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TRANSPERSONAL LEADERSHIP 

Routledge and LeaderShape Global in partnership are pleased to announce a series of quarterly 

White Papers around the subject of Transpersonal Leadership, culminating in the publication of a 

book entitled Leading Beyond the Ego: How to Become a Transpersonal Leader in March 2018.

So what is Transpersonal Leadership? The concept was first published in a report on tomorrow’s 

leadership, based on a leadership development journey developed by LeaderShape (Knights, 

2011). The word “transpersonal” was inspired by the use of the word in “transpersonal psychology” 

(Bynum, 2010). “Transpersonal” is defined as “extending or going beyond the personal or 

individual, beyond the usual limits of ego and personality”.

The complete definition of a Transpersonal Leader is:

They operate beyond the ego while continuing personal development and learning. They are 

radical, ethical, and authentic while emotionally intelligent and caring. 

They are able to:

•	 embed authentic, ethical and emotionally intelligent behaviours into the DNA of 

the organisation

•	 build strong, collaborative relationships, and

•	 create a Performance Enhancing Culture that is Ethical, Caring and Sustainable.
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Adult Development: 
Its Role in the Leadership Journey
By Alison Hill and Heather Katz

This is our seventh White Paper, entitled ‘Adult Development: Its Role in the Leadership 
Journey’ and written by Alison Hill and Heather Katz.

This insightful paper, which explains how the development of the human adult influences 

leadership development, follows these six popular White Papers:

•	 Ethical Leadership: How to Develop Ethical Leaders

•	 	Women, Naturally Better Leaders for the 21st Century

•	 	Sustainable Leadership; Rewire Your Brain for Sustainable Success

•	 	Leading Across Cultures: Developing Leaders for Global Organisations

•	 Leadership in India: A Need to Keep Pace with India’s Growth Story?

•	 Leadership in China: Harnessing Chinese Wisdom for Global Leadership?

As adults, we should be on a continuous journey of development. The purpose of this White 

Paper is to explore how our development as a leader is closely connected to our development as 

an adult. Knowing where we are on our adult development journey will help us understand both 

our own path towards transpersonal leadership and the development needs of those we lead. 

This paper provides an opportunity for further insights into others and ourselves.

http://leadershapeglobal.com/alison-hill

http://leadershapeglobal.com/heather-katz

http://bit.ly/1Uh6vHL
http://bit.ly/2aTBzj5
http://bit.ly/2gRmvZ1
https://www.crcpress.com/go/white_paper_leading_across_cultures_developing_leaders_for_global_organisat?utm_source=Routledge&utm_medium=cms&utm_campaign=170201241
http://bit.ly/2rDO9cB
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http://leadershapeglobal.com/alison-hill
http://leadershapeglobal.com/heather-katz
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Introduction:
If ever our world needed true leaders who can lead in increasingly uncertain, complex and 

radically changing times, it is now.

Leaders need to manage and lead through enormous complexity, while providing vision 

and assurance to their employees, stakeholders and shareholders. They need to understand 

themselves and their impact as well as understand their people, organisations and stakeholders, 

within both the local and global context.

We are all products of our childhoods, environments, societies and many different cultures and 

experiences, and even as adults we may still wrestle with issues of trust, self-confidence, empathy, 

conflict and much more. There is still a widely-held belief that once we are past adolescence we 

are fully formed as adults. Rather there is the “possibility of life after adolescence” as Kegan & 

Lahey (2009), so beautifully express in their book Immunity to Change.

A compelling body of evidence shows that development continues throughout adulthood. In 

the 1950’s Erik Erikson (1950) developed an accessible eight-stage psychosocial model illustrating 

life as a series of lessons and challenges, which help us develop from infancy to late stage 

adulthood. Many others have built on this, including experts such as Kegan (1982), Cook-Greuter 

(2000), Laske (2006), Goodman (2002), and more recently Bachkirova (2011), whose model we 

draw on in this paper.

This process of development has parallels with the “Journey to Leadership Excellence” described 

in Fig. 1, which shows the main elements of leadership development required to become a 

Transpersonal Leader.

Fig. 1
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As can be seen from a different and more detailed view of the transpersonal journey model (Fig. 

2), most leaders start the journey with ‘Rational Ego based As-usual Leadership’, some will develop 

through ‘Robust Emotionally Aware Leadership’ and fewer to ‘Radical Ethical Authentic Leadership’.

John Knights (Wall & Knights, 2013), Chairman of LeaderShape, developed this model. He believes 

that adult development can be accelerated as part of a behavioural and values-based leadership 

development programme.

To move towards ‘Radical Ethical Authentic Leadership’ we need to understand where we are on 

our own adult development path and continue to develop ourselves as leaders.

From our experience of leading ourselves, and supporting leaders to grow and change, we have 

some understanding about the qualities that make a great leader. We invite you to think about 

where you are in your own adult development and what impact this may have on your leadership. 

We hope to awaken your curiosity and encourage you to consciously take steps towards your 

own transpersonal leadership development. These steps require courage, insight, awareness, 

determination, humility, persistence and commitment to identify areas for development and to 

take action to change and develop.

Fig. 2
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Why recognising the impact of adult 
development is important

We are excited and challenged by the concept of adult development and its implications for our 

practice. Through our work we are playing a small part as catalysts to enable leaders to enhance 

their personal insight into themselves, their people and organisations. We support, challenge and 

encourage them to take relevant actions to develop themselves further. 

While it is impossible to summarise decades of research on adult development into a few 

paragraphs, we set out some of the concepts here that inform our argument. 

Theories of adult development are based on the notion that ‘as people develop they become 

more aware of and open to a mature understanding of authority and responsibility, and display 

greater tolerance to ambiguity’ (Ives & Cox, 2012). 

Kegan’s Constructive Developmental Theory (Kegan, 1982) describes adults as being in a 

continuous state of meaning making; that is, attempting to make sense of the world and their 

part in it. Kegan views adult development in terms of social maturity together with affective, 

cognitive, and moral development. He describes three adult developmental stages that follow 

one after the other over a lifetime (see Fig. 3). These are:

•	 The socialised mind: those (usually younger adults) who base their views of the world on 

role models and on the opinions of others. Many never go beyond this stage. Bachkirova 

(2011) in her book Developmental Coaching describes this stage as an ‘unformed ego’.

•	 The self-authoring mind: those who step back from their social environment to form their 

own world view. This is usually thought of as the normal adult state, though many never 

reach this stage. Bachkirova describes this stage as a ‘formed ego’.

•	 The self-transforming mind: those who have learned the limits of their own inner systems, 

can hold contradictions, work with ambiguity, find solutions from adversity and move from 

the linear to the holistic. Bachkirova describes this stage as a ‘reformed ego’.

This simple three-stage model creates a narrow classification that hides a multiplicity of personal 

qualities. Kegan defined these stages through years of research, using a “Subject-Object” survey 

on thousands of participants, with consistent and replicable results.

He describes the journey through these stages as movement from Subject to Object. Subject 

is about self and being inward looking, whereas Object is about others and the external 

environment. Things experienced as Subject are unquestioned and felt as part of the self, whereas 

things experienced as Object can be examined objectively, questioned and possibly changed. 

When we move away from Subject towards Object we can reflect on what we previously have 

taken for granted and thereby gain different perspectives.

We believe leaders can move more easily through the ‘REAL’ developmental journey (Fig. 2) 

towards becoming transpersonal leaders when they understand where they and others are in their 
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adult development. Fig.3. shows how the Transpersonal Leadership journey can be underpinned 

by Kegan’s Constructive Developmental Theory, offering a leadership development path.

This three-stage approach has helped us think about the links between stages of adult 

development, and the approaches leaders and their coaches might take to make the leader’s 

journey towards transpersonal leadership. In the next section, we suggest some approaches 

towards that development.

Emotional intelligence and adult 
development

Our experience with effective leaders is that they are often further along their adult development 

path than others. Here we will explore the relationship between Emotional Intelligence (EI) and 

adult development.

Very often in re-organisations, leaders change structures and processes, thinking that personal 

and organisational development occurs through so-called “hard skills” training, such as 

project management or strategic planning. While these are important, our experience shows 

Fig. 3
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that overriding issues are primarily related to dysfunctional relationship management. This 

is highlighted in two previous White Papers by LeaderShape faculty Sue Coyne and Jenny 

Plaister-Ten (Coyne, 2016 and Plaister-Ten, 2017), where they each relate the importance and 

impact of emotionally intelligent relationship management to increased organisational success 

and sustainability.

Fig. 4

Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee in their ground-breaking book on emotionally intelligent 

leadership (Goleman et al, 2002), highlight the concept of EI in leadership. Leaders need to 

practice high levels of awareness of self and others through self-awareness, self-management 

and relationship management (Fig.4.). Goleman links these EI competencies to his six styles of 

leadership.  John Knights has further developed this concept in the forthcoming book, Leading 

Beyond the Ego (Knights et al, 2018). This is summarized in Table 1 where leadership styles are 

ordered by their degree of impact on an organisation. The most used and least effective are 

commanding and pacesetting leadership styles. The least used, yet second most effective is the 

coaching style of leadership.

While the topic requires further research, Michael Shiner (2015), supervised by Kegan et al, 

suggests that there is a link between EI and adult development: a claim that we develop in this 

White Paper.
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Six Leadership Styles and their Key EI Competencies Impact on Organisation

VISIONARY – Leads people towards a shared vision

   Inspirational Leadership (Relationship Management) 

   Self-Confidence (Self-Awareness) 

   Change Catalyst (Relationship Management) 

   Transparency (Self-Management)

Most Strongly Positive

+++

COACHING – Enables leaders to build capability in individuals

   Developing Others (Relationship Management) 

   Empathy (Social Awareness) 

   Emotional Self-Awareness (Self-Awareness)

Strongly Positive

++

AFFILIATIVE – Provides cohesiveness and harmony to a team, group or organisation

   Empathy (Self-Awareness) 

   Conflict Management (Relationship Management) 

   Building Bonds (Relationship Management)

Positive

+

DEMOCRATIC – Builds engagement, commitment and buy-in

   Self-Confidence (Self-Awareness) 

   Transparency (Self-Management) 

   Inspirational Leadership (Relationship Management) 

   Change Catalyst (Relationship Management)

Positive

+

PACESETTING – Sets high standards by expecting followers to “do as I do”

   Achievement Orientation (Self-Management) 

   Initiative (Self-Management) 

Negative effect if missing: 
   Emotional Self-Awareness (Self-Awareness) 

   Emotional Self-Control (Self-Management) 

   Empathy (Social Awareness) 

   Teamwork & Collaboration (Relationship Management)

Often Negative

–

COMMANDING – Demands immediate compliance to leader’s agenda and decisions

   Achievement (Self-Management) 

   Initiative (Self-Management) 

   Influence (Relationship Management) 

Negative effect if missing: 
   Emotional Self-Awareness (Self-Awareness) 

   Emotional Self-Control (Self-Management) 

   Empathy (Social Awareness)

Usually Highly Negative

– –

Table 1 – adapted and developed from Goleman et al, 2002
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Developing ourselves as leaders

What is out there to enable us to enhance our leadership capabilities and develop our people 

and organisations further?

Coaches, talent development managers, and those with a background in human resources use 

many different approaches and techniques to help their clients develop. These include coaching, 

team facilitation, 360° feedback, psychometric testing, culture surveys, action learning sets 

and more.

In our experience the most radical changes come about through an integrated, multifaceted, 

multimodal approach involving the whole executive team, board and senior and mid-range 

leaders. This approach creates an essential understanding and awareness of the culture and values 

of the organisation, which facilitates development of individuals, teams and the organisation. In 

this section, we describe approaches that have had real success.

We have seen transformational change come from programmes that combine a blend of 

online work-based learning courses, company culture surveys, face-to-face master classes on EI, 

leadership styles and other inputs. These can be supported through a blend of individual and 

team coaching, mentoring, action learning sets, peer group support and more.

The following case study below describes such a transformative approach.

Case Study 1: An organisation-wide multimodal approach
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As well as team and organisation-wide interventions, when working with individuals we often 

witness change through individual coaching, particularly when associated with psychometric 

testing and various types of 360° feedback.

Our experience shows that self-assessed psychometrics are valuable in raising self-awareness. 

However, unless psychometric testing is combined with 360° feedback and ongoing coaching it 

doesn’t usually lead towards significant sustained behavioural change.

We further think that for the development of the other EI competencies of self-management, 

social awareness and relationship management, 360° feedback increases insights into 

competencies that need development (see Table 1). The two purposes of 360° feedback are 

improving performance and supporting personal development (Fletcher, 2004). Feedback aims 

“to strengthen people’s motivation to change” (McDowall, 2008) and allows a leader to learn how 

others see them, which gives them much greater insights.

There are many tools on the market, which give understanding and some personal insight. As 

coaches our experience is with LEIPA® (LeaderShape, 2017) and is described below.

LEIPA® (Leadership and Emotional Intelligence Performance Accelerator)
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Developing our people

In this section, we suggest how leaders can more effectively support their staff depending on 

their level of adult development. The primary ways that a leader directly supports staff in their 

development is through modelling appropriate behaviours and giving feedback directly or using 

360° feedback tools. We explore how leaders can give feedback, in particular 360° feedback, using 

a coaching style of leadership (see Table 1). Other tools, such as psychometric self-assessments, 

can help with self-awareness, but feedback gives people insight into how they are perceived 

by others and is, therefore, uniquely important. Bachkirova (2011) also proposes that coaching 

involving feedback requires different approaches at different developmental stages.

Feedback for people with a socialised mind (or unformed ego)

Kegan & Lahey (2009) state that the “socialized mind [. . .] strongly influences how information is 

received and attended to” (their italics). They suggest that the socialised mind is highly sensitive to 

the message and over-interprets it, creating other meanings well beyond that which the message 

was meant to convey. People with a socialised mind have an internalised view of how they are 

perceived because it is influenced by views of others.

Case Study 2: the socialised mind (see Fig. 3)

 

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.fravashi.leadershaper
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/leadershaper/id953406311?mt=8
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360° feedback may not be useful for people with socialised minds (or unformed egos). Maxwell 

(2016) summarises other approaches that might be relevant, such as immediacy (Brockbank 

& McGill, 2006), feedforward (McDowall et al, 2014), and self-feedback (Whitmore, 2009), all of 

which may help the client explore self-perceptions and feelings in a less threatening way than 

360° feedback.

Bachkirova (2011) describes the complexity of coaching someone with an unformed ego, as the 

relationship could be seen as that of a ‘good parent’ providing a nurturing relationship. If feedback 

is not managed with skill and care, the staff member may become dependent, or may retreat into 

themselves, with the potential for harm.

The client in Case Study 2 was in denial about her 360° feedback. Our experience shows that 

similar individuals are more likely to accept 360° feedback when they first learn about EI, 

leadership styles, and how EI Leadership impacts culture (see Case Study 1). This can then enable 

them to move towards a self-authoring mind.

Feedback for people with a self-authoring mind (or 
formed ego)

Kegan and Lahey (2009) consider that the self-authoring mind filters received messages, giving 

priority to the information it has sought. Other information that is not asked for does not get 

through the filter.

Case Study 3: The self-authoring mind (see Fig. 3)
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Often 360° feedback is better suited for people at this stage of their development (Bachkirova 

2011). People will be receptive to external views of themselves, and will be more ready to accept 

and learn from the feedback.

Many formal rating tools, like LEIPA®, have a ‘self’ and ‘other’ rating (Heidemeier & Moser, 2009), 

which provides people with unique insights into how they perceive themselves compared to 

how others see them. This exposes hidden strengths and blind spots, and gives the person an 

opportunity to explore these differences in perception.

People with a self-authoring mind (formed ego) are confident of their own views of themselves 

and they will get rich material from the feedback to support their ongoing development.

Case Study: a self-reflection from Heather Katz (co-author)
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Feedback for people with a self-transforming mind (or 
reformed ego)

People with a self-transforming mind, who have 360° feedback, are usually undertaking it to 

develop themselves further in their leadership role. It is also possible that the feedback will be 

done as part of team as well as individual development.

360° feedback for executives with self-transforming minds needs to be tailored and made 

relevant, to address those aspects that feed their curiosity about themselves. They will want to 

make meaning of the feedback and their curiosity is more likely to improve the quality of their 

perception (Bachkirova, 2011). The leader, using a coaching style of leadership (see Table 1), can 

play an important role here in helping someone with a self-transforming mind to identify where 

there are discrepancies in the feedback and to explore its meaning. They are ready and able to 

look at themselves from the many perspectives that a 360° tool might reveal and will also explore 

their emotions more objectively.

Concluding Self-Reflection

In the process of writing this paper we realised we wanted to give more thought to where we 

are in our own adult development and how we got here. As we reflect on our continued learning 

and development we notice that we shift between self-authoring and self-transforming minds. 

We found this both challenging and humbling. We recognise how complex the adult 

development journey is and how easy it is to slide backwards to an earlier stage of development, 

particularly when stressed.

As the title of this White Paper indicates, we hope we have encouraged and inspired you to think 

about where you are on your adult development path, and what impact this may have on your 

people, your organisation, and your journey towards transpersonal leadership.

We hope we have captured your attention, encouraged you to read and think further around this 

subject, and stimulated you to be bold enough to engage in a more developmental approach to 

your own learning and that of your team and organisation.

Our greatest challenge is to notice what’s happening, manage our state, and choose to act as 

Radical, Ethical, Authentic Leaders.
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