabling way.  

 

Even if they do this, for the most part, in a way that remains unconscious to the respective so-

cial actors, this does not mean that it happens arbitrarily. On the contrary, cognitive structures 

and systems operate in a rule-based manner which can be identified by trained observers. They 

can thus not only be described but also predicted in a theoretically relevant way (Kegan/Lahey, 

2009, Fein/Weibler, 2014). Admittedly, we are dealing with psychic rules here, calling for a the-

ory of mind as it is offered, for example, by the corpus of adult development theory. On this ba-

sis, different qualities of relations can, for instance, be allocated with specific degrees of cogni-

tive differentiation or increasingly complex stages of personal, cultural or organizational devel-

opment. Furthermore particular rules can be identified with regard to relational phenomena on 

specific levels of development, such as networks of patronage or corruption (on earlier stages), 

which would not be functional on other (later) stages of development such as in modern or post-
modern organizations.  
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In fact, some authors rooted in the practice perspective like Schneider (2013, p. 9) 

acknowledge this fundamental limitation, for example when he calls for a consequent meta-

perspective, just as integral approaches would do. At the same time, even though he occasionally 

concedes that the whole is more than the sum of the parts, he unfortunately associates the term 

“holism” with a simple collectivism in which “the whole determines the parts and where individ-

ual action is an effect of social structures and processes (Schneider 2013, p. 9). While he consid-

ers the relational ontology as being just as reductionist as a one-sided individualism or institu-

tionalism, Schneider implies that a more comprehensive approach should transcend similar re-

ductionisms. So while he rightly calls for a “moderate relationalism in which entities exist out of 

their own right,” he does not provide a coherent model of explanation in this regard, just as prac-

tice perspectives in general. Structures of vertical complexity are lacking in this conception. 

They are not seen which is why there is no solid theoretical ground for explaining differences 

and mechanisms of functioning of specific relations and contexts of practice. 

 

At this point, integral approaches go a large step further. By systematically integrating the 

dimension of consciousness in its structural, vertical complexity into their epistemology, con-

crete processes, relational constellations and dynamics of leadership and organization can be 

understood as results of a holonic interplay of horizontal and vertical structures, inter-relations 

and entities, in other words as holonic inter-relationalities. Moreover, a comprehensive integral 

understanding of practice shows how practices in organizations holonically comprise processes 

and structures that are simultaneously autonomous and dependent, characterized by differentia-

tion (generation of variety) and integration (generation of coherence). It looks at them as consti-

tuted by individual and collective holons, each with their insides and outsides, either tending to a 

more ‘subjective’ or a more ‘objective’ identity. Integrating the inner psychic spheres and the 

external, behavioral aspects as well as the corresponding collective embedment within an organi-

zational community and culture along with the external structural-functional realms allows to 

relate and assess them together in view of a multi-domain, cross-level and cross-quadrant analy-

sis of social practices and their changes and developments in organizations (Küpers/Weibler, 

2008, 447). More so, on the basis of a more differentiated understanding of those interrelations, 

they can also be actively constructed and configured more successfully. Relations and entities are 

thus coordinated as equally important systems and tools of explanation in a meta-systematic way 

and combined towards a new paradigm of holonic inter-relationality. 

 

Thereby, integral approaches to leadership and organization, as compared to post-modern 

ones not only offer an epistemological, but also a considerable practical surplus value in view of 

their application and implementation in real life leadership contexts and challenges. They there-

fore constitute a paradigm shift in the field of leadership and organization studies which might 

still be marginal as compared to the current (mainly post-modern) mainstream in the field, but 

are likely to gain momentum in the future. Therefore, it is not surprising that integral and devel-

opmentally based approaches are increasingly received and used within the field of leadership 

and organization studies (Bradbury, 2003, Cacioppe/Albrecht, 2000, Cacioppe/Edwards, 2005a 

and 2005b, McCauley/Drath/Palus/O’Connor/Baker, 2006, Lucas, 2012, Pauchant, 2002, 2005, 

Prewitt, 2004, Reams, 2005, Rooke/Torbert, 1998, Vincent/Ward/Denson, 2015, and Volck-

mann, 2005). 
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Conclusion: Transcending Postmodern Relationism through Inte-

gral Inter-relationality 
 

So what can we conclude from the previous discussion of the merits and limitations of prac-

tice approaches to leadership studies based on an integral perspective? Given the theoretical 

preferences and the analytic qualities of approaches inspired by the Practice Turn discussed 

above, the latter appears as a rather typical post-modern theory perspective. Considering its in-

terest for the workings of communication in a plurality of contexts, and for the many faces of 

micro functioning of relations and systems through embodied sets of practices, its epistemologi-

cal features and complexity clearly transcend the formal and rather linear logic (MHC stage # 

10) of modern science. Therefore, it can probably best be explained as a form of systemic think-

ing in terms of stage # 11 of the Model of Hierarchical Complexity (Commons, 2008). For even 

though practice perspectives largely propose an antifoundational and relativist ontology, skepti-

cal of comprehensive models of social order, they do look out for complex webs and systems of 

relations which explain social action as it happens.  

 

Indeed, similar variations of systemic thinking represent the current epistemological state-of-

the-art in much of mainstream social science, including leadership and organization studies. For 

example while, practice theorists promote to combine a large number of different perspectives 

and subject positions, and thus, a certain epistemological pluralism (“practice-based and institu-

tional level analysis can complement each other;” Jarzabkowski/Spee, 2009, p. 89), they usually 

do not make a step towards a cross-paradigmatic epistemology and research. This, in turn, would 

require a meta-systematic perspective and mode of inquiry as described by stage # 12 of the 

MHC and above, which coordinates various systems with each other from a higher level of ab-

straction and is thus able to illuminate the inherent, mostly implicit structures and rules of func-

tioning and meaning making by which particular systems are governed. This meta-systematic 

view is mostly missing in practice perspectives, as well as in large parts of the social sciences to 

date. However, the increasing attention for developmentally informed approaches is a good sign. 
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Man is a rope, tied between beast and overman – a rope over an abyss. A dangerous across, 

a dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking-back, a dangerous shuddering and stopping. 

What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not an end... (Nietzsche, 2006, Prologue §4) 

 

Introduction 
 

Metaphors using the notion of bridges and bridging have found some favour in recent organi-

sational research (Risberg and Elsmore, 2011). In a broad sense, bridges can be understood as 

forms of transferring and mediating movements across space, time, contents and contexts. Meta-

phorically, they are two-way vehicles of transport simultaneously connecting and disconnecting, 

embedding and disembedding people as well as concepts and issues. Hence they are an apt 

means of approaching or analysing multifaceted and controversial topics; specifically, as the 

openness to two opposite sites or directions is a constituent feature of all bridges. 

 

As a consequence, the field of management and organization studies (MOS) can benefit sig-

nificantly from the metaphor of the bridge and the notion and motion of bridging particularly 

with regard to the field’s often noted state of fragmentation. As with other branches of the social 

sciences, MOS is characterised by various main- and side-streams that flow through often dis-

continuous whirls of fragmentation. Accordingly, there is persistent burgeoning of pluralisations 

with regard to views, concepts, styles, theories and paradigms that exist side-by-side or which 

compete with each other. This pluralizing process has been pervasive in organization studies for 

several decades (Knudsen, 2003; Willmott, 2008). The permanent proliferation of positions im-

pairs the emergence of a commonly accepted integrated body of knowledge. As Okhuysen and 

Bonardi note there is a tendency in MOS research “to create isolated silos of knowledge that re-

flect specialization” (Okhuysen & Bonardi, 2011, 6). Yet this contested multiplying of positions 

also stimulates many fruitful insights that otherwise might not be gained.  

 

Included in the divisive pluralism-integration discourse are debates, for example, between the 

proponents of incommensurability or combination, between isolationists or integrationists posi-

tions (Gioia and Pitre, 1990; Kelemen, 2007; Scherer and Steinmann, 1999) and between para-

digmatic and meta-paradigmatic perspectives (Hassard & Cox, 2013), which, all too often, are 

not resulting in the development of research collaborations or communications. 

 

Corresponding to the pluralisation also a fragmentation of knowledge and related lack of inte-

grative research has been frequently acknowledged in the social sciences over the years 

(Goertzen,  2008). Already four decades ago, Whitely commented on the, “highly divided and 

fragmented nature of much contemporary research” (Whitley, 1976, pp. 480-481). More recent-

ly, authors have noted the fragmented nature of research in organisation and management studies 

(Donaldson, 1998; Thomas, 2003). This fragmentation not only hinders research through aca-

demic siloing and lack of communication but impacts on how organisations and communities 

address their multiple challenges (Bhandar, 2010). Fragmentation in science is an unintended 

outcome of two basic and valid motivations: The first is the goal of greater specialisation and 

detailing of knowledge. The second is to retain, what Stiglitz (2000) refers to as, “the localisation 

of knowledge.” Where specialisation is quests after an ever more detailed causative understand-

ing of phenomena and, hence, is accompanied by instrumental, technical and methodological 

specificity, localisation is associated with the respect for local ontologies and the recognition of 

https://www.researchgate.net/researcher/2040153165_Annette_Risberg/
https://www.researchgate.net/researcher/2021534227_peter_elsmore/
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unique qualities of each subject of study. While these are worthy motivations, when not com-

plemented by integrative ends, they can result in problematic forms of fragmentation. 

 

Hence, the modern and postmodern currents within MOS, as well as social studies in general, 

are characterized by a prevailing mixture of concerted positivist specialisation and postmodern 

localisation of MOS knowledge. These are based on and bound to particularised ontological, 

epistemological and methodological assumptions, orientations and reductionisms. Facing this 

situation, it is contested whether MOS can be enriched by further de-differentiating and disen-

tangled pluralising or deconstructionist approaches without complementary forms of integration 

(Küpers and Edwards, 2008). Under these circumstances the current status of MOS requires new 

ideas on how different schools of thought can be juxtapositioned and/or interrelated more crea-

tively. 

 

Working at the interstitial boundaries of these integrating and pluralising forces, this paper 

outlines a ‘third way’. Taking the bridge as a metaphor and symbol of the constitution of rela-

tions and enabler of possible ‘meetings,’ the following argues for an integral pluralism in organi-

zation studies. Based on a post-dualistic, holonic approach (Edwards, 2005, 2009), we will out-

line specific integrative, or what might be called ‘syn-integral,’ qualities of bridges as mediating 

new possibilities for connecting MOS research paradigms and literatures. Following integral plu-

ralism (Bhaskar, 1987; Dallmayr, 2010), by syn-integral we mean the synthesising of integrative 

connections to accommodate the diversity of perspectives towards a research topic.  

 

Against this backdrop, the paper will be structured in the following way. Firstly, bridges and 

bridging are presented as phenomena, media and metaphors for connecting and separating. 

Showing their ambivalent character, the role of bridges as metaphors and metaphors as bridges 

are then discussed in relation to organisation studies. Following a holonic approach that takes 

part and wholes together, and a ‘syn-integral’ interpretation, perspectives on ‘inter-bridging’ and 

movable bridges are then described for gaining a decentered processual understanding. Finally, 

some implications for organization studies and conclusions are offered. 

 

Bridges/Bridging as Metaphors for Connecting and Separating 
 

In the first place, a bridge is a construction, something that is purposefully built and which 

can be perceived not only as a continuation of a road but as a place serving a special purpose on 

the road. It is continuing a path across that which divides. By changing the road or the landscape 

it produces a specific place and emplacement. While bridges call to mind divisions, they also 

allow divided sides to be seen as connected. In its figurative sense, the bridge attracts, connects, 

unites, and thereby creates a feeling of relatedness. This linking can also be fragile in character 

as bridges can be flimsy, temporary and act as points of division. In addition to connecting sepa-

rated phenomena, due to practical needs and social functions, bridges also obtain specific cultur-

al and aesthetical values. Thus, as an appearance it manifests not only as an artefact, but is en-

cumbered with symbolic meanings and aesthetical qualities (cf. Simmel, 1994). Becoming a 

placed and visually perceivable image of time and space, bridges hence make the intangible ac-

cessible. However, perceiving a bridge always shows the division that it bridges. This interde-

pendency of functions and forms may explain the power that bridges and bridging evoke as me-

dia and metaphors, expressed in such a way that they can be even felt on an embodied level. 
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As an embodied experience, bridges can be perceived and interpreted differently however. 

Depending on whether they are seen from afar, when reaching or leaving, standing on, or being 

under or moving on it, on foot or in a car or a train, they open different horizons. Various interre-

lated senses, who ‘make sense’ (Küpers, 2013) participate in sensual and aesthetic perceptions of 

a bridge. Experiencing bridges in an embodied way not only provides a passage-way but are part 

of being in an embodied place. According to Heidegger (1993), bridges are places that permit to 

experience the uniqueness and unity of space. They allow us to feel that we belong and can enter 

as well as how to dwell and live in a placed world, while also initiate different socio-cultural pat-

terns, forming a specific locale and create connecting “networks of long-distance traffic, paced 

and calculated for maximum yield” (Heidegger, 1993, 354).  

 

However, this archetypical, somewhat adoring interpretation of pre-modern bridges by Sim-

mel and Heidegger can be insufficiently interpreted as not covering further possible forms and 

functions for our contemporary world. Their metaphor and interpretations of the bouldered 

bridge can be misunderstood as romantic image of crossing comfortably small rivers or streams.
4
 

 

Today, large railway bridges, highway viaducts or huge suspension bridges break the land-

scape not only horizontally, but also vertically. On modern bridges humans are often lifted out of 

the landscape, separating them from it, and thus alter perceptions. Accordingly, bridges in our 

post-industrial times can also be seen as a metaphor of an ever increasing and pervasive mobility 

or the perplexity of different conditions of mobile possibilities (Strohmayer, 2010). This “inter-

connected nomadism” functions then as a means of developing multiple and transverse ways of 

bridged thinking and living. In this respect, the internet represents a kind of ‘cyber-bridge,’ 

which connects ‘real-virtual.’ For example, crossing via hyperlinks as virtual bridges creates an 

entry into home- or webpages, which are powerful electronic worlds in their own right. In the 

absence of direct, but vicarious experiences within virtual organizing, images and metaphors be-

come particularly influential by structuring the reality of virtuality (Schultze and Orlikowski, 

2001). The simultaneity of separation and/or connection (Kolb, 2008; Kolb et al., 2012)
5
 and 

extended understanding of bridges as metaphors are a crucial for the study of organizations. 

                                                 
4
 Heidegger has been accused of being provincial and even reactionary in his choice of the old country 

bridge that “brings wagons and horse teams to the surrounding villages.” But Heidegger also referred to a 

highway bridge “as is tied into the network of long distance traffic, paced and calculated for maximum 

yield,” thereby not only disclosing the haste and efficiency of the essence of technology, but also exceed-

ing that imposition in the way it brings into presence (cf. Heidegger 2001, pp. 152-153). 
5
 Kolb defines connectivity as ‘the mechanisms, processes, systems and relationships that link individuals 

and collectives (e.g. groups, organizations, cultures, societies) by facilitating material, informational 

and/or social exchange. It includes geo-physical (e.g. space, time and location), technological (e.g. infor-

mation technologies and their applications) as well as social interactions and artefacts.’ (Kolb, 2008, p. 

128). As Kolb (2008) has outlined, especially the concept of connectivity is being increasingly used as a 

metaphor for intra- and inter-organizational interactions. He shows, that `connecting’ and ‘disconnecting’ 

suggest an underlying theoretical duality, which can be described across multiple dimensions. According 

to Kolb the specific attributes which constitute the qualities of connectivity – namely latent potentiality, 

temporal intermittency, actor agency and unknowable pervasiveness – also explain why this metaphor has 

an appealing resonance with contemporary organisational life. 
6
 Kolb defines connectivity as ‘the mechanisms, processes, systems and relationships that link individuals 

and collectives (e.g. groups, organizations, cultures, societies) by facilitating material, informational 
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Bridge as Metaphor – Metaphor as Bridge 
 

Referring to the Greek origin “metaphorikos” – from the Greek roots “meta-,” (beyond, 

across) and “pherein” (carrying over, or bearing), i.e. meaning transportation – metaphors are 

marking and making movements visible. Basically, metaphors are ways in which terms that orig-

inally apply to one domain are projected onto another domain in order to structure experience in 

a new way or to create an extended awareness.  

 

Metaphors can be seen as part of developing a symbolic understanding (Cassirer, 1955) and 

vehicle for meaningful organising and communication in and with the world. In particular, draw-

ing upon symbolic constructs helps to approach the relationship between subjective and objective 

worlds. As part of analogical reasoning, metaphorical thinking is a basic mode of symbolism that 

is a creative form effectuated through using and crossing of images. Metaphors give form to and 

transform or generate as well as mediate new meanings. As structuring and creative forming they 

constitute a capability for processing, comprehending and expressing embodied experiences. 

 

Furthermore, a metaphor is a way of seeing a thing as if it were something else, thereby 

providing a bridge between two dissimilar domains (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). Consequently, 

metaphors can enable bridging between abstract constructs and concrete things (Ortony, 1979) 

and between the familiar to the unknown (Hawkes, 1972). Likewise, bridges allow transverse 

movements from one distinct area to another. This refers to a crossing that relates to a fundamen-

tal spatial navigating in the world in which we live. By synthetically relating areas that would 

otherwise be separated, bridges are compelling communication media, philosophically as well as 

practically and bodily. This is why metaphor and theory building are so closely linked. 

 

Lakoff and Johnson tell us that “metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language, 

but in thinking and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and 

act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (1980, p. 3). For them this metaphorical structuring 

has its basis in experience. “Metaphor is as much a part of our functioning as our sense of touch, 

and as precious” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, p. 239). According to their ‘experientialism’ (1980) 

and ‘embodied realism’ (1999), all our abstract conceptualization and reasoning, as well as use 

of language that is our symbolic expression and interactions are tied intimately to our embodi-

ment. Consequently, our bodily experience and embodied relating are constructing thinking, feel-

ing, interpreting and acting through the bridging transfer of conceptual correspondences from 

experience to more abstract domains (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999). 

 

Linked to image-schemes,
 
metaphors are both constitutive of the structure of bodily experi-

ence, as well as emerge from the experiential (Johnson, 1987; Lackhoff & Johnson, 1999).
7
 Met-

                                                                                                                                                             
and/or social exchange. He shows, that `connecting’ and `disconnecting’ suggest an underlying theoretical 

duality, which can be described across multiple dimensions.  
7
 Lakoff and Johnson (1999) state that complex or abstract metaphors are primary metaphors that bring 

two distant domains-source and target–into correspondence with each other. The source domain is usually 

more physical or concrete, while the target domain tends to be more abstract and complex. Further, the 

source domain is made up of our fundamental orienting concepts known as image schemata or primary 

(deep) metaphors. Image schemata are experienced at the corporal level by manipulating objects and 

moving the body in space and time. A considerable part of our reasoning stems from projecting bodily 
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aphors refer to an affective state that simultaneously invokes cognition, sensory and aesthetic 

responses. As one of their functions, an embodied metaphor translates an experienced reality into 

a perceptible ‘object’ that has emotive import as well as discursive contents. Additionally, this 

translational process is inseparable from the creative imagination that poetically co-creates the 

‘object’. In this way, metaphors mediate novel and even transcending meanings, thus are not re-

ducible to either emotive utterance or rational discourse. Processing a form of emotional and im-

aginative rationality, metaphors allow bridging the gap between subjectivist and objectivist 

myths (Lackoff and Johnson, 1980, 193). Correspondingly, bridges are grounded in embodied 

experiences of human beings, whose bodily movements are related to the sensed experience of 

bodily engagement with objects (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999). This link to the bodily dimension 

may explain why bridges are such powerful and political figures of speech, action and interpreta-

tion (Winner 1980) as well as for carnal organisation studies and practices (Küpers, 2015). 

 

Metaphorical Bridges and Bridging in Pluralized Organization 

Studies 
 

As metaphors generally play a central role in the development of thought and inter-individual 

sense-making, they provide also organizational members with an essential vehicle for expression 

and interpretation. They do so in particular in that they help to synthesize and integrate the com-

plexities and ambiguities of organizational experience (Feldman, 1991; Inns and Jones, 1996). 

Furthermore, they allow the reframing of perceptions to “see the world anew” (Barrett and 

Cooperrider, 1990, 222). This inherently creative dimension of metaphors and stories may be the 

reason for the intensive use of metaphors in organization studies and their growing importance to 

research and theory building (Oswick et al., 2002; Cornellison et al., 2008). Part of the innova-

tive potential of metaphors is that they remain incomplete, as they merely hint, suggest or imply 

and, by this, open up realms for imagination (Trice and Beyer, 1993, 99). 

 

The use of metaphor in organization studies was initially inspired by the work of Morgan 

(1980, 1986), helping to overcome the dichotomy of the dominant mechanistic and organic ap-

proaches within the functionalist paradigm and revealing the impact of their taken-for-granted 

metaphors on theorizing. For Morgan (1980, p. 613), “an awareness of the metaphorical nature 

of theory may help to break down the false and restricting compartmentalization of inquiry and 

understanding which characterizes the conduct of modern organization theory.” Moreover, he 

believes that the use of metaphor enhances the “capacity for creative yet disciplined thought, in a 

way that allows us to grasp and deal with the many-sided character of organizational life” (1986, 

p. 17). 

 

Despite of the impact and potential of metaphorical approaches for MOS, their appropriate-

ness has been contested. Accordingly, Grant and Oswick (1996, pp. 3-6) have pointed out some 

positive and negative aspects of metaphors. On the one hand, metaphors have a liberating poten-

                                                                                                                                                             
and spatial image schemata onto abstract concepts. These image schemata are flexible enough to take on 

any number of instantiations in different contexts (Johnson 1987, p. 25). According to their embodied 

realism, “the locus of experience, meaning and thought is the ongoing series of embodied organism-

environment interactions that constitute our understandings of the world” (Lakoff and Johnson, 2002, p. 

249). 
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tial, i.e. they help people to see things anew, re-interpret the known and facilitate learning. As 

such they can foster new experiences, experimenting and diagnosing, thus can serve as a valua-

ble investigative tool. On the other hand, metaphors also have limitations (Morgan 1996, pp. 

234-235; Ramos, 1978). For instance, they can be reified and used as ideological distortions, 

guiding users into biased directions. Particularly, coexisting incompatible metaphors can give 

rise to incongruences and conflicts among different fields within the discipline and various agen-

cies, employing divergent metaphors for self-understanding, orientation, and direction (Semen-

telli and Abel, 2007, p. 659). Finally, their inherent ambiguity and imprecision renders it difficult 

to receive clear or precise results and evaluation of their effects. 

 

Thus, metaphors always represent only “partial truths” (Morgan, 1996, 232), that may be bi-

ased or lack rigor, since they neither can be proved nor falsified. Nevertheless, metaphors create 

important insights into different organizational phenomena as they allow researchers to develop 

new meanings through an interactive process of ‘seeing-as’ (Cornelissen et al., 2005). For in-

stance, the unique creative potential of metaphorical approaches has been shown in multiple 

studies on the role of metaphor in facilitating organisational change (Marshak, 1996; Pondy, 

1983; Sackmann, 1989). Metaphors enable organisational actors to re-perceive reality in novel 

ways that can bridge the old state with the new. Or they are providing a bridge from the “familiar 

to the strange” (Pondy, 1983, p. 163), respectively to use something relatively unfamiliar. To 

take another example, ideas or images from evolutionary biology may spark new ways of think-

ing about something familiar like business strategy (von Ghyczy 2003, p. 89). Metaphors are 

highly relevant for change and movement in organisational settings as they influence social ac-

tors’ mind sets, in terms of how and which thoughts, feelings and actions occur. In this regard, 

Heracleous and Jacobs (2006) pointed out that bridges serve as orientational metaphor. They re-

vealed that spatial proximity symbolizes organizational relatedness or directional uniformity rep-

resents coherence as well as similarity in spatial level stands for a sense of belongingness or solid 

physical connections functions as symbol for smooth organizational relations. As bridges and 

bridging are related to such spatio-temporal dimensions and dynamics they offer a rich meta-

phorical linkage that is relevant for interpreting organisational life-worlds. 

 

Metaphors mediate space both through imagery and the manners of reality-changing pro-

cessing by changing language and recontextualising events (Waistell, 2006, 2007). In particular, 

bridges and bridging can be regarded as metaphorical mediators. Relationally, mediation is what 

stands, comes or moves between things that are seemingly otherwise separated or opposed. As 

metaphorical mediators, bridges are not only a static ‘betweenness,’ but are always already ‘go-

betweens’ that is in movement. Therefore, the crossing-over of bridges and bridging refers to an 

intermediary function, which relates dynamically between contents and worlds. Consequently, 

bridges serve as a milieu or mid-place of communication (Serres, 1982). Ultimately, there is no 

message or communication possible without such a middling context or channel. In any dialogue 

there must be some form of contact, which enables the communication to take place. This can be 

material, for example a meeting-place, a postal service or a techno- and socio-material network 

as well as in immaterial forms as a discourse with rules. The middle or in-between can also be a 

combination of material presence and immaterial spheres, like a con-ference, which is literally a 

bringing or carrying together both at once. Thus, all the work of communication is a sort of 

bridge-work, made for the spanning of gaps or traversal of stances and distances. However, in-

termediated communications may also mean mistelling, mishearing, and misapprehending. These 
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cases refer to mediations or practices of mediators in which biases, errors and distortions occupy, 

overrun or obliterate, thus rendering various interferences.  

 

With new techniques and/or media of communicational bridges, organizational members are 

faced with a world without addresses that correspond to unique and determinate sets of coordi-

nates in the physical world (Serres, 1994, pp. 205-206). Correspondingly, it makes more sense to 

look out for the bridge between two ends within a continuum, than to singular poles. The mediat-

ing qualities of bridges and bridging as generative metaphors yield new perceptions, interpreta-

tions, explanations and inventions in organisational practice (Schön, 1979, p. 259). In this way 

they are offering alternative ways of looking at an existing situation or possible conceptualisa-

tions. 

 

During the last decades many researchers have been debating intensely whether the coexist-

ence of many research paradigms has been beneficial or detrimental to the development of MOS. 

While the debate between proponents of unification or pluralism is not settled, there are disad-

vantages to an ongoing non-integral pluralisation. In particular, the field of pluralised organiza-

tion studies is facing traps of specialisation and fragmentation (Knudsen, 2003, pp. 263-264). 

The specialization trap is a situation, where the further elaboration of dominant research pro-

grams suppresses the search for heterodox explanations. This strategy of exploitation provides 

faster and safer returns on efforts than the exploration of entirely new and hence uncertain areas. 

As a consequence, exploratory activities are rather scarce. In the long run, this limits a disci-

pline’s potential to adapt to new and unpredictable situations and developments. The fragmenta-

tion trap is, in contrast, characterized by a constant search for and creation of new theories, 

methods and research topics rather than elaborating or extending existing ones. As a conse-

quence, the pace of development is too fast to evaluate each contribution properly and to inte-

grate new positions into coherent knowledge structures. Manifold activities of exploration may 

then lead to an arbitrary, haphazard accumulation of knowledge. Accordingly, new contributions 

are not integrated with the existing knowledge, as their relationship to other theories is not clear-

ly connected or assessed. This undermines the potential to use existing positions for the devel-

opment of innovative engagement and contributions. 

 

This problematic status of theory calls for an integral reasoning and frameworks for bridging 

various positions in a more comprehensive way (Küpers and Edwards, 2008). When disjointed 

divisions and contestations prevail, generative metaphors, such as bridges and bridging as meta-

morphorizing activity, are helpful for enhancing a development towards integration. The follow-

ing outlines some perspectives on how bridges can be transition zones for connecting paradigms 

from an integral pluralist or syn-integral orientation. 

 

Bridges as Transition Zones for Paradigms 
 

We have argued that any attempt to develop integrated perspectives has to deal with the prob-

lem of pluralism in MOS. Adopting a meta-perspective (Dewulf et al., 2009) is one important 

aspect for addressing this issue. As Goia and Pitrè remark: “Comparing and contrasting diverse 

paradigms is difficult when confined within one paradigm; looking from a meta-level, however, 

can allow simultaneous consideration of multiple paradigms and their transition zones” (Gioia & 

Pitre, 1990, p. 595). 
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The postmodern distrust of meta-positions is understandable given the problematic assump-

tions that often accompany such views, but the point put forward by Gioia and Pitrè is different. 

Their assumptions are of valuing pluralism or taking diverse meta-level positions and of retain-

ing marginal views (Gioia & Pitre, 1990). Questioning the assumption that there are no connec-

tions between paradigms can open up re-searching for multiple overlapping or connecting areas 

(Gioa and Pitrè 1990, p. 592; Schulz and Hatch, 1996, p. 534). Such approaches would not try to 

fuse or merge, but to relate and negotiate between conflicting positions. They concern for exam-

ple objectivist and subjectivist approaches or positivistic and anti-/post-positivistic orientations 

in organization research. 

 

The adoption of a meta-paradigmatic perspective has three important implications (Dewulf et 

al., 2009, p. 180). First of all, it values separate paradigms as independent, yet fruitful and coher-

ent perspectives. Second, the simultaneous consideration of more than one perspective offers 

chances for mutual learning, especially by revealing tensions as well as analogies, thus fostering 

new research questions. Third, concentrating on the permeability of paradigmatic borders and 

zones of transition can be detected, where different elements might be combined or reconfigured 

towards rendering novel insights or findings. An illustration of this threefold use of the bridging 

metaphor can be found in the work of Aram and Salipante and their article on “bridging scholar-

ship in management” (Aram & Salipante, 2003). First they consider separate and contrasting re-

search perspectives of the “particular and the general,” “experience and theory,” “the implicit 

and the explicit,” and “induction and deduction” (2003, p. 189). Second they develop new re-

search questions and learning opportunities and explore “the potential for a philosophy of sci-

ence and a process of inquiry that crosses epistemological lines by synthesizing [separate epis-

temologies]” (2003, p. 189). Third they develop bridging themes that retain but also reconfigure 

conceptual elements to develop new insights and “new communities of knowing toward the pro-

duction of relevant and rigorous management knowledge” (2003, p. 189). 

 

In order to (re-)construct such transitional zones, we propose an integral pluralism framework 

as a bridging concept. By this we mean, a bridging in which different elements or positions are 

not reduced or subsumed into each other. Rather, they are a seen as contributing their own in-

sights to a more comprehensive understanding. This integral orientation permits bridging be-

tween paradigms as well as between micro-, meso- and macro-levels of analysis and their inter-

play. In this sense, bridging is a meta-theoretical integration practice that mediates between theo-

ries, concepts, findings, and interpretations. Consequently, integral bridging can link seemingly 

contradictory, opposed or divergent positions and perspectives by creating more comprehensive 

and revealing understandings.  For example, Gioia and Pitre offer a kind of proto-integral bridg-

ing of the gap between the interpretivist and functionalist paradigms by stating: “In the interpre-

tive paradigm, which presumes a subjective reality, we saw that theoretical discourse often takes 

place in terms of structuring. If any bridge is to be drawn with functionalism, which presumes an 

objective reality and, thus, objective social structures, some connection must be made between 

these concepts” (Gioia and Pitre, 1990, p. 592). 

 

Holonic and ‘Syn-integral’ Bridges/Bridging 
 

As has been argued, the bridge/bridging metaphor can serve as a powerful embodied tool for a 

more integrated understanding of pluralised organisation theory and practice. Building on this 
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idea, we now outline some post-dualistic perspectives on understanding bridges and bridging. 

First, we describe specific holonic and synthesising qualities of bridges and bridging as inter-

relational practices. In our view, a holonic understanding is helpful for seeing how dualistic per-

spectives and approaches are partial or at least limiting in their impact. Specifically, a holonic 

perspective is one that adopts a systems view of nested relationships between the system’s ele-

ments (Checkland, 1988). In other words, holons are constitutive ‘entities’ that are both wholes 

and parts of bigger wholes at the same time (Koestler, 1967). This means that holons are simul-

taneously autonomous and dependent, as they are characterized by differentiation (generation of 

variety) and integration (generation of coherence). This permits both analytic and synthetic ap-

proaches to be taken towards understanding organisational phenomena. Accordingly, a holar-

chical system refers to a nested hierarchy/heterarchy of holons (Edwards, 2005). As a form of 

organising, such holarchical order is especially relevant for the increasing number of decentral-

ized, self-organising processes and its theorising. 

 

A holonic understanding of bridges and bridging is useful for the non-reductive integration of 

different conceptual lenses. Such approach enables portraying complex realities and relationships 

involved in bridging diverse phenomena and dimensions in organisation theory and practice. 

Methodologically, using a holonic orientation and its integrative potential, demands a compre-

hensive multi-level analysis that takes subjective, inter-subjective and objective dimensions of 

bridging into account. Interrelating different and specific, but interconnected, processes of interi-

or and exterior as well as individual and collective dimensions, accommodates relevant perspec-

tives of what an ‘appropriate’ integrative bridging requires. Such orientation provides a base for 

understanding the syn-integral qualities of bridges as mediating and dynamically synthesising 

various theoretical and methodological perspectives in MOS. This syn-integral orientation con-

tributes to overcoming the isolation of opposed positions as well as the prevailing practical and 

methodological reductionism (Küpers and Edwards, 2008).  

 

As shown in Figure 1, we suggest 

that the metaphors of bridges and bridg-

ing can communicate synintegral mean-

ings that are increasingly relevant for 

MOS as they contribute to overcoming 

the isolation of opposed or compart-

mentalized positioning, because bridg-

ing connotes connection without sub-

suming one locality into another. Figure 

1 depicts how bridges form networks of 

connection and connecting patterns be-

tween views (Cilliers, 2001). 

 

 

Figure 1: Bridges as links in a syn-integral network of connections. 

 

In this way, syn-integral approaches correspond to the need for overcoming ‘dichotomous 

thinking’ with its formation of ‘false binary oppositions’ (Tsoukas, 2000) and its either/or logic, 

for example when coping with change (Beech and Cairns, 2001). A syn-integral orientation con-
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siders ways on how relational dimensions are ‘in sync’ to each other, including divergent and 

convergent dynamics. Correspondingly, syn-integrality exhibits a potential to explore inter-

relational and transformational processes with their dynamically interwoven individual and col-

lective agents and agencies in organisational life-worlds.
8
  

 

Close to this syn-tegrality is the cybernetic model of ‘syntegrity’ (Beer, 1994), which refers to 

a form of non-hierarchical problem solving in teams particularly through informal talk and facili-

tation. However, ‘syn-integral’ bridging, as suggested here, goes beyond the group-level and fo-

cus on problem-solving, as it tries overcoming the limits of the underlying cybernetic system 

approach. Nevertheless, a ‘syn-integral’ approach agrees with the basic Gestalt-idea of synergy. 

For such Gestalt-approach the properties of a whole are greater than and distinct from the added 

or combined features of the parts.  

 

‘Syn-integrality’ resonates in particular with the idea of ‘tensegrity’ as this concept refers to 

the integrity of structures as being based in a synergy between the inseparable and balanced 

components of tension and compression (Fuller and Applewhite, 1975). Accordingly, a ‘syn-

integral’ orientation follows Buckminster Fuller’s architectonic principle of efficiency in the 

construction of design of things. ‘Syn-tegration’ achieves maximum stability, robustness, and 

quality of outputs with a minimum of inputs, thus doing more with less. Instead of using com-

pression, ‘syn-integral’ bridging achieves stability by the distribution and concurrent application 

of tension and pressure on the entire bridge and in relation between its poles. Thus, the integrity 

of the structure is determined by the distributed tensile stress of the entire system. This tensile 

integrity or in short ‘tensegrity’ is summarized as “a structural-relationship principle in which 

structural shape is guaranteed by the finitely closed, comprehensively continuous, tensional be-

haviours of the system and not by the discontinuous and exclusively local compressional mem-

ber behaviours” (Fuller & Applewhite, 1975, p. 372). 

 

‘Tensegrity’ has many suggestive implications for more effective configurations (Judge, 

1979). Such tensile structures make explicit the value of having discontinuous or antagonistic 

relations between concepts embedded in a continuous mutually supportive network of relation-

ships. As dynamic figurations they reveal how an appropriate combination of properly positioned 

elements can give rise to a totally unsuspected structure of stability. Interestingly facilitating 

communication between all parties involved in these structural configurations is not the only way 

forward, even if it seems feasible in practice. Furthermore, tensegrity suggest that much may be 

accomplished by ensuring a supportive relationship with neighbouring nodes. This can be ac-

complished provided that a position is challenged by appropriate opposing nodes. Remarkable 

these tensile structures have empty centres. Correspondingly, every point is visible and connect-

able from every other, suggesting a desirable form of transparency. Critically, this raises ques-

tions about and inhowfar it is desirable to whom, and in what sense. For example, open offices, 

                                                 
8
 To understand what ‘syn-integral’ and ‘syn-tegral’ bridging in particular means it can be critically con-

trasted to synergetics, which represents an interdisciplinary science explaining the formation and self-

organization of patterns and structures in open systems far from thermodynamic equilibrium (Haken, 

2004). In contrast to this system approach for which self-organization means that a complex system 

achieves its spatial structure and/or functions without specific interference from agents outside the sys-

tem, ‘syntegral’ orientation includes the possibility of active agency. Although being part of a holonic 

embedding system, individual and collective agents can be bridges and actively bridge between elements. 
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in which everyone is constantly visible to everyone else, may lead to a panopticonism (Bart, 

2005). For a tensegrity-oriented approach the centre is a virtual one, rather than being occupied 

by some dominant body, individual, concept or value. Furthermore, such structures also imply a 

range of global transformations through which the set of concepts or policies can grow to en-

compass greater variety. 

 

While tensegrity – the simultaneous occurrence of tension and pressure – can be observed in 

nature, applying the principles to social systems, like organizations, may lead to a ‘synergistic 

tensegrity’ or ‘syntegrity.’ Such integrity, as being ‘in tensile sync’ enables an optimum cross-

linking between parts, e.g. members of a team, who are sharing knowledge. 

 

Moreover, an optimum-orientation towards syn-integral connectivity includes also disconnec-

tivities, for example interruptive agentic acts in mediated work (Wajcman and Rose, 2011). Thus 

it considers conflictual dis-connection within the inter-relational spheres in which they occur. 

Therefore syn-integral bridging does not follow the ideas of a metaphysical harmony, nor an un-

derlying unity-oriented ideal(ism). Rather, it embraces demands of diversity, complexities, intri-

cacies and ambiguities of bounded organizational realities as well as its theoretical and empirical 

investigations. Such an orientation towards integral passages in the spirit of ‘syn-integral ity’ 

allows not only dealing with conflicts, dilemmas, paradoxes and pathologies of organization in a 

creative way. It also contributes to a more comprehensive rendering of individual, group-related 

and organizational sur-plus within a ‘bounded integrality’ (Deeg et al., 2010).  

 

Taken all together, a holonic and syn-integral bridge-building represents an adequate meta-

theoretical and practical approach for recognizing and dealing with multiple perspectives, while 

being open for productive irritations, and creative responses. Furthermore, it enables a more ef-

fective and sustainable ‘trafficking,’ in that it provides a base for meaningful communications 

and bridging between various interdependent realities in organisations and beyond. 

 

Bridges and Bridging the In-between… Bridges on the Move 
 

Based on the outlined integral, holonic and syn-integral orientation, the following analyzes 

some perspectives on the role of an inter-relational ‘space in-between’ (Bradbury and Lichten-

stein, 2000). On the one hand, integral and syn-integral qualities of bridges and bridging are 

themselves mediating in-betweens. In this way, bridges not only bridge between, but also create 

an in-between. This in-between can be interpreted as a bridging milieu, a sphere and process in 

and through which the bridging takes place. Applied to organisational theory and practice, this 

in-between as bridge is co-constituting and entailing as well as enabling to inter-relate multiple 

realities and individual and collective dimensions in organisational life-worlds. This liminal 

bridging moves between concepts, categories and paradigms of thought and forms of practice not 

‘in’ them (Chia, 1996, p. 142). It is this relational realm of in-between, with its gaps or interstices 

and therein unfolding ‘in-tensions’ (Cooper and Law, 1995), which is the medium for meaning-

ful syn-integral theories of organisations. Moreover, the in-between – interpreted as ongoing 

processes of becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002) – serves as the source for creative and social 

experiences and realities. By recognizing the primacy of relational processes, these become 

‘form-in-media’ (Küpers, 2011), in which bridges are continuously co-created and changed in 

the course of being built and functioning. 
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Corresponding to these perspectives on the in-between, the metaphors of movable bridges and 

flowing bridging can be used for illustration. These process-oriented images refer to alternative 

forms/media-connections in that they reveal or re-present organizational processes as relational, 

emergent patterns of association, accomplished performances or as ongoing movements (Putnam 

and Boys, 2006; Taylor and van Every, 2000). For thinking of bridges and bridging as moving 

media, ferries come to mind that, while serving as moveable transport vehicles, often replace 

stable bridges. Or we could think of air-bridges that function as movable connectors for passen-

gers. 

 

Following Deleuze and Guattari (1980), emerging ‘rhizomatic bridges’ can be thought of that 

allow multiple horizontal and mutual connections that are growing into swinging radial ways. 

Importantly, a rhizome-bridge has no beginning or end, but is always in the middle, between 

things. With these qualities, any point of a bridging rhizome can be connected to any other 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1980, p. 7). Thus, rhizomatics reinterprets bridges as dynamic, heteroge-

neous and non-dichotomous, open-ended places, pathways and lines of flight that is de-

territorialized structures, through which nomadic movements can take place (Chia, 1999). 

 

When engaging with metaphors of moveable bridges it may make bodies, feelings and think-

ing move, thus serving as media for reflecting ‘beings’ and facilitating different forms of becom-

ing, that is, unfolding, emergence and transformation (Tsoukas, 1991). As being inter-relational 

milieus and processes, bridges and bridging moves are spheres and practices of transition. Bridg-

es become living third spaces, inter-places and zones of “interplay” (Schultz & Hatch, 1996) in 

contrast to being static positional or instrumental resources. Accordingly, as spatial and temporal 

in-between, bridges and bridging serve not only for coming from one point to another, but help 

to overcome thinking in points at all. Subversively, they are inviting, guiding, going to, and deal-

ing with post-dichotomous in-betweens of theorising and practicing organisation. When in-

between spaces of bridges are those, ‘where differences unfold differences, in-between, inside-

outside, formal-informal, old-new etc.’ (Clegg and Kornberger, 2006, p. 154) occur, then consid-

ering requisite suitable levels of connectivities
9
 and bordering or borderland strategies suggests 

metaphorical borderlands, particularly for reconnecting of theory and practice (Tyler, 2009),
10

 

open up for more creative forms of organising. 

                                                 
9
“Requisite connectivity is the state of having robust and reliable communication and/or transportation 

media/modes, with operable alternative work-around options, so that contact may be initiated or main-

tained at the rate, richness and intensity that we desire for a given task or social outcome” (Kolb, Collins 

and Lind 2008, p. 182). Accordingly, requisite connectivity refers to a threshold state of having an appro-

priate level of connectivity, one which enables effective performance of a given task or social outcome. It 

marks a middle ground and can be distinguished from states of too little or too much connectivity. At the 

one extreme is a state of hypo-connectivity, where there is insufficient connectivity for the demands of 

the situation. For example, in distributed teams when teleconferencing facilities are not available, and/or 

time differences and geographical distance make face-to-face contact problematic, a team may report suf-

fering from hypo-connectivity. The other extreme is a state of hyper-connectivity, in which high levels of 

connectivity are detrimental to performance. As such, effective and efficient performance requires that 

individuals, teams and organizations achieve and maintain a state of requisite connectivity, while avoid-

ing the pitfalls of the two counterproductive states of hypo-connectivity and hyper-connectivity. 
10

 Instead of using binary, two-shore-oriented metaphor of gaps and bridges, Tyler (2009) suggests meta-

phorical borderlands particularly for reconnecting of theory and practice. Following Anzaldúa (1987), the 

concept of a borderland refers to a psycho-social territory, which span and include the boundary, thus 
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Such a radical understanding of the relationality of bridges as dynamic connectivity helps un-

derstanding practices of organising as decentred inter-relationships. Interpreting organizational 

phenomena as dynamic constellations of relationships allows us to see that they cannot be sub-

stantively fixed. Organisational spaces are connected via shifting clusters of variable elements 

throughout a non-centred, configured lattice. This distributed mesh processes what could be 

called ‘inter-bridging’ that is moving in dynamic sets of forms and relations within an ‘inter-

world’ as a shared ‘inter-mundane’ place (Merleau-Ponty 1995, p. 269). In turn these formations 

and relationships are situated within and influenced by powerful historical, embodied, emotional, 

cognitive, social, and structural dimensions. 

 

Conceptually and practically, such ‘inter-bridging’ provides renewed possibilities for devel-

oping richer, more contextured understandings and transformative enactments of holonic and 

syn-integral processes in organisations. 

 

Implications for Organization Studies 
 

The integral and syn-integral metaphor of brides/bridging challenges the commonly assumed 

status of incommensurability among MOS research paradigms. It enables perspectives of inter-

play and connectivity that transcend the incommensurability argument. Opposing approaches can 

be considered by juxtaposing them which illustrates their representational nature and logic. By 

encompassing various research directions, a syn-integral approach, as outlined before, provides a 

more accommodating framework that corresponds and helps to respond better to the plurality 

and complexities of organizational phenomena, including discontinuities (Deeg, 2009). In this 

regard, syn-integral thinking may reveal connections of seemingly disparate, but interdependent 

facets of issues under study. The syn-integral nature of bridging metaphors offers pathways for 

overcoming binary arguments in which ‘either-or’-antinomies foster sub-complex black-or-white 

views. Instead, a post-binary syn-ingral approach sees opposite orientations as co-determined, as 

mutual, complementary and interconnected positions. A re-examining and questioning of funda-

mental assumptions of various practices and theories from a syn-tegral perspective, enhances 

forms of unfoldment and learning that elevates theory-building. This in turn may protect re-

searchers from becoming trapped within an isolationist view or a limited range of conceptual 

possibilities. The very move of crossing diverse boundaries represents is an actual practice of 

(meta-)theoretical bridging. By unearthing connections and establishing new ones (Molz and 

                                                                                                                                                             
helping (a mestiza-consciousness) to dissolve, rather than overcome dualities. For a borderland perspec-

tive “the bridge is replaced by buoyancy, by flow” (Tyler, 2009, p. 533). In this borderland contradictions 

are sustained and become a creative force for new connections between people and ideas. Furthermore, 

the borderlands metaphor possesses creates and atmosphere and has the “power of sustainable engage-

ment, a mixing and a blending that results in the emergence of novelty” (Tyler, 2009, p. 532). 
11

 Instead of using binary, two-shore-oriented metaphor of gaps and bridges, Tyler (2009) suggests meta-

phorical borderlands particularly for reconnecting of theory and practice. Following Anzaldúa (1987) the 

concept of a borderland refers to a psycho-social territory, which span and include the boundary, thus 

helping (a mestiza-consciousness) to dissolve, rather than overcome dualities. For a borderland perspec-

tive “the bridge is replaced by buoyancy, by flow” (Tyler, 2009, p. 533). In this borderland contradictions 

are sustained and become a creative force for new connections and sustainable engagement between peo-

ple and ideas. 
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Edwards, 2015), this bridging endeavour show inter- and transdisciplinary ways to cross, thus to 

advance creative pathways. 

 

Radicalising the idea of an “inter-disciplinology” (Bahm, 1980) that crosses disciplines and 

forms of knowledge, such bridge-crossing requires the cultivation of a relational taking of per-

spective. Such “inter-perspectivity” (Giri 2002, p. 106) is using an inter-relational approach, that 

includes and interrelates multiple perspectives. To cross boundaries does not mean to espouse a 

single encompassing truth, to fix the one, supposed best (meta-)orientation or methodology, nor 

to justify the dominance of a certain worldview. Rather, an integral meta-theoretical research 

recognizes and values, different levels, pluralism and diversity. Due to its inclusive character, 

various paradigms, theories, methodologies and insights can then find their place in a broader 

scheme. Importantly, an integrated meta-theoretical bridging view does not promote eclecticism, 

but favours a nested holarchy of knowledge. With its meta-paradigmatic orientation and holar-

chical knowledge, an integrated modelling encourages awareness of theoretical and methodolog-

ical alternatives. Integral bridging facilitates discourses and/or inquiries and interplays across 

paradigms, hence fostering greater understanding within pluralist and even paradoxical organiza-

tional contexts (Lewis and Kelemen 2002, p. 258). At the same time, bridging between shared 

patterns and platforms for communication contributes to developing constructive, useful and 

emancipatory knowledge (Molz and Edwards, 2015). Eventually, such bridging may also help to 

close gaps between academic research and organizational practice (e.g. Saari, 2007; Kieser and 

Leiner, 2009; Hodgkinson and Rousseau, 2009). 

 

Conclusions 
 

This paper argues that the bridge/bridging metaphor is a source of multifunctional and genera-

tive ideas for investigating organisational life-worlds. With their special syn-integral characteris-

tics that allow traversing not only streams and obstacles, but also polarities and abysses, bridges 

are well suited to interpreting and dealing with contexts and theories of organisation that are 

marked by division, oppositeness, isolations or fissures. Traditionally, bridges were not used for 

staying or living on them, as they functioned only for a purposeful crossing over. Yet, in a rein-

terpreted sense, bridges are not only for traversing but also serve to overcome barriers and 

boundaries. They offer possibilities for redirecting the pathways and going towards, living in and 

dealing with the in-between. Thus, from a holonic and synintegral perspective, bridging modes 

are vital activities and places for learning about different ways of seeing. Bridges are eminent 

tropes for transformative process because they highlight dynamic forms of relationalities and 

movements, which also implies a fundamental fragility and requires malleability. This means 

that bridges need to be sensible to vibrations and to operate with an oscillatory instability as they 

are endangered by great commotions. Accordingly, the process of actual bridging is a vibrant, 

unstable, constantly challenging, and delicate work in progress.
12

 

                                                 
12

 This became evident in the opening of the high-tech Millennium Bridge in London, which traverses the 

River Thames from the Tate Modern to St. Paul’s Cathedral by which pedestrians generated lateral and 

reinforcing momentum called  “synchronous lateral excitation” (Cassidy, 2009) causing the bridge to 

shake and swing. Thousands of people lined up to walk across the new structure, which consisted of a 

narrow aluminum footbridge surrounded by steel balustrades projecting out at obtuse angles. Within 

minutes of the official opening, the footway started to tilt and sway alarmingly, forcing some of the pe-

destrians to cling to the side rails. Some reported feeling seasick. The authorities shut the bridge, claiming 
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A key point in our discussion has been that metaphors integrate reason and imagination and so 

are useful for meta-theoretical bridging. Combining postmodern fragmentation and hermeneutic 

integration (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2000), metaphors of bridges and bridging provide re-

searchers with the means for building boundary crossing coherence. Yet, this coherence is not 

found ‘out there,’ waiting to be discovered, but requires an active engagement of a responsive 

creation and fluid responsiveness (Rodriguez-Sanchez et al., 2008). Similar to the construction of 

bridges, which may be provoked by troubling water for laying crossable fundaments, the inven-

tion and use of metaphor and metaphorising demands deliberate and coordinated work.  

 

Even more, this effort requires often collaboration from more than one end to another, i.e. be-

ing simultaneous, determined from either sides or poles and of the in-between. While bridges are 

constituted by different components, these bridge-elements may not fit into a coherent whole by 

themselves. Likewise, ‘syn-integral ity’ is not solely an emergent phenomenon, but results from 

composite and coordinated endeavours in conceptualising, designing and enacting, though this 

sometimes includes unfinished ‘bridges to nowhere,’ which may have their own unexpected val-

ues.
13

 

 

We foresee in future MOS integrative research an increasing use and significance of bridges 

and bridging in our current times in which conventional orientations, paradigms and approaches 

are becoming more diverse and fragmented. Bauman (2000, p. 5) has said that “between the 

overall order and every one of the agencies, vehicles and stratagems of purposeful action there is 

a cleavage – a perpetually widening gap with no bridge in sight.”  

 

The need for new kind of bridges will become more important as not only do identities are 

getting more fluid, but also as social relationships become transitory, generating anxieties and 

insecurities, while facing liquefaction as disembedding without re-embedding. In an increasingly 

liquefied world, unpredicted and unprecedented settings, risks and dilemmatic challenges are 

emerging that are calling for moving beyond social and economic polarization. This can then 

                                                                                                                                                             
that too many people were using it. The next day, the bridge reopened with strict limits on the number of 

pedestrians, but it began to shake again. Two days after it had opened, with the source of the wobble still 

a mystery, the bridge was closed for an indefinite period. Some commentators suspected the bridge’s 

foundations, others an unusual air pattern. The real problem was that the designers of the bridge … had 

not taken into account how the footway would react to all the pedestrians walking on it. When a person 

walks, lifting and dropping each foot in turn, he or she produces a slight sideways force. If hundreds of 

people are walking in a confined space, and some happen to walk in step, they can generate enough lateral 

momentum to move a footbridge—just a little. Once the footway starts swaying, however subtly, more 

and more pedestrians adjust their gait to get comfortable, stepping to and fro in synch. As a positive-

feedback loop develops between the bridge’s swing and the pedestrians’ stride, the sideways forces can 

increase dramatically and the bridge can lurch violently. The investigating engineers termed this process 

Cassidy compares this fragility of the bridge to a rational irrationality, explaining why capitalism is crash-

prone. 
13

 Not all efforts of bridging come to a satisfying end as there are not only unfinished bridges, but also 

bridges to nowhere, i.e. bridges without purpose to connect and thus leading to nowhere. Yet some of 

those non-/post-functional bridges to nowhere became an iconic symbol and thus a new, rather idealistic 

function. One example for this is the ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ spanning the Mangapurua Gorge in Whanganui 

National Park, which became iconic for New Zealand adventure tourism and is now a major visitor desti-

nation. 
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lead towards new vantage-points of insights and nomadic journeys towards shores of experiences 

in unknown lands. Hopefully, the outlined syn-integral or pluralistic integration and the associat-

ed metaphors of bridges and bridging contribute to develop more integrative forms of theorising 

of and practicing in organisations and crossings the divides between them. 
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Abstract: The current pedagogical discussion emphasizes self-determined and 

cooperative forms of learning. The theoretical background stems from constructivist 

theories of learning, which interpret social exchange and reflecting on one’s learning 

pathway as crucial points for construction processes. Consequently, self-regulation turns 

into a central condition for scholarly learning. This includes setting goals, planning and 

conducting the learning process as well as the evaluation of results. This paper focusses 

on the processes secondary school teachers use to implement newly acquired knowledge 

on self-regulated learning in their lessons. By means of qualitative research methodology, 

we wanted to explore how experienced teachers develop their own abilities for self-

determined learning while teaching their own pupils to do so.  

 

Method: In a transdisciplinary research-project between a secondary school and a 

university, a group of mathematic teachers participated in a two-day training course on 

self-regulated learning during which they discussed and developed ways to enhance self-

regulation of learners. They were then tasked with implementing their newly acquired 

knowledge during their maths lessons (number of pupils = 270, 4 - 5 lessons per week) 

with eighth graders in the course of a twelve week teaching period. Two separate groups 

of teachers were asked to put their newly acquired skills into practice. The first group (N 

= 6) used a collaborative setting in which tasks, teaching activities and performance 

reviews had been clarified and discussed within the group. The second group (N = 4) 

fulfilled these tasks individually without seeking assistance. The teaching strategies were 

assessed by means of multiple semi-structured interviews and observations of classroom 

activities.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the teachers prior to the training and 

after 12 and 32 weeks respectively to explore their understanding of self-regulated 

learning and their experiences during implementation. A thematic analysis approach was 

used to identify the factors relevant for the implementation from the teacher’s 

perspective. Observation sessions of classroom activities were undertaken four times 

during the project period in each class.  

                                                 
1
 Ellen Aschermann is professor for educational psychology at the University of Cologne. She worked 

on memory and memory development in the early school years and evaluated interview methods for 

children suitable for forensic settings. Her current research focuses on fostering self-regulated leaning in 

schools by developing and evaluating teacher training programs. 

e.aschermann@uni-koeln.de  
2
 Jennifer Klenzan studied geography and mathematics and obtained a teaching degree for secondary 

schools. As a doctoral student in the Kölner Graduiertenschule Fachdidaktik she developed and evaluated 

a teacher training course to improve self-regulated learning in mathematics for 8th graders. This paper 

amplifies some aspects of her dissertation: “Selbstregulation im Mathematikunterricht gemeinsam 

entwickeln.” 

jennifer.klenzan@uni-koeln.de 

mailto:e.aschermann@uni-koeln.de
mailto:jennifer.klenzan@uni-koeln.de


Aschermann and Klenzan: Collaborative Learning in Teacher Training 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

139 

Results: Both groups stated that the focus on self-regulated learning inspired them to 

change some of their habits in their own teaching. Teachers in the cooperative group 

increasingly reported a growing awareness for details of their own preparations when 

planning lessons or grading, more so than the teachers in the supervisory group. In the 

collaborative group concrete attempts were made to change some organizational factors 

so that collaboration could continue for a longer period.  

 

Conclusion: The distribution of didactic innovations such as the implementation of self-

regulated learning in teaching contexts requires a two fold perspective. Not only the 

teachers and their individual teaching have to be taken into account but also the school 

conditions under which the teachers work. The integral perspective on the analysis of 

these implementation processes proved to be fruitful.  

 

Keywords: Collaborative practices, Cologne action model, Integral theory, professional 

learning communities, secondary education, self-regulation.  

 

Introduction  
 

Innovations in the education system such as the encouragement of self-regulated learning are 

normally initiated from the outside when a new curriculum is introduced, for example. Many of 

these changes to the education system are currently justified by the conclusions of wide-ranging 

educational studies (cf. PISA). In the past years universities developed a host of projects which 

serve to encourage self-regulated learning among pupils. In both these cases not the protagonists 

themselves suggest new ideas, rather external authorities are making the suggestions in line with 

a “top down strategy” (Gräsel & Parchmann, 2004). This very typical method of changing 

teaching processes is also known as “Research, Development and Diffusion (RDD)” (Krainer, 

2003). What characterizes this classic method is that “there is a human and temporal split 

between the conception and development of particular innovations and their implementation.” 

(Gräsel & Parchmann, 2004, p.199). Due to this split it is hardly surprising that further training 

will in most cases not change teaching practices (Kaenders, 2010).  

 

Gräsel (2010) suggests that teachers working collaboratively are a central feature of 

successful adopted innovations. Teacher collaboration can therefore be used to integrate the 

training objectives more effectively during teaching. The evaluation of the cross border model 

experimental programme “Quality Improvements in Schools and School Systems (QuiSS, 

Qualität in Schulen und Schulsystemen)” showed that good teacher cooperation amongst the 

body of teaching staff was the strongest predictor for the spreading of model experiment 

objectives within the school (Jäger, Reese, Prenzel & Drechsel, 2003). 

 

Krainer (2003) further emphasizes that teacher collaboration processes are ideally 

accompanied by external support from e.g. university researchers to yield optimal results. In his 

approach of collaborative research the protagonists with different types of expertise examine and 

develop their own teaching practices together. Teachers are not considered the passive recipients 

of scientific research but as experts on teaching lessons. As much as the teachers learn from 
scientists, science itself learns from them as practitioners. This type of mutually beneficial 

activity and learning can be viewed as a transdisciplinary approach in action. 
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Collaborative Teaching Development from an Integral Perspective  
 

Collaborative approaches in teacher training widen the perspective form the interaction 

between a teacher and her/his class to the interactional and systemic view as a prerequisite for 

long-term implementation. The following paragraphs will analyze teacher training for self-

regulation from an integral perspective. We will focus on Wilber’s Integral Theory (2001) in 

which he developed a quadrant model to describe research processes under the viewpoint of the 

individual / collective dimension and the internal / external dimension. Wilber’s model is based 

on the concept of Habermas (1995) in which different universal concepts are divided according 

to their subject area and claims for validity into a subjective, objective and a social world. Wilber 

broadens these reflections and differentiates between four approaches to cognizance which rest 

on two independent dimensions inside / outside and individual / collective (cf. Table 1). 

 

The external individual approach to scientific knowledge is directed towards representational 

or propositional truth. The greatest possible concurrence with objective facts is sought. This view 

is considered the basis for the empirical (natural) sciences (quadrant 2). A great number of 

training projects in the educational-psychological discipline can be located in this quadrant. 

Many of them are developed and evaluated to a high methodological standard alongside 

international and national educational studies, whose primary objective it is to improve the 

cognitive and motivational skills of pupils. Within this scope the area of self-regulation deserves 

particular attention. 

 

The internal individual approach is committed to a subjective claim for recognition and strives 

for truth, dependability and sincerity. Interests and convictions are frequently looked at from a 

phenomenological point of view and interpreted hermeneutically (quadrant 1). In this quadrant, 

the empirically proven efficiency of self-regulation is not the central issue. Rather, the question 

is how relevant a concept is for an individual teacher or pupil in terms of their subjective view of 

the world and how to relate it to their own actions.  

 

In the outer collective quadrant a complex all-encompassing system is the primary reality. In 

this systemic view the overall system defines the many functions for its separate components. 

Zierer (2008) calls this “the requirement to fit in functionally” meaning that the single parts 

“must be woven into the fabric of the overall system“ (p. 576). From this perspective it should be 

possible to prove through objective and empirical evidence that ongoing support of self-

regulation leads to the smooth transition of those in learning into the overall economic structure 

of their country. 

 

Wilber (2001) defines the inner collective quadrant as situated in a cultural context. An inter-

subjective claim for recognition is negotiated among two or more individuals. Justice and mutual 

understanding are central considerations which do not necessarily lead to an objective linking of 

systems. Social and cultural behaviour is acted out in rituals and procedures which are 

recognized by the participants to be right and just. For self-regulation to flourish in this quadrant, 

it is important that those actively involved are in agreement about the role that self-determination 

should play in the learning process and how it should be adapted into the everyday reality of the 

school.  
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Table 1: Overview of the quadrants in Wilber’s integral theory. 

 Inside Outside 

 

 

Individual 

I Intentional  
Subjective demand for recognition 

(Genuineness) 

What does self-regulation mean for 

my own learning? 

II Conduct 
Objective demand for recognition 

(Truth) 

How can self-regulation be supported 

effectively? 

 

 

 

Collective 

 

 

III Cultural 
The inter-subjective claim for 

recognition 

(Justice / Cultural fitting in) 

How can self-regulation be 

implemented into day to day school 

life? 

IV Intentional 
The inter-objective claim for 

recognition 

(Functional fitting in) 

Are there benefits for the overall 

economy if self-regulation is 

encouraged? 

 

Self-regulation  
 

Self-regulation is the ability to adapt one’s actions to the achievement of medium-term and 

long-term goals while managing to handle adversity appropriately whether it be from the outside 

or from within. It is based on the interaction of cognitive, metacognitive and motivational-

emotional resources (Artelt, Demmrich & Baumert, 2001). From the integral viewpoint 

quadrants 1 and 2 (Wilber, 2001) cover those training programmes which consider the thoughts, 

purposes and the intentions (quadrant 1) as well as the measurable behaviour (quadrant 2) of the 

individual. Collective perspectives are not explored. The great majority of empirical evaluation 

studies explore the measures used to support self-regulated learning among pupils in the lower 

grades of secondary school (“Sekundarstufe 1”). In terms of methodology and validity they can 

be assigned to quadrant 2 (Zierer, 2008).  

 

The Cologne action model (“Kölner Handlungskreismodell”, Aschermann & Armbrüster, 

2011) describes self-regulation as a circular process in which the behavioural steps associated 

with cognitive and motivational-emotional processes are anchored. It is founded in Heckhausen’s 

model of the regulation of action (Heckhausen & Heckhausen, 2008). Heckhausen defines four 

cognitive phases (setting a goal, planning, implementation, evaluation). Schmitz and Schmidt 

(2007) as well as Zimmerman (2000) proposed and evaluated similar self-regulation models. 

These fundamental models of self-determined learning emphasize the importance of emotions 

for the learning process but do not explicitly root them there. In our model the scope has been 

widened to include more detailed specifics on the interaction between the processes of regulation 

and cognitive processes necessary for a successful learning activity. The effectiveness of further 

training to encourage self-regulation was demonstrated by an empirical evaluation study in a 

schools context (Armbrüster, 2013). 
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Fig. 1: Cologne action model (Aschermann & Armbrüster, 2011) 

 

Cognitive Processes  
 

If learning is to be successful, it is important to have a clear and well-defined objective. The 

individuals have to be in a position to take their own decisions and to deal with a subject matter 

with real enthusiasm. Planning involves the definition of partial goals, setting priorities, 

anticipating possible obstacles and the consideration of alternatives. The task in hand demands 

self-confidence and the ability to apply oneself even when more attractive options or seemingly 

more urgent activities lure because progress is slow. Evaluation includes recording the results of 

the tasks set, as well as verification whether my own objectives have been achieved. 

Significantly, this calls for a meta-perspective which allows observing my own learning process 

in order to achieve realistic self-assessment.  

 

Regulating Processes 
 

In-between each step characteristic mood swings occur which determine the smooth flow of 

events. The ability to influence one’s own emotions is significant for the successful outcome of a 

learning process. If an evaluation is to be carried out, it is crucial to have the ability to cope with 

failure or to be able to reassess the overall situation after detailed analysis. 

 

When a new task is set, the mood should ideally be one of enthusiasm and optimism from the 

outset. When the planning stage arrives, feelings in general turn more sober, especially when 

obstacles become apparent (focussing). Starting and persevering are easier when the general 

mood is that of confidence (facilitation). During evaluation there is stronger attention to detail 

and the mood gets more serious (re-centring). The conclusions generated by evaluation are then 

transferred into the context of one’s own experience. The subsequent change of direction towards 

a new goal once again demands emotional energizing (self-referral). 
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Although there are relatively stable differences in the personal priorities when it comes to 

individual cognitive and regulating phases, we contend that all components can be changed 

through a learning experience.  

 

Objectives of the Study 
 

This study in support of self-regulation in the lower grades of secondary school examines the 

question how a collaboration group and a training support group made up of teachers differ in the 

implementation of their further training during their maths lessons. The study also looks into the 

differences of how the two groups reflect both personally and socially on the concept of self-

regulation during school lessons. The main emphasis is on the analysis of the teacher’s 

individual planning for lessons and their views on the importance of self-regulation during 

learning. In addition, the project measured the learning progress of the pupils. The data is not 

included in this paper as it is due to be published shortly (Klenzan, in press).  

 

Method 
 

This indirect intervention study was undertaken as a project in collaboration between a 

university and five secondary schools (“Gymnasium”). Ten classes took part and the teachers 

were assigned to one of three conditions: a collaboration group (N = 6) or a further training 

group (N = 4). The teachers in the collaboration group all worked at the same school, the 

teachers of the further training group worked on two different schools nearby. The teachers in the 

collaboration group and the further training group received identical training on the subject of 

self-regulation. The teachers in the further training group applied their newly acquired training 

skills individually to the lessons they were teaching. The collaboration group on the other hand 

shared these skills with their maths teaching colleagues and applied them to classes (cf. later). 

These distinctions were put in place deliberately in order to distinguish the effects shown through 

further training and teaching in collaboration. The teachers implemented the further training that 

they received into their maths lessons for a total number of 12 weeks. The study is based on a 

pre-post design. The treatment effects were collated using a post-test shortly after intervention 

took place. A later survey recorded the longer-term effects. Data readings were taken three times 

and always based on evaluation-related variables. The period during which the study was 

undertaken lasted for one school year. The actual evaluation period lasted just over half a year.  

 

The Training Syllabus 
 

The teachers in the further training and collaboration groups participated in two training 

sessions on the subject of self-regulation lasting half a day each (cf. Table 2). The first training 

session introduced the teachers to the subject of self-regulation. The theoretical background used 

was the Cologne action model (see above). 

 

The main objective of the first day was to introduce the teachers to the concept of self-

regulation as a basis for motivated learning in school. During the “mental journey” - phase, the 

teachers were mentally guided through a complex project (organizing an event). Their task was 

to pay attention to their own reactions, feelings and ideas during this mental journey. In the 

ensuing discussion  they compared their own experiences with those of the learning tasks they 
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had set their pupils only to discover that they were undergoing a similar learning experience to 

that of their pupils. The Cologne action model enabled the teachers to talk about the difficulties 

of motivating pupils without referring solely to the personality traits of the pupils.  

 

Table 2: Day 1 syllabus.  

DAY 1 

Phase of the training 

 

Specification 

Introduction First acquaintance, importance of self-regulation in learning 

contexts 

Keynote Speech Idea and benefit of self-regulation, special relevance for the 

mathematics instruction 

Group discussion  Specification of the phases, creating a school reference 

Mental journey Self-regulation in the teachers life, clarification of functional 

and dysfunctional behaviour patterns  

Workshops In-depth insight in the field of self-regulation  

Discussion and reflection Questions and feedback, agenda setting for day 2  

During the second training session, the teachers were given examples of how to encourage 

self-regulated learning in the maths lessons. The contents of the syllabus corresponded to the 

Cologne action model and were divided into the four units, namely defining the objective, 

planning, the taking of action and evaluation. Priority was given to the link between theory and 

the practical application in school with a particular emphasis on the practicality of the syllabus 

and its successful transfer to lessons.  

 

Table 3: Day 2 syllabus. 

DAY 2 

Phase of the training 

 

Specification 

Introduction Exchanging experiences and identifying central aspects the 

teachers wanted to work on  

Defining the goal The purpose of setting a goal is to elicit a motivating effect 

Planning Goals are manageable if split into sub-goals; planning maths 

lessons 

Action Invested study time and used learning strategies are 

significant aspects 

Evaluating Feedback is an influencing factor of causal attribution 

Discussion Questions and feedback 
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The training was devised specifically for the purpose of making it adaptable for teaching in 

class. Therefore adaptations were not only desirable but necessary and were discussed with the 

teachers. In a situation where self-regulated learning is encouraged it does not seem practical to 

make teachers follow a strict regime, as implementation very much depends on the teaching unit 

in hand and the makeup of the class itself. The teachers who participated were introduced to the 

possibilities of how to encourage self-determined learning and how to apply it within the context 

of their maths teaching. It was explained that these were merely suggestions to encourage self-

regulated learning. Additional ideas for implementation were expressly encouraged. Three areas 

of special interest were formulated by the teachers during this training phase:  

 

 How can pupils be supported to give them a realistic picture of their knowledge and 
competencies in order for them to prepare more independently for written tests? 

 Pupils need to revise far more rigorously to attain basic mathematical skills (equations with 

variables, division of fractions, embedded problems) 

 Cooperation in the class while working on a complex problem should be fostered 
 

These aspects are the basis for the collaborative work between the teachers and the research 

group as well as being the focal point for supervision in the training group.  

 

Shaping Transdisciplinary Cooperation 
 

Continuous exchange between teachers: During the period of implementation, a continuous 

exchange between the members of the collaboration group was initiated and supervised. This 

discussion took place on three levels: the teachers worked together on didactic impulses for 

encouraging self-regulated learning. Ideas for implementation were floated and experiences were 

adapted accordingly. These exchanges took place within the context of personal conversations 

during the breaks or free time in-between lessons.  

 

Transdisciplinary contact: To enable the transdisciplinary exchanges between teachers and 

researchers, regular meetings were arranged once a week. These meetings lasted about 90 - 120 

minutes and took place at the school. The ideas and thoughts of teachers and researchers 

contributed mutually to the progress of the work. On the one hand these meetings served to 

clarify the next steps to be taken and allowed room for the exchange of views on the experience 

gained previously. On the other hand, the meetings strengthened personal contacts. 

Transdisciplinary perspectives and experiences were brought together and could be used for 

future implementation. This notion of collaboration across disciplines contradicts the “Research, 

Development and Diffusion paradigm” (RDD, Krainer, 2003) in which teachers are solely seen 

as the recipients of research findings. 

 

Support website math-il.de: Cooperation among the group of teachers was further supported 

through the web platform math-il.de. Participants were able to exchange views flexibly 

regardless of time and place. The working group consisted of the participating number of six 

teachers plus university staff from the faculties of Mathematical Didactics and Educational 

Psychology. The platform served as an additional source for exchange and for uploading ready-

made teaching materials.  
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It is through these impulses that changes in respect of individual approaches and convictions 

(quadrant 1) as well as of conduct (quadrant 2) were to be achieved. Changes in the school’s 

circumstances (quadrant 3) were also to be documented. A change in terms of the inter-objective 

claim for recognition (quadrant 4) was not intended. 

 

Observations in Class plus Interviews 
 

During the period of intervention each teacher was observed twice in class for the purpose of 

recording the self-regulating components during the lesson. All observations were conducted by 

the same member of the university team. The central observation was how the Cologne action 

model was implemented in the lesson. The following observation grid to code the relevant 

aspects that were found in each lesson was devised exclusively for this purpose:  

 

 Type of classroom instruction: teacher centered, working in groups, lecture, pupils 

working by themselves 

 Activities of pupils during the lesson: the amount of time needed to complete the task, 
discussion of the maths problems, seeking help from the teacher or other pupils 

 Possibility of independent self-regulated work in the class (amount of time, intensity) 

 The introduction of self-regulation teaching aids 

 Looking at how the different phases were implemented 
 

The focus here lay specifically in the observation whether at least one of the four action 

phases had been implemented and how it was brought about. Further, the general presence of the 

action model during the lesson was recorded (visual presence and / or the explicit naming of a 

particular phase). The observations in class were based on fundamental criteria seen as 

prerequisites for self-regulated learning such as the prevailing teaching method and the perceived 

independence of the pupils (Hattie, 2009). In the course of three measuring periods, extensive 

interviews were conducted with the teachers in the collaboration and further training groups. 

Different members of the research group conducted the semi-structured interviews. They were 

recorded and subsequently transcribed. The subjects discussed during the interviews were 

expectations, knowledge, the changes that the teachers themselves perceived regarding their own 

planning and their teaching, the subjective theories about learning in school and the reactions of 

the pupils in view of the changes taking place during lessons. We use the method of Mayring 

(2010) for coding the teacher’s statements. This method was chosen to deepen our knowledge of 

the teacher’s thoughts, their feelings, meanings and their interpretation of teaching in their 

specific situation. The thematic analysis consisted of a two-step procedure. In the paraphrasing 

phase initial codes were generated by extracting interesting features from the data set. The 

relevant data for each feature was then given a code. Repetitions and embellishments were 

omitted. In the generalization phase the relevant themes emerging form the coding were 

extracted and named. Central topics of the pre and post interviews are summarized in table 4. 
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Table 4: Main topics of the semi-structured interviews 

Pre interview Post interview Follow-up interview 

 Personal ideas and reasons 
to participate in the project 

 Applying the training 
materials in a classroom 

setting - regularity and 

intensity 

 Do you still support self-
regulated learning? 

 What changed? 

 Individual objectives in 

the project  

 Which aspects regarding 

the training were useful in 

your lessons? 

 Continuation of teacher 

collaboration  

 Definition of self-
regulation 

 Difficulties and obstacles 
encountered 

 How intense was the 
practical implementation? 

 Advance knowledge about 
self-regulation  

 Solutions and alternatives  How was the 
implementation 

structured? 

 Assessment knowledge: 
How do you identify the 

self-regulation 

competences of your 

pupils? 

 Prospective utilization of 
self-regulation in lessons  

 Did the project lead to 

cooperation with other 

teachers? 

 Are there any reasons why 
training should not be 

undertaken? 

   Results of the 
collaboration?  

 What are benefits / costs 
of self-regulated learning? 

 

Results 
 

We will present the results in the order of Wilber’s Integral Modell (2001). First, we will 

focus on how the teachers analyzed the project from a subjective perspective (focus on quadrant 

1). This is followed by a description of how the syllabus of the further training was applied 
during lessons by both groups as perceived by the classroom observers (focus on quadrant 2) and 

the type of activities developed by the collaboration group (focus on quadrant 3). Although inter-

objective changes were not taken into account here, the results are mentioned for the purposes of 

a complete representation (quadrant 4).  

 

Quadrant 1: How Important is Self-regulation for my Teaching / for the 

Apprehension of my Pupils? 
 

The focus of the interviews was the question whether implementation of self-regulated 

learning had taken place and from the teacher’s point of view in what way implementation had 

differed in the collaboration group and the further training group. This qualitative procedure fits 

quadrant 1 because the individual perspective is particularly clear here. Post interviews were 
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conducted with nine teachers, six from the collaborative group and three from the training group 

(one teacher could not be interviewed due to parental leave).  

 

In table 5 the results of the post-interview are summarized. For each category derived by the 

qualitative interpretation method the number of teachers who made statements relating to one of 

the categories below and the sum of all statements are shown.  

 

Table 5: Overview of categories extracted from post-interviews and frequency of 

statements. 

Category Number of entries (teachers / statements) 

Collaborative group (N = 6) Training group (N = 3) 

Implementation process 5/21 2/2 

Self-reflection of teachers  5/8 2/2 

Learning progress for pupils 4/9 2/2 

Reflection of specific phases in the 

Cologne action model 
6/9 3/3 

Collaboration  6/12 1/2 

Positive impact on teaching and learning 6/7 2/1 

Difficulities encountered 6/6 3/3 

Developement of new maths tasks 5/6 2/4 

Structure of the lessons 3/3 1/2  

Future use of self-regulated learning 6/7 2/2 

Costs of implementation (e.g. time, 

conflicts) 
4/6 2/2 

Website math-il.de 6/9 -/- 

 

Eight teachers stated that they had implemented the action model either implicitly or 

explicitly in class. Of those eight teachers six belonged to the collaboration group while two 

belonged to the further training group. All eight teachers stated that they intended to continue 

using the action model.   

 

The teachers of the collaborative group elaborated in detail on the process of implementation. 

They focused often on the learning processes of the pupils and used the action model in a 

differentiated manner to describe the positive changes in the lessons. Teachers of both groups 

reported some difficulties; these were in all interviews mostly attributed to the time the pupils 

needed to adjust to a new format of lessons. Teachers of the collaborative group talked more 

often about changes in their own perception of the learning process than the teachers in the 

training group. Analysis of the post-interviews shows that all six teachers in the collaboration 
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group experienced cooperation as most satisfactory and effective. The discussions with their 

colleagues were very much appreciated and led to a broader understanding of learning practices. 

Only one teacher stated that he or she found cooperation too time-consuming. It was also stated 

that cooperation added to an improved feeling of social cohesion among the teaching staff und to 

much improved personal satisfaction in the day to day business of the school. Two teachers 

pointed out that the positive effects of cooperation had led to getting to know a new colleague 

(female teacher in the post-interview of the cooperation group: “All six colleagues cooperated at 

regular intervals, consulted each other, devised work sheets, developed written tests. This is 

something I had never experienced before, especially that all the teachers worked together.”) 

 

The website math-il.de was not considered a practical support tool. The reason being was that 

personal contact and the exchange of views were felt to be more convenient and more 

satisfactory. The exchange of teaching materials and permanent access were mentioned 

positively.  

 

Reflections on the action phases for the pupils were a frequent theme during the interviews:  

 

What I noticed more the second time round and that is important to me is how much we 

miss looking back and reflecting on the objectives, planning, acting and evaluation during 

the lessons. Especially in this mode we have become aware of how much the teacher is 

involved. Perhaps that is how it should be to ensure that the lesson can be maintained in its 

structure as prescribed by the curriculum. In my view it could be an advantage for many 

pupils if they thought more about how they could be more pro-active. (Teacher post-

interview, collaboration group). 

 

By contrasting two quotes from teachers from the collaboration group and the further training 

group on the subject of evaluation and objectives, the conceptual differences on teacher level 

become obvious: 

 

Teacher (male) cooperation group: How did Cologne action model help? 

 

In the beginning the pupils had to work out what they wanted to do and what their 

objective would be. They were also encouraged to reflect retrospectively before entering 

the next circle and steering towards the new goal. They had to reflect on their conclusions 

and decide whether they had reached their objectives. Then they had to think about how 

they would need to change direction if they wanted to be more successful the next time 

round. I liked that. 

 

Teacher (female) further training group:  

 

I found that the list was helpful for evaluation. That is something I do not normally do. 

They only write things down in their rulebook. However, a list which enables them to 

check their progress and is good for revision. I find that defining an objective is difficult as 

it is prescribed anyway. It is not possible to apply that in reality. 
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While the female teacher in the further training group acknowledges the importance of 

evaluation for the learning process, she perceives the objectives as prescriptive and not open to 

change by either her pupils or herself. In comparison, the male teacher from the collaboration 

group links evaluation and the definition of objectives with each other and thus describes the 

cyclical character of the action model as a central element. 

 

Follow-up interviews examined whether a transfer had occurred after intervention and if so to 

what extent. Nine teachers agreed to participate in the follow-up. Three teachers of the 

collaboration group (N = 6) and one of the training group (N = 3) stated that self-regulated 

learning would continue to be encouraged along the lines of the action model after intervention. 

Teachers and pupils found the opportunity to take stock of the lesson by encouraging the pupils 

to evaluate (evaluation and self-referral) their own progress during lessons useful. The pupils 

welcomed the chance to set their own goals. Once the project had come to an end all teachers 

noted that the intensity of self-regulated learning had diminished.   

 

Despite the positive feedback of the post-interviews the collaborative processes were not 

perpetuated after the intervention. Merely two of the five teachers in the collaboration group 

stated that they were still practicing some form of collaboration. The failure to continue with this 

type of cooperation was put down to lack of time and occasion. It was also stated on more than 

one occasion that without set tasks and tangible objectives collaboration among the teaching staff 

does not take place (female teacher in follow-up interview collaboration group: “None of the 

form teachers in the whole grade would cooperate if the impetus had not been given through an 

external project like this”). 

 

Overall, the teachers in both groups implemented self-regulated learning during the project 

time and noticed mainly positive effects on the learning behavior of their pupils. Particularly the 

phases of goal setting and self-reflection were recognized as useful for the development of a 

more self-determined teaching style. The teachers considered the problems encountered as 

manageable.  

 

Quadrant 2: How is the Training Syllabus Implemented in Teaching? 
 

In addition to the subjective impressions of the implementation process, the classroom 

observations served as a means to get a clearer picture of what happened during lessons.  

 

Twenty lessons were observed and coded and it should be pointed out that this sample is 

rather small in order to come to a general conclusion. Without doubt the observations did make 

an impression and complemented the teachers’ own perceptions. 

 

The focus here lay specifically in the observation whether at least one of the four action 

phases had been implemented and how it was brought about. Further, the general presence of the 

action model during the lesson was recorded (visual presence and / or the explicit naming of a 

particular phase). The observations in class were based on fundamental criteria seen as 

prerequisites for self-regulated learning such as the prevailing teaching method and the perceived 

independence of the pupils (Hattie, 2009). 
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Type of classroom instruction: Quite a number of maths lessons were observed which were 

characterized by an open practice of setting tasks as well as a high proportion of active learning 

time. However, the dominant method of teaching in the collaboration group was from the front 

of the class. This may be due to the low number of lessons observed but it is very typical for 

teaching in secondary school in Germany. The teachers did a lot of the talking while the pupils 

took on a mostly receptive role while learning. This means that there are few opportunities for 

self-regulation. The teaching of the further training group was mostly centered on the teacher 

too. It too was characterized by teaching in front of class and teachers who did a lot of the 

talking. The pupils received substantial direction and the teachers frequently asked the pupils 

questions, which meant that they had little opportunity to practice self-regulated learning. There 

were only a few lessons which had a more open feel and a larger proportion of active learning 

time. 

 

Emphasis on the self-regulation model: There was a poster of the action model displayed in 

almost all classrooms. It was therefore present during most classroom observations. The model 

itself and specific phases were mentioned regularly in the collaboration group. The indirect 

implementation of individual phases occurred frequently. The implementation was evident 

throughout in check-lists, the free choice of set tasks and in the application of teaching materials 

devised by the teacher. In the further training group, the action model was also displayed as a 

poster; individual phases were not explicitly mentioned during lessons.  

 

In sum, there were two noticeable differences between the two groups: teachers in the 

collaboration group dropped far more metacommunicative hints on the action model and the 

current phase in which they situated the activities of their pupils than the teachers in the further 

training group. They also dared to deviate from the teacher centred teaching method so typical 

for Germany far more often and consistently, thus giving the pupils more freedom to work on the 

tasks set either individually or in partnership.  

 

When comparing implementation between the two groups of teachers another difference is 

obvious: the teachers in the further training group were willing to include the elements for 

encouraging self-regulation, which they had been introduced to, in their own lessons with 

minimal changes. They laid the main focus on a single action phase as discussed during training. 

In contrast, the teachers in the collaboration group developed a more complex target. Pupils were 

expected to complete the action model fully and independently in the space of a double lesson.  

 

Quadrant 3: How can we Implement Self-regulation in Class Together? 
 

Before the project kicked off some of the teachers in the collaboration group were skeptical 

about the planned cooperation. They were particularly worried that processes affording 

cooperation would be very time consuming. During intervention an overall invigorating mood 

developed. The protagonists acted in harmony with each other. One of the female teachers 

described her experiences thus:” You tend to be more stimulated. I noticed that the whole thing 

was specially designed so that all of us develop this together. We were not forced to use anything 

that was prescribed. Nor did I have the feeling that I needed to know all the answers. I was 

simply able to contribute what I could, based on my current level of expertise.” 
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The action model was introduced into the collaboration classes in close coordination with a 

colleague whose teaching subject was not related but who had experience in the area of 

encouraging self-regulation and had also taken part in the two training sessions. 

 

All teachers attended the weekly meetings of the project more or less without exception. 

Initially the meetings served to discuss the application of the training contents. Later on the 

discussion shifted to exchanges about the methods that had been implemented and their possible 

adaptations. Individual teachers developed their own teaching materials for the purpose of 

implementing the action model. They would make these materials available to their colleagues 

on math-il.de (teacher post-interview, collaboration group: ”We had to work together more 

closely. It was very helpful to exchange views regularly on how certain set tasks had worked out, 

even if it was only in passing on the corridor. We would discuss what had worked out and what 

had not, how perhaps to phrase questions differently or so. That was good and more intense than 

I had expected.”). 

 

One teacher even had the idea to ask his pupils to select their own exercises from an 

assignment pool and to solve them on their own. The exercises were graded into five levels of 

difficulty. The work in progress from defining the objective (which exercise will I work on?) to 

marking was to be recorded in writing. This illustrates how standardized assignments can be 

developed into an individual process. In preparation of a written test one of the teachers 

developed a work sheet which is divided into the four cognitive self-regulating phases. On this 

work sheet the pupils can record what their objective for solving this written test is (defining 

objective) and how they plan to go ahead (planning). On the back of the work sheet the pupils 

are able to document how many days they spent revising for the test for the action phase. The 

evaluation phase is divided into three parts: (1) evaluating the individual preparation before the 

written test, (2) evaluation of the pupil’s own performance during the lesson following the 

written test and (3) evaluation after returning the test. 

 

The test was developed in partnership by the teachers in the collaboration group. During the 

weekly meetings the learning objectives and the quality for measuring performance of the 

exercises were discussed thoroughly and in great detail. The teachers marked the tests 

collectively too. This was a new experience for the teachers who normally mark the tests in 

isolation.  

 

In addition the teachers developed so-called “warm-up exercises” which were introduced 

routinely at the beginning of each maths lesson. These exercises served to support pupils in their 

self-assessment similar to those exercises for defining objectives. The exercises gave the pupils 

the opportunity to formulate their personal objectives based on their current status of knowledge. 

The warm-ups displayed the date of the training course, the predicted number of correct answers 

and real number of correct answers as well as the self-assessed level of confidence while solving 

the problems (level 1 = very confident to level 6 = very uncertain). This enabled pupils to follow 

their own learning progress. The exercises were intended for revision and for consolidating basic 

abilities and were therefore not very difficult. The time allowed was roughly five minutes. While 

considering the purpose and scope of the warm-ups, the teachers discussed at length their 

personal views on the importance of specific aspects of learning and pursuing mathematics. 

Often these discussions resulted in self-reflection. The teachers in the collaboration group used 
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the action model as a meta-language to express their own learning process when disagreements 

occurred. 

 

During the eight-week period of intervention over 30 documents were uploaded on the 

website math-il.de (in particular work sheets, articles, presentations, one written test). Teachers 

used the blog for immediate exchanges. The teachers did not use the internet platform much at 

the beginning. Towards the end of the intervention period this instrument was being used more 

often. 

 

Teachers in the collaboration group even approached the school’s management with 

suggestions for changes in the system. These changes were implemented in the following term. 

For the teachers in the collaboration group the most important objective was to have one hour of 

free time free of lessons in order to make it easier for them to get together and discuss.  

 

Quadrant 4: Is Self-regulation Useful to Cope in a Knowledge Based Society? 
 

The outer / collective perspective according to Wilber (2001) had no central part in this study. 

The long-term effects of improved self-regulation may only be demonstrated through education 

panels given a wide-ranging scope or through changes in society at large. The great commitment 

that the teachers showed in this study indicates that these “experts for learning” are convinced of 

the necessity and effectiveness of this approach and ultimately used it in their own teaching. The 

exceptionally intense and wide research activity in Germany on the subject of self-regulation is 

closely related to society’s efforts to take into account individual skills and interests and 

including them in the learning processes in schools for the purposes of lifelong learning. We will 

know in a few years’ time whether or not this approach has succeeded. 

 

Discussion  
 

The aim of this study was to show how the contents of motivational psychological further 

training can be applied to the teaching of mathematics in the lower school grades of a secondary 

school. The central theme was to encourage self-regulation according to the Cologne action 

model. After receiving two training sessions the members of the collaboration group went about 

implementation by cooperating with each other and started to make changes to their lessons in 

which the pupils were directed towards more intensive self-regulation. The members of the 

further training group applied these contents individually and with no exchange of views 

amongst the group. 

 

Our data suggest differences between the two groups on a number of levels. During the 

discussions and behavioural observations it became clear that the members of the collaboration 

group had opted for a much more complex approach to impart the concept of self-regulation 

amongst their pupils. The teachers in this group intended to design their lessons in a way that 

pupils were able to complete a full cycle of set tasks by solving a more complex mathematical 

problem on their own within the scope of the double lesson. They recognized the importance of 

the connection between evaluation and the subsequent step of defining the new objective. For 

this purpose, they devised their own exercises and lesson routines. During meetings with the 

university cooperation partners, it was pointed out that completing a full cycle of tasks could 
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present a complex challenge for pupils and that they might feel that too much is expected of 

them. The teachers in the collaboration group agreed with this assessment but decided that they 

would continue to pursue their didactically ambitious goal. They argued that they hoped the 

long-term effects would be beneficial because lessons would open up more and that this would 

fire up the pupil’s enthusiasm and interest in the subject matter. 

 

This approach was indeed shared by the members of the university on the grounds of creating 

a level playing field in the area of academic research and development. The interviews recorded 

after the implementation phase showed that the teachers in this group had a much deeper 

understanding of the basic psychological and mathematical didactical concepts. Their pupils had 

a greater understanding of the cyclicality of action phases and the importance of evaluation 

followed by the definition of objectives for the purposes of a successful learning experience. The 

teachers in the collaboration group also used the concepts, which they had acquired to describe 

and reflect on their own learning process. Here too we see a transfer of a complex nature. 

 

Our study is in line with a growing number of research projects focused on the 

implementation of teaching strategies aimed at how to foster strategic and self-regulated learning 

(Gräsel, 2010; Krainer, 2003; Maag Merki et al., 2010; van Beek, de Jong, Minnaert & Wubbels, 

2014). Our results indicate that the implementation of a new teaching perspective is enhanced by 

the possibility to discuss ideas and topics with teaching colleagues and research partners. The 

results of the interviews also suggest that this wider communication strengthens the development 

of a sophisticated concept of self-regulated learning that may encourage teachers to gradually 

introduce more self-regulated activities in their teaching.    

 

In the training sessions we emphasized teacher initiatives which specifically aim to engage 

students in self-regulated learning. The teachers implemented these new strategies only partially 

in the lessons observed and maintained external regulating activities (lecturing, questioning, 

explaining) as well. This might be down to the fact that the process of learning to regulate 

requires sharing cognitive experiences by means of metacognitive comments and discussing the 

processes (Flavell, 1987). This interpretation is supported by the frequent reflection on the 

problem solving processes in class by the teachers as well as their incisive comments during the 

interviews with the collaborative group.   

 

Some limitations of the study have to be taken into account: the sample of teachers was quite 

small. Further, only one observer monitored the classroom interactions so that the reliability of 

these data cannot be assessed. We consider this study therefore as a pilot study. The results 

should be thoroughly tested by means of a larger number of teachers and classes. The perspective 

of the pupils should then be taken into account as well. The collaboration period lasted less than 

half a school year and was too short to ensure that long-term and stable collaborative practices in 

the school could be established. This result is in line with the results of Kaenders (2010) who 

reported much longer periods of collaborative interaction between school teachers and university 

members.  

 

It is a complex and highly demanding task to teach pupils to become more autonomous and 

self-regulated in their learning. Our study indicates that when teachers collaborate with each 
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other as well as with university partners, a deeper understanding of these complex processes is 

gained allowing for the flexible application of new concepts in different teaching situations. 
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Abstract: The article gives an overview of the Yalla program that has taken place in 

Egypt and Germany since 2012 and was originally initiated by Katharina Petrisson from 

the Federal Foreign Ministry of Germany in cooperation with Matthias Ruff and the 

Humboldt Viadrina School of Governance. After an introduction of underlying causes for 

the uprising in the Middle East, the preconditions of the program are explained. 

Furthermore the integrative framework that was used to design such trainings is  

analyzed. The paper also evaluates the online value development assessments of German 

and Egyptian participants within the Yalla-2-training. As a framework for the case study 

An interdisciplinary approach was used including developmental psychology, social and 

political science as well as system theory and action research. 

 

Keywords: Arab Spring, integral theory, intercultural leadership, large system change, 

Middle East, online value assessment, political capacity building, spiral dynamics, theory 
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Introduction 
 

Who would have expected the spontaneous protests of 2010 to spread like a wild fire through 

the Middle East and lead to the so-called Arab Spring? From today’s perspective, not only the 

Middle East, but the whole world seems to have been impacted in a way that left it shaking 

within political, environmental and other sectors. It seems that crises are becoming the norm in a 

complex global environment. According to Beck and Cowen (2005), integral (yellow) values 

compose the first second-tier value meme that consciously deals with those complex, global 

survival issues. Unpredictable dynamics and fast-changing environments require new forms of 

leadership and dialogue practices between different cultures and sectors. In this article, a case 

study of the pilot Yalla program that is taken place in Egypt since 2012 and was originally 

initiated by Katharina Petrisson from the Federal Foreign Ministry of Germany in cooperation 

with Matthias Ruff will be presented. The program, based on an integral mindset, seeks to 

support young leaders and change makers in Germany and Egypt who face complex (social) 

problems. In order to describe the preconditions of the program first a short overview of some of 

the underlying reasons and strategies that have strongly influenced the dynamics of the Arab 

Spring will be given. Secondly, it will be explained how these political developments have led to 

the emergence of the Yalla program with its different projects Yalla I, Yalla II and Dialog Lab I. 

                                                 
1
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Lab and Dialog Lab, Cairo. He works as leadership trainer and facilitator for Organizations like the 

Foreign Ministry of Germany, United Nations of Industrial Development, GlS Bank, Red Cross, Caritas 

and Erasmus Mundus Association. He is currently researching societal learning and change through the 

shift of agreement structures within global action networks like Transparency International.  

adrian.wagner@humboldt-viadrina.org   

mailto:adrian.wagner@humboldt-viadrina.org


Wagner: The Yalla Program 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

158 

The third chapter outlines the vision, mission and goals of the Yalla program in relation to the 

different projects. Furthermore, some of the fundamental principals, models, concepts and 

theories on which the program is built are introduced and explanation will be given on why they 

were chosen. Several disciplines like developmental psychology, social and political science as 

well as system theory and action research are included in the paper. The fifth chapter gives a 

short overview of the program's achievements up to today and also introduces some early results 

of an online value assessment tool.2 Finally, a preview on further intentions and upcoming 

projects in the near future of the Yalla program will be provided.  

 

(Very) Brief History of the Arab Spring 
 

First of all, why did some regimes survive the revolutions of the Arab world while others 

were overthrown? Some explanations see the “variety of social, economic, and political factors, 

including social media (Howard et al., 2011, p. 1), demographic shifts (the youth bulge
3
) and 

economic grievances like high unemployment and limited social mobility” (Abadeer & 

Williamson, 2014, p. 1) as the driving forces behind the revolution. Abadeer and Williamson 

argue that even while those forces helped to “spur the protest movements”, none of them 

“satisfactorily explain the variance in outcomes across different countries”. Since the Yalla 

program takes place in Egypt, the author will focus on the development within Egypt. One 

important factor for the success of Egypt’s revolution is the absence of a “monarchy and oil-

wealthy regime” that could “(...) erect more barriers to prevent protest escalation”. This 

perspective emphasizes that monarchies and oil-wealthy regimes, locked in strong traditional 

value systems (purple-red-blue), have more power to resist an uprising. Abadeer and Williamson 

argue that “a military tied to the regime by familial, tribal, ethnic, or sectarian connections would 

be more likely to support the regime.” (Abadeer & Williamson, 2014, p. 3). The exploitation of 

embedded tribal value systems (purple-red) within the army structure can often be seen with 

authoritarian leaders (red-blue) to fight uprisings.
4 

However, the military is a rather powerful and 

independent player within the Egyptian society (some would even state, one with blue-orange 

motives)
5
 that is not tied to certain tribes or ethnic groups per se. Since the beginning of the 

protests, the military was reluctant to back Mubarak and at some point chose the side of the 

protesting people. Another key factor is that the Egyptian government had almost no resources to 

support its own political power structure. This stands in contrast to other Middle East regimes 

which, again, are oil-wealthy. In Egypt, a broad scale of the poor was involved in the protest 

movement and could identify with the overall call for “bread, freedom, and social justice”.
6
 This 

might largely explain why the revolution did overthrow the Mubarak regime.  

 

Nevertheless, those given factors and driving forces do not explain or determine the new 

strategies of the Arab spring. James Gelvin argues that the common aspects of the strategies are 

that:  

 

                                                 
2
http://www.wei-se.de/index/index/lang/en 

3
http://www.cfr.org/egypt/demographics-arab-protests/p24096 

4
http://www.humanemergencemiddleeast.org/docs/Functional-Democracy-by-Elza-Maalouf.pdf 

5
See the leaked paper by former Military leader Al-Sissi. 

6
See the singer Ramy Essam with his song “Bread, Freedom, Social Justice” on: http://muftah.org/jan25-

two-plus-five-music-videos/#.U9iAtKh6s9A 
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1. They were relatively spontaneous; 

2. A single party or leader did not lead them; and 

3. They used unifying slogans focusing on political demands. 

(Gelvin, 2012, p.1) 

 

However, often unnoticed by the western world, is the fact that the “uneventful protests grew 

organically into movements of masses of people (…)” and that they “were based on the 

infrastructure built by earlier protest movements” such as the April 6 movement in Egypt. Even 

if the protest was partly built on existing structures, this cannot fully explain the rapid growth of 

the overall movement with countless human rights activists and other social groups led to a kind 

of leaderless movement that could not be prevented, threatened or bought. In addition, the 

unification of different groups within Egypt was supported by demands that were large enough to 

unify a wide array of social groups and classes, like rich, poor, leftist, secular, and Islamist 

groups (Bayat, 2010, pp. 1-3). 

 

Today, four years later, it seems that this pattern reoccurs in many parts of the world as well, 

considering the protests in Turkey and Brazil 2013 and Ukraine 2013/14. What all these protests 

movements have in common is that they do not have a single party or leader that leads them.  

Scharmer and Kaeufer (2013) describe these recent phenomena as a new dynamic of collective 

leadership that is build on new approaches of activism by stakeholders from diverse 

backgrounds. In his view, co-sensing, co-creating, generative dialogue and action have become 

important guiding principals for those new movements.  

 

But what did these protests mean for the Egyptian people? Generally spoken, “new dreams 

were born, new desires were discovered, and a memory of a moment where the “present 

wavered” was etched in every participant’s psyche.” (Gordon, 2004, p. 5). This can be seen as a 

collective and unifying state experience. Since this collective eruption in 2011, the social reality 

in Egypt has changed dramatically due to the violent removal of the former president 

Mohammed Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood organizations through the intervention of the 

Egyptian military. Despite an overall more stable situation in comparison to one year ago, it 

seems that “the exploitation of knowledge to serve political ends” has returned – a problem that 

was already identified by the 2003 Arab Human Development Report as the greatest impediment 

of “the creation of a well-knit Arab knowledge society.”  
 

For this very reason, in the authors perspective the Yalla program wants to establish a 

knowledge creation community by building sustainable relationships: between young potential 

leaders within Egypt and Germany and organizations such as Sekem, Heliopolis University and 

the Start-Up Hub scene. The next chapter will further outline the background of the Yalla 

program as perceived by the author.  

 

Project History 

 

In autumn 2012, the Yalla program begun with an encounter of 20 young potential leaders (10 

German and 10 Egyptian participants) who were involved in projects of different kind that were 

aiming to shape their political and civil societies in their own countries – Egypt and Germany. 

The Yalla I project consisted of two parts and started with a five-day training in October, in 

http://www.arab-hdr.org/publications/other/ahdr/ahdr2003e.pdf
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cooperation with the former Humboldt Viadrina School of Governance in Berlin. The second 5-

day-workshop took place in Cairo in January 2013. Because of its success, the project was 

repeated in November 2013, however, in a denser version as it consisted only of a 5-day 

workshop in Cairo. The next project related to the Yalla program was Dialog Lab I, which was 

developed due to the demand of the youth organization Cadre in order to deepen the 

understanding of developmental psychology and integral theory. In January 2014, the 5-day 

learning journey took place at the Egyptian organization Sekem
7
 and focused more on an in-

depth analysis of existing projects of the participants while using Spiral Dynamics integral and 

systemic constellation work. 

 

The Yalla Program 
 

Before elaborating on the processes and outcomes of the Yalla projects that have been 

implemented up to now, the author wants to high lighten the overall intention of the Yalla 

program.  
 

All projects regard attentive and deliberate communication as a key social technology and 

include several adult development models such as Spiral Dynamics and Ken Wilber’s 4-

Quadrant model. These models and theories are practically applied by participants in their own 

socio-political fields and projects. The idea of the Yalla program was inspired by the 

commitment and engagement shown by young adults of the Arab world during the past three 

years, a commitment often driven by idealism and enthusiasm to change their societies.  

 

However, this young generation is facing new challenges within the fields of political 

communication and with regard to complex problem solving. In the authors view, the Arab 

spring is an example of “the various waves of disruptive, revolutionary change that redefine the 

context” (Scharmer, 2000, p. 3) not only within business, but within societies as a whole. This is 

also illustrated by a qualitative German study (Leipprand et al., 2012, pp. 4-5) within which 

several executives and leaders within politics, business, science and civil society have been 

interviewed. According to the authors, new leadership skills are required on a global level as the 

main leadership challenges in the beginning of the 21 Century are:  

 

1. Growing complexity:  

 

Greater transparency is driving up the number of stakeholders and increasing the pressure 

for decisions to be made quickly. At the same time, projections and forecasts are becoming 

less reliable. Consequently, executives are losing control.  

 

2. Insufficient Reflection:  

 

The challenges of day-to-day business leave little room for long-term thinking. Managers 

allow themselves insufficient scope for regeneration and reflection. The use of values to 

guide decision-making appears to be gaining momentum. 

                                                 
7 

Sekem started as a biodynamic farm and, with its 1700 employees, is one of the biggest sustainable 

businesses in Egypt. They recently founded the Heliopolis University outside of Cairo.  
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3. Walls between sectors:  

 

Structural and cultural barriers prevent the sectors of politics, industry, civil society and 

academia from working together as they need to. In place of cooperation there is mutual 

indifference, and, in some cases, even antipathy. 

 

In order to face these challenges, the Yalla program wants to support the development of 

complex system thinking and problem solving by offering a space for reflection. At the same 

time, young potential leaders from different sectors meet each other and valuable relationships 

for the future can be established. Furthermore, the Yalla program strives to approach the concept 

of leadership with a differentiation on an individual, organizational and societal level 

(Leipprand et al., 2012) which is based on Scharmer and Kaeufer (2013). In their book, the 

authors address, among other topics, the possible causes of these upcoming leadership challenges 

within an ‘Iceberg Model.’ They distinguish several problem areas (‘bubbles’) that manifest in 

three major divides within societies (ecological, social and spiritual-cultural divide), as 

illustrated below:  

 

 
Figure 1: The Three Divides. (Scharmer & Käufer, 2013, p. 14. Used with permission). 

 

The Yalla program makes young leaders aware of all eight potential crises areas with a focus on 
the leadership and governance bubbles. These insights will immediately be exemplified and 

experienced while focusing on challenges that the participants are facing in their own political 

and social projects. The Yalla II as well as the Dialog Lab I project put more emphasis on the 

understanding of how to let key players from political institutions, non-governmental 

organizations and businesses collaborate better in order to find holistic solutions. 
 

Principles and Methodology of the Yalla Program 
 

The first Yalla training was designed as a two-week process. In the first week, the trainer 

Matthias Ruff and Eric Poettschacher focused on theoretical background such as the 

understanding of Spiral Dynamics and the Four Quadrants as well as an Open Space process. In 

this process, the proceedings of the second week of the Yalla 1 project was co-created with the 

participants that wanted to work with organizations in Cairo to test their new tools and 

knowledge.  

 



Wagner: The Yalla Program 
 

 

INTEGRAL REVIEW    September 2015   Vol. 11, No. 3 

162 

Rather then teaching models in a purely intellectual-academic setting, Yalla projects are 

designed as a container and a space to learn through practicing certain dialogue principals and 

transformation tools. This includes the concepts and practices of co-creation, presencing and 

generative dialogue. Furthermore, young leaders are encouraged to explore forms of collective 

leadership across cultural boundaries. Regarding to integral politics, the Yalla program 

empowers young leaders to “embrace any and all interactive process through which the evolving 

diversity of a community or society engages in consciously co-creating its collective life” (Atlee, 

2010, p. 276. Italics added for emphasis). 
 

Increasingly important within the program gets the task to hold a deep systemic perspective 

while facilitating the processes similar to the suggestion in Atlee (2010):  
 

…conversational interactivity is the medium through which different parts of a system can 

find the coherence—coordination, protocols, and shared understandings, narratives, 

intentions, etc.—that they need to function efficiently as a whole. From an individual 

perspective, high quality conversation is a primary alternative to violence as we seek to 

pursue our self-interest in a world of other self-interested entities with limited perspectives. 

(p. 279) 

 

Through those high quality conversations, an experience of "flow" states (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990) can be reached to tap into resources of collective intelligence and whole-system 

engagement. The principle of personal mastery (Senge, 1990), an interior-individual dimension 

within leadership, is therefore crucial considering the challenges that lay ahead of the presently 

young generation. From a facilitator’s perspective, we are committed to a co-learning process 

with the participants in the process. This is the reason why we incorporated action research as 

one model within the Yalla program. According to Gilmore, Krantz & Ramirez (1986) action 

research in this context  

 

...aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic 

situation and to further the goals of social science simultaneously. Thus, there is a dual 

commitment in action research to study a system and concurrently to collaborate with 

members of the system in changing it in what is together regarded as a desirable direction.  

Accomplishing this twin goal requires the active collaboration of researcher and client, and 

thus it stresses the importance of co-learning as a primary aspect of the research process.  

(p. 161) 

 

The Dialog Lab I training was designed as a learning journey
8
 with conceptual support by the 

'four moods of knowledge creation' by Ikujiro Nonaka.
9
  Each day in in itself was designed as a 

learning spiral. In the mornings, an overview of a particular part of Graves' developmental 

model10 was given to the group. Participants would have access to our knowledge and learn about 

certain aspects of the theory by internalization (explicit knowledge creation). In the next step, 

they would share their experience, brainstorm about the day's topics in a none-judgmental way 

                                                 
8
This was inspired by the the Leadership Tool Box of the AIZ:  

http://www.giz.de/akademie/de/downloads/giz2013-de-aiz-toolbox-leadership-development.pdf 
9
http://www.knowledge-nurture.com/downloads/NONAKA.pdf

 

10
http://www.integralleadership.com/the-graves-values-model.php
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and observe their own reactions within role games to illustrate e.g. the previously presented 

value systems (tacit knowledge creation). Afterwards, the participants and facilitators would 

design a wall with pictures, statements, anecdotes and analogies on a big sheet of paper where 

they related to and experienced the particular value system to externalize their knowledge 

(explicit knowledge creation). The last step was to deepen the knowledge though examples of 

best practices (combining knowledge).
11

  This helped to deepen knowledge in a holistic way and 

to make it useful for the participants and their work context. 

 

In the next part of the article, the author will focus on the outcomes and goals that were achieved 

with the Yalla program so far. 

 

Case Study: A Prototype of Online Value Assessment  
 

One important tool tentatively used in the Yalla II training was an online value assessment 

tool developed by Dr. Marc Lucas which is called “Word Pairs”.
12

 This online test provides 

some insight into the participants' values and basic convictions that influence their decision-

making, thus showing in what respects their conclusions might deviate from those of their 

potential dialog partners and reference persons. According to Marc Lucas the test is build on „the 

early and trend-setting insight of Graves (2005) about the necessity of integration and a 

neurobiological basis of adult development theories within the framework of a bio-psycho-social 

paradigm was the starting point for the model-theoretical considerations and the research 

design.“
13

 Even if Graves work is largely unknown in academic circles due to the early death and 

little empirical research has been published till date, it has won a lot of interest just lately. For 

example, Strack (2011, p.22) has published an empirical study in which evidence is found, that 

Graves’ theory and Schwartz’s typological theory of the universalistic value circle (Schwartz & 

Bardi, 2001; Schwartz, 2006) which is dominant in today’s value research are based on the same 

value structure.14 

 

Lucas follows the original idea of Graves to „describe a neurobiological correlate of the 

theory by using a tachistoscope“. In graves study he presented specific value terminology „to test 

persons for a few milliseconds at a time. Terms that corresponded to the dominant effective 

value system of the test person were recognised more quickly than other terms. The word pair 

online test from Lucas transferred Graves original idea „into an up to date research design 

backed by fMRI (...) in his leadership and adult development study developed in partnership with 

the University of Cologne and the Institute of Neuroscience and Medicine.
15

 The word pair test is 

used within the Yalla program to provide suggestions for improving participants' communication 

skills and behavioral patterns in key conflict and decision-making situations, as well as generate 

data on possible intercultural differences between German and Egyptian participants. 

 

                                                 
11

http://www.informationr.net/ir/8-1/p142fig1.gif
 

12
http://www.wei-se.de/index/index/lang/en 

13
 http://baojournal.com/BDB%20WEBSITE/archive/BDB%2019.4-F.pdf, p. 84 

14
 Ibid.  

15
 Ibid. 

http://baojournal.com/BDB%20WEBSITE/archive/BDB%2019.4-F.pdf
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Within this first testing, six German and six Egyptian participants volunteered by doing the 

online test. In the word pair test, participants are confronted with word pairs consisting of 

different values related to seven developmental levels according to Graves' model. Because of 

the small number of participants, the results at present cannot be seen as a substantial study that 

provides empirical evidence. Nevertheless, certain outcomes indicate possible trends for further 

research. The aim of the prototype was not to analyze individuals, but to get an overview of basic 

values and convictions within the German and the Egyptian group of participants.  

 

Participants did the testing anonymously via an online link that was sent via email to open a 

personal account for the testing. The test started with a few questions on the participants' age, 

education and gender. Within the word-pair test, participants were successively presented 400 

word-pairs and had to choose within 2.5 seconds which word they preferred over the other. If 

they required too much time, they repeated the word pair at the end of the test. The results are 

presented as percentages for each of the seven different value systems, with longer reaction times 

suggesting that participants have a higher distance to a certain value system, or might not be as 

familiar with it. The reason for the time limit is to evoke the spontaneous/intuitive response of 

people rather then having them think about what the appropriate answer could be. Within the 

graphics below, the average reaction time of German and Egyptian participants and the average 

preference for certain value systems are shown in percentage.  

 

In the German group, the average reaction to choose purple value memes is 0,4 seconds lower 

(1.7 seconds to) then the Egyptians average reaction time (2.1 seconds). Interestingly, the value 

preference for purple within the German group is also 7 % higher than the Egyptian group. 

Should this trend be validated in the future, several explanations are possible. First of all, the 

participants are selected through a questionnaire for the trainings, and they usually represent the 

highly educated and the young leaders from both sides. The lower preference for purple within 

young, well-educated Egyptians might mirror their social context. Lower preference for purple 

values and a stronger preference for red might also be an indicator for their experience within the 

revolutionary struggle for independence and freedom. This result should, of course, by no means 

be confused with the average Egyptian value meme preference. Elza Maalouf argues in her 

interview that the value preference of countries within the Middle East is still focusing strongly 

on red-purple-blue value memes, while individuals within the young Generation Y (particularly 

women) are trying to shift into more complex value memes.
16

 In Germany, a stronger purple 

orientation towards family/purple values might be the young generation's reaction to a more 

fragmented, competitive and pluralistic society, as is also indicated as a “Regrounding” in the 

Sinus youth study 2012.
17

 The biggest difference (over 10 %) between Egyptians (40.1%) and 

Germans (30.3%) is found within the red value meme preference. This might be in alignment 

with the Elza Maalouf and Dr. Don Beck's above-mentioned findings. From a cultural 

perspective, I would argue that Germany might be a country were red values are still associated 

with strong aggression, abuse of power and violence and therefore is less accepted within 

society. An alternative hypothesis is that certain cultural barriers related to the German history 

                                                 
16

See interview with Maalouf http://www.poetic-justice.ca/democratizing-sexuality-through-the-arab-

spring-an-interview-with-elza-maalouf and  
http://integralleadershipreview.com/9172-elza-s-maalouf-spiral-dynamics-and-the-middle-east/

 

17
in German: http://wiki.dpjw.org/sowa/sites/default/files/Sinusstudie_Ergebnisse.pdf

 

http://www.poetic-justice.ca/democratizing-sexuality-through-the-arab-spring-an-interview-with-elza-maalouf
http://www.poetic-justice.ca/democratizing-sexuality-through-the-arab-spring-an-interview-with-elza-maalouf
http://integralleadershipreview.com/9172-elza-s-maalouf-spiral-dynamics-and-the-middle-east/
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might prevent the development from purple to red within Germany.
18

 The overall strong 

preference for modern/orange values within the German group is an indicator for the scientific-

based higher education and the economic well-being within the German society. Additionally, 

green value memes have been rising in the German context since the seventies, leading to the 

foundation of a green party and the recent decision to abolish nuclear power plants. A surprising 

result is presented by the low yellow value preference of the German participants (50.1 %) 

compared to the relatively high preference by the Egyptians (56.2%). One possible reason rooted 

within Egyptian culture could be a stronger multi-active social behavior of Egyptians which 

might be more willing to embrace yellow values while a more linear-active culture
19

 is more 

reluctant to shift into an integral value system. Another reason could be the multi-level 

challenges young Egyptian leaders are facing on different value levels within Egypt. Those 

persons might be more aware of the necessity to include/integrate very different values within a 

society. The societal state of Germany, on the other hand, is quite stable and economically 

sound. Centered in orange/green values, the need to shift into more yellow/integrative values 

might not yet be seen or felt by young people due to the overall good performance of the 

economy. Another possibility is the overall more balanced value preference within the Egyptian 

group. The lowest value preference in red (40.2 %) differs by only 17% to the highest value 

preference in green (57.7 %), while within the German group the low red value preference (30,29 

%) differs by over 32 % from the orange value preference (62,5 %). It could be argued that this 

strong variation suggests no need for strong individual assertiveness (something you might well 

need and learn in a revolution) given the relatively secure and stable German cultural and 

societal context. Overall, the test will, on a long-term base, provide substantial data for the 

design of the Yalla program and can be developed into a tool to monitor and support the 

developmental journey of the participants on a regular basis.  

 

Goals Achieved by the Yalla Program 
 

In this chapter, the author gives an overview what the Yalla program has achieved so far and 

how it might be developing in the near future. Every single project aims to be a learning lab for 

all participants, which has as a central point the involvement of the two different cultures of 

Egypt and Germany.  

 

In the beginning of the Yalla I and II project, a questionnaire was sent to the participants. The 

key question was how participants can support each other so that their projects can deepen, 

develop and unfold to have an optimal impact. The questionnaires sent to participants before the 

project showed that they had three main requests. Those requests led to the following workshop 

design:  

 

1. There was plenty of time and space during the workshops in Berlin and Cairo to discuss 

the development of the concrete work the participants were doing. 

                                                 
18

Rossmann describes this in  a blog entry  

http://integralesleben.org/if-home/il-integrales-leben/anwendungen/gesellschaft/deutsch-sein-ein-neuer-

stolz-auf-die-nation-im-einklang-mit-dem-herzen/ 
 

19
http://magnussonllc.files.wordpress.com/2011/01/lewis-model.jpg 
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2. In addition, there was the possibility to generate new and common ideas. Through the 

different explanatory models, new perspectives on the different projects were depicted to 

show and unfold their effectiveness. 

3. In the scope of this project, it was very important to the participants that they had the 

chance to exchange ideas, build relationships and new networks (as intended by the 

facilitators). While in the Berlin part of the training, models and concepts were explored 

and discussed, the Cairo Workshop of Yalla I was taking the newly gained knowledge into 

practice.  

 

Through an Open Space Café at the end of the Berlin Workshop, four fields of interest were 

identified and small groups of five people came together to find a potential partner organization 

within a particular field (youth education, minorities, sustainability, integral politics, religion & 

politics). Egyptian organizations working in corresponding fields were approached by the 

participants and visited twice during the Cairo workshop. One day provided the groups with the 

opportunity to analyze and get to know the organization, whereas the second day contributed in a 

precise way to the organization's work: If the organization agreed, the groups were implementing 

an intervention based on the methodology of Spiral Dynamics and integral theory. Within the 

integral politics team, the Egyptian Democratic Organization was supported though a role game 

on funding possibilities and value creation within the organization. In another group, a youth 

education organization was coached in respect to how to deal with the fluctuation of volunteers 

within the organization. Furthermore, according to the participants' personal feedback, several 

other goals were achieved: 

 

 Participants achieved a deeper understanding of political communication through a 
systemic perspective.  

 Participants of both sides engaged in a still ongoing dialogue concerning the political 
situation in Germany and in Egypt.  

 The workshop contributed to enhance the participants' cultural sensitivity and competence 

and helped each participant to understand their specific challenges better.  

 The Yalla I and II project also supported participants in discovering new ways to discuss 
actual, relevant situations in their field of expertise and how to find potential solutions for 

them.  

 

While this was also the case in the Dialog Lab I, a stronger emphasis on knowledge creation, 

spiral dynamics and the collaboration with Sekem (bridging business, civil society and politics) 

enabled us to support young leaders and change makers on a personal level and Sekem as an 

institution on an organizational level. The idea of a social innovation lab within Sekem and the 

Heliopolis University was formulated; furthermore, the systemic dynamics of the revolution in 

2011, the current situation in Egypt (January 2013) and a vision of the future (2030) was 

visualized by the participants through a facilitated systemic constellation.  

 

What is Next  
 

As a conclusion to this report, the author would like to give an insight into possible future 

plans within the Yalla program. The next step might consist in the implementation of the Dialog 

Lab II project that continues the concept of an intercultural exchange between young potential 
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leaders from Egypt and Germany. The participants should have the opportunity to communicate 

and experiment freely in the safe and beautiful setting of the Sekem community. The Dialog Lab 

II could then:  

 

 be a learning lab for both cultures involved 

 empower participants through sharing of knowledge and ideas 

 use creative tension between the German and Egyptian culture (linear and multi-active) as 
a resource for prototyping solutions  

 focus on long-term project of young participants in relation to education and green 
technology in Egypt  

 fostering and including indigenous intelligence. 
 

Through the word-pair test and possible additional tests more research could be conducted in 

the future. On a personal note one important idea for the author is to move from theory into 

action and from action into theory in order to ground and development an integral transformation 

approach. On the long term the Yalla program should also in the view of the author monitor and 

support the different projects and participants (long-term) to add an interior dimension for the 

understanding of transformation within a political context (German Foreign Office) which is still 

mainly focused on outer factors such as economic and legal reforms and is missing on crucial 

factors such as value assessment, indigenous intelligence and mesh working (Maalouf, 2015). 
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Appendix 

 

 
Reaction time needed by participants to choose for the particular value system 

 

  
Value preference in % according to the word-pair online test based on Graves model  

 

German participants

Egyptian participants
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Abstract: In this position paper the worldview from which climate change continues to 

occur is identified as late modernism. This worldview is critiqued as being unduly 

economistic, reductive, mechanistic, and fragmented. There is a clear requirement for an 

inclusive and transcending transformation of this worldview toward one substantively 

more able to meet the challenges that climate change presents, as well as an understanding 

of the processes that facilitate such a transformation. This paper foregrounds 

transformative learning as a generic process that might well be key to this transformation. 

The paper addresses transformative learning both as an active process and as a feature of a 

regenerated worldview, identified here with respect to Griffin’s reconstructive 

postmodernism, which goes beyond deconstructive postmodernism in its proto-integral 

orientation. Transformative learning is exemplified by the seminal approach of Mezirow 

as well as Scharmer’s Theory U. The discussion of worldview is vertically differentiated 

in terms of principles, worldview perspectives, and sectoral practice with reference to the 

depth ontology of Inayallatulah’s Causal Layered Analysis. Principles addresses the 

regeneration of the philosophy of science, and explores the critical contrast between 

atomism acting as attractor for modernism, and complex integration acting as attractor for 

reconstructive postmodernism / the ecological worldview; it indicates the fecundity of 

Bhaskar’s critical realism for aptly addressing climate change. Sectoral practice is 

represented by higher education, specifically addressing andragogy, heutagogy, the 

transformative learner, and the transformative educator. Climate change is a complex, big-

picture issue, one that requires a complex, integrative epistemology and transdisciplinary 

orientation. 
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Introduction 
 

Contemporary climate change
4
 is induced by one species, the same species that is now 

considering its possible, probable, and preferred futures arising from the consequences of its 

actions. Yet all species are affected, as indeed is the entire biospherical fabric of our shared 

existence. Contemporary climate change is quintessentially a big-picture issue. Planetary, long-

term, complex, deep, multifaceted, and involving all cultures, all memes, and all known life-

forms, climate change calls out for approaches of engagement which aptly address and carefully 

integrate a myriad of fields including those addressing the physical, the ecological, and the 

psycho-socio-cultural. To understand how we reached this point, sufficient depth of 

philosophical, historical, and depth-cultural analysis is necessary; to most effectively move 

toward our best realistic futures, we not only require futures thinking but also suitable processes 

which enable us to make the necessary transformations of thought, affect, and behaviour 

authentically and efficiently. We need to regenerate our world into something we want before it 

degenerates us into something we do not want.  

 

In this article we suggest that transformative learning is a useful signifier to encompass the 

cluster of various processes – able to be used in a variety of individual and collective contexts – 

which adequately enable such transformations at both individual and collective levels. We believe 

that the potential usefulness of transformative education in addressing climate change has not 

been explored sufficiently and this paper therefore attempts to valorise transformative learning as 

one appropriate approach to facilitating the worldview shift required to address this wickedly 

complex challenge. We attempt to unpack transformative learning through the lenses of 

(philosophical) perspectives, (scientific) principles, and (sectoral) practice. Each of these provide 

useful – to some degree irreducible – lenses to assist piecing together the numerous angles, which 

the complexity of climate change demands. This symbolises the understanding that climate 

change is a complex but singular ontology requiring an aptly analogous complex but incisive 

epistemological tapestry. Specifically, the lenses used here can be interpreted according to a 

vertical schema such as Causal Layered Analysis (Inayatullah, 1998).  

 

After situating the current interest within a review of climate change discourse, we address the 

layers of perspective and principle, respectively. This is followed by a discussion of the social 

sector of higher education. Finally, a “hermeneutic circle” of learning is also facilitated through 

the deepening iteration of transformative learning as a topic in the perspectives and practice 

sections. 

 

The key normative orientation regarding the need for – and direction of – regeneration is given 

by the critical contrast between the worldview of modernism (with its underlying principle of 

atomism), deconstructive postmodernism and that of reconstructive postmodernism
5
 (with its 

                                                 
4
  For current data concerning climate change, see Brown (2008) and the Earth Policy Institute’s website 

(http://www.earth-policy.org/data_center/). One should also note the various “revealing and concealing” 

related to each term in the cluster of signifiers that includes climate change, global warming, and global 

heating.  
5 The term reconstructive postmodernism was coined by Griffin (2002). He identifies it as “a diffuse 

sentiment…that humanity can and must go beyond the modern” (p. vii), where the modern worldview is 

identified in relation to “Galilean-Cartesian-Baconian-Newtonian science” (p. vii). Griffin differentiates 

http://www.earth-policy.org/data_center/
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underlying principle of complex integration). The central idea is that the latter, but not the former, 

is suitable for an eco-logical future - one in which climate change is most adequately addressed in 

thought and action. Transformative learning is both an object of inquiry and the process by which 

many of the insights discussed in the paper have arisen and can continue to arise. It forms the 

core process within the preferred emerging worldview, and so forms the introduction to that 

section.  

 

Reviewing Climate Change Discourse 
 

Climate change discourse can be identified in relation to sustainability discourse and, more 

generally, to environmental discourse, which itself has begun as a complementary movement to 

modern times out of the Romantic streams of philosophical thought following the Enlightenment 

(see Hampson, 2010c, 2013). Silent Spring, Rachel Carson’s (1962) expose on the harmful effects 

of industrial pesticides is largely credited with launching the contemporary environmental 

movement by awakening an awareness of the urgency of the ecological crisis in popular 

consciousness (Glausiusz, 2007).  

 

Following the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm – the same year 

as the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth report (Meadows et al., 1972) – the somewhat contested 

notions of “sustainability”
6
 and “sustainable development” (the latter developing from around 

1980
7

 at the beginning of the neoliberal era) have gradually systematized environmental 

discourse in various ways (Kaivo-oja, Luukkanen, & Malaska, 2001). A spectrum involving 

economistic (neoliberal) imaginaries at one end and deep ecological attractors on the other can be 

identified. To date, the former appears to be the dominant mainstream interpretation (Howarth & 

Norgaard, 1992). The geneaology of the economistic interpretation (Lerch & Nutzinger (2002) 

and Kaivo-ja, Luukkannen, & Malaska (2001)) includes: early neoclassical economic growth 

theories that incorporate natural resource constraints on the economic doctrine (e.g. Hicks, 1946; 

Solow, 1974; Page, 1977; and Hartwick, 1977), The Safe Minimum Standards approach (Ciriacy-

Wantrup, 1952; and Bishop 1978, 1993), The London School Approach (Pearce et al., 1990; 

Klaasen & Opschor, 1991; Pearce & Turner, 1990), Daly’s Steady-State approach (1990, 1992), 

The World Bank’s neoclassical approach (1992), and The Wuppertal approach (Femia, 

Hinterberger, & Renn, 1999). Selby & Kagawa (2010) offer a firm critique of this perspective 

with respect to its uptake in education: 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
between re/constructive and deconstructive (or relativistic) postmodernisms, inferring a complex 

relationship between them such that they both share the idea that “a massive deconstruction of many 

received concepts is needed,” yet the deconstruction “is not so totalizing as to prevent reconstruction” (p. 

ix). The vector of this reconstruction is toward “a new unity of scientific, ethical, aesthetic, and religious 

intuitions” (p. ix) involving “a creative synthesis of modern and premodern truths and values” (p. x).  
6
 There is no complete agreement concerning the meaning of sustainability. In an attempt to clarify the 

multiplicity of opinion, Varey (2003) has collated over 100 separate definitions from a wide diversity of 

sources. 
7 World Conservation Union’s strategy document (IUCN, 1980); elaborated upon at length by the so-

called Brundtland commission’s report, Our Common Futures (WCED, 1987) and the 1992 UN World 

Conference on Environment and Development, Rio de Janiero (United Nations, 1993). 
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Education for sustainable development (ESD) is the latest and thickest manifestation of the 

‘closing circle’ of policy-driven environmental education. Characterised by definitional 

haziness, a tendency to blur rather than lay bare inconsistencies and incompatibilities, and a 

cozy but ill-considered association with the globalisation agenda, the field has allowed the 

neoliberal marketplace worldview into the circle so that mainstream education for 

sustainable development tacitly embraces economic growth and an instrumentalist and 

managerial view of nature that goes hand in glove with an emphasis on the technical and 

the tangible rather than the axiological and intangible. Runaway climate change is 

imminent but there is widespread climate change denial, including within mainstream ESD. 

A transformative educational agenda in response to climate change is [called for]. (p. 37) 

 

In response to such critiques – i.e. interpretations at the other end of the spectrum – lie the 

more complex perspectives of the deep ecological approaches which tend to support the 

evolutionary emergence of a zero-growth society (Daly, 1992). They variously include Capra’s 

(1982) web of life, Naess’s (1989, 2005) Ecosophy T, Guattari’s (1989) ecosophy, Shiva’s (1988, 

2007, 2008) Vedic ecofeminism, Berry’s (1991) ecotheology, Macy’s (1991, 2005) work that 

reconnects, and Lovelock’s (2000) Gaia hypothesis. 

 

Facilitated by popular accounts of the crisis such as Gore’s (2006) An Inconvenient Truth, the 

profound effects of climate change have now become part of mainstream discourse. 

Unfortunately, mainstream media continue to present a decidedly biased account of the science 

(Readfearn, 2013) such that the American public, for example, think that only approximately half 

of climate scientists are in agreement regarding the understanding that climate change is human-

induced, whereas in reality over 97% of climate scientists have been in consistent agreement for 

at least twenty years (Cook et al., 2013). It is clear that such data indicates the urgent necessity of 

advancing the social (e.g. political) science of climate change and its importance to mainstream 

understanding. 

 

Academic discourses on climate change have been primarily oriented by technological 

innovation (e.g. regarding alternative energy), with additional reference to social innovation and 

systems transformation perspectives (e.g. Hardin Tibbs, 1993) – or an integration of these (e.g. 

McDonaugh & Braungart, 2012; James & Lahti, 2004). Despite these burgeoning innovations, 

however, evidence continues to indicate that the crisis is worsening. Why might this be the case? 

Unruh (2000) argues that technological industrial complexes emerge through complex adaptive 

interactions among technologies and institutions. Once lock-in to a particular technological 

industrial complex occurs (in response to a “strange attractor”) it can become extremely difficult 

to displace, and can serve to lock-out other emergent technologies. The lock-in conditions are 

often exacerbated by governmental and legal structures. The whole system can then form 

dynamically stable sociotechnical regimes (Geels & Schot, 2007). This is the case for late 

modernity’s addiction to both carbon technologies and industrial-scale livestock agriculture – 

both in the face of viable alternatives. The latter, which accounts for approximately 18% of 

greenhouse gases, is of critical importance, given its relative under-emphasis not only in popular 

discourse but also in the academic literature. 
 

This highlights the importance of exploring the cultural and relational aspects of sustainability 

in terms of social and individual transformation. For instance, Bouwen & Tailleau (2004) point to 

an important dialectical relationship between relational and problem-solving strategies, which 
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may be seen as an integration of interior and exterior perspectives (Wilber 2000). Some attempts 

have been made to expand beyond traditional definitions of sustainability in light of these 

limitations; these include work by Brown (2006); Zimmermann (2005); Herrera (2005); Esbjörn-

Hargens (2005); Varey (n.d.); Reason, Coleman & Ballard et al (n.d.); and Ballard (2005). In 

addition there is a growing body of work explicitly addressing the psychological aspects of 

sustainability, including the psychology of sustainable behaviour (Manning, 2009), conservation 

psychology (Saunders, 2003), and the development of the ecopsychological self (John & 

McDonald, 2007). Of particular note is the role of worldview (Lynam, 2012; De Witt, 2013). 

 

Whilst transformative learning is identified as being very useful for education regarding 

ecological sustainability and climate change (Lange, 2004; Wals, 2010), it is considerably under-

emphasised. We hope to contribute to rectifying this situation, and in so doing, to help regenerate 

perspectives from those of late modernism and early postmodernism to those of an ecological or 

reconstructive post-postmodern worldview.  

 

Regenerating Perspectives 
 

This section addresses the regeneration of worldview. The first part introduces transformative 

learning as key process through which worldview can be regenerated, whilst the second part 

addresses the overarching conceptualisation of worldview change. We start with transformative 

learning – as represented by a focus on the work of Mezirow as well as Scharmer’s (2009) Theory 

U. 

 

Transformative Learning  
 

The term transformative learning was originally coined by Mezirow (1978a). He first 

identified transformation as a valuable educational idea while conducting research in the late 

1970’s with women returning to postsecondary education or the workplace after a protracted 

absence. He was interested in exploring the factors that impeded or facilitated meaningful and 

successful re-entry experiences; his discoveries led him to a number of valuable realisations 

concerning the nature of learning. Notably, he evolved a new definition of transformation as "the 

process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or a revised interpretation of the meaning 

of one's experience to guide future action” and concluded that “transformative learning occurs 

when there is a transformation in one of our beliefs or attitudes (a meaning scheme), or a 

transformation of our entire perspective (habit of mind)” (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 

2007: 132). Mezirow’s original model (1978a, 1978b) is normally understood in terms of ten 

stages of transformation, namely: 

 

1. A disorienting dilemma; 

2. A self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame; 

3. A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions; 

4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that 

others have negotiated a similar change;  

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions;  

6. Planning a course of action;  

7. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans;  
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8. Provisional trying of new roles;  

9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships; and  

10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s perspective. 

 

At first blush, one can begin to see a mapping (from individual to collective) onto the issue of 

climate change. For example: 

 

1. Climate change as a disorienting dilemma, one which humanity has not had to face before; 

2. What collective guilt lies lurking beneath our hubris and denial regarding the mass 

extinction of species that is concurrently occurring? 

3. The need to perform a socio-cultural psychoanalysis; 

4. Joining forces; 

5. Exploring possible and likely future scenarios; 

6. Identifying paths toward our preferred scenarios (within the bounds of realism) – what 

complex socio-cultural structures are involved? 

7. What competencies and capacities do we need? 

8. What prototyping might we conduct? 

9. The need for ongoing co-empowerment; 

10. Identifying the ideal of the regeneration of our socio-cultural fabric into one that is (at the 

very least) ecologically sustainable. 

 

Kitchenham (2008) indicates the major influences on Mezirow’s early work as being Thomas 

Kuhn’s (1962) notion of paradigm shifts (regarding the structure of scientific revolutions); Paulo 

Freire’s (1997) notion of conscientisation and dialogical action; and – from 1981 – Jürgen 

Habermas’s (1971, 1984) domains of learning, namely, the technical, the practical, and the 

emancipatory.   

 

Mezirow has continued to refine his theory over the last three and a half decades. Specifically, 

Mezirow (1985) distinguishes three types of learning – the instrumental, the dialogic, and the 

self- reflective – each of which comprise three possible learning processes – learning within 

meaning schemes, learning new meaning schemes, and transforming by learning through 

meaning schemes. Another significant refinement is Mezirow’s (1998) distinction between two 

types of critical reflection on assumptions: (i) objective reframing of narrative and/or action; and 

(ii) subjective reframing of critical self-reflection on assumptions manifesting as narrative, 

systemic, therapeutic, and epistemic. A third significant contribution to the theory is the addition 

of four domains of transformation: (i) elaborating upon existing frames of reference,
8
 (ii) learning 

new frames of reference, (iii) transforming points of view, and (iv) transforming habits of mind 

(Mezirow 2000). 

 

Broadly speaking, transformative learning integrates multiple understandings of the notion of 

transformation (Dirkx, 1998), including (i) transformation as critical reflection – the category 

with which Mezirow is most identified, (ii) transformation as consciousness-raising – identified 

primarily with Freire (1997), (iii) transformation as development – most explicitly identified with 

                                                 
8 Frames of reference, in this sense, may be understood as embodying two components: habits of mind, 

which are broad-based assumptions that serve to filter our experience of life, and resulting points of view, 

attitudes, beliefs, and judgments. 
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Larry Daloz (1986) but also those who understand development as a transformation in 

consciousness (Merriam, 2004) – such as Sri Aurobindo (1975), Jean Gebser (1956), and Robert 

Keagan (1994), and (iv) transformation as individuation – primarily associated with Robert Boyd 

(1991; Boyd & Myers, 1988). 

 

The vectors identified above (from Mezirow’s points of departure) constitute a variety of ways 

in which there can be a transformative regeneration of perspectives. This ecosystem of 

understanding can be fruitfully complemented by a more recent addition to transformative 

learning – that of Otto Scharmer’s (2009) Theory U. 

 

Theory U facilitates an experience of social presence which enables a group to illuminate 

collective blind spots inherent in social systems with the aim of co-generating and co-leading 

transformation. The process takes the general shape of a “U”:  

 

1. The left hand “downward” movement comprises (from top down) suspending patterns of 

the past through open mind > seeing with fresh eyes > diving deep through open heart > 

sensing from the field > letting go through open will; 

2. The bottom of the U comprises presencing (connecting to Source (Jaworski, 2012)); 

3. The right hand “upward” movement comprises (from bottom up) “letting come” through 

open will > crystallising vision and intuition > enacting through open heart > prototyping 

(co-creating strategic manoeuvres) > embodying through open mind. 

 

It can be noted that the holistic dimensionality of this process resonates with a “head, heart, 

hands” framing, which has been identified as useful for transformative learning with respect to 

sustainability (Sipos, et al., 2008). 

 

Scharmer proposes that the process necessitates a deep quality of attention and identifies the U 

as a progressive movement through four fields or structures of attention: field one involves 

operating from the old “me-world;” field two comprises moving into the current it (exterior) 

world; field three involves operating from the current “you-world;” whilst field four addresses the 

highest future possibility that is wanting to emerge. He argues that a movement from the reactive 

postures of field one to the more integrative and transformative impulses of field three and four 

are needed in order to create change throughout a complex system. On a micro (individual 

thinking) level this correlates to moving through four levels of listening: (i) downloading habits 

of thought, (ii) object-focused listening, (iii) empathic listening, and (iv) generative listening. The 

act of opening and surrender empowers the emergence of novelty by illuminating blind spots that 

we normally allow to be obscured by assumptions and superfluous thought. The process can be 

identified as involving five movements: 

 

1. Co-initiating: generating collective intent, taking time to listen deeply to others, and tune 

into where life is leading us; 

2. Co-sensing: opening ourselves to emergent possibilities and potentials through careful 

observation; 
3. Presencing: surrendering our wills and connecting to the deep and still source of 

inspiration; in the midst of this deep silence an inner sense of embodied knowing is 

empowered to arise to the surface; 
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4. Co-creating: exploring what prototypes of the new might look like and imagining how they 

might translate into real world action; 

5. Co-evolving: holistically embodying and facilitating the ecosystemic emergence of the new. 

 

In relation to climate change, the proposition is that the efficacy of appropriate transformative 

change would be significantly enhanced through employing Theory U processes. 

 

Transforming Worldview 
 

Theory U employs a vertical schema to facilitate the regeneration of perspectives. As indicated 

in the introduction, a further vertically oriented model that orients the paper is that of Causal 

Layered Analysis, and its explicit inclusion of the worldview layer. To recap, Causal Layered 

Analysis conceives four layers of social reality. From surface to depth, these comprise: 

 

 The litany layer; 

 The policy or systemic layer; 

 The worldview layer; and 

 The layer of myth, metaphor and principles.
9
 

 

News broadcasts and newspapers tend to focus on the litany layer, whilst policy-making 

operates at the systemic level below. In contrast to these two, the underlying layers of worldview 

and myth-metaphor tend mostly to operate unconsciously. Therefore, the system by which policy 

is oriented does not tend to question its basic premises. It tends to rest upon a business-as-usual 

paradigm as much as possible. The scope of climate change, however, demands a deeper 

engagement. It demands explicit address of the worldview and its concomitant “essences,” 

metaphors, principles. 

 

The work of Annick Hedlund-de Witt (2013) explicitly addresses worldview in relation to 

sustainability, entailing implications for climate change. She identifies that the structural 

(economico-socio-cultural) barriers to changing lifestyles are deeply embedded in worldviews 

and that research indicates that the dominant worldview is the central barrier for the transition to 

a more sustainable society. Yet “despite their apparent importance, worldviews tend to be 

underemphasized in the sustainability field” (p. 12). Moreover, she expresses the idea that a 

certain form of science can actually hamper efforts to the extent that it falls prey to scientism – 

involving an “excess of objectivity” Sarewitz (2004) – to the detriment of apt inclusion of interior 

(Wilber, 2000) perspectives (e.g. aesthetic experience, emotional responses, psychological 

dynamics, religious meaning, ethical issues, and cultural values (Esbjörn-Hargens, 2010a)) as 

indicated by worldviews (De Witt, 2013).  

 

There are various levels of generality one might identify with respect to the concept of 

worldview. At one end of the spectrum, it could be understood that each person carries a different 

worldview. Heading toward more clustering of understanding, a wide range of worldviews could 

be identified regarding the wide range of demographic categorisations such as culture, age, or 

socio-economic status. At the most general level, however, we might wish to consider broad 

                                                 
9
 Principles being an extension of the original conception, as explained above. 
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sweeps of zeitgeists, both dominant and more marginal. At this level, we can identify such 

worldviews as “traditional,” “modern,” and “postmodern.” Given that undesired climate change 

is associated with modernism – through such activities as fossil fuel use and industrial husbandry, 

it would be hard to adequately argue (though many attempt to) that we should somehow pursue a 

slightly modified business-as-usual approach. No. A more developed reconstructive postmodern 

worldview is called for. Such worldview comes in a variety of shapes and sizes, and not all might 

be fitting for the adequate address of climate change. The worldview proposed here is in the 

general camp of an ecological or reconstructive post-postmodernism [refs], one involving 

complex-integrative, postformal-integrative or integral thinking [refs]. Such thinking requires not 

only the address of its own understanding of climate change, but it also needs to be able to 

adequately understand and communicate with interpretations of climate change stemming from 

other worldviews. 

 

Regenerating Principles 
 

Underlying the worldview layer could be myths, metaphors, values, patterns, principles, 

habits, templates, etc. The following addresses one of these, perhaps a key one – the 

transformation of modern atomism to complex integration or “eco-logics” (Hampson, 2010a, 

2010b, 2011).
10

 Such a transformation of principles underlying worldview can be understood in 

relation to Kuhn’s (1962) notion of “paradigm shifts” which makes space for the inclusion of 

sociological, psychological, and historical viewpoints in the development of scientific knowledge.  

 

We first discuss the general context of paradigm change in the philosophy of science. This is 

followed by a more explicit address of the principles of modern atomism and complex 

integration.  

 

Philosophy of Science 
 

It can be argued that a hindrance to apt climate change engagement comprises the current 

ideology or (mythic aspect) of science as distinct from the essence or core of scientific process, 

one involving appropriate inquiry at all levels. A pertinent context is that natural science to some 

interpreters often appears to be in inadequate dialogue with its philosophical roots whereby the 

role of scientist devolves into that of mere technician. The following historical context provides a 

lens that might be helpful in addressing the contemporary configuration of the philosophy of 

science.  

 

Although science substantively developed in the classical Islamic civilisation (see Hampson, 

2010c), its dominance only took hold in the modern era. Somewhat in response to the abuses of 

the Christian Church in the Middle Ages, modernism – and thus modern science – increasingly 

rejected metaphysical perspectives. A consequence of this is that it “flattened” the once-existing 

                                                 
10

 The atomisticeco-logical dimension is, of course, not the only one that can be used to distinguish the 

preferred worldview to the present hegemonic one. It is, for example, important to address “principles of 

affect,” so to speak – emotional values which charge the worldviews. This is a complex matter, but 

certainly a move from greed as (mostly) unconscious motivator to care as (more) conscious motivator 

would be in order. To assist in this, the classical question What is the Good Life? needs to re-enter the 

centre of the conversation of culture and politics. 
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vertical ontology into a single strata; moreover, the single strata that it adopted was the lowest 

stratum, that of “fundamentals” (as represented by physics and chemistry). One might say that 

molecules were prioritised over meaning. However, whilst address of fundamental layers is 

important, they are not necessarily the most significant aspects of reality. The short-term (in 

historical time) success of scientific address of these fundamentals to produce modern technology 

and its concomitant material comforts consolidated this “lowest common denominator” tendency. 

But we now find ourselves with a human-induced atmospheric-heating feedback loop, the cause 

of which we are not only not abating, but actually increasing. The good news is that modern 

science has adequately delineated the physical condition (i.e. that at the fundamental ontological 

stratum of atmospheric chemistry). The bad news is that humanity’s collective actions to date 

give the impression that “no one is listening,” or, perhaps more accurately, that those that are 

listening do not appear to have sufficient power in relation to the structures which govern 

collective human activity, that there are conflicting voices, many of which are fuelled by partisan 

interests. This understanding can be unpacked yet further, of course. And it needs to be. But this 

is precisely where social science and the arts and humanities step in with respect to climate 

change. Yet the most helpful insights that could be found here are thwarted by: 

 

 The lower status (overall) of this aspect of contemporary academia as opposed to natural 
science and the “pragmatic” subjects of business, accountancy and technology (noting that 

“pragmatic” is rarely interpreted as “pragmatic for the planet”); 

 The undue “weight” of natural science paradigms attempted to be applied in the social 
sciences – notably regarding positivism; and 

 The dominance of institutional disciplinarity – a form of modern atomism – such that there 

is insufficient integration or coherence between insights arising from natural science and 

those from the arts, humanities and social sciences. 

 

Another is that the entire academic endeavour – regardless of philosophy of science employed 

– appears to be thwarted by an apparent anti-intellectualism in the political sphere whereby there 

is insufficient adherence to policy recommendations. Humanity’s academic mind is working but 

the political “body” seems to be governed instead by lower drives – short-termism, greed; a 
global politics blinkered, obfuscating, partisan. Of course, there are many exceptions. Indeed, 

there is a groundswell of alternative thinking and action, too. Such transformative approaches 

have the potential to transform the collective outcomes of human activity – but only if there is a 

change of societal status of pertinent knowledge in the transition to a more ecologically 

sustainable world. 

 

In relation to the above, transformative principles would include: 

 

 The regeneration of politics through adhering far more closely to policy recommendations 

arising from such transdisciplinary climate change research; and 

 The prioritisation of pertinence (Morin, 1999) – along with the paradigms that support this 
– in the arts, humanities and social sciences. Such pertinence is facilitated by apt coherence 

between “the two cultures” of natural science and the humanities – empowering 

transdisciplinary understandings, and entailing the reinvigoration of philosophy and meta-

theorising suitable for a deep ecological era.  
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The paradigms, philosophies and meta-theories entail regeneration via the principle of 

complex integration. It is the contrast between this prospect and the current default of the 

principle of modern atomism to which we now turn. 

 

Beyond Modern Atomism 
 

As indicated above, climate change is a quintessentially complex, big-picture issue. So, it 

would be hard to argue that apt engagement with it does not therefore require a like-minded 

epistemological orientation. The current default way of engaging does not adequately meet this 

requirement. Rather, it falls prey to modernism’s – often hidden – tendency to be oriented by 

atomism or fragmentation. Where integration is attempted through modernism, the default is 

toward a reductionism or over-simplification (e.g. a “theory of everything” – in physics discourse 

– as constituted merely by fundamental particles rather than recognising more complex 

ontological levels include realities irreducible to fundamentals). Modern atomism shows itself in 

myriad ways throughout the institutionalisations of this kind of thinking in society. In academia, 

an instance where it shows itself in an undue reliance on disciplinary structures to the detriment 

of transdisciplinary orientations (Nicolescu, 2008).  

 

Modern atomism is a remnant of the import of classical physics’ conception of atoms as 

billiard balls. It underlies much technological and bureaucratic thinking. Its imaginery comprises 

units of similar character with non-complex identities; it focuses on these units to the detriment of 

both the relations between them and the identity of the whole system within which the atomistic 

identities are situated. Consequently, the pertinence of contexts, diversity, interactivity, and 

complex causal patterns is underplayed (Hampson, 2010b, 2011).  

 

The principle of atomism that forms part of the layer beneath the modern worldview needs to 

be regenerated into a more complex and integrative one, one more resonant with the ecosystemic 

complex that is humanity-within-biosphere. Ecologies of the life-world require the development 

of ecologies of mind (Hampson, 2012). These ecologies of mind, or eco-logics, could manifest in 

a variety of ways. But a sense of the whole and a sense of the various dimensions of complexity 

need to form part of the mind-set. Oriented by this regenerated principle – that of complex 

integration – the approaches of critical realism, ecosophy, and postformal integral theorising 

variously represent facilitations toward an eco-logical future. 

 

With respect to the explicit conceptual location of philosophy of science, critical realism 

counters both fundamentalised positivism and fundamentalised constructivism or relativism 

through adopting a more realistically complex picture of the whole, including the normative. In 

this way, critical realism comprises a philosophy of science adequate to meet the challenges and 

complexity of climate change (Hedlund-de Witt, 2013) (with its ecosystem of current and 

potential normativities), particularly with regard to the different understandings required to 

confluently address the physical world, biospherical ecosystems, and the psycho-socio-cultural 

sphere. 

 

The following section exemplifies this panoramic sense of the critical and the real by focusing 

on the regeneration of the sector of higher education, a social location key to fostering a 

transformative worldview. 
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Regenerating Practice 
 

The regeneration of principles and worldview perspectives has implications for practice. 

Education is potentially able to be efficient in facilitating the profound changes necessary, and, 

indeed, is potentially the dominant locus of transformative learning. In this article we have 

chosen to address higher education as indicative. 

 

Higher education in late modernity is multifaceted. One could say it is both part of the 

problem (through its reinforcement of climate-change-inducing ways of thinking as per atomism) 

and part of the solution (such as through its constructive analyses of the problem). Higher 

education is also undergoing significant changes. Some are facilitative of new, apt ways of 

learning and being, whilst others reinforce late modernism’s grip – the demise of the arts and 

humanities in favour of business-related courses, for example. We argue that such so-called 

economism is actually a form of sectarian, ego-driven, short-term interest; what is pragmatic for 

the planet is ignored. If a long-term systems perspective is considered then the arts and 

humanities become highly pragmatic given the desirability of global reflexive consciousness. 

Moreover, the strong institutional inclination toward disciplinary structures – in contrast to 

transdisciplinary frames – thwarts integrated attempts to address climate change as a 

quintessentially big-picture and multifaceted issue. What is needed is the new norm of a 

financially empowered, rigorous (but not rigid) transdisciplinary orientation toward climate 

change. This includes transformative engagements with the pertinent contexts of climate change 

(past, present and possible futures for humanity and other life forms), exploration of the various 

paradigms of consciousness and a focus on rational inquiry beyond the limitations set by 

conventional thinking.  

 

In short, apt address of climate change requires transdisciplinary frames in order to prioritise 

and coordinate the various types of understandings arising from the natural and social sciences, 

the arts and humanities.  

 

For further discussion of transdisciplinarity as a suitable complex integrative form of 

curriculum to facilitate futures adequately addressing climate change, please see Hampson 

(2012); and for further discussion with respect to complex integrative approaches in general 

regarding higher education, please see Hampson (2011) and Hampson & Rich-Tolsma 

(forthcoming). The discussion below focuses instead on transformative learning processes, and 

concomitant character of learner, teacher and occasion.  

 

Andragogy and Heutagogy 
 

As learners develop cognitively they become increasingly rationally emancipated, mature, and 

functionally autonomous (Mezirow, 1997). This development takes place in inverse proportion to 

their need for scaffolding, instructional support, and cultural mediation (Canning & Callan, 2010; 

Kenyon & Hase, 2010). Blaschke (2012) therefore proposes that there is a natural developmental 

progression from the concept of pedagogy (leading the child) built upon teacher-lead student 

engagement, to andragogy (leading the person) oriented by the student-centred notion of learning 

cultivation, to heutagogy (leading the self) resonant with the notion of self-realisation (Canning, 

2010).  
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Transformative higher education addresses the last two. Whilst andragogy can be identified as 

self-directed learning (Knowles, 1975; Merriam, 2001), heutagogy may be understood as self-

determined learning involving the development of competencies and capacities (Hase & Kenyon, 

2000; 2007). Here, the learner becomes “the major agent in their own learning, which occurs as a 

result of personal experiences” (Hase & Kenyon, 2007: 112). One of the key characteristics of a 

heutagogical approach is double-loop learning and self-reflection (Argyris & Schön, 1996). As 

learners take ownership for the determination of their own learning and transformation they begin 

to interrogate deeply held beliefs and assumptions underpinning their actions (Eberle & 

Childress, 2005; Hase, 2009) thus initiating “virtuous cycles” of learning. Mezirow indicates that 

this process involves a critical reflectivity comprising four types of subjective reframing:  

 

 Narrative – the application of narrative critical reflection of assumptions to oneself; 

 Systemic – critical inquiry into inter-objective factors and influences (e.g. the 
organizational, political, social, and ethical); 

 Therapeutic – a careful phenomenological appraisal of our feelings and reactive thought 

patterns in order to apprehend the foreseeable effect they may have on our actions; and 

 Epistemic – the interrogation of the causes, nature, and consequences of our very frame of 
reference. 

 

Such transformative learning processes can occur in both individual learning and collective 

learning (Kilgore, 1999) contexts. Regarding the address of climate change, empowerment of the 

latter would be particularly appropriate given the global nature of the crisis.  

 

We end with indications regarding the changing roles of learner, teacher and learning 

occasion. The following account regarding transformative human identity (Hampson, 2005) 

presents an amalgam understanding oriented by approaches such as those of Mezirow (1981; 

1991; 1997), Baumgartner (2001), Daloz (1986; 1999), Dirkx (1997), Taylor (1998), Morin 

(1999), Kincheloe (2005), and Montessori (1988) in addition to drawing upon the experience of 

the current authors. 

 

The Transformative Learner 
 

The student encountering transformative learning is no longer a mere educational consumer, 

but rather a transdisciplinary scientist-scholar-practitioner deeply engaged in self-determination 

and the apt transformation of their world. This requires that learners have sufficient 

developmental maturity to explore the perspectives of others and cope with their own shifts in 

paradigm; that they are ready and open for change; that they are willing to make self-reflection an 

integral part of their lives in multiple contexts; and that they strive for pertinent knowledge, 

courageously engaging the complex multiplicity of perspectives. Their journey forms part of a 

(perhaps non-linear but progressive) emancipation enabling them to name their own world (Freire 

1997, p.89) , rather than merely regurgitating social realities defined by cultural institutions. It 

might also be seen that learners with diverse (positive and negative) life experience have an 

increased likelihood of cultivating transformation. 
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The Transformative Teacher 
 

Analogously, transformative educators are no longer a mere technician charged with 

administering an educational commodity, nor are they a guide through the predictable terrain of a 

curriculum. Instead, they serve the roles of mediator and companion; they become the enabler of 

the students’ self-determination and social emancipation: teacher as catalyst for transformation. 

This includes facilitating emotional intelligence,
11

 and critical awareness (critical thinking and 

critical theory).
12

 

 

The Transformative Occasion 
 

The learning occasion as a whole thus becomes transformed into one in which the planetary, 

the complex, and the holistic are welcomed, encompassing multiple perspectives and states of 

awareness. Understanding is embedded within deep purpose and individual biography. 

Transformative processes such as Theory U are employed in order to access apt ways forward. 

These may also entail processes from the arts and the physical, as well as entailing a sense of 

exploration between different perspectives, toward the engendering of respect, empathy, deep 

dialogue and collegiality,. Additionally, outer architecture is consciously designed as a reflection 

of the “inner architecture” of transformative curriculum. Overall, there is a sense of global 

citizenship deeply rooted in a worldview striving towards ethics for the human species and other 

sentient beings, a worldview that facilitates appropriate address of climate change through the 

many dimensions of transformative learning. 

 

Ends-in-View 
 

Apt engagement with climate change involves the transformation of the dominant worldview 

of humanity. Whilst it has achieved much, modernism has been insufficiently ecological; it has 

been overly simplistic, and inadequately attentive to the full range of human potential and social 

well-being. The new worldview needs to be deeply ecological, complexly integrative, and 

transformative. Transformative learning – both individual and collective – is a key process in 

helping regenerate our worldview in such a way. It also derives from the new worldview, one that 

pays apt homage to non-Western understandings, to the pre-modern West, and to alternative (e.g. 

Romantic) streams of human consciousness. The new worldview entails a major shift of 

principles, requiring the reinvigoration of epistemology and a highly developed review of the 

philosophy of science. Careful discernment should be applied to both science and economics to 

                                                 
11 Facilitating emotional intelligence. Interpersonally, this includes facilitating and modeling sensitive 

relationships towards and among students, for instance by transcending (or at least acknowledging and 

suspending) one’s own prejudices and striving for a fuller understanding and empathy towards others. 

Intrapersonally, this includes mentoring students in the habit of reflexive self-criticality, especially 

through constant humility and self-reflection (including blind spots). 
12 Facilitating critical awareness. Facilitating critical thinking involves the explicit qualities of open-

mindedness and deep inquiry. This often leads to facilitating insights arising from a critical theory 

orientation. These could involve the planet as a whole, and the economico-socio-cultural context. They 

might also involve the more specific context of education – the different purposes that different 

educational institutions have pursued, any hidden curriculum, the influence of power relations, and the 

context of knowledge production, particularly with respect to alertness to reductionism.  
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separate out their core good from ideological distortions, including collusion with partisan 

interests. The latter should be deconstructed; the former should form the core of a new 

appropriate principle of science and economics. The practice of transformative learning should be 

understood as an open system, one occurring in many contexts, both formal and informal.  

 

The depth of the climate change issue indicates the appropriateness of employing processes of 

engagement with it that have analogous levels of depth. Transformative learning is a signifier that 

coheres various processes that have such a depth – the depth, one might say, at which diamonds 

are made. This paper has indicated that such learning occasions enable the regeneration of deep 

layers of our individual and collective being – the regeneration of perspectives and principles 

which have the ability to most effectively engage with the uniquely challenging predicament 

which is now presenting itself to humanity. The particular depth regarding perspectives that we 

have addressed can be identified as – at least – worldview. Worldview is often unconscious and 

yet guides many of our activities. Even further: beneath worldview can be identified deep 

imaginal patterns and habits, archetypes, myths, metaphors, paradigms and principles – also 

mostly unconscious. These underpin, give life to, and maintain their respective worldview(s). In 

addition to addressing the layers of worldview perspectives and metaphors/principles in general, 

the paper has also focused on higher education as social sector to explore these deeper layers in 

particular contexts with regard to the challenge of climate change. 

 

It is hoped that the advocacy of transformative learning as presented here inspires such depth-

processes to be creatively employed in the myriad contexts of climate change engagement. 

Maythe movement outward and onward be accompanied by a development inward and upward . 

It should become natural to love the Earth. 
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