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“Level 5 Leadership”:
Leadership that Transforms Organizations and Creates

Sustainable Results
Maureen Metcalf

We have been hearing about “Level 5 Leadership” since Jim Collins’
book Good to Great became popular over 5 years ago. This book
made the term “Level 5” a common phrase in business circles. While
the term is often used, it is not often understood. Even worse, many
people believe they understand what it is and may spend energy
developing themselves in ways that do not actually produce the
results they hope to create. I believe we can now measure “Level 5
Leadership” with a high degree of statistical reliability and create
development programs that help move leaders toward this goal.
While being a “Level 5 Leader” does not guarantee the leader will

successfully transform an organization, it is a powerful indicator that success is more
likely.

This article will cover key concepts about “Level 5” Leadership such as: What is a
“Level 5” Leader? How many levels are there? How would I measure developmental
levels including “Level 5”? How will understanding “Level 5” leadership impact my
organization’s success? How can I use this information to become more successful?
This will help people better understand the basics of this theory and how they can
apply it to improve the likelihood of success.

Why, as a leader, do I care about developmental levels?

According to the research, companies led by “Level 5 Leaders,” are significantly more
likely to successfully transform their organizations. Given the amount of time and
money organizations spend on transformations including: mergers and acquisitions,
expansions, new product launches, business process redesigns, and implementation of
large computer systems like SAP and Oracle, organizations can benefit significantly
from hiring and/or developing people to “Level 5.” I will briefly introduce
developmental levels then return to how they impact leadership success.

What are developmental levels and how do I test for them?
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The term developmental level can be described in several ways, one is different ways of
“meaning making” (how each of us make meaning of experiences) most commonly
available in professional environments. To determine meaning making, the evaluator
looks at cognitive, affective and behavioral questions. An example of meaning making
occurs when we receive feedback. Individual responses could range from absolute
rejection, because I interpret the feedback as a personal assault, to believing that
feedback gives me valuable information about my performance as well as the values of
the person providing the feedback. This article presents the seven most common of
those meaning making approaches in greater detail. Developmental level significantly
influences how one sees one’s role and function in the workplace, how one interacts
with other people and how one solves problems.

Susann Cook-Greuter developed the Leadership Maturity Framework (LMF) to
describe developmental levels as part of her PhD at Harvard University. This is the
theory we recommend, because it is supported by an assessment tool, the SCTi-MAP,
which measures an individual’s developmental level. This is currently the most
rigorously validated, reliable and advanced assessment tool to assess adult leadership
developmental levels. It is based on the Washington University Sentence Completion
Test (WUSCT) created by Jane Loevinger in 1978. Bill Torbert, Professor of
Management at Boston College, created new labels for the stages and added the
concept of action logics.

While we refer to people as being at a developmental level, the test scores actually
reflect the range of responses individuals give. Most people’s scores reflect a range of as
many 6 or 7 developmental levels. Many people have a center of gravity with about
25% of their scores at the level below. This reflects where they are consolidating into
the center of gravity. Additionally, they generally have about 25% of their answers at
the level above their center of gravity. Answers above their center of gravity reflect
their growing edge.

For people using the SCTi-MAP as a tool in their development, the scores and specific
feedback provide valuable information that will assist the individual to become aware
of data with regard to growing edge and lagging edge. Leading edge represents the
areas where one is developing toward a later developmental level while lagging edge
represents the areas one is consolidating from earlier developmental levels.

With a greater understanding of what a developmental level is and how we assess
leaders to determine their level, I return to the discussion of why development matters.
Collins provided some strong indicators of what Level 5 Leaders might look like. One
could interpret which levels as tested by the SCTi-MAP might correlate to "Level 5"
ranging from Achiever to Strategist. I take the position that "Strategist" is the level that
can accomplish the transitions Collins describes. I base my hypothesis on work with
the SCTi-MAP, experience with leaders across multiple organizations, and additional
research.



3/20/08 2:16 PMMaureen Metcalf, Level 5 Leadership, Article for Integral Leadership Review

Page 3 of 14http://www.integralleadershipreview.com/archives/2008-03/2008-03-article-metcalf.html

One research study I found influential was conducted by Torbert and Rooke (1998). “In
ten longitudinal organizational development efforts, the five CEOs measuring at the
late Strategist/Leader stage of development supported 15 progressive organizational
transformations. By contrast, the five CEOs measuring at pre-Strategist stages of
development supported a total of 0 progressive organizational transformations (no
change in two organizations; a three stage regression in one organization; and three
stages of progressive development in two organizations). The progressively
transforming organizations became industry leaders on a number of business indexes.
The three organizations that did not progress developmentally lost personnel, industry
standing, and money as well. A second study of the ten organizations four years after
the first showed that the ego development stage (developmental level) of the CEO now
accounted for 73% of the variance of whether the organization transformed in a
developmentally progressive way.

While the Torbert and Rooke study looked at the impact of the CEO’s developmental
level, they also considered the impact of having at least one person on the leadership
team or in an advisory role that consistently functions at this level. The advisor may be
a leader, an employee, or a consultant. The important factor is that their advice is given
strong consideration in key decisions about business transformation.

My experience with clients who have taken the SCTi-Map tends to support this
hypothesis. At the Strategist action logic, leaders demonstrate many skills and
behaviors not as visible at earlier levels. Some of these behaviors include: an increased
ability to take the perspectives of multiple stakeholder groups and find solutions to
balance the interests of many differing points of view, balance long and short term
interests, and make decisions based on an internal compass over the external
pressures. These qualities increase the likelihood of success in transforming
organizations.

I have worked with leaders who do not demonstrate “Level 5” qualities and have found
some consistent themes that have adversely impacted their ability to successfully
implement change. The following example is drawn from a composite of several
individuals with whom I have personally worked.

Steve Bailey was the CEO of a mid-sized company. He was very smart about his
company and industry. Normally quite personable, he yelled and belittled his executive
team when he became angry. Ineffective at accepting input from others that differed
with his own, he demeaned his staff so that his highly skilled team stopped providing
differing points of view. Indeed, he had exceedingly high turn-over in his executive
ranks, well over 50% for a couple of years. The company began losing money. At this
time, his Board charged him with growing the business through acquisition. He hired a
coach and made some surface improvements, but did not make sufficient changes in
time to save his job as CEO or turn the company around as the Board had required.
One of his former employees who left under unpleasant circumstances has gone on to
lead international operations for a company that has one of the strongest brands in the



3/20/08 2:16 PMMaureen Metcalf, Level 5 Leadership, Article for Integral Leadership Review

Page 4 of 14http://www.integralleadershipreview.com/archives/2008-03/2008-03-article-metcalf.html

world. This indicates that this CEO’s behavior directly caused the loss of highly
talented and dedicated employees and adversely impacted business performance.

Table 1 contains some sample descriptions of behavioral differences between “Level 4”
Leaders and “Level 5” Leaders for illustration purposes:

Characteristics of Achiever
Leader (Level 4)

Characteristics of Strategist Leader
(Level 5)

Focused on empirical data and business
case

Understands the organization in a larger
context of the environment; develops
vision and strategies necessary for long-
term success while also ensuring short-
term success

Conscious of the importance of
communication

“Walk the talk” becomes an expression of
one’s moral character and authenticity.

Acts quickly and decisively to assess
consequences for ineffective behavior,
often without examining the full
consequences of this action on the
overall organization

Able to deliver clear, concise feedback
that empowers people to correct, redirect
or recalibrate their behavior and feel
motivated to make the necessary changes

Loses momentum as people are
continually overworked on too many
concurrent projects without seeing
meaningful results

Identifies and praises wins based on the
overall project goals; has the ability to
maintain momentum and support from
key people and the overall organization

May declare victory and move on to
next project before the change is
sustainable

Able to convey both progress and
continued urgency until changes are fully
implemented

Table 1: Characteristics of Level 4 and Level 5

Additional material on development levels can be found in the Appendix to this article.

Developmental Basics

There are some basic principles that serve as a foundation for applying developmental
theory as we currently understand it. Specifically, before considering applying this
theory to an organization, it is important to understand some foundational elements.
An understanding of the levels alone is a good start, but just the beginning.

Before exploring the basics, it might also be helpful to explore a few elements of the
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discussions taking place in the developmental community. One key element relates to
the connection between development and life conditions. As a student and practitioner,
I believe that the environment is a significant factor in shaping an individual’s
behavior and can even impact the center of gravity from which an individual operates—
the individual can regress to earlier levels or develop to later levels based on
environment.

Disorienting dilemmas can help a person get “unstuck” from a current level and
reconsider how they see the world. An example of a dilemma could be a heart attack
that causes an individual to reevaluate how they live their life, what and who they
invest their time in. In some cases, this inquiry could allow the individual to move to a
later action logic or developmental level. Another individual could respond differently,
staying at the same developmental level or even regressing to earlier developmental
level. An example of this could be the individual with the heart attack could believe he
was guilty of bad behavior by eating poorly and not exercising properly. This individual
could address the external physical causes of health without giving any additional
consideration to meaning of life or how he lives his life beyond diet and exercise
changes.

In these two cases, the individual attributed some meaning to the events in his life and
responded accordingly. This external situation could support growth or regression
depending on a complex set of circumstances that could include the dilemma, how the
individual interprets the dilemma, the developmental level of the individual’s support
system, the willingness of others to support or promote development, and the
individual’s internal readiness to develop. While this discussion is brief, I provide it as
a preface to the statements below. While they appear absolute, each individual person
responds differently to the situation they find themselves. I offer these basics as
general guidelines for putting developmental theory into practice.

The following points are also critical to a solid understanding of how development
tends to work based on current research:

• All levels are necessary to make the organization successful. The
goal is to help people develop—this may mean becoming more
effective in their current level as not everyone will grow to the next
level. Many people will become far more effective by focusing on
enhancing their ability at their current level.

• We grow through developmental levels—there is no skipping a
level—we must develop the skills and perspective each level has to
offer. Basic needs at our current level must be met before moving to
later levels.

• We transcend and include the prior level—this means we have
access to what we learned at the current level and all prior levels. We
may behave in a manner consistent with earlier levels at various
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times in our lives as influenced by life conditions. (For example, a
person who tests at an Achiever level may act at an Expert level when
in an environment filled with Experts.)

• Alignment is key—finding out which level a person is most
comfortable and effective in along with where they fit within the
organization is critical to the success of the individual as well as the
organization. Developmental level is generally one important
indicator of appropriate placement within the organization; hiring
and promotional decisions should also consider other key selection
criteria such as skill set and experience.

For overall organizational success, it is important to create an
organization that promotes the health and success of individuals at
all developmental levels along with an environment where those that
want to grow have appropriate support, challenge and
encouragement.

Developmental level is a description of the way each person is most likely to act in a
situation or conflict. How a person actually behaves is influenced both by thought
processes, emotions and the surrounding organization’s structure and culture.

Those functioning at later levels have access to more comprehensive
thinking. They are able to take the perspective of a broader range of
stakeholders and craft solutions that better meet multiple objectives.

People who score at Individualist and above become more motivated by
their internal values than external position and title. Consequently, many
people who are testing at “Level 5” are not interested in leading large
companies unless they have a passion about the organization and its’
purpose. This shift in focus as one develops makes retaining Level 5
Leaders even more difficult if the organization is not changing along with
the leader. This is particularly poignant as organizations identify high
potential leaders who may be earlier in their careers and not yet in a
position to significantly influence the organization.

The organizational structure, culture and processes can create a “conveyor
belt” to support development or it can create an environment that blocks
development. Often the individual and organization will function at
different levels. If the organization is functioning at a later level than the
individual, their organizational environment will encourage individual
growth. If the organization is functioning at an earlier level, the individual
will experience barriers to growth. In cases where the individual and
organization function at differing levels, an individual may benefit from
coaching to help him/her function most effectively.
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Another client, Sarah Blackburn, tested at “Level 5” and did successfully influence
dramatic changes within an organization that would be characterized as stable and
change resistant. She developed strong relationships with key individuals very quickly.
She structured weekly sessions with the entire leadership team to ensure everyone saw
the President’s commitment to the project and so the President could see who was not
showing commitment with their actions. This Level 5 Leader determined what needed
to happen for the change to be successful on Day 1 and implemented a plan to track
“Day 1” metrics far in advance of the change.

She was systematic in her approach and worked with individuals at all levels of the
organization to understand their points of view and help them see a path forward to
allow them to change personally. When individuals demonstrated behavior that would
put the project at risk, she acted quickly and decisively. She continually monitored her
approach and changed course very fluidly when appropriate. One could easily
underestimate this woman by looking at her title or office décor as she was not focused
on the trappings of her role. Another important element was her passion for her
community and family. While she was quite dedicated to her job, she also had a life
outside of work. She climbed mountains and crossed the Sahara desert on camel back
while I worked with her. Her many “Level 5” qualities allowed her to steer a very
difficult organization wide change to successful completion.

What are the levels and what is the distribution of people at each level?

Table 2 was developed by Susann Cook-Greuter as a summary of the distribution of
developmental levels across multiple populations. The percentages reflect the percent
of SCTi-MAP scores at each developmental level based on the sample set they were
pulled from.

Stage (Action
Logic) and
Numeric Level

535 managers
& consultants
in the UK (%)

497 managers
& supervisors
in the USA (%)

4510 USA
mixed adult
population
(%)

Impulsive/Opportunist
(2; Δ)

0.4 2.2 4.3

Diplomat (Δ3; 3) 1.7 8.2 11.3

Expert (3/4) 21.1 47.8 36.5

Achiever (4) 33.5 34.8 29.7

Individualist (4/5) 23.4 5.0 11.3

Strategist (5) 13.5 1.4 4.9
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Magician (5/6) 5.6 <1 1.5

Ironist (6) 0.9 <1 0.5

Table 2: Distribution of Developmental Levels

This chart was provided by Susann Cook-Greuter www.cook-greuter.com.

The data indicates that the group of Managers and Supervisors in the US reflects a
lower developmental level than either the USA mixed population or the Managers and
Consultants in the UK.

While we say “Level 5 Leadership” is critical to the success of organizations
undertaking transformational change, it is not common among US managers and
supervisors. Only 1.4% of business leaders test at this level. This statistic should be a
call to action. A few key questions emerge for the executive concerned about their
ability to effectively transform the business:

How do I identify the people in my organization who are at or close to
“Level 5”?

How do I identify our high potential leaders and provide the support they
need to develop?

How can I position these people in key roles of influence?

How do I create a business culture, structure and processes that enable our
company to attract and retain “Level 5” individuals?

How do I identify people outside of my organization who are “Level 5” or
close to hire them?

Can I “rent” this talent by hiring consultants who test at “Level 5” while I
am building internal capacity to augment our transformation team or
leadership team?

What can I do and/or what can my organization do?

Because the research indicates that having a “Level 5” individual involved in the
transforming organization may increase the likelihood of success, I recommend several
options that taken as a package may help enhance your organization’s ability to
successfully transform. I have seen various combinations of these recommendations
support sustainable change in my client organizations. The goal is to have access to
“Level 5” thinking in a role where their recommendations are given serious
consideration – it is not necessary or even advisable to have a management team who
all test at “Level 5” as each level has its unique gifts and talents.

http://www.cook-greuter.com/
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Administer the individual developmental assessment SCTi-MAP to
determine the developmental level of people in the organization.

Provide feedback and on-going coaching to help individuals develop as
measured by the SCTi- MAP criteria.

Provide coaching that supports individuals in their growth either in their
current level and/or in growing into the next developmental level.

Conduct an organizational assessment to evaluate your organization’s
ability to grow, support, and retain “Level 5” leaders.

Develop questions that point to “Level 5” development when hiring new
employees. While it is not appropriate to use the SCTi-MAP assessment as
a hiring screen, it is appropriate to design behavioral interviewing
questions that will identify key behaviors associated with “Level 5”
leadership.

Create Leadership Development program(s) designed to help your current
and high potential future leaders become more aligned with the “Level 5”
Leadership criteria.

Provide “Level 5” consultants to augment your leadership team for key
transformational initiatives while your organization either hires or
develops internal leadership to “Level 5” capability.

My company is working with a client who runs a not-for-profit organization. The
organization has more than doubled in size over the last 6 months. In the process of
these changes, the organization has not only hired additional people, they also took on
several additional functions and increased the level of process sophistication necessary
to support the additional staff. We provided executive coaching to the CEO who has
taken the SCTi-MAP and is actively using the organizational transformation as an
opportunity to develop and to enable his organization to transition. In addition to
coaching, we have also introduced tools and processes that support successful
transformation of the leader and the organization. One of these tools involves adding
process measures and feedback loops both qualitative and quantitative to assess the
impact of the changes on the leader, the employees, and the external stakeholders.
These feedback loops allow the organization and the individuals to learn from their
efforts and create a culture of ongoing testing and learning rather than viewing this
transition as a one-time change to “get through” rather than a change in the thinking of
the individuals and the organization and one of many upcoming transitions.

Conclusion

While “Level 5 Leadership” will not solve all of your organizational problems, it is a key
component in facilitating organizational transformation. We can assess leaders to
identify capabilities and gaps between current level and desired level. The assessment
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results will provide critical information for the organization that can serve as the
foundation for a plan to close gaps that could include: coaching, leadership
development programs, revised hiring criteria, and hiring “Level 5” consultants. When
you ensure that your leadership team has people who are assessed as “Level 5”, the
likelihood of successfully meeting goals and realizing long term benefits increases
dramatically.

Appendix

The following appendix provides a brief summary of key components of each
developmental level. I want to offer a note of caution. It is helpful to begin thinking
about where you perform yet it is very difficult to accurately evaluate others. The
information in this appendix can be a first step to help you work more effectively with
others in a larger process of development. I created the following table based on the
research and recommendations of Susann Cook-Greuter. It describes the levels we see
most often in adults.

Diplomat (Level 3)

Thinking style Concrete operations

Focus Concerned with social acceptance

Interpersonal style Conform to the rules and norms of the desired group

Problem solving Emerging problems often denied

Defenses Imagine others think and feel the same as they do

Coaching style Tell others what to do

Language signs Short stereotype phrases, concrete descriptions and factual
information

Expert (Level 3 / 4)

Thinking style Abstract operations, multiple views and permutations

Focus • Express individuality in contrast to others, do others measure
up to my standards
• Can appear perfectionist and judgmental

Interpersonal style • Constant comparison and measuring, perfectionist
• Can be critical and blame oriented
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Problem solving • Very adept at finding new and better solutions, better ideas,
more perfect procedures
• See multiple possibilities and alternate solutions
• May have difficulty evaluating or prioritizing alternative
solutions

Defenses Intellectualize, rationalize, and explain away what does not fit
their expectations or beliefs, blame structure or tools for not
working as they should

Coaching style • As managers they ask many questions and accumulate facts 
• Share their opinion freely
• Tend to be critical

Language signs Passive interest in cause (I wonder why?), beginning
qualifications and conditions, beginning references to time
(sometimes, often)

Achiever (Level 4)

Thinking style Think in terms of formal operations, beginning appreciation of
conceptual complexity as well as nature of closed systems

Focus Reasons, causes, achievement, effectiveness, contracts and
agreements

Interpersonal style • Have a sense of responsibility and obligation toward others
even while they pursue their own agendas and ideas
• See themselves as viable in the larger community, yet
separate and responsible for their own choices
• Conscious of the importance of communication and
appreciate mutual expression of differences

Problem solving • Concerned with consequences and priorities and plan their
actions
• Capable of revision and assessment as well as reorienting
toward new goals
• Scientific in orientation, want to understand why and h and
believe solutions

Defenses • Intellectualize, rationalize, suppression of negatives and
shadows
• Concentrate on the positive and what can be done than to
dwell on the problems
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Coaching style • Tend to ask lots of questions
• Increasing ability to listen to the experiences of others and
play them back without adding their own interpretation

Language signs • Express conceptual complexity and explicitly refer to causal
relationships, consequences, and priorities 
• I statements are revealing, not cliché and often contain some
element of contrast, self criticism, and ownership of
responsibilities

Individualist (Level 4/5)

Cognitive style • Increasingly aware of systematic thinking and as managers
contribute to this broader view
• Increased appreciation for complexity, a growing
appreciation for individual difference, and an ability to think
in terms of how complexities and paradox can be integrated
into larger whole
• Take into consideration non-linear influences

Focus • Interested in development as an innate human possibility
• Consciously scrutinize their beliefs in order to test their
assumptions or to relish the novel mental freedom such a
maneuver allows
• Aware that the world is as they see it not as it is

Interpersonal style • Seek to respect and understand others
• Individual differences are respected and celebrated
• Everyone has a voice and should be heard
• When managing they can be autocratic or idiosyncratic in
ways that they appear hard to nail down or aloof and
unapproachable

Problem solving • Provide creative input to the workplace; provide novel ways
of looking at problems
• See paradoxes rather than contradictions

Defenses Self deception and culturally biased distortions

Coaching style Truly appreciate others for their own uniqueness and different
perspectives and can play coach or consulting roles in helping
others become more fully themselves

Language signs • Express vivid personal information
• Reject should’s and clichés
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• Move from “or” or “but” to “and” thinking
• Explanations contain contingencies, qualifications and
contrasting ideas

Strategist (Level 5)

Cognitive style • Perceive systematic patterns and long term trends
• Personal commitment and responsibility to create own
meaning

Focus • Own development, self actualization, self-fulfillment,
authenticity, and process
• Live their personal convictions according to internal
standards

Interpersonal style • Tolerant, spontaneous, humble, accepting
• Mutual interdependence with others is inevitable and
experienced with awe and an awareness of one’s responsibility
toward them

Problem solving • See many sides of an argument or situation
• Do not like to act for actions sake but rather consider the
system before solving a symptom
• Recognize the importance of ethical principles and mindful
judgment for making valid decisions
• Tend to choose what is ethical and just for many people in
the long run rather than going for short term gain
• Creative in conflict resolution

Defenses Suppression, altruism, humor, anticipation

Coaching style • Help grow others
• Flexible about how tasks should be performed, trust others to
find their own solutions, offer help if needed
• Appreciate and engage with complexities of individuals
• Believe higher development should be fostered at any cost
and very willing to support others
• If others are unwilling to grow and become more, they
become frustrated

Language signs • Use complex, flexible syntax, with a wide array of topics and
concerns
• Try to present a coherent picture of themselves and their
thinking; identity, growth, self fulfillment are favorite terms
and topics
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Magician (Level 5 / 6)

Cognitive style They are complex personalities that see events on many levels

Interpersonal style Can have a transforming ability to draw together opposites
and initiate new directions from creative tension; tend to build
their own novel organizations or work on their own doing what
they perceive to be their best contribution to humanity; as
leaders they will be seen as visionaries, either inspired or
deluded

Focus Seek transformation of organizations not according to
conventional goals but according to a higher order of behavior
and being

Problem solving They can often turn around a hopeless situation by the
strength of their insight and personal courage; address
contradictions and complexity whole heartedly

Defenses Non-hostile humor

Coaching style Like to take on the role of catalyst or transformer but leave
when they feel their role is done

Language signs Complex, vivid, authentic, and playful; stream of consciousness
quality or thought in process mode are attempts to let go of
conscious structuring
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