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Curiosities we will explore today 

 
Does human development ever stop? 
 
 
What are the patterns that we see? 
 
 
How does this impact our coaching? 
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Agenda  
 
 •  importance of stage awareness 
•  key stages we see in leadership today 
•  introduction to basic ideas to identify these stages 
•  impact our coaching interventions may have, and possible tools for 

coaches 
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 We have pretty well mapped out development stages in children 
 
Does it continue in adults? 
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Human Stages of Development 

Piaget Keegan Maslow Torbert 
Greuter 



Taken from Integral Psychology, by Ken Wilber 
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Importance of Stage Awareness  
 
 •  A certain intervention at one stage will have little impact at another 
•  If we can ‘meet’ the client within their development stage, the coaching 

will be more effective – we can work with the values, needs and 
motivations of that stage 

•  It is very useful to have knowledge of the stages when a coachee is 
going through a transformation between stages – there are some very 
helpful interventions we can draw upon as a coach (we will explore 
this further) 
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Key Stages We See Today (from the work of Bill Torbert, cited from Cleveland Consulting 
Group http://www.clevelandconsultinggroup.com/articles/leadership-development-framework.php ) 
 
 

Action Logic/
Stage Key Characteristics Leadership style associated with each Action Logic 

Opportunist 
Wins any way possible. Self- 
oriented; manipulative; 
"might makes right". 

Short term horizon; focus on concrete things; deceptive; rejects feedback; externalizes blame; 
distrustful; fragile self-control; possibly hostile humor or "happy-go-lucky"; views luck as 
central; views rules as loss of freedom; punishes according to "eye for eye" ethic; treats what 
they can get away with as legitimate. Seeks personal advantage: takes an opportunity when it 
arises. 

Diplomat 
Avoids overt conflict. Wants 
to belong; obeys group 
norm; rarely rocks the boat. 

Observes protocol; avoids inner and outer conflict; works to group standard; speaks in cliches 
and platitudes; conforms; feels shame if they violate norm; avoids hurting others; seeks 
membership and status; face-saving essential; loyalty is to immediate group, not distant 
organization or principles. Attends to social affairs of group and individuals. Provides 
supportive social glue. 

Expert 
Rules by logic and expertise. 
Searches for improvement 
and rational efficiency. 

Is immersed in the self referential logic of their own belief system, regarding it as the only 
valid way of thinking. Interested in problem solving; critical of self and others based on their 
belief system; chooses efficiency over effectiveness; perfectionist; accepts feedback only from 
"objective" experts in their own field; dogmatic; values decisions based on the incontrovertible 
facts; wants to stand out and be unique as an expert; sense of obligation to wider, internally 
consistent moral order. Consistent in pursuit of improvement. Strong individual contributor. 

Achiever 

Meets strategic goals. 
Delivery of results by most 
effective means. Success 
focused. 

Effectiveness and results oriented; long-term goals; future is vivid, inspiring; welcomes 
behavioral feedback; feels like initiator, not pawn; begins to appreciate complexity and 
systems; seeks increasing mutuality in relationships; feels guilt if does not meet own 
standards; blind to own shadow, to the subjectivity behind objectivity; seeks to find ways 
around problems in order to deliver, may be unorthodox. Adopts rather than creates goals. 
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Key Stages We See Today (ctd) 
 
 

Individualist 

Innovates processes. 
Relativistic position with 
fewer fixed truths. Self, 
relationships and 
interaction with the system. 

Focus on self and less on goals; increased understanding of complexity, systems operating and 
working through relationships; deepening personal relationships; takes on different role in different 
situations; increasingly questions own assumptions (part of rise in self absorption) and 
assumptions of others; attracted by change and difference more than by stability and similarity; 
increasingly aware of own shadow. 

Strategist 

Creates personal and 
organizational 
transformations. Links 
between principles, 
contracts, theories and 
judgment. 

Recognizes importance of principle, contract, theory and judgment - not just rules and customs; 
creative at conflict resolution; process oriented as well as goal oriented; aware of paradox and 
contradiction; aware that what one sees depends upon ones world view; high value on individuality, 
unique market niches, particular historical movements; enjoys playing a variety of roles; witty, 
existential humour (as contrasted to prefabricated jokes); aware of dark side of power and may be 
tempted by it - may misuse their own abilities and manipulate others. Post conventional. 

Alchemist 

Generates social 
transformations. Interplay of 
awareness, thought, action 
and effect. Transforming 
self and others. 

Seeks participation in historical / spiritual transformations; creator of events which become mythical 
and reframe situations; anchoring in inclusive present, seeing the light and dark in situations; works 
with order and chaos; blends opposites, creating "positive-sum" games; exercises own attention 
continually; researches interplay of institution, thought, action and effects on outside world; treats 
time and events as symbolic, analogical, metaphorical (not merely linear, digital, literal), involved in 
spiritual quest, often helps others in their life quests. 
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Key Identifiers of Each Stage 
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Diplomat Action Logic 
•  I seek validation from others  
•  It is no longer me against the world, but us 

against the world (ego- to ethno-centric) 
•  I sacrifice myself for the group 
•  I don’t take risks/rock the boat 
•  My suppressed anger/resentment can come out 

through gossip 
•  I keep up appearances, making sure I look good  
•  I have a strong persona/false self 
•  ‘I’m fine’, ‘everything is ok’ 
•  I can sense others well 
•  I can get my needs met covertly 
•  I can create great harmony, considering 

everyone in decisions 
•  There is an authority figure that I bow to who is in 

charge of the group 
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Expert Action Logic 
 
•  I am defined by expertise, so if you question me you 

are questioning my sense of self 
•  Self-esteem is now more important than 

belongingness…who am I? 
•  I don’t want to be challenged – introspection is too 

threatening, fearing that I will revert back to previous 
stage 

•  I want your respect 
•  I am reliable, hard working and always achieve 
•  I am good at comparing and finding ways of 

improving the system 
•  I can see multiple possibilities  
•  I have a strong inner critic and I don’t know when 

good is good enough  
•  I need to stand out and feel special over others, 

often by showing my CV 
•  I rationalise/intellectualise 
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Achiever Action Logic 
•  I am still concerned with self-esteem, except I am not so 

threatened by falling back as previous stage…I want more 
of what I have achieved 

•  I now respect others more as well as myself 
•  I have a strong critic, needing to live up to what I believe in 
•  It is not about being the best amongst the rest, but about 

being the best that I can be 
•  Time is money 
•  I have a big goal/ideal to live up to, and can join others in 

reaching them 
•  I am very rational 
•  Interpersonal relationships are important 
•  I see the value of and enjoy introspection 
•  I am not as vulnerable to being accepted as the expert or 

diplomat 
•  I am not in touch with my shadow as yet, but I see more 

grey and am beginning to get in touch with my feelings 
•  I still see success as a way of overcoming my vulnerability 
•  I want to heal the world (projection of cut off vulnerability) 
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Individualist Action Logic 
•  I cannot control everything 
•  Inter-relationship is important, and I see its 

effect in creating outcomes 
•  I don’t need to prove or explain myself, with 

less concern for approval/status 
•  I am embracing my vulnerability, integrating 

body/mind 
•  Authenticity is primary 
•  ‘Who am I?’ is an important question 
•  I am learning to see the special talents/gifts of 

myself and others to offer the world 
•  I am comfortable with paradox and 

contradiction 
•  I am learning to live in the present 
•  I am happy to share deep personal 

information 
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Higher Action Logics 

•  I see more perspectives (nth degree) 
•  It just is  
•  I see reality as the creative ground in 

which all things manifest 
•  I see the interconnection of everything 

– the underlying unity of life 
•  Transrational creativity 
•  Self-actualisation and self-

transcendence 
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How does this impact our coaching? 
 
 
 
Two situations: 
 
1. someone could be developing within a stage: translation 
 
2. someone is transitioning through a stage: transformation 
 
Given the time we have, let’s look at 2. as stage awareness really matters here. 
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Transition Tools Example presenting 
objective during 
transition 

Diplomat to expert • Encourage risks in small groups 
• Encourage them to speak their needs 
• Encourage speaking up (in small settings) 
• Question their scripts (e.g. I will be fired if…, or I will be rejected if…, or I will 
feel worthless if…) 
• External validation to internal validation, through you as intermediary 
• You can healthily work with their desire to please you 

Develop my confidence in speaking up/myself; find 
my talent/expertise; early career choices – what do I 
wish to do in life 

Expert to achiever • Working with looking at situations from different perspectives to gain greater 
choice   
• It can be quite lonely ‘at the top’ – it is through relationship that they will want 
to re-engage with their humanness and transform…and issues can be here 
• Easiest to work with so far…really enjoy the reflective and goal setting part. 
• CBT approaches helpful 
• Understanding themselves means they can overcome their limitations 
• Emotional intelligence 
• Understanding the importance of feelings 
• Working with values  
 

Reducing stress due to over work; how can I 
achieve more through understanding myself; 
increasing emotional intelligence; I want to make a 
bigger difference/have a bigger impact 

Achiever to individualist • Healthy challenge of inauthentic behaviour 
• Help to integrate feelings and mind  
• Work less with CBT, and use other creative ways – e.g. what arises in the here 
and now of the coaching relationship 
• Support looking at meaning and purpose 
• Mindfulness 
• Working with shadow 
• Integrating the past and the effect on the present moment 
• Becoming comfortable with tension and paradox 
• Working more in the space of the emergent, rather than seeking out the ‘right’ 
answer 
• Consider how we might serve beyond ourselves 

Mid-life crisis; understanding who I am as a leader/
what deeply matters?; increasing my presence and 
authenticity; learning to coach 
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Some important perspectives on this model: 
 
1. no stage is better than another (is a teenager better than a baby?) 
 
2. each has value 
 
3. think of them as waves of development – we may have unfinished 
development at a previous stage 
 
4. you cannot jump stages 
 
5. you can accelerate stages through mindfulness 
 
6. what are we doing as coaches with this model? Well, the answer will 
change as you move through the stages of development 
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Questions? 
 
 
 
Some useful reading: 
 
Action Inquiry, Bill Torbert 
Spiral Dynamics, Beck and Cowan 
Integral Psychology, Ken Wilber 
 
I will also send a couple of papers that can be forwarded, 
one from Harvard Business Review 
 
 
 


