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Neo-Piagetian theories of adult development (AD) have been received and used by
social and political scientists in various ways during the last few decades. However,
despite their potential to provide insights into previously neglected dimensions of social
and political change, structuralist cognitive developmental approaches have, for various
reasons, still not been systematically “discovered” by many of the established social
science disciplines. This paper gives a tentative overview of some contributions that
approaches informed by structuralist developmental perspectives have made to various
fields within the social sciences in the past few decades. It looks at, first, how important
AD frameworks have been used in political science in a broad sense, that is, including
history and sociology. Our particular focus is on what kinds of methodologies have
been used, and what they are suited for. On this basis, second, we discuss some of the
methodological challenges that are connected to AD uses in the social sciences. Finally,
we investigate to what extent developmental approaches can make accessible novel
dimensions of knowledge and understanding of social and political change.
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AD research has experienced a considerable
differentiation since its Piagetian beginnings in
the last three decades of the 20th century. The
home turf of AD research has been and is still
the microlevel of individuals. It has gained
some, but still very limited, influence in psy-
chology in general and in educational science.
At the mesolevel of groups and organizations,
AD frameworks have been used to shed light on
leadership, change management, workplace
conflict, and related themes. However, at the
macrolevel of politics, societal structures and
processes, and the management of complex
public issues, the interest in using AD frame-
works has been more limited, despite its poten-
tial to provide insights into previously neglected
dimensions of social and political change. It is

our experience that there is both a lack of
awareness in many of the established social
science disciplines about the potential relevance
of AD theory and a reluctance to consider, let
alone integrate, AD approaches more systemat-
ically into their curricula and research designs.
This is possibly due to a lack of experience in
truly interdisciplinary research and bridge
building between academic disciplines and
fields, as well as to existing academic and dis-
ciplinary cultures and their prevalent habits and
preferences. However, examples show that AD
approaches have the potential to make consid-
erable contributions to our understanding of the
macrolevel of politics, political culture, and so-
ciety. Also, they might provide a more solid and
more differentiated basis for more effective and
more sustainable politics.

Actually, these practical, real world-related
analytic potentials have been important per-
sonal motivations for both of us to engage in
AD research as social scientists. So let us start
with a few words about our own backgrounds
and how we got involved in AD research, which
immediately links with the intention of this pa-
per.
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Elke Fein is a political scientist at the Insti-
tute for integral Studies (Freiburg) specialized
in large systemic and societal transitions, in
particular, those in Eastern Europe after the end
of the Cold War. Focusing on the difficult chal-
lenges of democratic transition in Russia, she
soon took an interest in various dimensions of
political, economic, and legal cultures and the
many ways in which implicit sociocultural rules
impact the (mal-) functioning of social, politi-
cal, economic, and legal institutions. She also
has a background in leadership and a strong
interest in how politics can be invited to develop
in complexity and thus, to be made more col-
laborative.

Thomas Jordan holds a PhD in economic
geography and is a senior lecturer in work sci-
ence and associate professor at the Department
of Sociology and Work Science of the Univer-
sity of Gothenburg, Sweden. He also works as
an educator outside the university in the field of
conflict management. His research interests
comprise workplace conflict and management
of complex societal issues, with a theoretical
basis in AD theory.

Based on our own experiences with both AD
research and practical sociopolitical challenges,
our aim in this paper is to give an overview of
important contributions that AD theories have
already made, and have the potential to make, in
the social sciences that empirically study the
macrolevel of political and other societal issues.
In order to do this, we will review some of the
existing literature and discuss prospects for fur-
ther research. In our discussion we will examine
the following questions:

1. What contributions have AD models made
so far in the field of the social sciences?

2. What are distinct conceptual contributions
AD models can make here? And what is
the added value of AD perspectives as
compared to other approaches to social
problems?

3. Are different AD models particularly
suited for analyzing (particular) social
problems?

4. Which methodological problems do re-
searchers have to face when applying AD
models to social problems—and how are
they already dealing with them?

This paper has to make a number of practical
delimitations. Unable to give a thorough and
comprehensive overview of the existing litera-
ture in the fields mentioned above or exhaustive
answers to the above questions, we will rather
briefly present examples of how AD theories
have been used in empirical studies about social
and political issues with these questions in
mind. We will not provide systematic accounts
of single disciplines, but rather introduce the
empirically based research studies we have been
able to find that use AD framework for analyz-
ing (mainly) political phenomena.

We will focus on researchers we believe
might deserve more recognition among the
readership of the Behavioral Development Bul-
letin. We will therefore not include research
based on the model of hierarchical complexity
(MHC), which is well-known in this commu-
nity. Our focus will be on examples of empirical
research, rather than on efforts to construct the-
oretical or speculative frameworks, without any
empirical application or support. We will also
only briefly mention research that applies AD
theories to the mesolevel of organizational man-
agement, such as Lasker (1978), Torbert (Fisher
& Torbert, 1995), Brown (2011), and many
others. Lastly, we will leave out research on
religiosity, given the elaborate papers by James
Day (Day, 2016a, 2016b). The same applies to
educational science/pedagogy/adult learning
where we point to the contributions of Rebecca
Hamer and Eric van Rossum (Hamer & van
Rossum, 2016), as well as Gloria Nogueiras and
Alejandro Iborra (Nogueiras & Iborra, 2016).

We will organize this paper in four parts.
First, we make a few general remarks with
regard to the relation between AD theories and
the social sciences focusing on the macrolevel.
Second, we will present an overview of research
where developmental frameworks have been
applied to empirical studies in the fields men-
tioned above. Third, we will summarize the
strategies these existing approaches have used
to offer developmentally informed analyses of
social sciences problems. Finally, on this basis,
we will discuss the most important methodolog-
ical challenges which developmentally in-
formed approaches in the social sciences have
to face and comment on how these have been
met by the research we present. On this basis,
we evaluate the contributions AD approaches
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can make to social analysis and reconsider some
prospects for further research.

AD and the Social Sciences: How to Bridge
the Tension Between Social Structure and

Individual Psychology?

The attempt to integrate sociology and psychology
remains a topic of recurring interest, but efforts of this
kind have been largely marginalized. In part, this is a
result of how the social sciences have been institution-
alized in the last seventy years. (Rosenberg, 2003, p.
430)

Given that the social sciences deal with how
human beings act and behave in relation to each
other, how they organize themselves, and which
institutions their everyday interactions and col-
lective wisdom bring forth, it is surprising that
AD does, as yet, not play a more important role
in the field. At the same time, the tension be-
tween mind and society, individual and social
groups as entities and objects of analysis is as
old as the social sciences themselves. As Rosen-
berg (2003, p. 447) put it, the fact that,

“individuals and collectivities are each subject to the
constraining and potentially transforming influence of
the other” seems widely accepted as a principle. How-
ever, not all social science research concludes from this
that an adequate epistemological approach to studying
social reality has to take into account both poles, as
well as their interactions, on equal terms. Instead, the
social sciences outside the psychology discipline focus
primarily on social structures and how they frame
individual behavior. This is particularly true for large
parts of sociology and economics, and, to a lesser
extent political science, anthropology and others. In-
versely, they tend to neglect the fact that “substantive
realities are not simply a manifestation of a structure,
but are (also) operated on by it.” (Rosenberg, 2003, p.
445)

and how this happens. This might be due to a
lack of anthropological inquiry, by which we
mean an inquiry into what human beings ulti-
mately are and can be. Admittedly—and under-
standably—this is not the main focus of most
social sciences and therefore apparently mostly
outsourced to psychology. Yet, since societies
are made up of humans, failing to elaborate an
adequate understanding of what and how hu-
mans “are” leaves research at least partly to
either speculation; to biased, and mostly im-
plicit, unquestioned assumptions; or one-
dimensional theories lacking adequate empiri-
cal basis.

In our view, it is therefore high time for
social analysis to bridge the gap between social
structures and individual meaning-making in a
more systematic way. Once again, we refer to
Shawn Rosenberg whose work will be pre-
sented in more detail below and who has framed
this challenge as follows:

“In order to move beyond the limits of contemporary
social and political psychological approaches, a funda-
mentally new theoretical orientation is required. It
must recognize that social life is dually structured, by
both thinking, feeling individuals and by socially or-
ganized, discursively constituted groups. It must fur-
ther recognize that these two sources of structuration
may operate in significantly different ways. . . . On the
one hand, a social interaction is structured by the
understandings and purposes of the individuals in-
volved . . . [and their] characteristic mode of coordi-
nating [their] own actions. . . . As a result a particular
interaction between individuals is subjectively struc-
tured. On the other hand this interaction occurs in a
larger social context and is regulated accordingly. A
social group or society has a characteristic way of
coordinating the various social exchanges that occur
among the members of the collectivity. . . .

(Hence,) the qualities or dynamics of either of these
two dimensions of social life, individual and collective,
cannot be collapsed onto those of the other. Culture
and social organization on the one hand, and cognition
and emotion on the other, . . . each must be analyzed in
their own distinctive terms,” recognizing “the way in
which any given social interaction unfolds (as) dually
structured by the purposive individuals involved and
by the larger social context in which they are operating
[emphasis added]. . . . As . . . individuals and the
collectivity are attempting to regulate the same con-
crete ground . . ., these two structuring forces are
pragmatically intertwined and therefore are open to
each other’s influence.” (Rosenberg, 2003, pp. 431f,
441, and 446)

Whereas studying the processes of social ac-
tors’ meaning-making in and between their re-
spective communities of discourse (Sinnge-
bungsgemeinschaften) has turned into a well
established field of research ever since the mul-
tiple schools of hermeneutics and discourse
analysis have emerged, it is, as yet, not a very
commonly accepted insight that structures of
meaning-making can also be differentiated and
analyzed with regard to their (vertical) com-
plexity (Fein, 2016). Political, moral, and iden-
tity claims can be structured in more or less
complex ways in terms of the quality of their
argumentation and meaning-making—and this
has immediate social and political implications.
For example, while certain institutions only
emerge once a particular complexity level of
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thinking has developed and spread out in a
given community, many individuals, inversely,
often seem to “lack the cognitive and emotional
resources to respond in the way required”
(Rosenberg, 2003, p. 432) after institutions have
been “imported” from other contexts (Maalouf,
2014). In this case, societies and the functioning
of their political regimes and institutions tend to
be governed more by informal than by their
respective formal rules. This is not only relevant
for analyzing and better understanding current
political conflicts inside and between cultures,
states, and societies (see Wagner & Fein, 2016),
but also in view of historical analysis (Fein,
2016). Moreover, studying the complexity of
cognition and discourse can provide culture-
independent criteria for what Clare Graves
called “large scale psychological” challenges
such as analyzing transformations of value sys-
tems and whole cultures.

In the next section, we will provide examples
and some more detail as to how AD- informed
approaches to sociopolitical analysis have
started to bridge this gap by researching some of
the implications that differences in cognitive
structure have on the social and political level.

Adult Developmental Approaches in the
Social Sciences: Experiences So Far

The following examples of developmentally
informed perspectives on sociopolitical prob-
lems go back several decades. They illustrate
that the fundamental challenges we raised above
concerning the relation between AD, society,
and social analysis have been addressed by nu-
merous researchers in varying ways. In the fol-
lowing sections, we focus on either comprehen-
sive approaches developed by several
researchers, or on individual researchers who
have come up with innovative ways of using
developmental perspectives in political and so-
cial analysis.

The Integrative Complexity (IC)
Framework

The roots of the integrative complexity (IC)
framework go back more than half a century.
Two influential books were published in the
1960s, Conceptual Systems and Personality Or-
ganization (Harvey, Hunt, & Schroder, 1961)
and Human Information Processing. Individu-

als and Groups Functioning in Complex Social
Situations (Schroder, Driver, & Streufert,
1967). The original key concept was conceptual
complexity, focusing on to what extent subjects
differentiate and integrate different perspec-
tives. In the early days, levels of conceptual
complexity were conceived of as personality
traits. Later, this framing was abandoned in
favor of a framework that simply defined dif-
ferent levels of IC, leaving it to empirical stud-
ies to investigate whether the complexity pat-
terns are stable properties of individuals or
contingent on situational factors.

Schroder, Driver, and Streufert defined four
levels of IC (using the terms “levels” and
“scores” in their texts). By introducing three
transitional levels the framework was expanded
into seven levels using the same term (“level”)
for all of them (Baker-Brown et al., 1992). A
brief characterization of the framework by
Philip Tetlock, one of the most active scholars
in this field, reads:

Low scores indicated low differentiation and integra-
tion (denial of ambivalence and shades of gray); mod-
erate scores reflected moderate differentiation but no
integration (recognition of divergent viewpoints but no
means of synthesizing or tying perspectives together);
high scores reflected high differentiation and high in-
tegration (explicit attempts to grapple with contradic-
tions, to understand their sources, and to cope with
their consequences). (Tetlock, 1996)

Later research has deemphasized the devel-
opmental view, that is, exploring how people
with different levels of IC reason and act, and
emphasized the reverse type of causality: how
situational factors may lead to changes in levels
of IC (Suedfeld, 2010). However, both aspects
have continued to be explored in a large number
of studies.

In the 1960s and early 1970s the framework
was used in experimental settings, measuring
the conceptual complexity of subjects using
paragraph completion tests (similar to Jane Lo-
evinger’s sentence completion tests, but asking
subjects to write three sentences instead of just
completing one). In the mid-1970s scholars
started to use the IC framework in the political
psychology field by scoring documents accord-
ing to seven levels of IC (Suedfeld & Rank,
1976; Suedfeld & Tetlock, 1977), in particular,
for studying levels of IC among political leaders
before, during, and after international political
crises and wars. A considerable number of em-
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pirical studies based on analyses of speeches,
policy documents, and other texts were made in
the following few decades. Peter Suedfeld sum-
marizes one of the main findings from these
studies (IC stands for integrative complexity):

Past research has shown consistent patterns of IC
change in advance of the culmination of international
confrontations. IC remains stable, or rises, preceding
peaceful solutions, as in the cases of the 1911 Agadir
crisis, repeated crises over Berlin during the Cold War
(including the Berlin Blockade), and the Cuban Missile
crisis. integrative complexity drops, usually on the part
of both protagonists, within approximately six months
prior to the outbreak of war in confrontations involving
cycles of escalation (e.g., World War I, the Korean
War) and intermittent major warfare in persistent in-
ternational rivalries (the half-century of conflict be-
tween Israel and Arab nations, and between India and
Pakistan). . . . (Suedfeld, 2010, p. iii)

The IC framework has been used for studies
of politicians and high-ranking military officers,
political ideology, party support, Supreme
Court judgments in the United States, environ-
mental issues, religious hostility, decision-
making by managers, and many other topics
(for an overview with references, see Suedfeld
& Tetlock, 2014).

The framework lends itself well to text anal-
ysis of documents and transcribed speeches. In
order to become a competent IC scorer, a 3-day
intensive training workshop or a comparative
time spent with practicing scoring is needed.
Compared with the MHC, the Lectical Assess-
ment System (LAS) and the complexity of in-
formation processing (CIP; Jaques, 1989)
framework, the IC framework is less concerned
with determining precise structures of reasoning
in terms of coordination of concepts at different
orders of abstraction. The framework focuses
on the extent to which a subject recognizes and
integrates different perspectives. The IC frame-
work is probably easier to learn and use in
document analysis than MHC and LAS.

Shawn Rosenberg, Stephen Chilton, and
Dana Ward

Shawn Rosenberg is an American political
scientist and professor of Political Psychology
and Social Behavior at the University of Cali-
fornia in Irvine where he coordinates the Grad-
uate Program in Political Psychology. Since the
early 1980s, he has explored Piagetian perspec-
tives and made accessible their analytical po-

tential for the study of politics and political
reasoning. Since then, he has developed his own
model distinguishing three complexity levels of
reasoning (sequential, linear, and systematic,
roughly corresponding to Piaget’s preopera-
tional, concrete-operational, and formal opera-
tional stages). On this basis, he has presented
numerous publications on how developmentally
informed approaches can provide qualitatively
new insights into the analysis of political rea-
soning and deliberation, mainly using his own
model in various applied settings (Rosenberg,
1988, 1995, 2002, 2007a, 2007b, 2013).

Rosenberg’s work is motivated by a general
critique of the then dominant and still rather
widespread research paradigms studying politi-
cal attitudes and belief systems, largely based
on questionnaires and surveys, which he holds
to be inadequate for analyzing political reason-
ing. In relation to this, he also criticizes a couple
of fundamental theoretical assumptions, con-
cepts, and methods of mainstream social and
political sciences research, most of which are
grounded in liberal political theory. Based on
his Piagetian, developmental perspective,
Rosenberg, in particular, deconstructs the as-
sumption that all humans think alike, which, in
liberal political theory, is often combined with
the assumption that all citizens, in principle,
behave rationally, provided they are given suf-
ficient information (Rosenberg, 2007a, 2007b).

Shawn Rosenberg has conducted extensive
research exploring the complexity of political
reasoning of average United States citizens. In a
number of empirical studies, he has analyzed
comparatively small but carefully selected, het-
erogeneous samples of the United States popu-
lation, covering various age groups, educational
backgrounds, genders, and other relevant crite-
ria, on several reasoning and logical thinking
tasks. For testing the complexity of individuals’
performance on those tasks, Rosenberg has used
qualitative interviewing and clinical methods.
In his main study, he conducted in-depth inter-
views on issues of domestic United States pol-
itics. Then, he did the same thing on current
United States foreign and international politics.
Finally, he compared participants’ performance
in political versus nonpolitical domains. For the
latter, he used classical Piagetian-type physical
and chemical experiments. Given that structures
of thought are not directly observable, but only
via inferences, extensive probing was practiced
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both during the interviews and the experiments.
One this basis, he was able to test the stability of
participants’ performance across domains
which, in fact, he found to be quite significant.
Even though his samples are not statistically
representative of United States society, they do
strongly confirm Rosenberg’s theoretical stance
that individuals reason at differing levels of
complexity while mostly reasoning on the same
level across domains. This obviously has impli-
cations for individuals’ understanding of poli-
tics, as well as for their political behavior. Party
affiliation, for instance, is of differing impor-
tance and has different meanings on each of the
three levels he has identified.

While Rosenberg does not explain in detail
the methodological steps of how he arrived at
his model of three levels of complexity of po-
litical reasoning, he describes those three levels
(sequential, linear, and systematic), as well as
typical ways of reasoning and behavior per-
formed on them in a very differentiated way.
Also, he provides examples from his in-depth
interviews showing what reasoning at all three
levels looks like. Due to the relatively small size
of his sample (166 individuals in his main
study), he does not make inferences with regard
to the United States population as a whole.
However, his results reveal that a majority of
the participants of his studies did not demon-
strate systemic levels of reasoning, in other
words, do not think systematically. This means
that those individuals have trouble dealing with
ambivalence and have not necessarily internal-
ized the dominant political ideals.

Rosenberg rightly argues that these differ-
ences in reasoning not only run counter to the
assumptions of large parts of political theory
that all individuals reason and understand poli-
tics in the same way, it also has important
implications with regard to the relationship be-
tween cognition, culture, and social structure
(Rosenberg, 1995, p. 134). Moreover, he con-
cludes that many “individuals seem to lack the
cognitive and emotional resources to respond”
in the way that is required, sometimes implic-
itly, by liberal democratic institutions. “They do
not seem to fully understand what is required of
them and how to proceed. The result is often
discomfort, withdrawal or various minor forms
of psychopathology” (Rosenberg, 2003, p. 431).

Shawn Rosenberg’s more recent work in-
cludes research on identity and on political de-

liberation. In a paper on how female Muslim
Americans understand their religious and national
identities and how this implies attitudes toward
immigrants in the United States (Rosenberg,
2012) he equally uses his three-stage model.
While he doesn’t refer to the work on ego and
self development in this regard, his approach
does provide new insights as to how people
construct their various identities and sociopolit-
ical relations at different levels of cognitive
complexity. His most recent work on the polit-
ical deliberation and on the relationship be-
tween cognition, communication, and democ-
racy (Rosenberg, 2013) also involves
experimental research on the limitations of con-
ventional deliberation formats, and, on this ba-
sis, suggestions to reconstruct them in a more
realistic and more differentiated, developmen-
tally sensitive way, as well as a reconsideration
of democratic theory as a whole.

Overall, Rosenberg claims that political sci-
ence needs to pay more attention to how mean-
ing is constructed at each level and how objec-
tive conditions contribute to the formation of
cognition; in other words, how the individual
and collective realms mediate the interplay be-
tween them, and how culture is ultimately
emerging from this process. So rather than
studying the contents of what people think,
Rosenberg suggests that political science should
look at how they think, and how the competence
to think develops in complexity—or sometimes
doesn’t. In short, he calls for including an ade-
quate concept of learning which also accounts
for the fact that some individuals stop learning
at some point. While this too has political im-
plications, the failure to learn is generally ig-
nored by political theory to date.

Shawn Rosenberg has also published a joint
book together with two colleagues, Dana Ward
and Stephen Chilton (Rosenberg, Ward, &
Chilton, 1988), all of whom were associate pro-
fessors of political science at American univer-
sities at the time. They gathered around the
common mission to challenge the then domi-
nant Lockean approach to the study of political
beliefs by a structuralist, Piagetian view of po-
litical reasoning. Their book, Political Reason-
ing and Cognition. A Piagetian View, is the
product of their collaboration which started at a
meeting of the American Political Science As-
sociation in 1982. It contains a thorough discus-
sion of the shortcomings and false assumptions
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of nondevelopmental approaches to political
analysis, followed by a detailed account of Pi-
aget’s genetic epistemology and some sugges-
tions for how it needs to be further developed in
order to be used as a basis for social and polit-
ical analysis. Crucial elements are

• the structural complexity of reasoning and
the independence of the quality of reason-
ing of whatever is the object of thought;

• the fact that many adults never reach for-
mal operations, some not even concrete
operations;

• therefore, the focus on the embedding so-
ciocultural environments and the degree to
which they provide individuals with oppor-
tunities for cognitive growth; and

• the demands placed on individuals by their
respective environments and the different
capacity to adequately respond to them by
different individuals.

Dana Ward, in his contribution, focuses in
particular on the concept of egocentrism as op-
posed to sociocentrism which is central in Pi-
aget’s description of development. From a so-
cial and political scientist’s view, defining
development in terms of decreasing egocen-
trism and dogmatism, on the one hand, and
increasing accommodation to societal norms,
rules, and objectifications, along with a growing
capacity for conceptualization, social perspec-
tive-taking, and critical self-reflection, on the
other hand, is very helpful and easy to grasp. In
an empirical study, Dana Ward has therefore
used this set of criteria for analyzing the polit-
ical reasoning and meaning-making of a se-
lected sample of citizens of Eastport which is
presented in Chapter 4 of the joint volume
(Rosenberg, Ward, & Chilton, 1988). In this
case study, Ward has found significant relations
between the structure of reasoning of his inter-
viewees and their level of education, group
membership, political activism, and moral rea-
soning. Based on numerous examples, he can
show that what he calls “egocentric” and “so-
ciocentric” notions of democracy differ sub-
stantially in terms of their structural complexity.
By the way, these empirical prototypes align
quite well with Rosenberg’s concepts of se-
quential and linear thinking (even though this
cross-comparison is not made explicitly in the
book).

Stephen Chilton’s contribution to the collec-
tive volume, which is elaborated in more detail

in his own book, Defining Political Develop-
ment (Chilton, 1988), is a more differentiated
theoretical account of the sociological dimen-
sion of cognitive development and its implica-
tions for social and political analysis. It is in-
cluded here even though it is not making an
empirical contribution, because it offers a thor-
ough discussion of why and how which tools
from AD research can be used for macrosocial
analysis.

Based on his definition of politics as “any
way people relate to each other” (Chilton, 1988,
p. 3) he makes clear that governing the way in
which these social relations are publicly orga-
nized always includes a moral project: “To es-
tablish a certain way of relating as a culture is a
moral act, because one must justify the culture’s
implicit claim about how people should treat
one another.” Therefore, “public policies are
essentially moral projects” (Chilton, 1988, p.
37). Consequently, Chilton argues that analyz-
ing political culture in a structural, developmen-
tally sensitive way calls for Kohlberg’s theory
and model of moral development as an impor-
tant cornerstone.

Chilton also presents a differentiated discus-
sion of the relations between the individual mi-
crolevel and the societal macrolevel of devel-
opment. In this context, he frames culture as the
intermediate mesolevel, in other words, as the
realm where meaning is negotiated between in-
dividuals, a process which ideally leads to an
agreement on culturally shared rules and insti-
tutions on the systems (macro) level. Moreover,
he argues that social development occurs pre-
cisely on this mesolevel, namely, as a result of
conflicts which arise around ambiguities be-
tween various moral claims. Therefore, he holds
that in order to best grasp how meaning-making
is structured within a specific social context, we
have to study political culture which is defined
as “all publicly common ways of relating” in
that specific context.

The best way for doing this, in his view, is “to
look at ways of relating in terms of reasoning
structures,” since “any way of relating is
founded on reasoning rather than fixed rules”
(Chilton, 1988, p. 24f). At this point, Chilton
offers a number of methodological consider-
ations that are important in view of how AD
perspectives can be used in the social sciences.
Whereas he concedes that the classic Piagetian
and Kohlbergian interviews are difficult to use
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in social-scientific and especially in historical
research, he suggests that moral reasoning on
the cultural level is even easier to study than on
the individual level. This is, first, because “cul-
tural system reasoning is easy to find” and sec-
ond, because it “can cast aside the classical
experimental strictures to isolate the respon-
dent” and instead use existing materials
(Chilton, 1988, p. 41). Given the “near-
omnipresence of cultural reasoning” (Chilton,
1988, p. 40) and the fact that moral reasoning
appears in many forms, any material that con-
tains “cultural moral reasoning,” that is, that
“attempts to persuade of or to explain a desired
course of action” can be used and scored. As
examples, Chilton mentions “inaugural ad-
dresses, letters . . . press conferences, Supreme
Court decisions, strike demands, theological ar-
guments, congressional speeches, television
shows, introductory college textbooks, public
prayers, advertisements, editorials, and newspa-
per stories” (Chilton, 1988, p. 40).

Another aspect of political development that
Chilton pays special attention to is its specific
dynamics, since “a culture is not subject to the
same forces as an individual” (Chilton, 1988, p.
58). Whereas moral development on the indi-
vidual level is generally thought to take about
six years for each new structural level to
emerge, cultures and societies can develop in
different ways and at different paces, depending
on their internal composition and their interre-
lations and experiences. Even though there are
certain similarities, for instance, a general ten-
dency toward upward development in the long
run and the impossibility of stage skipping
when a stage is emerging for the first time inside
a culture (Chilton, 1988, pp. 95, 97), there is no
simple linear teleological development of cul-
tures. Since societies are complex, diverse, and
multilayered phenomena, the ideal typical hier-
archy of forms of political culture and related
social arrangements is likely to emerge only if
societies can develop without major external or
internal shocks, and over a long period of time.
The more complex a society and the more it is
interacting with the external world, the more
likely will its various arenas develop at a dif-
ferent pace rather than synchronously (Chilton,
1988, p. 61). Moreover, external or internal
shocks can cause societies to regress to less
developed forms of social relations (Chilton,
1988, p. 79).

As a rule, we will thus find that different
societies have different mixtures of stages, often
visible as subcultures, within themselves
(Chilton, 1988, p. 64). Chilton calls this “hori-
zontal decalage,” similar to Kohlberg’s finding
that there is a “horizontal decalage” in the order
in which cognition, social perspective taking,
and moral development are usually developing
(Chilton, 1988, p. 62). Between social groups,
such decalages can be quite large (Chilton,
1988, p. 93). So an important practical chal-
lenge when analyzing the developmental com-
plexity of cultures and societies is to choose the
right focus of analysis and to identify which
(sub) culture is operative to what extent.

Chilton thinks of his approach as a “culture-
free theory of structural development” (Chilton,
1988, p. 74), based on the fundamental assump-
tion that development is “unilinear in structure
but multilinear in specific content” (Chilton,
1988, p. 94). This is an immediate consequence
of his Piagetian, developmentally sensitive an-
thropology, regarding individuals and society as
being engaged in constant interplay, and the
construction of meaning as a dynamic, intersub-
jective, and ongoing activity. One of the merits
of Chilton and colleagues’ approach to political
analysis is to have made clear that “theories
assuming one form of human nature will only
work until the next cultural transformation”
(Chilton, 1988, p. 108)—if at all. One of the
practical learnings from Chilton is that in order
to be successful, “leaders must justify their
leadership and decisions with reasons at or one
stage above that of those they expect to lead”
(Chilton, 1988, p. 83).

Kegan’s Subject-Object Framework

Robert Kegan, developmental psychologist
and professor at Harvard is well known for his
research on self and ego, which he has been
developing since the 1980s. His most influential
books so far have been The Evolving Self
(Kegan, 1982), In Over Our Heads. The Mental
Demands of Modern Life (Kegan, 1998), and
Immunity to Change (Kegan & Lahey, 2009).
While there is no need to summarize his general
framework here, we wish to point out applica-
tions in empirical research and practice in the
fields of social and political analysis.

Given that the self-development dimension is
highly relevant for leadership development,

143ADULT DEVELOPMENT MEETS SOCIAL SCIENCES

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



Kegan has gotten increasingly engaged as a
business consultant working both with individ-
uals and organizations across sectors, including
large companies. Kegan also points out socio-
cultural implications of his developmental
model throughout his books. In Over Our
Heads discusses widespread developmental
challenges imposed on the majority of the pop-
ulation in most western societies, given that the
dominant cultural practices and institutions are
constructed around self-authoring values
whereas a large portion of the average adult
population has not (or not fully) reached that
stage. “Immunity to change” presents numerous
examples of the applied value of Kegan’s de-
velopmental framework in personal and organi-
zational coaching contexts (Kegan & Lahey,
2009). More recently, Kegan and Lahey have
evaluated some of their year-long experiences
in consulting and further developed their model
into a concept which they call “deliberately
developmental organizations (DDO)” (Kegan &
Lahey, 2014). In essence, it identifies the core
features of organizations, which actively invite
and promote the personal development of their
members. Instead of implicitly expecting them
to adapt to whatever kind of pregiven organiza-
tional culture, they show how fostering team
member’s personal development will ultimately
benefit the whole organization. These features
include principles such as a holistic culture,
actively working with the members’ “interior
life” and a lack of hierarchies, that DDOs seem
to share (and which have recently been de-
scribed in more detail by Frederic Laloux in his
bestselling book, Reinventing Organizations
(Laloux, 2014).

Other applications of Kegan’s work have
been undertaken by a number of (doctoral) stu-
dents. In her dissertation on defining a develop-
mentally sensitive strategy for “ecosystem-
based management” of marine resources in the
state of Massachusetts, Verna DeLauer (De-
Lauer, 2009; see also DeLauer, Rosenberg,
Popp, Hiley, & Feurt, 2014) analyzed a selected
sample of stakeholders of a coastal development
project with regard to their personal develop-
ment and how this impacts their capacity to
constructively collaborate in finding sustainable
solutions. Her subject-object and content-based
semistructured interviews have shown clear re-
lations between respondents’ developmental
stage and their preference for either rather in-

flexible interest-based behaviors (lower stages)
or more collaborative approaches (higher
stages) with regard to both content and proce-
dures.

Another application of Kegan’s framework is
Richard J. McGuigan’s (2006) dissertation
looking at conflict resolution skills in a public
dispute about the use of river resources.
McGuigan studied differences in how 20 sub-
jects, stakeholders in different roles, made sense
of the conflict, using the subject-object inter-
view in order to assess the subjects’ orders of
consciousness according to Kegan’s model. Ex-
ploring the patterns of meaning-making around
the conflict characteristic of people at different
stages and substages of ego development,
McGuigan shows how structures of conscious-
ness impact disputants’ construction of meaning
in conflicts, as well as the quality of their coping
capacities. He can also show to what extent
conflict is potentially transformational in the
sense that it promotes personal development in
participants. On this basis, his study increases
our understanding of the preconditions for de-
veloping our societies’ capacities for managing
complex issues.

Pamela Steiner’s doctoral dissertation
(Steiner, 1996) is a case study of meaning-
making in a decision-making process about the
siting of an incinerating facility for medical
waste. Twenty of the 23 participants in the
study were members of the siting council that
was established in order to evaluate and make a
decision about the siting issue. Steiner used two
types of interviews, a standard subject-object
interview according to Kegan’s and his col-
leagues’ protocol, and a situated interview
about the subjects’ experiences and views about
the process they participated in as members of
the council. One of Steiner’s findings is that
third- order subjects are more likely than fourth-
order subjects to adapt to group majority views
(groupthink). Fourth-order subjects made deci-
sions according to their own system of princi-
ples, and were less sensitive to the views of
others.

The Dialectical Thinking Framework

The dialectical thinking framework was de-
veloped by Michael Basseches in his doctoral
dissertation, and then published in book form as
Dialectical Thinking and Adult Development

144 FEIN AND JORDAN

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



(Basseches, 1984, 2005). In his dissertation
study, Basseches interviewed 27 subjects (9
freshmen, 9 seniors and 9 faculty members) in a
university about their views on the nature of
education. The transcripts were analyzed for
“schemata” or “moves-in-thought” that could
be regarded as postformal, or dialectical. He
found 24 dialectical thought forms, which were
organized into four categories: motion-oriented,
form-oriented, relationship-oriented, and meta-
formal schemata. The dialectical thinking
framework does not emphasize stages of devel-
opment, but conceives of cognitive develop-
ment in terms of an increasing use of an increas-
ing range of dialectical thought forms when
subjects make sense of complex issues. After
the dissertation study, Michael Basseches de-
voted himself mostly to clinical work and, re-
cently, research on psychotherapy (Basseches &
Mascolo, 2010). A coding manual for the dia-
lectical thinking framework was published in
Michael Bopp’s doctoral dissertation (Bopp &
Basseches, 1984).

Very few researchers adopted the dialectical
thinking framework in the decades following
the publishing of Basseches’ (1984) book.
However, renewed interest in the framework
was triggered by the work of Otto Laske, who
used an adapted form of the dialectical thinking
framework as one of several components in his
leadership coaching methodology (Laske, 2009;
see also Laske, 2006). Laske reorganized the
framework in several ways and developed a
corresponding coding manual. One of the
changes Laske introduced was to rename
Basseches’ four categories of dialectical sche-
mata. Laske called them process, context, rela-
tionship, and transformational thought forms.

The dialectical thinking framework seems
well suited to make flexible analyses of sophis-
ticated forms of how people construct meaning
in relation to complex social issues. However,
only some tentative efforts have been made in
this direction. One exception is Iva Vurdelja’s
doctoral dissertation (Vurdelja, 2011) which,
however, addresses the mesolevel of analysis
rather than the macrolevel. Vurdelja made a
detailed analysis of the occurrence of dialectical
thought forms in interviews with 10 subjects
who successfully led complex organizational
change processes. Her analysis demonstrates
one promising methodology for identifying the
properties of meaning-making that contribute to

effectiveness in managing complex tasks. One
strength of the dialectical thought forms frame-
work is that it is more flexible than frameworks
defining a linear stage sequence.

A somewhat similar study, but relating to the
macrolevel, was made by Keith Johnston in his
doctoral dissertation (Johnston, 2008). Johnston
explored to what extent 31 managers in envi-
ronmental agencies in New Zealand made sense
of their challenges through systems thinking,
using a simplified version of Basseches’ dialec-
tical thinking framework. He also used Kegan’s
subject-object framework to assess the manag-
ers’ levels of “self-complexity.” Both Vurdelja
and Johnston refer to a considerable practical
drawback of using the full dialectical thinking
framework: the coding process is very time-
consuming.

Promising but still very tentative work using
the dialectical thinking framework has been
made by Bruno Frischherz and colleagues, not
only to analyze interviews, but also in document
analysis (Ulmer & Frischherz, 2012; see also
Frischherz, 2013a and 2013b). Ulmer and
Frischherz coded two policy papers on green
economy from the European Commission and
the United Nations Environment Program for
the presence of dialectical thought forms, dem-
onstrating that the methodology can yield
meaningful results. Here is a first articulation of
a particular type of discourse analysis which
might appeal to social science researchers fa-
miliar with using “nondevelopmental” dis-
course analysis as a method for exposing pat-
terns of meaning-making around political
issues. A dialectical discourse analysis of, for
example, policy and strategy documents or
speeches may allow for a keener understanding
of what is missing in statements that fail to
consider systemic, processual, relational, and
transformational aspects of complex issues to
varying degrees (for a general discussion on
how discourse analysis might integrate devel-
opmental perspectives more systematically, see
Fein, 2016).

Deanna Kuhn’s “The Skills of Argument”

Deanna Kuhn, professor of psychology and
education at the Teacher’s College, Columbia
University, has applied AD theory on the study
of inquiry and argumentation skills, and how
the development of such skills can be promoted
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in educational settings. Her book, The Skills of
Argument (Kuhn, 1991), presents a comprehen-
sive study of how young people and adults form
and defend ideas about complex social issues.
One hundred sixty participants in a stratified
sample were interviewed about their under-
standing of the causes of three issues: “What
causes prisoners to return to crime after they are
released?”; “What causes unemployment?”; and
“What causes children to fail in school?” Rather
than analyzing the data using a stage model of
cognitive development, Kuhn focused on ana-
lyzing the skills involved. One crucial distinc-
tion made by Kuhn is between (a) having a
conception of a causal sequence, and (b) having,
in addition, a conception of how the correctness
of the idea of the causal sequence can be eval-
uated. This concerns the differentiation between
theory and evidence. Evidently, many people
have “theories” about causal relations, but do not
think in terms of evidence that might support the
theory’s validity claim. Kuhn shows that many
people only offer “pseudoevidence” when asked
how they could prove to someone that their theory
is valid. Pseudoevidence can take different forms;
a common one is to offer an illustration of the
theory through an example, or through a more
elaborated narrative about how the causal se-
quence is supposed to work. This is not evidence,
because it only asserts the plausibility of the the-
ory, but does not provide arguments in support of
the correctness of the theory. Kuhn stresses the
capacity to imagine the possibility of different
types of explanations as a crucial thinking skill.
Only when there is a conception of the possibility
of alternative causal sequences—that is, the in-
sight that even though one’s own theory seems
plausible, it need not be the (only) true explana-
tion of the phenomenon—our attention is drawn
to the need of assessing what evidence might
possibly exist for the correctness or incorrectness
of the theory.

Some people come to convictions about causal-
ity based on personal experience, on observations
of instances where some variables occur together,
or on hearing a seemingly plausible account of a
causal sequence by someone else. They then fail
to examine whether the assumption of correctness
is robust. This could be done by examining evi-
dence, by specifically searching out if there are
instances that contradict the ubiquitousness of the
causal relation (antecedent is present, but outcome
is not; antecedent is absent, but outcome is nev-

ertheless present), by considering the possibility of
alternative causal sequences, or by critically re-
viewing the internal logical consistency of the
theory. Kuhn’s research indicates that people who
have ideas about causality regarding a specific
issue, but do not consider the possibility of alter-
native explanations or of the theory not being
valid, are often very certain that their convictions
are true. These people sometimes even deny that
counterarguments to their own theory are possible.
Their own practical experience of the co-
occurrence of a certain antecedent and outcome is,
to them, incontrovertible proof that the theory is
true.

Even though Kuhn did not take the path of
continuing researching political meaning-
making, her research demonstrates the consid-
erable potential of using cognitive-developmen-
tal frameworks for analyses of very significant
societal issues, such as different ways of form-
ing opinions about complex issues.

Alison Brause’s Use of the CIP Framework

In her doctoral dissertation, Alison Brause
(Brause, 2000; Brause, Cason, & Spelman,
2005) used the CIP framework of Elliot Jaques
(1989) and Jaques and Clement (1994) in order
to test whether the levels of CIP of presidential
candidates in the United States could predict the
outcome of the elections. Transcriptions of de-
bates between the presidential candidates of the
Republicans and the Democrats were analyzed
using the CIP framework, yielding complexity
of information process scores for both contend-
ers in each of nine elections between 1960 and
2004. The analysis showed that in all cases
where one candidate had a higher level of com-
plexity in information processing than the other
candidate, the former won the election. Brause’s
hypothesis, which cannot be tested with the
methodology she used, is that voters intuitively
recognize which candidate has the higher capac-
ity for processing complex information.

Other Approaches

In addition to this selective presentations of
approaches that have used AD frameworks in
empirical studies of political and social phe-
nomena, we wish to point to a number of other
developmentally based contributions to social
and political analysis, which we consider im-
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portant and worthwhile mentioning without be-
ing able to give them extensive attention here.

In the field of leadership and organizational
development, Bill Torbert (Starr & Torbert,
2005; Torbert, 2004), Barrett Brown (2012),
Linda Trevino (Brown, Trevino, & Harrison,
2005; Trevino, 1992; Trevino, Hartman, &
Brown, 2000), and many others have used de-
velopmental lenses to inquire into leadership
skills. Since this generally relates to the capa-
bility to deal with complex challenges in busi-
ness contexts, an important focus of this work is
organizational change processes. These are also
the main focus of Frederic Laloux’s recent best-
seller, Reinventing Organizations (Laloux,
2014), demonstrating what he calls a “teal”
mode of organizing based on 12 case studies
from different countries.

In sociology, Günter Dux has spent about 30
years developing, testing and refining his his-
toric-genetic theory of culture based on exten-
sive intercultural field work using Piaget’s the-
ory of cognitive development. In an archeology
of human cultural development, Dux (2010,
2014) explores the interrelations between
changing social environments and the gradual
increase in complexity of thinking and reason-
ing capacities from the beginning of human
history to modernity.

In political science, Sara Ross (2007) has made
interesting contributions to complexity analysis of
deliberative processes, while Ross and Commons
(2008) have used the MHC for theorizing political
development. Last, but not least, Elke Fein has
proposed several applications of developmental
frameworks in different areas of political science,
sociology, and history such as the study of polit-
ical identities (Fein, 2010, 2014), the politics of
history (Fein, 2014), the (historical) analysis of
corruption (Fein, 2012; Fein & Weibler, 2014;
Wagner & Fein, 2016), and (political) leadership
(Fein, Deeg, & Reams, in press; Wagner & Fein,
2016)—to name only a few.

Summary: A Comparative Overview of
Developmentally Informed Social Science

Research Strategies—What Are Their
Contributions to Social and Political

Analysis So Far?

To sum up, our overview of developmentally
informed approaches to social and political

analysis shows a broad panorama of research
topics, theoretical lenses, and methodological
approaches. Table 1 gives a comparative over-
view with regard to the models and approaches
discussed here. For more examples of ap-
proaches using the MHC, see Kjellström and
Stålne (2016).

Developmentally informed approaches are
primarily used to study the complexity of social
actors’ cognitive concepts: their causal think-
ing, reasoning, and meaning-making; their iden-
tities, leadership, and decision making skills; as
well as the impact of the former on the workings
of political, legal, and economic cultures. There
is, as yet, a conspicuous scarcity of research
using AD theory to study societal, political, and
organizational systems (as opposed to individ-
ual meaning-making).

While some researchers (Harvey, Hunt, Sch-
roder, Driver, Streufert, Tetlock, Suedfeld,
Rosenberg, Basseches, and Kuhn) have created
their own frameworks and worked with models
they have mostly developed in view of address-
ing specific research questions, topics, and inter-
ests, others have used existing developmental
models (DeLauer, Vurdelja, Johnston, Frischherz,
Dux, Ross, Fein) and applied them as analytical
tools for investigating social and political prob-
lems in novel ways. Topics include both histor-
ical and current societal issues, which have been
addressed equally on the level of macro-, meso-,
and microperspectives.

Many of the researchers have focused their
complexity analysis on individual subjects, in-
cluding clinical experiments, drawing infer-
ences from their subjects in view of larger social
contexts. At the same time, text, discourse, and
document analysis also play a considerable role
as compared with more conventional psycho-
logical applications of developmental models.

Often, methodologies known from psycho-
logical research into developmental structures
are combined here with classic social science
research strategies, for instance, grounded the-
ory approaches, qualitative interviewing, and
document and discourse analysis. All of these
typically use coding techniques that are similar
to those used by developmental psychology to
assess test takers’ performances.

Among the findings and interpretations gen-
erated by the developmentally informed social
science research presented here are the follow-
ing:
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• The skills of reasoning, argumentation, and
meaning-making differ considerably across
the typical population.

• Large proportions of the adult population
in western societies do not think systemat-
ically, whereas they do perform in rather
stable ways across domains. This implies
that they likely lack important resources to
meet certain institutional demands.

• Conceptual complexity has an impact on
collaborative skills and thus, on conflict
management and resolution on all levels of
politics.

• Personal development fosters organiza-
tional growth and success. It can also pre-
dict leadership quality and effectiveness in
politics, business, and organizational life.

However, since the volume of empirical re-
search applying AD approaches to macrolevel
social science themes is still quite small, much
more research is needed in order to explore the
stability, the facets, and the implications of
these conclusions.

On a more general level, it is reasonable to
assume, based on the available research that the
levels of cognitive complexity within a popula-
tion are a crucial factor for explaining the evo-
lution of social forms and institutions in the
respective societies.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks: What
Do AD Models Have to Offer and What

Are Their Conceptual Contributions to the
Social Sciences?

The overview given above has shown multi-
ple ways in which developmental approaches
can contribute to our understanding of social
and political reality and change. This is true for
social and political analysis focusing on devel-
opments, conflicts, discourses, and practices,
both past and present. The distinct conceptual
and added value of AD perspectives as com-
pared with other approaches to analyzing social
problems is their particular attention for com-
plexity-based developmental indicators which
are commonly not part of social science re-
search outside the psychology and educational
disciplines. Given that the development of cog-
nitive complexity (in a broad sense of the term)
is a potential and a challenge that every indi-
vidual encounters during their life course, and
that is more or less encouraged and supported

by specific social and political circumstances,
both individual complexity development and
the nature of social and political environments
are worthwhile subjects for developmentally in-
formed analysis. Moreover, differences be-
tween social actors’ levels of complexity of
discourse, meaning-making, and action are of-
ten at the root of sociopolitical conflicts. As the
research presented here has shown, there is no
single standard of logic and rationality, contrary
to what the dominant liberal and sociological
theories assume. As a consequence, conflicts are
often generated by misunderstandings of each
other’s logics of reasoning and lacking capaci-
ties of perspective-taking. Adding the structural
complexity dimension to social and political
analysis therefore opens up an important addi-
tional dimension of insight. It not only helps to
better explain and understand the functioning
and dynamics of political, legal, and economic
cultures and institutions; rather, complexity
based research strategies can also open up ave-
nues for constructive conflict resolution, as well
as for enhancing further development, in gen-
eral.

Our overview has shown that not all AD
models are equally suited for analyzing social
and political reality. Rather, researchers have to
carefully match their approaches to the specific
problems in question. Generally speaking, spe-
cific AD models particularly lend themselves
for analyzing specific social problems or dimen-
sions thereof. For instance, models of cognitive
complexity (such as Piagetian approaches or the
MHC) are well suited for analyzing the com-
plexity of social actors’ logics of political rea-
soning and argumentation. They can also give a
more differentiated account of the nature of
their general understanding of complex socio-
political problems and strategies to resolve
them. In contrast, models of ego and self- de-
velopment are particularly suited for analyzing
social actors’ self understanding and identity, as
well as their collaborative, leadership, and de-
cision-making capacities. Whenever decision-
making challenges involve moral choices, the
complexity of moral judgment is also relevant
and should therefore be built into the research
design.

In view of the methodological problems and
limitations researchers face when applying AD
models to social problems, we have pointed out
the still rather strong tendency to focus on in-
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dividual meaning-making rather than on public
discourse and/or societal, political, and organi-
zational systems as such. Moreover, the latter
are sometimes observed through selected sam-
ples of individual meaning-making. This ap-
pears justified if the focus is more on the re-
spective subjects’ social role (for instance, as a
leader or member of a social group) than their
personal world view. At the same time, several
of the approaches presented here have shown
how developmentally informed complexity
models can be used to study sociopolitical dis-
course, that is, expressions of meaning-making
on a collective-cultural level, regardless of the
private, personal qualities of the respective au-
thors or enunciators. Approached this way, dis-
course analysis appears to be a well-prepared
candidate for including vertical and other struc-
tural complexity-based criteria as an additional
dimension to studying sociopolitical meaning-
making in the cultural realm (Fein, 2016).

As to the challenge of making inferences
from small samples of individual test takers or
objects of analysis, these have to be faced in
very similar ways by large parts of qualitative
research and are therefore no specific limitation
of developmentally informed approaches. How-
ever, important advancements in the realm of
software technology, as they can be observed,
for instance, in qualitative data analysis, can be
expected to help deal with larger sample sizes in
ever more differentiated ways in the near future.

Therefore, the main methodological limita-
tions we see with regard to the use of develop-
mentally informed approaches to social and po-
litical analysis are, first, the requirement of
intensive training that most developmental
models impose on the researcher in order to be
able to provide reliable coding. Also, coding
large bodies of text “by hand” tends to be a
rather time-consuming endeavor. Second, de-
veloping adequate methodologies for conduct-
ing developmentally sensitive analysis of larger
social and political systems (being complex sys-
tems in themselves) is still a desideratum. Third,
researchers are likely limited by their own de-
velopmental levels and the paradigmatic as-
sumptions that they bring to their research. Fi-
nally, there is, as yet, a shortage of longitudinal
studies that might show more clearly some of
the causal factors relating to the interaction be-
tween AD and the evolution of social structures
on a broader macrolevel. Despite these limita-

tions and shortcomings, adult developmental
approaches can make considerable contribu-
tions to the fields of macrosociology and polit-
ical science. They can enhance a more compre-
hensive understanding of politics and society by
shedding light on the so far largely neglected
complexity dimension of meaning-making and
political culture. Thus, they not only provide
additional insights into the workings of politics
and society, but also a more solid and more
differentiated basis for more effective and more
sustainable politics.
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