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# 1 – The Case for Maturity 

“I have always succeeded …. I am 

terrified that in this new role I will fail,” 

she confessed, 30 minutes into our first 

meeting together.  Newly promoted into 

a SVP role and considered one of the 

highest of the high potentials, my client 

was already stressing herself out with 

late nights, unrealistic expectations of 

herself and team, and brutal second 

guessing and criticism of her own 

performance.  One look at her 360 and 

it was clear she was not only quite 

competent at what she did but others 

thought so too, making her competence 

doubly apparent.  “Tell me what I need 

to develop to succeed in this job”, she 

said, pulling out the development 

planner stapled to the last page of her 

360 report. 

“You’ve already got all the competence 

you need to do this job,” I assured her.  

“It’s not competence we need to work 

on…. its maturity.”   “Are you suggesting 

that I am immature?”, my client asked, 

slightly amused.  “Hardly,” I answered.  

“Maturity in this sense is where the 

gravitas you have cultivated over years 

of experience meets up with the agility 

needed to understand and work with 

different ideas, personalities, agendas… 

--you know, the issues you are currently 

spending your nights and weekends 

trying to find the right answer for.” 

Image courtesy of StockImages at 

FreeDigitalPhotos.net 
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The Case for Maturity, page 2 

“Truth is, when it comes to dealing with 

the complexity and uncertainty that 

happens at your level, you need to 

expand your capacity to hold and 

navigate multiple right answers to find 

the appropriate response; understand 

and consider multiple points of view to 

build, buy in, and make well-vetted 

decisions; sense, respond, and iterate 

in order to handle the realities of 

implementation; manage polarities of 

equally valid and important factors to 

steer a sustainable path forward; and 

present yourself with humility and 

confidence, clarity and caring, in order 

to infuse your words and mannerisms 

with power and inspiration to get others 

on board.” 

I added, “The bumper sticker here is: 

Find the right path AND make the path 

right.” 

“How on earth do I do that?” my client 

responded.  “I have been successful 

because of how hard I work to get the 

right answer. Making the path right 

sounds like a cop-out to me. It’s either 

right or not.”   

“No wonder you are afraid of failing in 

this bigger role,” I said. “If you are using 

the same rubric of success in this new 

job you have as you were when you 

were leading technical teams, you will 

likely feel like a failure several times a 

day. What if success were not about 

being right?”  

My client gave this some thought. “If 

success were not about being right, I 

would have no idea whether things were 

working or not. Perhaps I would need to 

find other ways to assess whether we 

were on the mark.  I guess I would need 

to consider whether we were effective.  

Maybe being right is not as important as 

being effective, and to be effective, I 

would need to do a better job of finding 

out if we were effective at different 

places along the line, which sounds kind 

of like what you were saying, you know, 

about making the path right.”  

“If your success were less about being 

right and more about being effective, 

what would change for you?” I asked.  “I 

would feel less central to the success, it 

would not be about me. And that would 

be ok, not easy, but ok.”  “What would 

not be easy about it?” I asked.  “My 

whole identity, since I was a kid, was 

about being the one with the answers. 

This asks me to… to… to..” “See 

yourself in a different way?” I 

interjected.  “Yep. I am not sure how I 

see myself now, but just thinking about 

it this way, I feel lighter, less burdened, 

and freed up to consider the possibilities 

I could not see before.  Maybe also to 

ask for help more and get others 

involved so it is not all about me.  So 

what do I need to do to get this maturity 

thing right?” she asked with a smirk.  
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The Case for Maturity, page 3 

Mature leaders demonstrate both 

gravitas and agility. And this comes 

through directly as well as subtly 

through actions, decisions, and how 

they present themselves.  Ask any 

leader you admire about their most 

formative learning, and they will likely 

tell you about experiences … and not 

necessarily the good ones. Ask them 

what enabled them to learn from those 

experiences, and you hear things like, “I 

changed my perspective,” “I got to walk 

in their shoes,” “I know what it is like to 

be in the trenches,” “I hit bottom and 

bounced back,” “I realized it was not 

about me,” “I was humbled over and 

over again till I was ready to ask for 

help.”    

Mature leaders do not need to have a lot 

of “time on planet” to qualify,  but they do 

need to have invested what time they 

have had with their full selves, expanding 

their awareness, building their 

understanding, and allowing themselves 

to be changed and grown through their 

experiences.  Good judgment comes from 

experience and experience comes from 

bad judgment. Similarly, maturity comes 

from seeking, practicing, failing/

succeeding, learning from all of it, and 

adopting the learning into new ways of 

both being and experiencing the world & 

others.  

Image courtesy of StockImages  

at FreeDigitalPhotos.net 
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The Case for Maturity, page 4 

Another way to think of maturity in 

leadership is as the capacity to 

comprehend and work with complexity 

that comes with multiple and often 

conflicting demands, personalities, and 

system dynamics. 

IBM’s 2010 study, Capitalizing on 

Complexity: Insights from the Global 

Chief Executive Officer Study identified 

complexity as the number one 

challenge facing business leaders.  A 
similar study, conducted by Korn Ferry, 

found that the ability to work across 

multiple perspectives, cultures, and 

ambiguous realities is one of the top 

development opportunities for executive 

clients. The Korn Ferry study surveyed 

hundreds of experienced coaches.  The 

term VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, 

Complexity, and Ambiguity), originally 

coined by the military, now brings up 

almost half a million references on 

Google and is the topic of hundreds of 

business articles.  Perhaps that is why 

Nick Petrie of the Center for Creative 

Leadership has identified Vertical 

Development as the number one trend 

in Leadership Development. 

Maturity and the vertical path of 

development that can get us there 

presents much needed advantage.  In 

the same way as hiking up a mountain 

offers increasing degrees of perspective 

while also providing a grounded 

appreciation of the terrain involved, 

maturing as a leader provides both an 

expanded perspective of options, 

opportunities, and dynamics mixed with 

deep knowing and empathy for what is 

real.   

Imagine the complexity and uncertainty of 

a steep, foggy mountain climb under the 

leadership of someone without hiking 

experience and without the willingness to 

consider alternative routes and solutions 

when the going gets rough.  

Vertical Development models help us 

increase our capacity to understand, 

consider, and work with complexity. Just 

as experiences moving to new 

environments enables us to navigate the 

confusion about what to pack, what to 

ask, and how to embrace the range of 

emotions from loss to fear to excitement 

that come with a move, each stage 

provides increased access to mental, 

emotional, relational capacity.   

A n  Petri  
 between Horizontal 

Development — often the bread and 

butter of leadership development 

programs — and Vertical Development 

— what is often sorely lacking in these 

programs — largely because it’s not 

something that can be taught in a 

workshop.  
article on the How To of 

Vertical Development.

  Horizontal Development comes 

through attaining knowledge, skills, 

and behaviors that enable us to 

become more capable at what we do. 

  Vertical Development increases our 

capacity to hold, comprehend, 

empathize, and respond to a range of 

attitudes, perspectives, emotions, and 

agendas.   

http://www-935.ibm.com/services/us/ceo/ceostudy2010/#http://www-935.ibm.com/services/us/ceo/ceostudy2010/
http://www.kornferry.com/institute/coaching-21st-century
http://www.nicholaspetrie.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Vertical-Development-Part-12.pdf
http://www.nicholaspetrie.com/lesson/the-how-to-of-vertical-development-part-2-ccl-whitepaper/
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The Case for Maturity, page 5 

Both horizontal and vertical development 

shape how we evolve. Susanne Cook-
Greuter, thought leader and researcher 
in the field of Adult Development, uses a 

spiral to capture the dynamic quality of 

how development requires both 

horizontal and vertical elements. Several 

models for vertical development, also 

known as adult development and ego 

construct development offer names for 

the stages we traverse and transcend as 

we evolve in this way. The spiral graphic 

to the right describes the Leadership 

Maturity Framework with stage names 

used by Susann  Cook-Greuter

We never evolve purely vertically to the 

next stage. Rather— the application of 

knowledge, skills, and behaviors 

(Horizontal Development) and the 

emotional, physical, and relational, and

systemic shifts that both enable and
result from those changes leads to shifts
in how we see ourselves (Vertical

Development). As we change and 
expand the way we see ourselves and 
respond to our world, we integrate the 
skills and behaviors of earlier stages so 
we can access those capabilities when 
needed.

My SVP client, for example, realized that 

she needed to get better at delegation in 

order to build team capacity as well as 

free her up to do the strategic work only 

she could do. She worked with tools 

such as Crucial Conversations and 

Crucial Accountability to develop those 

skills (Horizontal Development) and, as 

became more effective at 
delegating, she experienced herself 
differently: less overwhelmed with 
putting out fires…and more able to 
reflect on strategic relationships and on 
how to manage dynamics at the top.

She noticed--and in turn, began to 
embody--a slower, more effective and 
responsive manner with others. That led 
to her team looking to her for a new 
level of guidance. Still authentic to her 
nature, she demonstrated an 
uncommonly grounded understanding 
of the many systems at play and 
willingness to consider multiple factors 
before making a decision.

She experienced getting the maturity 
thing right.

http://www.amazon.com/Crucial-Conversations-Talking-Stakes-Edition/dp/1469266822
http://www.amazon.com/Crucial-Accountability-Resolving-Expectations-Commitments/dp/0071829318
http://www.cook-greuter.com/Cook-Greuter%209%20levels%20paper%20new%201.1'14%2097p%5B1%5D.pdf
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The Case for Maturity, page 6 

Jan Rybeck is a Partner with COPIA 

Coaching and Consulting. If you’d like 

more information about the Maturity 

Assessment Profile (LMF-MAP) or  

Vertical Development and how to 

integrate such coaching tools into a 

Leadership Development program with 

COPIA, contact her at 

jrybeck@verizon.net or (571) 286-9630.  

Join me in exploring in more detail the 

the Vertical Development terrain in 

Article #2…   

http://copiacoachingandconsulting.net/sites/default/files/Vertical_Dev_2_The_Map_and_the_Territory.pdf
http://copiacoachingandconsulting.net/sites/default/files/Vertical_Dev_2_The_Map_and_the_Territory.pdf
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