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“This is immensely important work that every leader 
committed to Conscious Capitalism should engage in.”

John Mackey, Co-CEO, Whole Foods



“This is immensely important work that every leader committed to Conscious Capi-
talism should engage in. This article clearly shows who we need to become in order 
to create a prosperous future for our companies and the world. This is advanced 
leadership that will enable us to thrive in tomorrow’s complexity and rapid change. 
I highly recommend this to anyone looking to take their leadership – and their           
impact – to the next level.”

- John Mackey, Co-CEO, Whole Foods
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The Big Idea in 336 Words

We’ve never experienced a more demanding, 
fast-paced and complex leadership environment. 

To thrive as an organization in the 21st-century mar-
ketplace – and execute on the vision of Conscious            
Capitalism® – requires unprecedented leadership ca-
pacity and delivery. Most leaders are in over their heads 
in the face of today’s challenges, unable to adapt and 
evolve quickly enough. Many are failing as a result.

This white paper first discusses the new science of ver-
tical learning and its central role in scaling and embed-
ding Conscious Capitalism. Harvard’s Robert  Kegan 
contends that vertical learning catalyzes a quantum 
increase in mental complexity. This radically improves 
a leader’s ability to navigate today’s highly com-
plex, ambiguous, and rapidly changing context, and                    
cascade those new skills into the entire organization. 

Vertical learning has proven to unlock powerful yet     
latent mental, emotional, and relational capacities that 
make leaders more effective across a variety of mis-
sion-critical domains. These include improved strategic 
and systemic thinking, change leadership, stakeholder 
relationship development, and conflict management. 

Vertical learning is a needed piece of the puzzle to 

achieve the promise of Conscious Capitalism. It unique-
ly cultivates the “consciousness” in Conscious Capital-
ism. Developed at Harvard, Stanford, Oxford, and other 
world-class institutions, it has become central to lead-
ership and high-performance development. Today 
it is used within the elite US military and intelligence 
communities, with Olympic and extreme athletes, 
and in a growing number of leading organizations. 

The second half of the paper describes the practices 
and perspectives of organizational leaders who have 
accomplished considerable growth through verti-
cal learning. They are among the top 5% of leaders 
that have developed crucial mental and emotional                  
capacities required to lead complex change. 

Studies show that leaders like these who under-
go significant vertical learning are far more likely to                    
generate the organizational transformation required 
for high-impact, large-scale Conscious Capitalism. 
These individuals represent the future of leadership for 
Conscious Capitalism. 

The paper concludes with 14 evidence-based and       
experimental practices you can do to accelerate your 
own and others’ deep development, and provides               
considerable support resources to do so.

Contact: Barrett C. Brown, PhD  |  +1 510.517.4116  |  barrettbrown@metaintegral.com
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generate organizational transformation.6 

They are at the leading edge of human 
development and represent the future of 
leadership for Conscious Capitalism. 

How have these leaders developed such 
significant capacities? Why are they far 
more likely than others to succeed at 
guiding their organizations into the most 
impactful stages of Conscious Capital-
ism? The answer to these questions lies 
in a new science that has just begun to 
be harnessed: vertical learning.

The Future of Leadership for
Conscious Capitalism®

Who do we need to become 
to create the future we want?            
To deliver on the promise of 
Conscious Capitalism, what type 
of leaders do we need to be? 

Business leaders today face conditions 
of unprecedented complexity and in-
creasingly rapid change in the market.         
Concurrently, the intensity of many     
economic, social, and environmental 
challenges has overwhelmed society’s 
capacity to respond effectively.  While 
we are winning in many areas – such 
as   poverty alleviation, global health, 
and  literacy – we’re also losing heavily 
on mission critical issues such as green-
house gas emissions, unemployment, 
and corruption. 

There is increasing pressure for corpora-
tions to take the lead in addressing the 
world’s woes. Yet most business leaders 
and their teams are already in over their 
heads. An IBM Global CEO Survey found 
that the great majority of CEOs expect 
that business complexity is going to in-
crease, and more than half doubt their 
ability to manage it.1 The sheer difficulty 
of keeping a corporation afloat in such 
turbulent economic, political, and social 
waters is beyond most leaders’ experi-
ence and mental capacity. 

Research at the National Security Agen-
cy supports what many experience in 
the field: Leaders have a significant gap      
between the complexity of the tasks they 
face and their own mental complexity.2 

The tasks they are charged with are 

literally more complex than their 
minds alone can handle. Executive 
mindset   failure is one of the big-
gest drivers for why executives fail.3  

Other studies cite a lack of sufficient 
emotional intelligence amongst lead-
ers to respond to the relational de-
mands of 21st century leadership.4 
Finally, the rate of change in the business 
environment is recreating the playing 
field faster than ever. Despite how quick-
ly shifts in technology, markets, and    
politics seem to occur today, change may 
in fact never be this slow again.5

The bottom line: Most leaders are hitting 
a mental and emotional glass ceiling, 
unable to effectively navigate today’s  
business environment. Yet concurrently, 
a perfect storm of increasing complexity, 
accelerating change, and near-constant 
uncertainty is upon on us, and it’s here 
to stay. To steward and scale Conscious 
Capitalism, and create the future we 
want, we need masses of leaders to break 
through the glass ceiling into truly con-
scious leadership. Practically, this means 
we need more conscious leaders who are 
able to cultivate high-impact innovation, 
build high-trust relationships across all 
stakeholders, and consciously act with 
deep courage. This document describes 
how we can grow such leaders.

There are already leaders in business, 
military, government and civil soci-
ety who have achieved a level of de-
velopment beyond the glass ceiling.                                 
Approximately 5% of leaders in the 
West operate with the mental and 
emotional capacity needed to manage 
complex, systemic change and reliably                     

58% of new executives hired from the 
outside fail within 18 months. 
– Harvard Business School Study, 20037

89% of new management hires admit 
they don’t have the full set of skills or 
knowledge required to do their jobs. 
– Corporate Executive Board, 20058 

Only 30% of CEOs are confident they 
will have the talent needed to grow their 
organization in the near future. 
– PWC Trends in Human Capital, 20129 

Good leaders create 3x more economic 
value than poor leaders, and extraordi-
nary leaders create significantly more 
economic value than all the rest. 
– Zenger & Folkman’s study of 30,000 
leaders10

High-performers deliver 48% improved 
performance over average performers in 
highly complex jobs. 
– Hunter, Schmidt, & Judiesch’s research 
across 59,000 jobs11 

Today’s Leadership 
Crisis and Opportunity

“For more information about Conscious Capitalism, 
see Appendix A. Conscious Capitalism is a registered 
trademark of Conscious Capitalism, Inc.”
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Vertical Learning: A Critical 
Piece of the Puzzle
We recently helped facilitate develop-
ment of the European strategy for a divi-
sion of a $100B food and beverage com-
pany. Once the executive team crafted it, 
they realized that they lacked the leader-
ship capacity across the organization to 
effectively execute it. This is an increas-
ingly common theme. 

Organizations today frequently architect 
highly-sophisticated strategies and then 
find that their people aren’t yet capable 
of turning that vision into reality. In an-
other case, we met with a top executive 
from a large international organization. 
Their freshly-minted 5-year global strat-
egy drives transformative change across 
30+ countries. He noted, though, that 
the biggest limiting factor to accomplish-

ing the strategy is leader development. 

What kind of leaders do they need? He 
sketched their ideal leader as a high-
ly-strategic thinker able to focus on 
big problems and opportunities, a                       
superb and inspiring communicator with            
excellent people skills, risk-oriented, and 
deeply collaborative. 

The challenge is that to identify and         
recruit high-performing leaders with 
those qualities is slow, expensive and 
unscalable. Growing them is the only                   
viable, affordable, and sustainable     
solution. But the advanced cognitive, 
emotional, and relational capacities that 
organizations need for tomorrow’s  lead-
ers aren’t developed through today’s 
leadership approaches. 

Significant leadership potential – and 

Vertical Learning: What Is It?

Vertical learning is the transformation 

of how a leader thinks, feels, and makes 

sense of the world.12 It includes the de-

velopment of both mental complexi-

ty and emotional intelligence. Vertical 

learning occurs naturally, but it can also 

be accelerated by 3x–5x under the right 

conditions.13 Increasing numbers of lead-

ers and researchers have found that how 

we know is at least if not more important 

than what we know.14 This is especially 

true when it comes to leading through 

complex change. 

complexity of mind and heart – is latent 
in nearly everyone, but it needs a differ-
ent sort of leadership environment to be 
unlocked. Vertical learning is a missing 
piece of the puzzle to do precisely that.



Total Volume =

Total Leadership Capacity

Vertical Learning vs. Horizontal Learning

21st Century Conscious 

Leadership Requires Vertical 

+ Horizontal Learning

Vertical Learning = Mindset Transformation

•	 Improves how you think and how you interpret 
any situation.

•	 Essential to address complex problems, cultivate 
high-stakes relationships, and navigate rapidly 
changing, uncertain circumstances.

•	 Develops your mental complexity and  
emotional intelligence, literally upgrading 
your leadership operating system to be  
more wise and caring.

Horizontal Learning = Competence 
Development

•	 Increases what you know and strengthens  
technical expertise.

•	 Essential for using known techniques to solve 
clearly defined problems

•	 Develops functional knowledge, skills, and 
behaviors that strengthen your leadership  
toolkit. 
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While vertical learning focuses on the 
how, traditional learning – or horizontal-
learning – targets what a leader knows. 
Horizontal learning represents the 
knowledge and skills we acquire while 
operating at the same level of cognitive, 
emotional, and relational complexity. 
Horizontal learning enables us to gain 
knowledge and build functional skills. 
Vertical learning broadens our view and 
permanently heightens our awareness, 
making us both wiser and more caring. 

For example, when building a strategy, 
it’s critical that you can connect the dots 
across different data points and spot an 
emerging trend or market opportuni-

ty. That pattern recognition capacity is 
the result of advanced mental abilities 
you’ve developed through vertical learn-
ing. There was a time when you couldn’t 
do that, and now you can, but you like-
ly didn’t read about it in a book. It came 
from the learned experience of seeing a  
lot of data and training yourself to see 
patterns in them. Horizontal learning in 
this case would be the technical knowl-
edge that comes from reading an ana-
lyst’s report of the environmental risks in 
your supply chain. 

Similarly, when leading a board meet-
ing it is essential to be able to sense the 
unspoken, underlying concerns among 

board members and speak into them in 
an emotionally savvy way. That sensitiv-
ity to the nuanced emotional landscape 
is the result of vertical learning that 
strengthened your emotional intelli-
gence. In this situation, horizontal learn-
ing could be the training you received on 
how to lead effective due diligence on a 
company before an acquisition.

Nearly all traditional leadership devel-
opment is based on horizontal learning. 
Yet vertical learning has quickly migrated 
from research labs at Harvard, Stanford, 
and Cambridge to the heart of elite lead-
er development programs.  The Center for 
Creative Leadership has cited it as the #1
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Eight transformations of leadership. See Appendix D for full descriptions of each, as related to Conscious Capitalism.15

future trend in leader development.16 It 
is used heavily in some areas of the US 
military and intelligence communities, 
with Olympic and extreme athletes, and 
in an increasing number of select organi-
zations. 

These organizations use a combination 
of both vertical and horizontal learning, 
drawing from the best that both ap-
proaches have to offer. Mainstream busi-
ness publishers have highlighted verti-
cal learning in numerous publications.17  
They point to it as essential for empower-
ing leaders to succeed in the future. 

How Conscious is Your Own 
Leadership? And Your Team?

One of the most widespread models of 
vertical learning for business application 
was developed by management scientist 
Bill Torbert, based upon research by Jane 
Loevinger and Susanne Cook-Greuter.18 
This eight-stage model is profiled in a 
highly-popular Harvard Business Review 
article called “Seven Transformations of 
Leadership.”19                                        

The model is based upon 40 years of re-

search involving tens of thousands of 
adults,  among them  thousands  of  lead-
ers.20 Torbert describes eight levels of 
leader mindset development, each repre-
senting increasingly complex mental and 
emotional capacities, each a new way 
of seeing the world. He calls each  level 
an “action logic.” It’s not our ideal logic – 
how we’d ideally like to think and behave 
– but what we actually think, feel and do. 
It describes how we tend to   interpret our 
surroundings and behave when issues of 
power and timing are at stake.
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85% of leaders in the West hold one of 
the first four action logics. The fifth action 
logic (Redefining) is the fastest growing 
group and roughly corresponds with 
Jim Collins’ Level 5 leaders from Good to 
Great. It makes up 10% of the leadership 
population.21

Only 5% of leaders hold the most mature 
action logics – levels 6-8 (Transform-
ing, Alchemical, and Ironic). These rare 
leaders offer significant insight into the 
future of leadership for Conscious Capi-
talism. They have developed deep men-
tal, emotional, and relational capacities 
to effectively lead complex, systemic 
change. They are the most likely of all 
leaders to reliably succeed in generating 
organizational transformations.22

In order to lead an organization into the 
most mature stages of Conscious Capital-
ism, leaders will likely need to transform 
their mindsets into these latest action 
logics (at least level 6, Transforming).23 
The sheer complexity of having signifi-
cant systemic impact and delivering high 
value to all stakeholders will demand 
the compelling mental and emotional 
capacities of advanced action logics. In 
the pages that follow I’ll give examples 
of how some highly-conscious leaders 
– who have already developed into the 
very latest stages – engage in their work. 
First, let’s take a look at the real-world 
benefits of vertical learning for leaders.

The Concrete Benefits of  
Vertical Learning

Studies of CEOs of industry-leading pub-
lic companies, mid-market executives, 
military cadets, and consultants all show 
that vertical learning cultivates a more 
complex mindset that makes leaders con-

siderably more effective than their coun-
terparts.24 Harvard’s Robert Kegan calls it 
a quantum shift in mental complexity, a 
transformation of the underlying operat-
ing system itself. This operating system 
shapes our thinking, feeling, and social 
relating. As it evolves in a leader, the 
new mental, emotional, and relational 
capacities that arise are the very abilities 
needed to address complex challenges.25 

Yet vertical learning not only upgrades 
a leader’s operating system, it rewires 
their hardware and expands their leader-
ship competency and capacity. It literally 
alters brain functioning and recreates a 
leader’s worldview.26

As leaders develop from Level 4 to Lev-
el 5 (from the Achiever to the Redefin-
ing action logic), important new ca-
pacities arise. These include increased 
cognitive functioning, strengthened 
personal and interpersonal aware-
ness, increased understanding of emo-
tions, and more accurate empathy.27 

This increase in capacity – in turn – has 
been strongly linked to better leader-
ship.28 Specifically, leaders who have de-
veloped in this way tend to think more 
strategically, collaborate more, seek out 
feedback more often, resolve conflicts 
better, make greater efforts to develop 
others, and are more likely to redefine 
challenges so as to capitalize on connec-
tions across them.29 

Each later action-logic offers a leader 
more choice, greater flexibility, more 
transforming power, and additional 
methods for aligning actions with core 
values. As leaders shift into Level 6 (the 
Transforming action logic), additional 
powerful abilities come on board. These 
are especially needed to address the 
most complex challenges of Conscious 

Capitalism. One study of organization-
al change over four years in 10 compa-
nies and non-profits showed that the 
complexity of the mindset of the CEO 
and their lead consultants was the sin-
gle largest driver concerning whether 
or not the organization transformed.31 

The companies that had either a CEO or 
senior consultant who was at least at Lev-
el 6 (Transforming) were the most likely 
to succeed in their complex change ini-
tiatives. 

Leaders at Level 6 become able to take 
a systems view on reality, perceiving 
the interdependent, dynamic nature of 
systems. They learn to recognize and di-
rectly engage the core assumptions that 
underlie their own and other’s thinking. 
Such leaders gain the capacity to oper-
ate from multiple perspectives simulta-
neously and manage conflicting frames 
and emotions concurrently. Individuals 
at Level 6 and beyond also report deep 
access to intuition that enables them to 
more easily solve problems through cre-
ative, non-linear thinking. 

As a leader’s mindset develops further, 
into Levels 7 and 8 (the Alchemical and 

Assess Your Own 
 Leadership Level 

 
Use Appendix D to estimate your 
own leadership level and that of key 
team members. Where do you need 
to be to accomplish the vision and 
long-term objectives of your organi-
zation? To formally assess your lead-
ership level – or your team’s – contact 
barrettbrown@metaintegral.com. 
Appendix E describes practices to 
cultivate vertical learning. 
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According to Edward Kelly’s research Warren Buffett has developed through 
seven transformations of leadership during his business career.30 The result-
ing development of his character directly influenced his success as a leader 
and investor. Over his career he shifted from using unilateral power where he 
ensured he got what he wanted to mutual power that ensured others got what 
they desired as well. He also shifted from acting unilaterally and dominating 
subordinates for short-term gains to investing in partnership over the long 
term. These are a few of the researched examples that document his transfor-
mations in leadership.ess community.

Warren Buffett’s 
Conscious Leadership Development

Level 1  
(Opportunist): 
Teenage years 
of opportu-
nistic business 
ventures, 
cajoling others, 
underperform-
ing in school, 
stealing.  

 

Level 2 
(Diplomat): 
Early college 
years, socially 
awkward and 
emotionally 
immature. At-
tempts to fit 
in with others 
and build 
confidence by 
studying and 
practicing Dale 
Carnegie mate-
rial. 

Level 3  
(Expert): 
Adopts       
Graham’s value 
investment   
approach. 
Many years of 
strong, exten-
sive use of log-
ic, mathemati-
cal intelligence, 
and a rational 
temperament. 

Level 4 
(Achiever): 
Amazing 
success 
with Buffett 
Partnership, 
generating 
average annual 
rate of return 
for investors 
of 24% over 13 
years.

Level 5  
(Redefining): 
“Go it alone” 
period, ex-
ploring having 
a calmer life. 
Increasingly 
involved in 
community 
affairs. Inte-
grates various 
relationships 
and inter-
ests to create        
Berkshire 
Hathaway.

Level 6  
(Transforming): 
Excels in a 
wide variety of 
businesses and 
investments, 
including a 
managerial 
role that saves 
Solomon in the 
1990s.

Level 7  
(Alchemical): 
Death of first 
wife, unwind-
ing of fortune, 
donating 
most of it 
to the Gates 
Foundation.            
Succession 
plans, biogra-
phy, increas-
ingly open 
communica-
tion.

Ironic action logics) she becomes high-
ly comfortable navigating complexity 
and paradox. She learns to transcend 
polarities and recognize the unity that 
underlies chaos. At these most mature 
stages that science can measure, lon-
ger and deeper periods of flow and 
even unitive consciousness arise. These 
leaders at times experience everything 
as a continuous, uninterrupted flow of 
perception not separate from them-
selves. This non-dual view becomes 
the basis for decision-making and en-
gagement. Any personal stories or be-
liefs about the world tend to lose their 

power, and leaders see the world in a 
raw way, unfiltered by mental models. 
This leads to a deep acceptance of one-
self, others, and the moment, without 
the taint of judgment. This unitive per-
spective is highly liberating and enables 
leaders to adapt rapidly and catalyze 
transformative and radical change.32

In sum, leaders who develop themselves 
into the later action logics (Levels 6–8) 
have access to enhanced and highly-at-
tuned mental, emotional, and relational 
capacities that others don’t. They not 
only see and feel situations and people 

differently, but they see and feel more 
than other leaders. They sense more 
connections, nuances, perspectives, and 
possibilities. They are able to act with 
greater wisdom and deeper care than 
ever before, and this empowers them 
to be able to reliably generate organiza-
tional transformation. It also strengthens 
their ability to effectively respond to the 
complex, ambiguous, and sophisticated 
challenges of 21st century leadership. 

For the first time in history we have         
access to the science of vertical learning 
which can accelerate our mental, emo-
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tional, and relational development up to 
five times faster than normal. Conscious 
Capitalism is a powerful vehicle to create 
the future we want, but it will need our 
latent capacities of mind and heart in 
order to truly flourish. The next section 
describes the practices and approach of 
leaders who are already thriving in this 
way.

Conscious Leadership in Action
Integral to the Conscious Capitalism 
model (see next page) is conscious 
leadership. But what does the future 
of leadership for Conscious Capitalism 
look like in action? What does a leader 
with a highly-developed mindset and 
advanced capacities actually do? How 
do they lead transformational change in 

complex, rapidly changing, and uncer-
tain environments? This section discuss-
es the leadership of a select group of se-
nior executives and managers who were 
assessed at some of the most complex 
mindsets that science can measure.34 

They all hold either a Transforming,        
Alchemical or Ironic action logic (Levels 
6, 7, or 8). These leaders work in global 
corporations, international institutions, 
and small organizations. They engage 
in complex leadership challenges with 
sophisticated and powerful perspectives 
and practices.

Conscious leadership based in these 
mindsets consists of four key areas:

•	 Deep connection: These leaders have 
profound personal meaning about 
their work, and consistently make 
decisions based upon it.

•	 Conscious & courageous action: With 
deep trust in themselves, their team, 
and the process, these leaders dy-
namically steer, rapidly experiment, 
and shift leadership roles as needed.

•	 Conscious vision & outlook: These 
leaders draw upon both intuitive 
intelligence and sophisticated tools 
like integral theory and whole sys-
tems thinking to make sense of the 
world.

•	 Self-transformation: Through vertical 
and horizontal learning, stopping 
subtle self-sabotage, and support-
ing their stakeholders to develop, 
these leaders take the reins of their 
own evolution.

 
Deep Connection
The highly-conscious leaders in this 
study thrive on deep connection. They 
draw upon a clear inner purpose for their 

inspiration, focus, and strength. These 
leaders are profoundly connected to 
their mission in life, to humanity, and all 
of life. To them, work is an extension of 
their life’s calling. Nearly all of these lead-
ers have a spiritual practice, and for them 
their work is simply an expression of that 
practice. Work largely has a transpersonal 
meaning for these leaders: they are doing 
it for a cause far greater than themselves. 
Work is a way to deeply serve others, to 
help transform society, and to alleviate 
suffering. 

Roger, for example, is a 39-year-old mul-
tinational executive, based in the UK, 
working for one of the largest food and 
beverage companies in the world ($60B+ 
annual revenue, 250,000+ employees). 
He has a background in chemical engi-
neering and geology, and is committed 
to educational system reform. Roger was 
assessed with a Transforming action logic 
(Level 6). The core purpose of his work is 
to bring humanity to the world of busi-
ness, help others to appreciate the pres-
ent, and enable them to see the integral 
role they have in each moment. 

Roger is fundamentally committed to 
bringing greater consciousness to the 
workplace and each person he interacts 
with. When he designs strategy and new 
change initiatives, he grounds himself 
consistently in this life purpose. If what 
he is doing doesn’t align with his pur-
pose, then he adjusts and redesigns until 
it does. This enables him to stay deeply 
committed and on-task, even during 
highly-challenging, ambiguous, and rap-
idly changing situations.

Luz has an even deeper connection with 
her work. She is a 36-year-old executive, 
based in France, who founded an orga-

The Bottom Line of 
Vertical Learning

With vertical development, leaders 
perform better across a host of 
mission-critical domains:33  

•	 Think strategically
•	 Think systemically
•	 Think contextually 
•	 Decision-making
•	 Lead transformational change
•	 Inspire vision
•	 Build relationships 
•	 Collaborate
•	 Create innovative solutions
•	 Tolerate ambiguity
•	 Resolve conflicts
•	 Develop themselves and others
•	 Facilitate learning
•	 Reframe challenges 
•	 Seek out feedback
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nization that works across Latin America 
and Africa on transformational environ-
mental and social change. Luz holds a 
profoundly different mindset than the 
vast majority of leaders. It results in a 
comprehensive and highly-nuanced ap-
proach to leading complex change. She 
was assessed with an Ironic action logic 
(Level 8): a highly-complex and extreme-
ly rare mindset. This mindset leads to her 
seeing the world, other people, and all 
situations as facets of a unified whole. 
Each passing moment is seen as a contin-
uous flow of ever-changing experience. 
As a result, Luz doesn’t think of herself 
as being in service to someone or some-
thing else. Rather, she is in service as con-
sciousness itself, as that unified whole. 
Her leadership choices and actions are 
based upon her perception that there is 
no absolute boundary between herself, 
other people, and the world around her 
– they are all connected.

When Luz designs complex, transforma-
tional change initiatives, she first anchors 
herself in a state of “oneness” and uses 
that perspective and the information 
she gets from it to shape her work and 
guide decisions. When she considers her 

options, she first senses into what the 
next evolutionary step is for the people 
and organization involved, and then 
chooses a path that supports develop-
ment in those areas. If the situation isn’t 
supporting the evolution of the people 
and organizations she is working with, 
then she works to create the conditions 
so that it will. Due to this deep perspec-
tive, Luz is rarely constrained by her be-
liefs, mental model, and personal “stuff.” 
She’s consistently capable of dropping 
all those “stories” and then paying very 
close attention to what is happening in 

the moment with other people and in 
the environment. This consistent free-
dom from her mental model, inner critic, 
and other stories gives her a powerful 
capacity to rapidly and radically shift her 
opinion, actions, and even the design of 
a sophisticated project. 

In sum, these conscious leaders ground 
themselves in transpersonal – even spiri-
tual – meaning when they do their work. 
They design and engage in transforma-
tional change initiatives in their organi-
zations from a place of deep connection 
with themselves, the people they work 
with, the broader world, and – for some 
– with consciousness itself. From this pro-
found perspective, they then take action.

Conscious & Courageous Action
At the heart of conscious and courageous 
action for these leaders is trust and com-
fort with ambiguity. They are extremely 
open to not knowing, and generally com-
fortable with the uncertainties of design-
ing transformational change initiatives. 
They profoundly trust themselves, their 



At the heart of conscious and courageous action 
is trust and comfort with ambiguity. In today’s 
complex and uncertain business environment, 

this is a significant leadership advantage.
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team, and the change process they’ve 
developed (with their team) to navigate 
any uncharted waters. This trust and 
even friendly relationship with uncer-
tainty becomes the basis of their cour-
age to take action. It helps them design 
and manage complex initiatives amidst 
unforeseen changes and influences, as 
they trust that they’ll be able to pivot in 
time to not get beat up too badly. More 
than that, some even see uncertainty as 
an ally that helps them be increasingly 
creative, generative, and productive.

Edward is a 66-year-old senior executive 
based in the U.S. and working with an in-
tergovernmental institution. He was as-

sessed with a Transforming action logic 
(Level 6). Having worked in 40 countries 
over 40 years, he has engaged closely 
with leaders in dozens of cultures. At the 
time we talked he had recently led de-
sign and execution of a large-scale lead-
ership development program that was 
rolled out in five countries to hundreds 
of business and community leaders. He 
has deep trust and ease with uncertainty.

Edward believes that in the face of ambi-
guity, the group has the wisdom needed 
for any given situation, and the process 
to uncover it simply needs to be trusted. 
For him, the answer is always present in 
the room; people are pregnant with the 

solutions, answers, wisdom, understand-
ing and strategy they need to create the 
change they want. He designs transfor-
mational change initiatives based on the 
assumption that the people involved are 
the right people and they have sufficient 
power, knowledge, insight, and capaci-
ty to do the project. To Edward, leading 
change is all about trusting the process, 
not panicking, knowing that the future 
is present, and believing that this is the 
right time, place, and approach. 

In today’s constantly changing, volatile, 
and uncertain environments, this capac-
ity to be comfortable during intense am-
biguity – and trust yourself, your team, 

process, and ability to change – is a sig-
nificant leadership advantage. It allows 
leaders to not be distracted as much by 
concerns, which frees up bandwidth for 
the very creativity that is required to get 
to safe harbors amidst complex prob-
lems.

The second element of conscious and 
courageous action is that these leaders 
use adaptive management to dynamical-
ly steer complex change initiatives. This 
means that they consistently adapt the 
design or strategy as the context shifts. 
As part of this, they also take on different 
change leadership roles as appropriate.

First of all, these leaders face ever-shift-

ing contexts and they quickly adjust their 
projects accordingly.  Whether they were 
building a global strategy for a multina-
tional, rebuilding an NGO sector in West 
Africa, or guiding a large public-private 
partnership for urban renewal, these 
leaders paid close attention to emerging 
trends and weak signals in their environ-
ment and then rapidly pivoted. To do this, 
they launch lots of experiments and pilot 
projects and see what works and what 
doesn’t, what sticks and what is rejected. 
They then alter their strategy based upon 
this information, and repeat the process. 
They aren’t wedded to the “right way” of 
doing things, but committed to rapidly 
finding a “workable way” that gets them 
to their objectives. As a result, they fre-
quently dynamically steer their organiza-
tions and strategic initiatives, adjusting 
as close to real-time as possible to the 
challenges and opportunities that show 
up.

A second element of adaptive design 
management is that these leaders 
adopt different change leadership roles 
as needed. Sometimes they assertively 
drive change. They identify important 
leverage points and then prod the system 
and stakeholders to change. One senior 
executive named Hans, who held a Trans-
forming action logic, was leading a $25M 
initiative to transform the supply chain 
of an entire agri-commodity sector. The 
original structure of the program includ-
ed representation from the multination-
al giants who purchased all the supply, 
governments from the producing coun-
tries, and international NGOs who moni-
tored the supply chain for unsustainable 
practices. The program was floundering 
so he shook up the whole system by 
breaking up the structure, negotiating 



These leaders complement leading-edge 
thinking tools with intuitive insight to make 

critical decisions.
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unilaterally with the multinationals to 
get them fully aligned, and then in-
volved the NGOs and governments. 
While he ruffled a lot of feathers in the 
process for his assertive – at times insen-

sitive – moves, his efforts broke through 
the stalemate the program faced and 
launched it into a new era of progress.

Other times these leaders take a softer 
approach – more based on a complexity 
approach to leadership – and set up the 
conditions for a system or organization 
to healthily develop. By cultivating con-
ditions for growth and change, they work 
more in tune with the natural, organic 
shifts and transformations of the orga-
nization. Examples of how to cultivate 
the right conditions include bringing to-
gether key stakeholders to create a joint 
vision, building a better economic model 
that everyone uses, or holding side ne-
gotiations to lessen tensions between 
Board members. This style of change 
leadership is like being a farmer: ensure 
that the ground is fertile for the seeds of 
change to take root; then allow nature to 
“do her part.” By creating the right con-
ditions for change, these conscious lead-
ers enable systems and organizations to 
develop on their own time, in their own 
way. 

In sum, by having profound trust in self, 
team and process, by dynamically steer-

ing, and by taking on different change 
leadership roles as needed, these leaders 
take conscious and courageous action. 
This is a powerful change leadership 
approach made easier by the advanced 

mental, emotional, and relational capac-
ities of complex mindsets. Essential to 
navigating in the midst of rapid and un-
certain change though is being able to 
quickly make sense of complex and even 
volatile environments. For that, these 
leaders use tools and resources that en-
able them to sense into a situation with 
highly attuned awareness and rapid, 
high-impact analysis.

Conscious Vision & Outlook
The highly conscious leaders in this 
study go beyond logical thinking to un-
derstand a situation, yet they also use 
powerful analytical tools to make sense 
of it. They frequently use their intuition 
to get fresh insights. While they do ratio-
nally think through things, they comple-
ment logic with intuition. They claim that 
by using intuition, their initiatives deliver 
better results, their strategies are easier 
to execute, and that the process itself be-
comes highly inspiring. 

Giselle is a 62-year-old change consul-
tant, with a Ph.D. in administration and 
management, based in Australia. She 
helps leaders to transform large systems 

– such as entire cities. She was assessed 
with an Alchemical action logic (Lev-
el 7). As part of her strategy and design 
process for transformational change, she 
engages with a “field of knowing” – her 
phrase for intuition. She claims a superior 
outcome from doing this, noting that the 
results are so much better than she could 
produce alone. Rather than designing a 
project all the way down to the smallest 
detail as she used to, Giselle first taps into 
this fertile field of intuitive insight for 
the broad brush strokes of the design, or 
key elements. Then, using that data, she 
builds out the rest of the design by think-
ing through it.

All of the leaders in this study use some 
form of intuitive process regularly. Some 
also use group exercises to help team 
members tap into intuition and cultivate 
collective intelligence. Across the board, 
they find this practice to be incredibly 
generative. Their general recommenda-
tion is to use intuition at the beginning 
of a design or strategy session to support 
the overarching direction. The other criti-
cal moment to use it is during a crisis or 
high-pressure decision point. 

Yet intuition isn’t the only thing 
that guides the conscious decision-
making process of these leaders. 
They also use three powerful think-
ing tools to design their initiatives 
and guide execution. They are: (a) In-
tegral theory,35 (b) Complexity theory,36 

and (c) Systems theory.37 These models 
help them to step back from the proj-
ect, get up on to the balcony, and take a 
broad view of the whole situation. They 
use these tools to make sense of com-
plex, rapidly changing situations and 
navigate through them securely. 



To succeed in a transformational change initiative 
usually requires development of the leader and 
key stakeholders. To achieve bigger objectives 

requires greater capacity – for everyone.
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Integral theory is the most commonly 
used thinking tool by these leaders. They 
employ it to do deep scanning and as-
sessment of situations, design programs, 
support their own and others’ develop-
ment, and tailor their communications to 
different mindsets. Edward, for example, 
noted that he and his colleagues built 
large-scale, multi-country development 
programs for the United Nations based 
upon the integral framework.

I have used these three theoretical 
frameworks to great effect as content 
for advanced leader development and 
vertical learning programs in the Nether-
lands, Brazil, and the US, and I see them 
increasingly used worldwide. They are 
essential tools for any leader dealing 
with complexity as they enable one to 
see hidden perspectives, make connec-
tions that were previously unnoticed, 
and better understand the processes of 
human and organizational change.

Self-Transformation
The final piece of the conscious leader-
ship model is self-transformation. The 
highly-conscious leaders in this study 
regularly develop themselves and others. 
They contend that to succeed in a com-
plex change initiative usually requires 
everyone – including themselves – to 
develop somehow. For example, they 
might identify how to stop sabotaging 
their own work, assign a teammate to go 
study a technical skill, or design a process 
that strengthens trust with a key stake-
holder. They focus on three types of self-
development: Self-understanding, such 
as contemplation; understanding others, 
such as studying stakeholder positions; 
and understanding the context, such as 
studying the financial system. 

To help others to develop, these leaders 
often use perspective-taking practices, 
such as reframing a situation or bringing 
in a challenging guest speaker with a sig-
nificantly different philosophy. By expos-
ing people to new concepts, debating 
“sacred cow” truths, and even inviting 
people to drop their mental models, they 
create conditions for change. 

Roger’s case exemplifies this. At the time, 
he was developing a global strategy for 
a key initiative of the multinational he 
worked with. Roger went through ex-
tensive measures (involving almost 200 
decision makers and influencers world-
wide) to engage broad perspectives and 
educate about the strategic content and 
how to do large-scale design. He strove 
to get as many outside views into the 
heads of the decision makers as possible, 
exposing them to ideas they would nev-
er hear in the organization. 

Roger eventually built a global strategy 
that had widespread acceptance across 
the organization; not easy given their 
250,000+ employees. His advanced men-

tal and relational capacities that come 
from holding a Transforming action logic 
were instrumental because he could take 
so many perspectives, easily see the big 
picture, and deeply relate to each posi-

tion and person in the initiative. By bring-
ing in multiple and diverse perspectives 
to other leaders, he literally strengthened 
their perspective-taking ability, which is 
central to vertical learning. These differ-
ent voices and visions also challenged 
those leaders to take a different approach 
that was more appropriate to the unique 
needs of all the stakeholders. 

The leaders in this study also consistently 
focused on their own horizontal and ver-
tical learning. They were regularly reading 
about their industry and taking courses 
to stay on top of trends. They also all had 
a suite of personal, vertical learning prac-
tices to cultivate their own awareness 
and expand their thinking. This included 
meditation, journaling and coaching. They 
used all three of these tools regularly to 
reflect, take a balcony view, challenge the 
stories they were telling themselves, and 
find as deep a perspective as possible. 

The final piece of self-development work 
that these leaders engaged in was to 
work with the psychological shadow. In 
its simplest sense, our shadow consists 

of the aspects of ourselves that we’ve dis-
owned, suppressed, or otherwise turned 
away from. When we don’t pay attention 
to these hidden dimensions of ourselves, 
they can end up sabotaging our leader-



When we don’t pay attention to the shadow 
dimensions of ourselves, they sabotage  

our leadership.
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ship. For example, one leader had issues 
with his father growing up, and resisted 
authority as a result. Whenever his boss 
challenged him to step up his perfor-
mance he would get triggered and an-
gry. This anger at times inadvertently 
slipped out and he took his frustrations 
out on his colleagues or family. By turn-
ing inward and facing his own shadow is-
sues, and developing his self-awareness, 
this leader was able to engage in similar 
situations with his boss and not be trig-
gered into being upset. 

Through journaling, psychotherapy if 
needed, and simply being willing to face 
our own ugly stories, bad memories, and 
judgments, it is possible to work through 
shadow issues. The conscious leaders in 
this study realized that shadow work was 
essential to their leadership so that they 
wouldn’t unwittingly undercut their own 
success or alienate stakeholders.38

Self-transforming, and supporting the 
development of all stakeholders, is a cen-
tral tenant to conscious leadership. It cre-
ates a rhythm of continual learning, fresh 
perspectives, and new ideas, all of which 
support both horizontal and vertical de-
velopment. These conscious leaders real-
ize that their ability to learn quickly and 
adapt fast are needed to navigate the 
rough waters of leading organizational 
transformation. 

The practices of self-transformation, be-

ing deeply connected, taking conscious 
and courageous action, and holding a 
conscious vision and outlook, are essen-
tial for achieving the promise and poten-
tial of Conscious Capitalism.

Conclusion

The new science of vertical learning is 
rapidly spreading because it significant-
ly transforms how a leader thinks, feels, 
and engages in the world. The future of 
leadership for Conscious Capitalism will 
follow the trajectory of human devel-
opment as we unlock powerful mental, 
emotional, social, and even physical ca-
pacities. Each mindset transformation 
brings forth latent wisdom and compas-
sion needed to handle increasingly so-
phisticated organizational and societal 
challenges. Human transformation must 
go hand in hand with organizational and 
multi-stakeholder system transforma-

tion. As Conscious Capitalism grows, so 
too must consciousness.

For me, the question is not if millions of 
leaders will undergo significant shifts in 
their mindsets, but when. History shows 
that our life conditions will drive these 
adaptations, no matter what. Howev-
er, more than ever before we have the 
unique opportunity to self-transform, 
to accelerate our own evolution. We 
can now guide the development of our 
worldview and bootstrap our minds and 

hearts into greater insight, power, and 
love. How well we do this will influence 
how graceful our transition is through 
these stormy times. We have within us 
and around us everything required to 
create an unprecedented flourishing of 
humanity and  Nature. Our charge is to 
take up the reins of our own mindset 
development, enable others to do so as 
well, and then bring our full selves to cre-
ating the future we want.  What greater 
legacy could we leave for our children 
and generations to come?

7 Ways to Take Action
 
1. Formally assess your own leadership   
level. Contact barrettbrown@metainte-
gral.com for details. See Appendix C for 
more options.

2. Read Appendix D to understand each of 
the transformations of leadership you and 
your team members can develop through. 
Estimate your own next level.

3. Read Appendix E for practices to            
engage in now to accelerate your devel-
opment.

4. Share this document. A digital version is 
available at: http://tinyurl.com/consciou-
sleadership

5. Hire a qualified executive coach to help 
accelerate your development. See Appen-
dix C for recommended organizations.

6. Join a leader development program    
focused on vertical learning. See Appen-
dix C for options.

7. Engage a partner to build vertical de-
velopment programs for your team and 
organization. See Appendix C for recom-
mendations. 

http://tinyurl.com/consciousleadership
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Resources

“Treat a person as he appears to be, and you make him worse. 
But treat him as if he already were what he potentially could be, 

and you make him what he should be.” 

Goethe
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