
 1 

Research Summary: Creating Conditions for Growth in Adult Development 
© 2019 Aenslee Tanner 

 
 
Citation:  Tanner, A. (2019). Research Summary: Creating Conditions for Growth in Adult 
Development. Wellington, NZ: Growth Edge Network. 
 
 
This research summary was created for the Growth Edge Network Clearinghouse for Adult 
Development Theory, Research and Practice. The Clearinghouse Advisory Group – Valerie 
Livesay, Leland Sandler, Marcia Baxter Magolda, and Bev Paulin – provided guidance in the 
development of the summary. 

 
 
  



 2 

 
Creating Conditions for Growth 

Aenslee Tanner – 30 July 2019 
 
 

Introduction:  
 
From as early as 1982 there have been calls from people working in the field of adult development to 
consider Adult Development Theory (ADT) in the design of higher education [1, 2] and leadership 
programs [3]. More recently, ADT’s broader relevance for informing the creation of contexts and 
spaces that enable people to reach their full potential has been deemed as critical for enabling 
humanity to adapt to ever increasing demands and overcome the complex social and environmental 
challenges present in the world today [4, 5, 6]. 
 
This very brief literature review has been compiled with the intention to support GEN members’ 
interest and efforts in applying developmental theory to make a difference in people’s lives.   
 

Scope of the topic: 
 
First things first: what exactly do we mean by ‘growth’?   
 
A dizzying variety of terms are used in the ADT-related literature to define this phenomenon: cognitive 
development, ego development, vertical development, forms of mind, maturity, hierarchical 
complexity, action logics, meaning-making, leadership development levels, wisdom, structures of 
consciousness…this list could go on. 
 
As a guide for narrowing the scope of this topic, the following definition from Jennifer Garvey Berger’s 
book, Changing on the Job, has been used [5]: 
 

“From a developmental perspective, real growth requires some qualitative shift, not just in 
knowledge, but in perspective or way of thinking.  Growing is when the form of our 
understanding changes; we often call this ‘transformation.’  Learning might be about 
increasing our stores of knowledge in the form of our thinking that already exists (information), 
but growing means we need to actually change the form itself (transformation)” (p. 17). 

 
This definition aligns with what Ken Wilber refers to as structures (as opposed to states) of 
consciousness [7]. 
 
Following are brief overviews of the key themes that arose from reviewing both empirical research 
and scholarly/applied perspectives related to ‘creating conditions for growth’.  Questions and interest 
areas raised in the August 2018 GEN Member Survey have been given particular consideration in 
the identification of relevant resources. 
 

Key Themes: 
 

The balance of both challenge and support 
 
While experience alone does not necessarily result in development [8], if an individual is 
developmentally ready [9], and a developmental demand exists [10] (also referred to as a heat 
experience [11]), a balance of both challenge and support can facilitate the process [12]. 
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Challenge can come from both positive and negative trigger events [9], in the form of inner conditions 
(e.g., personal changes) or external events (e.g., promotion) [13, 14].  Even the experience of awe is 
thought to provoke a shift in world view that encourages transformation [15]. 
 
People at different orders of mind can be supported by different things [12], but the concepts of a 
developmental holding environment [16] and providing good company for other people’s 
developmental journeys [17] have both been found to be effective. 
 
The three functions of a holding environment are confirmation, contradiction, and continuity [1] and 
these have been delivered successfully in the forms of Learning Partnerships [17], Developmental 
Networks [18], and Authentic Leadership Coaching Groups [19]. 
 
Examples of general ‘good company’ practices include growing one’s own curiosity, recognizing 
people as sense-makers, and thinking and creating together with others [5]. Parents can support the 
development of their children by understanding developmental theories [17] and engaging in 
Emotional Coaching [20]. When it comes to professional coaching, an important consideration is how 
the delivery and outcome of coaching is influenced by the coach’s own developmental level [21, 22]. 
 

Facilitating subject-object shifts 
 
Tools and practices that encourage shifting what was previously subject (hidden) to object (seen) 
[16], facilitating the process of ‘transcend and include’, can support growth [7]. Therapy and Shadow 
Work [7] as well as some somatic practices [23] and Polarity Wisdom [24] seem to work in this way.   
 

Exposure to different perspectives 
 
The practice of taking multiple perspectives [5] as well as being exposed to developmental theories 
[7] and colliding perspectives [11] – including the perspectives of people at later stages of 
development [13] – can support one’s growth. 
 

Other tools and practices 
 
Spiritual practices may contribute to the development of wisdom [25, 26] and may accelerate growth, 
particularly for individuals at later stages of development [27]. There is also empirical evidence that 
Transcendental Meditation supports movement to postconventional levels of ego development [28]. 
 
The Immunity to Change coaching process has been found to support leaders in their growth [29].   
 
The Collaborative Developmental Action Inquiry approach has been shown to have a statistically 
validated impact on leaders’ and organizations’ transformation to later developmental action logics  
[30].   
 
There is also empirical research showing that ego development advanced in participants who 
received at least 40 hours of Enneagram training [31]. 
 

. . . 
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