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Introduction 
In the first QRL (https://leadingsystemically.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/QRL-1Q-
2022.pdf) we provided an overview of Wise Leadership. The Wise Leader model brings 
together insights from the world of wisdom with insights from the world of leadership. There 
exist multiple definitions of wisdom. The Wise Leader model condenses a long list of wise 
attributes into five mantras, five themes that characterise the wise leader and lend themselves 
to practical application. These are the five mantras we believe will help today’s leader become 
wiser and more capable of managing complexity and change. They are: 

1. Know yourselves 
2. Transcend yourselves 
3. Think Meta 
4. Engage in dialogue 
5. Learn 

In the second QRL (https://leadingsystemically.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/QRL-2.pdf) 
we further explored the first mantra – Know Yourselves. We detailed a nine step process 
based on ideas of multiple selves. The multiplicity perspective acknowledges that we are 
complex beings, forever in relationship with others, evolving and changing as we go. It 
acknowledges the complexity of the world in which we operate and our capacity for flexing to 
the needs of the different contexts in which we find ourselves. Spending time exploring our 
selves in more depth sets us up well for the subject of this third QRL – Transcend Yourselves. 

To transcend ourselves is to see our selves for who they are, to understand when and how 
those selves may have emerged, and to play an active role in facilitating the further evolution 
of those selves. This isn’t just an intellectual exercise - it demands a fundamentally different 
way of thinking about the world. Adult development theory positions self-transcendence as a 
way of making meaning of the world that only a few of us ever experience.  Adult 
development theorists believe adult development to be an unconscious process - to become 
more self-transcendent isn’t something we can learn in the classroom. It is something that 
may or may not emerge in response to the demands made of us by the world in which we live.  

When in a state of self-transcendence, I am aware of who I am and what I believe in, and I 
understand how those beliefs emerged and continue to evolve. I interpret others’ behaviours 
through the same lens. If I find myself in conflict then I am more likely to frame that conflict in 
terms of differences in values and beliefs, rather than thinking in terms of there being a single 
right way of thinking. This constant curiosity in one’s own and others’ values means I am open 
to my own values and beliefs transforming. But if this transcendent process takes place 
outside of our consciousness and if it cannot be taught in the classroom, then how can we 
purposefully become more self-transcendent? 
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In this paper we offer you four clues as to how you might achieve 
self-transcendence faster. Three of these methods build on the 
Know Yourselves methodology detailed in the last QRL, so if you 
haven’t read that QRL already, you may want to read it now 
(https://leadingsystemically.com/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/QRL-2.pdf). 

1. Revisit a multiplicity perspective 
Most adult development theories suggests that we are all located at a 
single point on a scale from less advanced to more advanced. Robert 
Kegan’s theory, for example, suggests that most adults are at stage 
three, four, five or somewhere in between two of these stagesi.  

At stage three I am dependent. I can tell you what my values are and 
what’s important to me. I can relate to you my principles. But I don’t 
fully own these aspects of myself. When the pressure is on and I am 
being asked to make difficult decisions in situations where there are 
different stakeholders with different opinions – I struggle. I am driven 
to please ‘significant’ others, who I look to for guidance – am I doing 
the right thing? If those significant others don’t speak with one voice, 
then I get stressed. At stage four I am more independent. My values, 
beliefs and principles are more integrated. If I find myself pulled in 
different directions then I am able to look inwards. I am less 
concerned with pleasing others and more concerned with honouring 
myself. At this stage I am more sure of myself but I tend to experience 
my perspective as truth. Stage five is the ‘self-transforming’ stage, 
where I am more comfortable working with multiple truths. 

This very linear way of thinking doesn’t resonate for most people. 
Most of us can think of times when we feel very dependent, other 
times when we feel more indpendent, and some of us identify with 
the self-tranforming stage – at certain times and in certain contexts. 
From a multiplicity perspective this isn’t surprising. Instead of asking 
myself – what stage am I at? – I might more usefully ask – what stages 
are my different selves at? And what contexts trigger each of my 
selves to appear? 

You may remember Shaun, from the last QRL. Shaun identified seven 
selves. He now revisits those selves. He wonders how each self 
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emerged and the extent to which each has developed. He considers 
each of his selves and hypothesises that Contrary Shaun isn’t even at 
stage three. Contrary Shaun is at a selfish stage of development 
where he is unable to empathise with others. Self-critical Shaun is at 
stage three, the dependent stage. Forceful Shaun and Playful Shaun 
are at the independent stage. Loving Shaun is somewhere between 
independence and self-transcendence. Only Focusseed Shaun tends 
to operate most of the time in self-transcendence. 

Shaun finds this analysis useful. It reminds him how important it is 
that he bring forth Loving Shaun and Focussed Shaun when asked to 
manage complex issues, and how important it is that he carefully 
manage the contributions of his other selves. 

2. Explore origins of selves 
Here we will revisit step four of the nine step Know Yourselves 
process. To explore further the origins of our selves is to enable us to 
be more choiceful in how we behave. People often skip over this step, 
particularly if their childhood wasn’t very happy. If you are aware of 
any trauma in your childhood, or your relationships with either of 
your parents was traumatic, then we strongly suggest you do skip this 
stage or else work through it with someone qualified. Shaun was 
happy to engage with the material and worked through the ‘script 
questionaire’: 

1. Imagine you are sitting across from your mum, and imagine her 
saying to you “I am most happy with you when … you are calm 
and considerate and friendly to everyone  

2. Imagine you are sitting across from your dad, and imagine him 
saying to you “I am most happy with you when … you do as you 
are told and listen attentively to me. When you make sensible 
and conservative decisions, not taking any risks. 

3. When you were little, what was it about you that most upset 
your mum – or that she was afraid of in you?   Anger. 

4. When your mother lets you know she does not like you being 
like this, what do you feel?   Resigned, isolated. 

5. What do you do when you feel like this?   Withdraw. 
6. When you were little, what was it about you that most upset 

your dad – or that he was afraid of in you?   Anger. Not listening 
to him. 

7. When your father lets you know he does not like you being like 
this, what do you feel?   Frustrated. Annoyed. 

8. What do you do when you feel like this?   Lose my temper. 
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9. Think of a sentence (or phrase) to describe the theme of your 
mum’s life   Try your best. Be polite to others. 

10. Think of a sentence (or phrase) to describe the theme of your 
dad’s life   Work hard. Always achieve. Take no risks. 

Once you’ve answered all the questions then group your answers in 
terms of:  

(1) and (2) The way you should be successful in life 

(3) and (6) The way you should not be 

(4) and (7) Your unhappy feeling responses 

(5) and (8) The decisions you made to cope with stress 

(9) and (10) The models of ‘how to live life’ you learned from your 
parents 

From his mother then, Shaun was hearing – be calm and considerate 
to everyone. Don’t get angry. Try your best and be polite to others. 
From his mother he learned to withdraw in the face of people unable 
to deal with his anger, consequently sometimes feeling isolated. 

From his father, Shaun was hearing – be obedient and risk averse. 
Don’t get angry or disobey. Work hard and take no risks. From his 
father he discovered that losing his temper sometimes helped him 
manage stress.  

After reviewing his answers, Shaun went back to his hypothetical 
selves. He noticed, for example: 

• Self-critical Shaun emerged when he was child, partly as a 
consequence of parental criticism. He evolved further when 
Shaun worked for autocratic managers in hierarchical 
organisations. He is a people-pleaser and is sensitive to 
criticism. 

• Forceful Shaun also emerged in childhood, determined to 
push ahead and not get bogged down in conflict. He is not 
incapable of empathy, but believes squarely in the value of 
taking actions and giving it a go.  

• Focussed Shaun is self-transcendental. He enables Loving 
Shaun to respect and value others, even if they hold different 
values and beliefs to Shaun 

As a consequence of thinking through how each of his selves had 
emerged and evolved over the years, Shaun felt newly empowered. 
Recognising the origins of Self-critical Shaun’s dependence and desire 
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to please others gave him more choice. It enabled him to invoke a 
different self more quickly, Contrary Shaun or Forceful Shaun, for 
example, versions of himself that had learned how to withstand the 
criticisms of others. On the other hand, he recognised how Contrary 
Shaun sometimes led him into unproductive debate and how 
Forceful Shaun could disengage others. In those situations this insight 
enabled Shaun to shift quickly toward other selves, such as Focussed 
Shaun or Loving Shaun. 

3. Consider purpose 
Rick Levensonii argues that self-transcendence develops in two ways. 
First, as a consequence of an individual being purposeful. This doesn’t 
mean people purposefully seeking to become transcendent. It means 
people who have a strong purpose in life are more likely to attain self-
transcendence. He spoke to nuns, for example, who talked about self-
transcendence in terms of striving to achieve an ultimate purpose. 
This makes intuitive sense. Self-transcendence as described, may not 
be a wholly cognitive process, but it sounds like an effortful process, a 
process likely to kick in only if we have some ultimate purpose in 
mind.  

It's easy to talk about purpose, harder to define for ourselves what 
our purpose might be. Why do you want to lead, other than for the 
extra money and status? For some people, money and status are 
enough, but not for most people. Most of us want our lives to be 
meaningful and we want to make some greater contribution, but 
what that contribution might be is often hard to articulate. Part of the 
problem may be we feel obliged to articulate our purpose in one 
short, noble, sentence. But trying to craft such a statement may not 
be helpful. From a multiplicity perspective trying to define one single 
purpose may be too hard when we have multiple voices expressing 
different priorities.  Purpose can alternatively be defined as a 
collection of goals and intentions that give life direction and meaning . 
If we buy into the idea that we have multiple selves, then it makes 
sense that our purpose in life is likely to be multilayered.  

Shaun starts to unpack what his purpose as a leader might be. He 
decides that: 

• Forceful Shaun helps him to get things done. His purpose is to 
be productive. 

• Playful Shaun helps him to build relationships and to create 
new stuff. His purpose is to enjoy life and innovate. 
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• Loving Shaun helps him to connect with others. His intention 
for Shaun is to help him be successful by building 
relationships. 

• Tired Shaun helps him to recover. His purpose is to stay 
healthy. 

• Focussed Shaun helps him to make good decisions, to stop 
and think. His intention for Shaun is to help him be successful 
by making time to learn. His purpose is to grow and develop. 

• Contrary Shaun helps him to maintain boundaries. His 
intention for Shaun is to help him be successful by being 
independent. His purpose is to be strong. 

• Self critical Shaun helps him to beware threats. His intention 
for Shaun is to help him be successful by staying safe. His 
purpose is to be careful. 

In working out what his purpose might be, Shaun starts taking notes. 
As a leader, he reflects: 

• I want to help others think differently  
• I want to help others grow and develop 
• I want to help others to be strong 
• I want to help others to be healthy and happy 
• I want to help others do stuff, not just sit and think about it 

According to the wisdom literature, purposeful wise leaders have 
more ‘grit’ iii. Grit is about perseverance. The wise leader is 
committed to her objectives for the long haul. The wise leader works 
for an organisation only if she can see a way to achieve her purpose 
within the parameters of that organisation. She will need to see 
alignment between her objectives and the goals of the organisation. If 
she does choose to work with that organisation, then that 
organisation can count on her remaining committed to her work for 
the duration. The purposeful leader is willing to work hard without 
immediate satisfaction and enjoyment. The wise leader is good at 
working through uncertainty. Amidst uncertainty the wise leader 
stays focussed on the ultimate objective and remains committed to 
that objective. Notice how this ‘grit’ almost inevitably compels this 
leader to understand herself in relation to others. If this leader goes 
about her work solely driven by her own needs and desires, then her 
capacity to influence others remains limited. Quite possibly 
subconsciously, she is inevitably driven to understanding herself 
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better in relationship to others. There exists within her a 
subconscious drive to self-transcend. 

4. Invite stress 
The second source of transcendence, according to Levensoniv, is 
stress. Stress shatters our existing worldview and stirs us to seek a 
new worldview, one that is more helpful. Robert Kegan’s work 
suggests something similar, that as the world becomes more complex 
it demands more of usv. This inevitably puts us under pressure if the 
way we think doesn’t help us to move forward. If I am at the 
dependent, people-pleaser, stage for example - this way of thinking 
serves me well so long as I don’t encounter multiple needs and 
desires coming from different people, all of whom I want to satisfy. At 
that point I am likely to struggle unless I develop some kind of 
internal compass to help me come up with independent conclusions 
as to what I should do next. Thus I unconsciously strive for and move 
toward a more independent way of thinking. The independent 
approach, on the other hand, may not serve me so well in a world 
where I need to understand, not only what people are thinking and 
feeling, but how they are thinking. To engage with people who think 
very differently to me, in a world which is too complex to be sure that 
my perspective on the world is ‘true’, I need to find space for 
divergence. 

It is by putting ourselves in challenging situations that we are most 
likely to source a new way of thinking. So, is solution three to commit 
to living as far outside my comfort zone as I can, to live a permanently 
stressful life? Of course not. We don’t encourage you to go jump off 
cliffs, but we do encourage you to step outside your comfort zone 
purposefully and strategically.  

If inviting stress is not about saying yes to every challenge offered us, 
what is it? How do we go about being more strategic? Start by asking 
yourself the following questions: 

1. What scenarios currently lead you to feel stressed? 
2. What characterizes those scenarios? 
3. Which of your selves feel most stressed in those scenarios? 
4. How can you encounter those scenarios more often – in service 

of your growth and development? 
5. What questions do you need to ask yourself in those scenarios if 

you are likely to gain access to a different way of thinking? 
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6. Which of your selves are best positioned to ask those 
questions? 

Shaun recognised that he worked least effectively in busy 
environments in which authority figures would unexpectedly ask him 
to do something he didn’t want to do. He felt angry in these 
scenarios, unlistened to. His first instinct was to get annoyed, refuse 
to do as asked and, if he left really annoyed, sometimes withdraw 
from the relationship. He characterized these scenarios as ‘being told 
to do something without having been consulted’. 

Contrary Shaun stepped up in these scenarios. Contrary Shaun helped 
him put up boundaries between himself and others who might be 
encroaching into his personal space. Contrary Shaun wasn’t 
empathetic and was resolute in his determination to maintain 
boundaries. He didn’t stop to think what might be driving other 
people’s behaviours or to reflect on the drivers of his own behaviour. 
He just stood up strong and said what needed to be said. 

The idea of proactively seeking to encounter stressful scenarios more 
often felt counter-intuitive to Shaun. Why would he want to put 
himself through such misery? Reluctantly, he saw how an unchecked 
Contrary Shaun might limit his capacity to work with difficult clients 
and internal stakeholders. The world was full of senior leaders whose 
style was directive. And sometimes leaders just had to be directive, 
when time was tight and decisions had to be made. He started 
looking for a role, working for a challenging client, in a part of the 
organisation used to working to tight deadlines. 

Shaun came up with a list of questions that Focused Shaun could ask 
Forceful Shaun the next time Forceful Shaun got stressed. He 
reckoned Forceful Shaun was currently at the ‘independent’ stage - 
he held tight to certain beliefs and values, and so he came up with the 
following questions: 

1. What do you think x’s intentions are? 
2. What might his values and beliefs be, such that he thinks it 

appropriate to direct you in this way? 
3. Where did he work before he came here? What experiences 

might he be drawing on to direct you in this way? 
4. What do you need to say to x? 
5. How might you express that with respect for his perspective 

on the world? 
6. What are you learning about yourself right now? 
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Then he consulted with some of Shaun’s other selves and came up 
with more questions: 

1. What can you do right now that will help you move forward? 
(Forceful Shaun) 

2. How might you have some fun here? (Playful Shaun) 
3. How is x feeling right now? Who’s putting pressure on him? 

How might you help him? (Loving Shaun) 
4. What can you do now that will help you feel less stressed? 

(Tired Shaun) 
5. What are you missing here? What might you do differently? 

(Self-critical Shaun) 

Working through this process made a lot of sense to Shaun, but he 
feared that some of his selves might not always listen to Focused 
Shaun, or that Focused Shaun might just get tired. He determined to 
find a coach to help him through the process, a coach who seemed to 
him to be ‘wise’, at least someone who challenged him on the way he 
was thinking and would be unphased should an irritable, short-
tempered, Contrary Shaun still be running the show when a coaching 
session started. 

In conclusion 

We hope these four activities help you move faster from Knowing 
Yourselves to Transcend Yourselves. Working through the Transcend 
Yourselves lens enables us to work more effectively with more people 
across a wider range of situations and scenarios. It helps us stay calm 
and focussed.  

Transcend Yourselves is the second of the five mantras: 

1. Know yourselves 
2. Transcend yourselves 
3. Think Meta 
4. Engage in dialogue 
5. Learn 

Spending time exploring and transcending our selves in more depth sets 
us up well for the subject of our next paper – Think Meta. 
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