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Organizations can be seen as social systems with hierarchical structures and roles at
different levels of complexity with correspondingly different complexity of tasks. This
article applies the perspectives of two theories from the field of adult development,
namely, the model of hierarchical complexity (MHC) and ego development theory
(EDT) to analyze stratified systems theory (SST). Although the theories are not
regarded as strictly comparable and commensurable on account of differences in basic
assumptions and methods of the theories, the analysis leads to the conclusion that
descriptions of role complexity and individual capabilities in SST, to some extent,
correspond to descriptions of developmental levels according to the MHC and EDT.
Both comparisons support the notion that task and leadership complexity increases with
organizational level, and thereby demonstrates support for the existence of qualitatively
different levels of leadership. However, based on the methodological choices of the
study, it is beyond the scope of the article to validate the key concepts, constructs in
SST, as well as provide support or nonsupport for the proposed value of application in
practice. Furthermore, we point out the lack of a more thorough analysis and compar-
ison between the theories built on rich empirical material. Nevertheless, we conclude
that the MHC, EDT and SST are fruitful lenses that can further the understanding of
organizations as social systems with hierarchical structures.
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Organizations adapt and cope externally with a
complex and changing world, and internally with
changes in employee values, capabilities, skills,
and motivation, and so forth. In many ways, they
do so by means of stratification, meaning that they
are built up in layers or hierarchical structures.
Hierarchies are fundamental structural principles
governing the organization of systems: biological,

physical, technological, and social (Prigozhin,
1989, quoted in Pfeffer, 2013). Simon (1962)
noted that hierarchies are necessary for managing
the complexity of social and physical systems.
Different kinds of social structures are organized
in hierarchies, according to, for example, Magee
and Galinsky (2008) and Fiske (2010). Further-
more, Rajan and Wulf (2006) demonstrated that
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organizations strive toward delegating as much
responsibility as possible and eliminating unnec-
essary hierarchical levels. Thus, it can be argued
that hierarchical structures exist naturally, and that
we have the ability to simultaneously benefit from
their advantages and minimize their disadvan-
tages.

One of many new and contrasting approaches
to address functional aspects in terms of adap-
tion and employee motivation, as well as nega-
tive aspects of bureaucracy and power strug-
gles, is to organize without traditional
hierarchies and managers (Bernstein, Bunch,
Canner, & Lee, 2016; Hamel, 2011; Laloux,
2014; Puranam & Håkonsson, 2015), two ex-
amples being Zappos and Valve (Bernstein et
al., 2016; Puranam & Håkonsson, 2015). How-
ever, Gruenfeld and Tiedens (2010) noted that a
closer investigation of these types of organiza-
tions shows that many hierarchical patterns re-
main in these organizations, and, generally,
people form hierarchies to organize themselves,
whether the task requires it or not, and they
prefer hierarchy over other alternatives. In this
article, we view all organizations as social sys-
tems with general hierarchical structures of
complexity, scope, and purpose, with different
degrees of hierarchy of power, status, and so
forth. The focus here is to use the analytical lens
of two different theories in the field of adult
development, a subfield in developmental psy-
chology, to analyze a theory called stratified
systems theory (SST), a theory for leadership in
hierarchical organizations.

Central concepts in SST are organizational
structure, managerial roles, and managerial ca-
pability to deal with performance requirements,
and their relationship. Furthermore, the theory
provides a detailed division of leadership at
different levels with corresponding organiza-
tional layers (Jacobs & Jaques, 1987, 1991;
Jacobs & McGee, 2001; Jaques, 1976, 1986,
1990). The theory and its extension for organi-
zational design improvement has been applied
in many organizations (Clement & Clement,
2013; Shepard, Grey, & Hunt, 2007). To some
extent, it has been applied in contemporary re-
search (see, for example, Hunt, Osborn, & Boal,
2009; Mumford, Campion, & Morgeson, 2007;
Osborn & Hunt, 2007). Thus, there is a rationale
to examine the support and limitations of SST
from related theories from the research field of
developmental psychology.

Two prominent theories in the field of adult
development that encompass cognitive com-
plexity and meaning making, respectively, are
the model of hierarchical complexity (MHC;
Commons, Trudeau, Stein, Richards, & Krause,
1998; Commons & Pekker, 2008) and ego de-
velopment theory (EDT; Cook-Greuter, 1999,
2004, 2013; Joiner & Josephs, 2006; Loevinger,
1966, 1976; Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert
et al., 2004). The MHC contains a number of
distinct levels of task complexity, and EDT
contains a number of ways of making meaning
of reality, or action logics (Torbert et al., 2004).
Both these theories have been applied to the
domain of leadership (Cook-Greuter, 2004;
Dawson & Heikkinen, 2009; Rooke & Torbert,
2005). In empirical studies, SST has, to some
extent, been compared with and applied along
with the MHC (Koplowitz, 2008), EDT (Mehl-
tretter, 1995), the Ego Development and Adap-
tive Style Inventory (Perlmutter, 1990), as well
as Kegan’s constructive-developmental, sub-
ject-object theory (Lewis, 1995; Lewis & Ja-
cobs, 1992).

Because the MHC and EDT have good em-
pirical support and have been used in numerous
scientific studies, it would be of value to further
analyze SST from the perspective of the MHC
and EDT. The two theories share the stepwise
complexity and developmental view with SST
and can thus be seen as related, but in different
ways. The MHC relates to SST primarily re-
garding the construct of cognitive processes and
in their common constructivist and Piagetian
roots. The MHC and SST clearly focus on com-
plexity. In comparison, EDT offers a broader
view of psychological functioning in terms of
meaning making, perspective taking, cognitive
complexity, and social-emotional development,
and can shed light on SST in terms of the
different roles in organizations with their asso-
ciated frames of reference, time span and time
horizon, and cognitive process. In terms of con-
struct as well as empirical correlation, the MHC
shows a closer relationship to SST and seems
more natural as a perspective. The empirically
and inductively based EDT can possibly offer a
broader perspective on leadership demands and
managerial roles than SST. Both adult develop-
ment theories represent different perspectives,
are based on different assumptions and method-
ologies, and can unveil some contrasting as-
sumptions in SST. Conversely, both the MHC
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and EDT lack the integrative SST view of or-
ganizational structure, roles, and leadership, so
SST can, in turn, contribute to further under-
standing of how the complexity of roles and
leadership needs, and their interconnection with
organizational structure, are manifested in orga-
nizations.

Aim

The aim of the article is to highlight the
support, limitation, and relevance of SST from
an adult development perspective. The objec-
tive is to examine whether SST’s description
and assumptions regarding different levels of
organizational roles and cognitive processes are
supported by theories and insights from the two
adult development theories, the MHC and EDT.

The key aspects of SST included in the anal-
ysis are the concept of different types of cogni-
tive processes, frames of reference associated
with the respective stratum of a role, and as-
sumptions regarding the hierarchical structure
of organizations. First, cognitive processes are
examined from a hierarchical complexity per-
spective using the MHC. Second, the notion of
levels of work, strata, task complexity in role
with their associated frames of reference, time
span and time horizon, and cognitive process is
examined from an EDT perspective.

Method

The study has an analytical design in which
two models of adult development theory, the
MHC and EDT, are employed as lenses to an-
alyze SST. The analysis includes a comparison
in which it is assumed that SST is comparable
with the MHC and EDT, respectively. The anal-
ysis is based on the assumption that the different
levels of the respective theories are commensu-
rable, and thus comparable. The purpose of the
analysis is not to investigate exact correspon-
dence between the different levels in the theo-
ries but, rather, to shed light on how the differ-
ent levels are defined and described from the
theories’ perspectives. The comparison also ex-
plores what aspects the two theories support or
do not support in SST and which assumptions
can be regarded as valid. The authors are well
acquainted with the MHC, EDT, as well as SST,
and the results of the comparisons were dis-

cussed among all three authors to reach consen-
sus.

First, SST is introduced. Second, the MHC is
introduced followed by an analysis in which
SST is explored from an MHC perspective. The
comparison takes a point of departure in Kop-
lowitz’s (2008) comparison between the MHC
and SST. Third, EDT is introduced, including
the different stages or action logics followed by
an exploration of SST from an EDT perspec-
tive. Finally, we discuss our conclusions and
some of the limitations of the theory.

Stratified Systems Theory

SST is an example of the integration of lead-
ership and organizational theory, called for by
Day and Lord (1988; as cited in Zaccaro, 2001),
and a theory for leadership in hierarchical orga-
nizations (House, 1992, in Philips & Hunt,
1992). The theory is based on generations of
empirical studies from primarily large organi-
zations in capital-intensive industries (Jaques,
Gibson, & Isaac, 1978) and, in addition, studies
of military organizations (Harris & Lucas,
1991; Jacobs & Jaques, 1991; Jaques & Stamp,
1990; Markessini, Lucas, & Jacobs, 1994;
Stamp, 1988). The extended framework, requi-
site organization, includes an extensive system
for organizational design—a total management
system (Jaques, 1989). The theory corresponds
to and is in line with Weber’s (1920/1947)
notion of organizations as hierarchical systems
with a specialization of labor, Simon’s (1962)
notion that hierarchies are needed to deal with
complexity in all systems, D. Katz and Kahn’s
(1978) perspective on organizations as open
systems (cited in Jacobs & Jaques, 1987) and
their notion of three “layers” of leadership
(cited in Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2001), and Ash-
by’s (1952) concept that job complexity in-
creases with organizational level (cited in Zac-
caro & Klimoski, 2001). Furthermore, SST is in
line with the stream of thoughts (Kotter, 2013;
Zaleznik, 2004) arguing for a clear difference
between leadership and management (see, for
example, Kotter, 2013, and Zaleznik, 2004).
Accordingly, SST holds the position that orga-
nizations contain, among other things, individ-
uals in managerial roles that both manage (man-
agement) and lead (leadership) subordinates.

There are three major propositions in SST.
First, having the right managerial support for
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employees requires, in most cases, that a role
should be managed by someone in a role at the
next stratum up. Second, performance require-
ments of all work, including managerial work,
differ qualitatively across organizational levels.
This idea has a long history in management
research and can be traced to D. Katz and Kahn
(1978); R. L. Katz (1955), and Mann (1965).
The systems framework of Katz and Kahn ar-
gues that there are three distinct levels of lead-
ership: the creation of structure (strategic lead-
ership), the interpretation of structure
(organizational leadership), and the application
of structure (production leadership). SST con-
tains of a more detailed distinct of different
levels of management/leadership (Jacobs &
Jaques, 1987, 1990, 1991; Jaques, 1976, 1986,
1989, 1990). The theory defines eight specific
organizational levels (strata, the first level is
‘Stratum I,’ the second is ‘Stratum II,’ and so
on), with corresponding levels of leadership,
based on the degree of complexity inherent in
the tasks that is needed to be able to do the job
at each organizational level. For example, the
nature of the work of a second-line manager is
qualitatively different from a first-line manager.
One difference is the degree of complexity in
the managerial roles. Third, individuals differ in
their capability to carry out work in different
roles in the organization. For example, an indi-
vidual capable of doing work as a first-line
manager might not be capable of doing work as
a second-line manager. In varying degrees, the
theory’s propositions, key concepts, and con-
structs have been criticized (for elaborations on
its strengths and weaknesses, see Kaiser, Craig,
Overfield, & Yarborough, 2011; House, 1992,
in Philips and Hunt, 1992; Törnblom, 2018;
Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001).

The Model of Hierarchical Complexity

The MHC is a formal theory applicable to all
domains in which information is organized and
accounts for increases in behavioral complexity,
which includes cognitive or reasoning complex-
ity (Commons & Pekker, 2008). The model
illustrates how complex a task or amount of
information is—in other words, how difficult
the task is (Commons, 2008). The task can be to
understand a text, to solve an equation, or to
carry out some sort of behavior. This means that
it is possible to evaluate the complexity of in-

formation in any domain. The measurement of
complexity is performed through a validated
assessment system, the hierarchical complexity
scoring system (Commons et al., 2007; Daw-
son, 2002, 2003, 2004; Dawson, Xie, & Wilson,
2003). A brief introduction to a number of key
concepts (structure, content, orders, stage, task,
performance) is presented first, and then con-
cepts needed to examine the strengths and
weaknesses of SST (support, domains, and
tasks) are reviewed.

The MHC describes 17 orders of hierarchical
complexity (OHC) that are ideal forms or con-
structs that define the difficulty of a task con-
sisting of at least two subtasks from a lower
order being coordinated in a nonarbitrary way,
according to the theory’s axioms. The tasks are
quantal in nature, in that they can be either
completed correctly or not completed at all. The
MHC measures performance of tasks, and stage
refers to the successful performance of a certain
order. Tasks can be understood as the activity of
organizing information, in which the informa-
tion being organized can be seen as the content,
and structure refers to the way information is
being organized. Thus, the MHC defines a con-
tent-free measure of the complexity of the struc-
ture regardless of content or subject area.

The MHC is employed in evaluating the stage
of hierarchical complexity in two ways—first,
by constructing instruments that consist of sev-
eral tasks of varying OHC, and second, by scor-
ing and interpreting interviews (e.g., Kjellström
& Ross, 2011) or texts (Kjellström, Ross, &
Fridlund, 2010) by means of the hierarchical
complexity scoring system. Another way of em-
ploying the MHC is as a lens, or an evaluating
framework for other stage theories for different
domains, or with other content-free frame-
works, such as the SOLO taxonomy (Stålne,
Kjellström, & Utriainen, 2016). Such an evalu-
ation has also been carried out for the individual
aspect, or cognitive processes, of SST (Koplow-
itz, 2008).

Exploring SST From an MHC Perspective

The proposed comparison (Koplowitz, 2008)
between MHC-OHC and SST-strata/cognitive
process did not establish a one-to-one relation-
ship between the theoretical frameworks. Ab-
stract order 9 was found to correspond to both
Strata I and II as well as metasystematic order
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12 was found to correspond both to Strata V and
VI. On the other hand, formal order 10 and
systematic order 11 were found to respectively
correspond to Strata III and IV. The comparison
did not include the higher orders 13 and 14 and
Strata VII and VIII, and should be regarded as
tentative. Although the authors have no objec-
tion to the proposed comparison, it should be
put into context. We aim to achieve this by
employing some of the concepts associated with
the MHC: support and domain.

Level of support specifies the amount of in-
struction needed to understand the task at hand,
and perform at a functional, or even optimal,
level (Commons & Goodheart, 2008; Fischer &
Bidell, 2006). In later writings, Jaques (1989)
described the practical support performed by
managers to subordinates in terms of instruc-
tions, procedures, and coaching, which can thus
be seen as a part of the full SST extended
framework. However, level of support is not
specifically defined and operationalized as in
the MHC (Commons & Goodheart, 2008).
Making this aspect explicit could be a way of
addressing possible gaps between an individu-
al’s capability and the task’s complexity, and
further elucidate the design of support, instruc-
tions, and other types of “scaffolding” to aid
individuals not quite up to the task at hand
(Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009).

In addition to the introduction of support
from the MHC to the SST context, another
useful concept in relation to the MHC is do-
main, which refers to the subject area in which
tasks are being defined, such as logical-
mathematical, moral reasoning, or social per-
spective taking (Mascolo, 2008). A conse-
quence of the MHC only defining content-free
OHC of the structure is that an individual is not
necessarily at a certain developmental stage,
according to the Piagetian concept of structures
d=ensemble [structure of the whole]. Rather,
according to the Piagetian concept of décalage,
performance can, and is likely to, vary depend-
ing on domain, context, level of support, and
other factors. Thus, décalage is, in the MHC,
seen as a normal condition, compared with SST,
in which a person’s cognitive capability is seen
as non-domain-specific, and the person is seen
as being at a certain stratum (development
stage) at a certain time. Furthermore, in SST,
the actual performance of a person is domain-
specific. This is because of the fact that in SST,

the person’s actual performance is a function of
cognitive capability (non-domain-specific) and
skills, values, and knowledge (domain-specific).
The MHC is an academically more estab-
lished theory on the complexity of informa-
tion rather than on the cognitive process con-
struct of SST that is derived closer to practice
in work settings. The notion of domain clarifies
that the cognitive processes, according to SST,
should not be considered general intelligences
or stage structures, but rather as the ability for
complex reasoning with the domain of under-
standing the task at hand. The concept of do-
mains in the MHC does seem to correspond to
SST’s distinction between cognitive capability,
which is referred to as a more general ability for
complex reasoning, and skills, which are spe-
cific abilities for complex reasoning and prob-
lem solving within the domain of the job task at
hand, or in SST’s notion of “skilled knowledge”
(Jaques, 1989). On the other hand, and accord-
ing to the MHC (Commons, 2008), the ability
for complex reasoning, or stage of hierarchical
complexity, could be significantly higher in
other domains, such as within the area of an
individual’s expertise. In comparison, accord-
ing to SST, individuals who, for example, oc-
cupy Stratum II roles might have a cognitive
capability ranging between Strata I to VIII, and
skills, values, and knowledge that match, or do
not match, the role’s specific domain.

According to House (1992, in Philips &
Hunt, 1992, pp. 267–272), SST focuses mainly
on cognitive processes, whereas motivation,
values, knowledge, and personality are paid mi-
nor attention. This is an issue worthy of further
exploration, as several studies show that a sig-
nificant share of the workforce consider work
unengaging (Crabtree, 2013; Harter, Schmidt,
Agrawal, & Plowman, 2013). Ways of address-
ing this problem can be to adjust external in-
centives, working to foster transformative lead-
ership, and designing new types of managerial
practices, as, for example, Zappos (Bernstein et
al., 2016) and Valve (Puranam & Håkonsson,
2015). However, in order to further explore
motivation and meaning of job tasks and lead-
ership, we will explore it from a broader per-
spective and an inside-out perspective of per-
sonal meaning making (Hagström & Stålne,
2015; Kegan, 1982, 1994).

The notion of “frames of reference,” which is
often closely related to that of meaning making,

67COMPLEXITY OF ROLES AND LEADERSHIP

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.



is also discussed by Jacobs and McGee (2001)
as containing intangible elements “such as val-
ues, ethical mandates, and the degree of self-
reference (subjectivity) that the decision maker
exhibits. It also includes deeply held beliefs and
assumptions about the nature of the organiza-
tion and proper ways for the organization to
conduct business” (pp. 63–64). Further, differ-
ent “frames of reference” can also be associated
with time span and time horizon, and are central
features of SST, which have no correspondence
in the MHC.

Ego Development Theory

In the following we turn to another adult
development theory, EDT, that is best suited to
describe such frames of reference, and explore
how such a perspective can enrich SST and its
view on roles, tasks, and cognitive processes.

Individual development can be described as a
sequence of ways of making sense of reality or
different action logics. The development of se-
quential action logics is presented here through
the work of Torbert and others (Brown, 2011;
Cook-Greuter, 1999, 2004, 2013; Fisher &
Torbert, 1991; Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert
et al., 2004; Torbert, 1987). Action logics pro-
vide a framework for understanding the devel-
opment of individuals’, particularly leaders’,
ways of constructing meaning throughout a life-
time. The concept of action logics has its roots
from Loevinger (1966, 1976), and its extension by
Cook-Greuter (1999, 2004, 2013; labeled “con-
structive developmental theory of ego develop-
ment”) and the measurement of the Washington
University Sentence Completion Test (WUSCT;
Loevinger, 1998). WUSCT is one of the most
widely used in the field of adult development, and
the theory has solid empirical support (Cohn &
Westenberg, 2004; Hauser, 1976; Loevinger,
1979; Manners & Durkin, 2001). Cook-Greuter
and Torbert adapted WUSCT into an instrument
(Leadership Development Profile) for application
in organizations and researched the managerial
population during the 1980s and 1990s. In total,
10 action-logics are defined (Cook-Greuter, 1999,
2004; Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert et al.,
2004; Torbert, 1987; see also Brown, 2011).

Action logics are defined as “ways in which
they interpret their surroundings and react when
their power of safety is challenged” (Rooke &
Torbert, 2005, p. 3), “they” in this quote referes

to individuals. Action logics describes develop-
mental stages of meaning making that informs
and drives thinking and action. They contain
what we think about ourselves and the world,
what we see as the purpose of life, what goals
we move toward, our experience of being, our
emotions, and what needs we act upon (Cook-
Greuter, 1999; Torbert et al., 2004). They can
be described as a psychological system with
three interrelated components (Cook-Greuter,
2004, 2013): the behavioral dimension (doing),
the affective dimension (being), and the cogni-
tive dimension (thinking). Torbert and col-
leagues adapted the WUSCT and the Leader-
ship Development Profile, combining them into
the Global Leadership Profile (Torbert et al.,
2004). Joiner and Josephs (2006) elaborated and
applied the framework for leadership develop-
ment in their book, Leadership Agility: Five
Levels of Mastery for Anticipating and Initiat-
ing Change, and Boiral, Cayer, and Baron
(2009) applied the framework to examine lead-
ership, meaning making, and environmental is-
sues.

Exploring SST From an EDT Perspective

In this section, we explore Strata I to VIII of
SST based on seven of the EDT’s action logics
according to Torbert et al.’s (2004) labeling:
diplomat, expert, achiever, individualist, strate-
gist, alchemist, and ironist. The term “action
logic” as well as Torbert’s emphasis on action
and task focus in work life is appropriate, as it
is the main focus of the description of SST’s
strata.

It is worth repeating that the aim of this
analysis is not to establish an exact relation or
correspondence between the levels or stages of
SST and EDT, nor between EDT and the MHC,
but rather to demonstrate how levels of leader-
ship can be viewed, not only as a task to per-
form but also as a role and persona to be filled.
The focus on task and cognitive complexity in
both SST and the MHC places aspects such as
affective, meaning-making, perspective-taking,
and motivational aspects in the background.
The notion of ego development captures these
wider aspects of leadership, all of which can
offer support to and complement SST.

Each stratum and action logic is described
with respect to the following three aspects: role
characteristics, time span and time horizon, and
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cognitive processes. Stage descriptions accord-
ing to Cook-Greuter (1994, 1999, 2004, 2013),
Joiner and Josephs (2006), and Brown (2011)
are also used to enrich the descriptions of the
different action logics (Torbert et al., 2004;
Rooke & Torbert, 2005). The higher strata, VI
to VIII, and the poststrategist action logics (al-
chemist and ironist) are explored together, on
account of the lack of empirical data supporting
more detailed and structured comparisons.

Definition of Time Span and Time Horizon

Time span is the target completion time for
the longest task or task sequence associated
with a certain role. Thus, it measures the level
of work (complexity) in a role. Time horizon is
the scale of the ability to work in the future so
that a task of a certain time span requires the
corresponding time horizon of the person as-
signed to the task (Jaques & Clement, 1991;
Jaques, 1989). Correspondence regarding SST’s
concepts of time span and time horizon with
EDT’s concept of time horizon was corrobo-
rated by William R. Torbert.1

Definition of Cognitive Process, Also
Denoted as Capability for Information
Processes or Information Processes

According to Jaques and Clement (1991),
“cognitive processes are the mental processes
by means of which a person is able to organize
information to make it available for doing
work” (p. 57). There are four types of cognitive
processes (Jaques, 1989; Jaques & Clement,
1991). Declarative processing is organizing in-
formation and pulling it together in the form of
direct association and assertions relevant to the
immediate situation. Cumulative processing re-
fers to reasoning by accumulating possibly sig-
nificant pieces of information and organizing
them so as to be able to combine them into a
conclusion and decision. Serial processing re-
fers to reasoning by putting pieces of informa-
tion together in a linear serial form in some
logical sequence (e.g., a progressive story, or
algorithm, or logic/decision tree) as a cause
and- effect series of events connected through
time, leading to envisaged consequences and
possibly predicting future courses of events.
Parallel processing refers to reasoning by orga-
nizing pieces of information into a number of

separate serial processes, and then dealing with
the information in each of those processes in
parallel to each other, making relationships be-
tween the processes themselves as found rele-
vant; that is to say, showing impact upon each
other.

These cognitive processes can be observed in
each of two orders of information complexity
(symbolic and abstract) used by adult subjects;
they are recursive and maintain their hierarchy
of complexity. The symbolic (third) order of
information complexity contains abstract
thoughts and language, beyond the world of
concrete objects, used by most adults. The ab-
stract conceptual (fourth) order of information
complexity contains a more complex order of
information used in the conceptual world (see
Jaques & Clement [1991] and Jaques [1989] for
detailed descriptions, definitions of third and
fourth, as well as the first and second orders of
information complexity).

Stratum I and the Diplomat Action Logic

Main characteristic in roles and examples.
Typical examples of roles at Stratum I are rou-
tine manual work, clerical work, working on the
workshop floor, working as a cashier, and so
forth. Tasks are assigned in terms of output, and
work is done by followings routines, and use of
specific methods to deal with the unexpected.
Work for which practical judgment is needed to
solve ongoing problems. According to EDT,
individuals who operate from the diplomat ac-
tion logic generally focus on routine tasks and
work within a short time horizon (Torbert,
1991; Torbert et al., 2004). According to Cook-
Greuter (2013), individuals who mostly apply,
or prefer to use the diplomat action logic, prefer
roles within clearly defined hierarchical struc-
tures and instructions.

Time span and time horizon. The time
span and time horizon for Stratum I is stated as
1 day to 3 months. The time horizon for the
diplomat action logic is stated as 1 week to 3
month.

Cognitive process. At Stratum I, individu-
als use declarative processing, organizing infor-
mation and pulling it together in the form of
direct associations and assertions relevant to the

1 William R. Torbert, Professor Emeritus, personal con-
versation October 21, 2016.
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immediate situation. At Stratum I, individuals
proceed along a prescribed linear pathway to a
goal, gaining continual feedback in order to
proceed, and using previously learned methods
for overcoming immediate obstacles when en-
countered (Jaques, 1989; Jaques & Clement,
1991). According to EDT, individuals who op-
erate from a diplomat action logic typically
conform, are committed to organizational rou-
tines, and imitate the behavior of high-status
group members. They are interested in the con-
crete, visible aspects of experience, and asking
a superior for instruction is the most natural way
of dealing with difficulties. They generally fo-
cuses on routine tasks, and rules and norms are
accepted without questions.

Conclusion. The former comparison dem-
onstrates similarities regarding role characteris-
tics, time span and time horizon, and cognitive
process. Both descriptions of characteristics in-
clude work with clear instructions and routines.
The upper range for time span and time horizon
is the same, but the lower range differs from 1
day to 1 week, which we consider marginal.
Regarding both the comparison of cognitive
process and the overall comparison, we con-
clude that the diplomat action logic match Stra-
tum I better than other strata, but we do not
argue that they are strictly comparable and/or
equal.

Stratum II and the Expert Action Logic

Main characteristic in roles and examples.
Typical Stratum II roles consist of first-line
managerial work and what is ordinarily de-
scribed as specialist work, such as that of engi-
neers, scientists, therapists, and so forth. Task
output cannot be completely specified and
needs some interpretation. Important manage-
rial tasks at Stratum II are directing work and
allocating resources, anticipating and solving
current problems, and implementing changes
within the current year (Jaques, 1989). Accord-
ing to EDT, individuals who operate from the
expert action logic can typically be found in
roles such as an accountant, investment analyst,
marketing researcher, software engineer, or
consultant (Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert et
al., 2004), and Cook-Greuter (2013) adds engi-
neers, technocrats, and bureaucrats. Empirical
studies by Torbert (1991) and Cook-Greuter

(1999) indicate that a majority of managers
operate from the expert action logic.

Time span and time horizon. Time span
and time horizon for Stratum II is stated as 3
months to 1 year. Time horizon for the expert
action logic is stated as 6 months to 1 year.

Cognitive process. At Stratum II, individ-
uals are capable of using cumulative process-
ing—reasoning by accumulating possibly sig-
nificant bits of information, and organizing and
combining them into a conclusion and decision.
According to Jacobs and McGee (2001, p. 50),
leaders at Stratum II exercise diagnostic judg-
ment to overcome obstacles in a linear way. At
the same time, they are accumulating experi-
ence and learning in order to diagnose emerging
problems and initiate action to deal with iden-
tified problems. According to EDT, individuals
who operate from the expert action logic are
interested in problem solving and seeking
causes. They see themselves as experts in their
roles and “have it all figured it out” (Cook-
Greuter, 2013, p. 38). Furthermore, they are
primarily interested in efficiency, incremental
improvements of existing strategies, and solv-
ing problems within one’s own unit (Joiner &
Josephs, 2006). They are self-conscious indi-
viduals capable of abstract thought and opera-
tions, including multiple views, permutations,
and careful comparisons among variables. This
action logic operates from a third-person per-
spective, which permits operating with abstract
objects and concepts (Cook-Greuter, 2013). In-
dividuals who operate from the expert action
logic often fail when they are promoted to man-
ager, as “they can’t see the bigger picture and
aims of their department or organization and
thus can’t prioritize accordingly” (Cook-
Greuter, 2013, p. 37).

Conclusion. The former comparison dem-
onstrates similarities regarding role characteris-
tics, time span and time horizon, and cognitive
process. The examples of roles at Stratum II and
roles that individuals who operate from the ex-
pert action logic often occupy have similarities,
but the definitions of roles are less specific in
EDT compared with SST. The similarity in time
span and time horizon indicates similar charac-
teristics and degrees of complexity. The upper
range for time span and time horizon is the
same, but the lower range differs from 3 (Stra-
tum II) to 6 months (the expert action logic).
We consider this as marginal, but from an EDT
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perspective, individuals who operate from the
expert action logic will be able to operate best at
the upper range (6 months to 1 year) in a Stra-
tum II role, and will not be as motivated to
operate at the lower range of Stratum II (3 to 6
months). The previous statement by Cook-
Greuter (2013, p. 37) is logical if we define the
managerial role as a Stratum III role, and the
expert action logic at Stratum II. Furthermore,
SST postulates that an individual with a maxi-
mum capability of cumulative processing (Stra-
tum II) will fail in a Stratum III role (serial
processing), regardless of having the right mo-
tivation and personality. Therefore, when indi-
viduals who operate from the expert action logic
(most comparable with Stratum II) are pro-
moted to manager (Stratum III), they are not
likely to succeed in their new and more complex
role. On the other hand, individuals who operate
from the expert action logic (most comparable
with Stratum II) being promoted to a managerial
position at Stratum II will have sufficient cog-
nitive capability (cumulative processing) for
managing individuals in Stratum I roles (declar-
ative processing). This means that SST takes
into consideration the stratum of the managerial
role, and on what stratum the individual man-
ager operates. Therefore, SST claims to predict
and explain why some individuals fail or suc-
ceed in their roles. To summarize, we conclude
that the expert action logic match Stratum II
better than other strata, but we do not argue that
they are strictly comparable and/or equal.

Stratum III and the Achiever Action Logic

Main characteristic in roles and examples.
Stratum III roles can typically be “senior” or
“chief” engineers, scientists, and so forth, or
lawyers and doctors, as well as managers of
department/units employing up to a maximum
of 200 to 250 individuals. Important managerial
tasks at Stratum III are developing and execut-
ing plans to implement a policy or mission
(Jaques, 1989). According to EDT, individuals
who operate from achiever action logic are
more common in roles as junior and middle
managers, senior managers, and executives than
as first-line supervisors (Torbert, 1991, cited in
Joiner & Josephs, 2006). One example of typi-
cal roles among individuals who operate from
achiever action logic is as a manager of indi-
viduals who operate from the expert action

logic, for example, a lab manager who manages
research engineers at high-tech companies.

Time span and time horizon. Time span
and time horizon for Stratum III is stated as 1–2
years. Time horizon for achiever action logic is
stated as 1–3 years.

Cognitive process. At Stratum III, individ-
uals are capable of using serial processing—
reasoning by gathering information in a linear
serial form in some logical sequence (e.g., a
progressive story, or algorithm, or logic/
decision tree) as a cause-and-effect series of
events connected through time, leading to en-
visaged consequences and possibly to predict
future courses of events (Jaques, 1989). Indi-
viduals that operate at Stratum III must not only
use direct judgment and diagnostic accumula-
tion but also be able to encompass the entire
process within a plan, with a pathway to goal
completion that has already been worked out—
and to have preplanned alternative paths, if nec-
essary. According to EDT, individuals who op-
erate from achiever action logic can lead a team
to implement new strategies over a 1- to 3-year
period, balancing immediate and long-term
goals (Torbert et al., 2004). They have the ca-
pacity to lead organizations when strategies
need to shift (Joiner & Josephs, 2006) and focus
on effectiveness of the organization, question-
ing whether the organization is performing the
right tasks. They can improve results in the
current local or global system (McEwen &
Schmidt, 2007).

Conclusion. The former comparison dem-
onstrates similar characteristics between Stra-
tum III and achiever action logic. Both descrip-
tions of characteristics, and the examples of
roles, have similarities. Similarity in time span
and time horizon indicates similar characteris-
tics and degrees of complexity. The lower range
for the time span and time horizon is the same,
but the higher range differs from 2 (Stratum III)
to 3 years (achiever). This may indicate that
achiever action logic also have similarities with
the lower Stratum IV (time span of 2–5 years).
Another argument that achiever action logic
should correspond with both Stratum III and
low Stratum IV might be empirical data from
Torbert (1991), showing the following distribu-
tion of achievers: 8% of first-line supervisors,
40% of junior or middle managers, 33% of
senior managers, and 39.5% of executives.
However, a limitation of Torbert’s data is that
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types of managerial roles are not defined on the
basis of SST. For example, in Torbert’s data,
the role of executive could probably be Strata
IV, V, or VI, depending on the size of the
organization. To summarize, the conclusion of
the comparison was that Stratum III showed
most similarities with achiever action logic, but
some similarities were also found between Stra-
tum IV and achiever action logic. Thus, this
comparison illustrates how one stratum could
match more than one action logic and/or when
two action logics might overlap. Such ambigu-
ity and uncertainty is an expected outcome of
the performed analysis. As in the previous com-
parison, we do not argue that they are strictly
comparable and/or equal.

Stratum IV and the Individualist Action
Logic

Main characteristic in roles and examples.
Managers in Stratum IV roles are typically re-
sponsible for a major subdivision of functions
within the larger organization—production,
sales, or research and development (Jaques,
1989). We also find more senior project man-
agers, researchers, or analysts at this stratum.
This is one of two strata of the general manage-
ment domain in large organizations, the middle
of the leadership hierarchy (Zaccaro & Kli-
moski, 2001). Important managerial tasks at
Stratum IV are to parallel process several inter-
acting projects, pacing them in relation to one
another in resourcing and time, and making
trade-offs between tasks to maintain progress
along the composite route to the goal. Empirical
studies (Torbert, 1991, cited in Joiner & Jo-
sephs, 2006) show that the postconventional
group (individualist, strategist and achemist ac-
tion logics) is more often characterized by se-
nior managers and executives than as first-line
supervisors and junior and middle managers.

Time span and time horizon. Time span and
time horizon for Stratum IV is stated as 2-5 years.
Torbert (1991) and Torbert et al., (2004) does
not state a time horizon for individualist action
logic. However, Cook-Greuter (2013, p. 62)
states that the strategist action logic includes the
perspective of a 5- to 10-year plan. The “per-
spective” is interpreted here as similar to SST’s
notion of time horizon, and it could thus be
argued that the time horizon for the strategist
action logic is 5 to 10 years. From that follows

an estimated time horizon for individualist ac-
tion logic of 3 to 5 years. An important note
here is that time plan is not the same as time
span or time horizon.

Cognitive process. At Stratum IV, individ-
uals are capable of using parallel processing—
reasoning by organizing information into a
number of separate serial processes and then
dealing with the information in each of the
processes parallel to each other, making rela-
tionships between the processes themselves as
found relevant—that is to say, showing the pro-
cesses’ impact upon each other (Jaques, 1989).
According to Jacobs and McGee (2001, p. 52),
stratum IV managers; “are important translators
who understand objectives and policies in their
larger competitive context and formulate the
more explicitly tangible and concrete objectives
and plans necessary for those conducting oper-
ations.” According to EDT, individuals who
operate from individualist action logic have a
cognitive ability that comprises “recognition of
multiple perspectives, beginning awareness of
the complexity of systems and cultural condi-
tioning” (Cook-Greuter, 2013, p. 53). Individu-
alist action logic questions underlying assump-
tions of the business and understands the
importance (and has the capability) of creat-
ing a culture of teamwork, participation, and
empowerment (Joiner & Josephs, 2006). The
individualist stage or action logic is consid-
ered to be the first of the postconventional
stages, in which the person can step out of
their embeddedness in the culture or organi-
zation. Thus, postconventional individuals are
more effective in implementing organiza-
tional transformation (Rooke & Torbert,
1998) but may be harder to motivate extrinsi-
cally if their own ideals are inconsistent with the
visions and values of the organization. Thus, a
large organization with traditional hierarchies
and top-down management may find it more
difficult to recruit and keep employees with
postconventional action logics (PwC, 2015).

Individuals who operate from individualist
action logic recognize that no action logic are
“natural”—they are all constructions of them-
selves and the world. This makes individualists
capable of successfully communicating with
those who have other action logics than them-
selves (Cook-Greuter, 2013). They have an au-
thentic interest in different stakeholder perspec-
tives needed to make qualitative decisions. This
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perspective marks a major shift away from strict
rational analysis to more organismic, holistic,
relativistic approaches, in which context, body
sensations, and feelings are taken into account.
Thus, they can bridge and integrate nonlinear
approaches with rational thought to gain infor-
mation (Cook-Greuter, 2013; Torbert et al.,
2004).

Conclusion. The former comparison dem-
onstrates similarities in role characteristics, time
span and time horizon, and cognitive process.
The description of characteristics in roles, and
examples of roles common for the individualist
action logic, are less detailed than the descrip-
tions of the earlier action logics, which makes
the comparison more challenging and beset
with uncertainty. Regarding time horizon, when
comparing the Stratum IV time span and time
horizon (2–5 years) with the (limited) estimate
of the time horizon for the individualist action
logic (3–5 years), it could be argued that Stra-
tum IV is, to some extent, comparable with both
achiever (1–3 years) and the individualist (3–5
years) action logic. The comparison of cogni-
tive process results in both similarities and dif-
ferences. One similarity is the notion of “recog-
nition of multiple perspectives” for the
individualist action logic and the characteristic
of individuals operating at Stratum IV. One
difference is that people who operate from the
individualist action logic integrate their view of
life, work, and society. That kind of wide and
integrative perspective is not mentioned for in-
dividuals operating at Stratum IV. Furthermore,
in SST, the shift from Stratum IV to V is con-
sidered a major transition, and in EDT, one
major transition is seen in the shift from
achiever to individualist action logic, from the
conventional and heroic style of leadership to a
postconventional and postheroic one. This indi-
cates there may also be similarities between the
individualist action logic and Stratum V. As in
the previous comparison, we do not argue that
they are strictly comparable and equal.

Stratum V and the Strategist Action Logic

Main characteristic in roles and examples.
Stratum V roles frequently include responsibil-
ities for a full-scale business unit in a large
organization. The Stratum V manager is typi-
cally the president of a division or the managing
director of a relatively large free-standing en-

terprise (Jaques, 1989). This is the stratum im-
mediately below the executive level (Strata VI and
VII) and one of the two strata (along with IV) in
the general management domain in large organi-
zations—the middle domain of the leadership hi-
erarchy (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2001). At Stratum
V, important managerial tasks are to benchmark
the competition (context) and find ways to attain
competitive advantages. Performing the tasks re-
quires the devotion of a considerable amount of
time. The Stratum V manager is responsible for
constructing and directing the system as well as
transforming existing ones. Empirical studies
(Torbert, 1991) show that those in the postcon-
ventional group (individualist, strategist and al-
chemist action logics) more often work as se-
nior managers and executives than as first-line
supervisors and junior and middle managers. As
with the previous postconventional individual-
ist, the strategist action logic is more likely to be
found among individuals working outside tradi-
tional organizations, such as consultants (Cook-
Greuter, 2013; PwC, 2015).

Time span and time horizon. A Stratum V
role is associated with a 5- to 10-year time span.
Cook-Greuter (2013, p. 62) associates the per-
spective of a 5- to 10-year plan to the strategist
action logic. As we noted earlier, “the perspec-
tive of” could be viewed as similar to SST’s
notion of time horizon (and that time plan is not
the same as time span or time horizon). There-
fore, it could be argued that the time horizon for
the strategist action logic is 5 to 10 years.

Cognitive process. At Stratum V, individ-
uals use declarative processing of conceptual
abstract information complexity (situation re-
sponse). At this level, individuals need to sense
interconnections between variables in the orga-
nization and environment, and continually ad-
just them reciprocally, with a sense of all the
internal and environmental second- and third-
order effects (Jaques, 1989). At Stratum V, in-
dividuals construct unified whole systems. Ac-
cording to EDT, individuals who operate from
the strategist action logic are capable of (and
interested in) creating ethical principles, prac-
tices beyond organizations, and their own inter-
ests, incorporating multiple bottom lines when
evaluating the success of an organization. They
can link overarching principles with organiza-
tional strategies and systems. They can initiate
and sustain double-loop learning (Torbert et al.,
2004) and lead transformative change, including
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change in culture and practice (Bushe & Gibbs,
1990; McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Conner, &
Baker, 2006; Rooke & Torbert, 1998, 2005). Cog-
nitively, individuals that operate from the strate-
gist action logic are considered metasystematic
thinkers and can comprehend multiple, inter-
connected systems of relationships and pro-
cesses, including those within themselves
(Cook-Greuter, 1994, 1999, cited in Brown,
2011, p. 40). They sees how multiple systems
and complex relationships contradict each other
and are capable of embracing paradoxes and
seemingly unsolvable issues, allowing them to
create realistic evaluations of situations. They
use a language of complex, flexible syntax with
a wide array of topics and concerns.

Conclusion. The former comparison dem-
onstrates similarities regarding role characteris-
tics, time span and time horizon, and cognitive
process. The description of characteristics in
roles, and examples of roles mostly occupied by
individuals using the strategist action logic, are
less detailed than both the description of Stra-
tum V and earlier action logics. Thus, it is
challenging to compare Stratum V roles and
typical roles in line with the strategist action
logic. The time span and time horizon is esti-
mated to be in range similar to Stratum V and
the strategist action logic. But the key similarity
is that both Stratum V and the strategist action
logic describe systems thinking; A similar fea-
ture of Stratum V and the strategist action logic
is the formation of generalized systems, which
corresponds to metasystematic order of hierar-
chical complexity.

Furthermore, the earlier analysis of SST from
an MHC lens compared Stratum V and VI with
the same MHC order, indicating that, from a
complexity perspective, Strata V and VI are
more similar than Strata IV and V. This raises
the question of whether Stratum VI may be
more similar to the strategist action logic than
the alchemist action logic, a question elaborated
on in the next section. Nota bene, this and the
following comparison, is more challenging to
conduct than the previous ones, thereby limiting
comparability.

Strata VI–VIII and the Poststrategist
Action Logics

Main characteristics in roles and examples.
In very large organizations, Strata VI and VII

are the two strata at the executive level, the
systems/strategic domain, and at the top domain
of the leadership hierarchy. At Strata VI and
VII, managers are responsible for extensive
context analysis, strategy development, struc-
tural change, and both vertical and horizontal
integration (Jacobs & McGee, 2001).

Stratum VI roles are typically executive vice
presidents in very large organizations, with a
CEO role at Stratum VII (Jaques, 1989). Impor-
tant managerial tasks at Stratum VI are to over-
see operations of subordinate systems (several
corporate division). Stratum VII roles are typi-
cally CEO, COO, and presidents of very large
organizations. Important managerial tasks at
Stratum VII are to create complex systems, or-
ganize acquisitions of major resources (Jacobs
& McGee, 2001), and make decisions regarding
which business units (Stratum V) to create to
satisfy the needs of society, nationally and in-
ternationally. The Stratum VII managers create
the policies that Stratum VI managers apply. In
later writings, Jaques and Clement (1991) de-
fine a Stratum VIII for super corporations. The
Stratum VIII roles can be found at the top of
supercorporations such as General Electric,
General Motors, IBM, and so forth. They con-
sist of a number of Stratum VII divisions of the
same size as an ordinary Stratum VII corpora-
tion. We define the alchemist and ironist action
logics as EDT’s poststrategist action logics, cor-
responding to Cook-Greuter’s (1999, 2004,
2013) postautonomous stages construct-aware
and unitive, respectively. Individuals operating
from the alchemist action logic are very rare and
are estimated to constitute no more than 1% of
the sample in empirical studies by Torbert
(1991), but there is little empirical data regard-
ing what types of managerial roles individuals
that operate from alchemist action logic occupy.
The available empirical data (Torbert, 1991)
indicate that the alchemist action logic are more
common among senior managers and execu-
tives rather than first-line supervisors and junior
and middle managers.

Time span and time horizon. Time span
and time horizon for Stratum VI is stated as
10–20 years, for Stratum VII 20–50 years, and
Stratum VIII 50� years. Torbert et al., (2004)
state no time span and time horizon for the
poststrategist action logics, but Cook-Greuter
(2013) describes the time frame for alchemists
as beyond their lifetime, in a global-historical
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perspective. Thus, the time span and time hori-
zon for the alchemist may be in line with Strata
VII to VIII, or even longer.

Cognitive process. At Stratum VI, individ-
uals use cumulative processing of conceptual
abstract information complexity (Jaques, 1989).
They develop networks, enhance the value of
corporate assets as reflected in balance sheets,
and contribute to long-term success and sur-
vival. At Stratum VII, individuals use serial
processing of conceptual abstract information
complexity, and are thereby capable of devel-
oping and pursuing alternative worldwide stra-
tegic plans, producing Stratum V businesses as
a result of developments, acquisitions, mergers,
and joint ventures, built on internationally sup-
ported financial resources. At Stratum VIII, in-
dividuals use parallel processing of conceptual
abstract information complexity. Stratum VIII
individuals have a more complex cognitive ca-
pability, although there is a lack of more de-
tailed description of these higher levels of cog-
nitive processes from the literature. Regarding
cognitive style for the alchemist and ironist
action logic, the empirical data for the poststrat-
egist action logics are very scarce. Individuals
that operate from alchemist action logic focus
on creating social transformations, integrating
material, spiritual, and societal transformation
(Cook-Greuter, 2013; Torbert et al., 2004). Ac-
cording to Brown (2011), very little is known
about leaders or change agents that operate from
ironist action logic, and they are rarely found in
formal leadership positions. They account for
only 0.5% of a sample of a mixed adult popu-
lation in the United States, and less than 1%
among managers, supervisors, and consultants
in the United States and United Kingdom
(Cook-Greuter, 1994, 1999, 2004).

Conclusions. It is more difficult to com-
pare Strata VI, VII, and VIII with respective
poststrategist action logics than to compare the
lower strata and earlier action logics. First, there
are relatively few organizations with roles at
Stratum VI–VIII (from an SST perspective, our
understanding is that only very large organiza-
tions are organized with Stratum IV–VIII roles,
and there are not that many large organizations),
and therefore there are fewer empirical exam-
ples. Second, EDT literature contains very few
examples of specific roles in organizations that
individuals with alchemist and ironist action
logics usually occupy (Brown, 2011; Cook-

Greuter, 1999, 2013). Alchemist action logic
are suited for leading society-wide transfor-
mations (Rooke & Torbert, 2005), and from
an SST perspective, that type of role can be
found at both Strata VII and VIII. Third, there
are limitations in the comparison of time span
and time horizon. They are not specified for
the poststrategist action logics in more detail
than “time frame” for alchemists being be-
yond a lifetime, and taking a global-historical
perspective. Fourth, it is difficult to compare
the cognitive process on account of the lim-
ited amount of empirical data regarding the
poststrategist action logics. Furthermore, em-
pirical data that do exist for the poststrategist
action logics are both vague and not as
strongly related to specific leadership roles in
traditional large organizations such as in SST.
Therefore, we limit our conclusion to Strata I
to V. Strata VI–VIII and above are, to some
extent, comparable with the poststrategist ac-
tion logics, but further research is needed to
support detailed comparisons between the
higher strata and subsequent action logics.

Despite the difficulties in comparing Strata
VI, VII, and VIII with the poststrategist action
logics, an explorative comparison of possible
similarities is conducted as follows: the cogni-
tive processes at Stratum VI can be seen as
relatively similar to the cognitive processes at
Stratum V, and relatively different than the cog-
nitive processes at Stratum VII, which might be
an argument for both Strata V and VI as com-
parable with the strategist action logic. Further-
more, Stratum VII might be comparable with
the alchemist action logic.

Discussion

The analytical comparison of SST from the
MHC and EDT perspectives shows that SST de-
scribes levels of leadership (complexity) that, to
some extent, are comparable with the MHC and
EDT. This being said, it is important to note that
the MHC-SST analysis did not include the most
complex levels and that the MHC-SST compari-
son did not result in a total 1:1 comparability. The
EDT-SST comparison indicates overlaps and the
most complex levels were difficult to compare.
We highlight these limitations in order to empha-
size for the readers that the theories should not be
interpreted as strictly comparable and commensu-
rable. Furthermore, we find the comparison be-
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tween EDT and SST more tentative, in contrast to
the comparison between the MHC and SST.

Generally, the analytical comparison con-
firms the proposition that task complexity in-
creases with organizational level (Ashby, 1952;
Hunt, 1991; Jaques, 1989; D. Katz & Kahn,
1978; R. L. Katz, 1955; Mann, 1965; Zaccaro,
1996). Next, we discuss methodological consid-
erations before we turn to the most interesting
findings and recommendations for future re-
search.

Methodological Considerations

The comparison between SST and the MHC
took Koplowitz (2008) as a point of departure, an
analysis that ranged up to Stratum VI. Compari-
sons between SST and EDT were restricted be-
cause of the limited descriptions of the later action
logics in EDT, and strata in SST. Furthermore, the
comparison between SST and EDT was limited
by the fact that SST has more exactly defined
stratum/differences between stratum relative ac-
tion logics/differences between action logics in
EDT. Furthermore, SST puts strong emphasis on
the cognitive dimension, and EDT has a broader
emphasis on both the behavioral, affective, and
cognitive dimensions. This difference between
SST and EDT was noted by Mehltretter (1995),
whose findings indicate that it might be problem-
atic to strictly correlate strata in SST with action
logics in EDT without empirical investigation.

However, the purpose of the analysis was not
primarily to investigate exact correspondence but
to shed light on the different levels and to point
out similarities and differences. The results of the
comparisons were discussed among all three au-
thors to reach consensus. A more thorough anal-
ysis and comparison should be built on richer
empirical material of the different levels, with
several scorers independently assessing interrater
reliability, as well as more accurate correspon-
dence, where it can be quantified (Dawson, 2003).

The description of the stages of ego develop-
ment (Cook-Greuter, 2013) associates a certain
stage of hierarchical complexity, although it is not
clear how the stages have been derived. Therefore,
this aspect has been omitted from the analysis.
Although the present comparison would allow for
the indirect analytical matching of stages of ego
development with OHC, we strongly discourage
such an endeavor. For a theoretical discussion on
the difficulties of comparing the two incommen-

surable theories of hierarchical complexity, and
meaning making, or socioemotional development,
and a possible interaction between them, see Hag-
ström and Stålne (2015) and Sjölander, Lind-
ström, Ericsson, and Kjellström (2014).

Discussion of Main Findings

In this section we discuss the results regard-
ing main characteristic in role, time span and
time horizon, cognitive process, and compara-
bility with the MHC and EDT.

Main characteristic of roles (strata and
levels of work). The results show a possible
1:1 comparability between SST and EDT, but
both the overlaps and limited amount of empirical
descriptions of the later action logics create some
uncertainties. Furthermore, the lack of exactly de-
fined differences between different action logics
limits the comparability between SST and EDT.
Koplowitz’s (2008) previously performed com-
parison with the MHC did not support the distinct
division between Strata I and II and Strata V and
VI. Having said that, the distinction between
Strata I and II was well established by Jaques and
colleagues (Harris & Lucas, 1991; Jacobs &
Jaques, 1987, 1991; Jaques, 1976; Markessini et
al., 1994). Furthermore, the MHC-SST compari-
son did not include Strata VII to VIII. Until em-
pirical research exists supporting argumentation
for a more detailed comparison of the more com-
plex levels, we must, from an MHC and EDT
comparison, question the relevance of such a de-
tailed breakdown of Strata VI to VIII that SST
proposes.

Time span and time horizon. The results
show a reasonably good correspondence of time
span and time horizon between SST and EDT
for the lower strata, but for the higher strata, a
comparison was not possible. Furthermore, we
conclude that the time span and time horizon
aspect is better operationalized and defined in
SST than in EDT.

Cognitive process. In addition to the previ-
ously performed comparison with the MHC, it can
be noted that the notion of meaning making or
frames of reference according to EDT is broader
and includes cognitive capability as a significant
dimension. The meaning-making perspective on
the individual and the comparison between SST
and EDT show the strong focus on the cognitive
aspect in SST. In the following, we describe SSTs
comparability with the MHC and EDT.
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Comparability with the MHC and EDT.
The fact that both the MHC and EDT have good
empirical support and have been used in numer-
ous scientific studies is an argument that
strengthen the theoretical support for SST regard-
ing that role and leadership complexity increase
with organizational level. The conclusion that
Strata I to V, to some degree, match the MHC’s
orders 9 to 12, and EDT’s diplomat to strategist
action logics, can be seen as a supportive argu-
ment for SST’s more detailed division of leader-
ship levels relative to the three domains of lead-
ership (D. Katz & Kahn, 1978), commonly used
by both scholars and practitioners. We argue that
from the MHC comparison, there are at least five
levels of leadership (MHC orders 9–13), and from
the EDT comparison, there are at least five levels
of leadership (the expert, achiever, individualist,
strategist, and alchemist/ironist action logics).
These are conceptually in line with, for example,
popular business literature, such as Good to
Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . .
and Others Don’t (Collins, 2001), and practical
application of EDT, such as Leadership Agility:
Five Levels of Mastery for Anticipating and Initi-
ating Change (Joiner & Josephs, 2006).

Concluding Remarks and Future Directions

This article confirms the proposition that role
and leadership complexity increases with organi-
zational level, and that the described levels of role
and leadership complexity in SST are, to some
extent, comparable with the MHC and EDT.
However, based on the methodological choices of
the study, it is beyond the scope of this article to
validate the key concepts, constructs in SST, or
provide support or nonsupport for the proposed
value of implementing SST and its extension for
organizational improvements. Furthermore, we
point out the lack of a more thorough analysis and
comparison between the theories built on rich
empirical material. Nevertheless, we conclude that
the MHC, EDT and SST are fruitful lenses that
can further the understanding of organizations as
social systems with hierarchical structures.
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