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Vertical Development is about expanding and 
deepening our capacity to see, understand, 
empathize, and respond in a diversity of 
situations. As we grow and evolve in this 
way, our experience of self, others, and the 
world shifts, leading to new ways of doing 
and being, that in turn lead to other changes 
that we cannot always foresee.

This article continues the conversation about Vertical 

Development with an exploration of what it takes to stay 

at it when the grade turns steep, the going gets tough, 

and the terrain becomes unfamiliar. Not unlike a long 

steep mountain climb, developing vertically requires 

motivation that comes from clarity about what you are 

after.  Whether climbing to get to the top, enjoy the 

journey, or simply because its there, knowing what you 

are about makes the huffing, puffing, and boot blisters a 
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lot easier to bear. 

Take Chris* for example…brilliant and big of personality, 

Chris found out the hard way that he could no longer think 

his way to success.  After a fast rise in several IT roles, 

including a run as CIO with a small business, he landed 

in a mid-level role with a large engineering consulting 

company only to learn he had to work with others whose 

pragmatism and political smarts bested his intellect.  

This new opportunity also provided something different, 

a clear mission that spoke deeply to what mattered 

to Chris, our nation’s cyber vulnerabilities.  Powerfully 

moved by 9/11 and having studied the complexity and 

consequence of cyber threat, Chris felt compelled to 

improve U.S. cyber defense. 

This marked a dramatic shift in both his way of thinking 

of himself and in how he operated. Now, it mattered 

much less that the work be visible, tap his intellectual 

capabilities, or demonstrate the rightness of his 

proposals… all key motivators for him in his previous jobs.  

For him, at this point in his career, mission presented 

a clear and resonant beacon, lighting a path for 

development. 

Thank God! Given the gap between where he was 

and where he needed to be in order to navigate the 

interpersonal and organizational dynamics of his new 

role, he needed all the enlightened motivation he could 

get!

We talk of development as if it were as easy as taking 

a class, working with a coach, or writing an Individual 

Development Plan (IDP).  Indeed, for some skills that 

might be the case. Many leaders we have coached have 

benefitted from the clear and concrete guidance of 

programs that offer insights on how to communicate 

with different personality styles, conduct a difficult 

conversation, or advance technical know-how.  Peer over 

the shoulder of a millennial co-worker and you may just 

find them Googling how to give co-worker feedback…

and actually have some success with the step-by-step 

suggestions.   

But what about when the learning asks for profound 

changes in how you think and work? What if stepping 

into that new way of behaving means letting go of how 

you see yourself in order to try on new perspectives?  

When introducing Vertical Development frameworks to 

clients, we often are asked how quickly can they advance 

through the stages (see Map and Territory and You Don’t 

Bring Just Your Head to Work for more on the Vertical 

Development stages). 

A considered response to this question often begins 

with the caveat that “it depends.” How ready are you to 

give up the familiar?  How open are you to being outside 

your comfort zone? Building capacity often requires 

willingness to let go of, or move aside, familiar and rote 

ways of thinking and doing in order to make room for 

new ones. And those new ones may not always be what 

are expected or easy. 

Of course, development also depends on many other 

factors.  Authors, Jennifer Garvey Berger in her books, 

Changing on the Job, and Simple Habits for Complex 

How ready are you to give up 
the familiar? How open are  
you to being outside your  

comfort zone?
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World, and Nick Petrie’s the How To of Vertical 

Development suggest the centrality of elements such 

as supportive conditions, challenge from different 

perspectives and approaches, and opportunities to 

experiment and take risks. 

We agree with all of these conditions and add a fourth, 

the courage and willingness to let your self be changed 

by experience. 

Courage, with its seat in the heart (check out the Latin 

root cor), means to carry on despite fear and other 

hurdles because, well, because whatever you are striving 

for is just THAT important. It is about being clear in your 

heart and mind about what matters most and that you 

are willing to go beyond the comfortable and familiar in 

service of that mission. 

A clear mission taps the heart, which in turn fuels the 

courage needed to explore and expand into what is 

new… and let your self be changed in the process. 

Mission can be a loaded word.  By mission we don’t 

mean mission or vision statements, though they are 

often useful for messaging what matters.  Mission refers 

to what it is that is so compelling that it draws your 

focus, energy, and resources in a way that nothing else 

will.  It provides a source of energy and inspiration that 

can power through challenge, change, and confusion.  

This might fit into a neat, well wordsmithed statement, 

or it might come from a less polished, though no less 

compelling, image, impulse, role model, or story that 

taps the mission intent.

In fact, some find that defining mission through an 

open-ended, iterative quest rather than a perfectly-

honed statement may reduce barriers to the mission 

clarification process. 

Mission need not be a goal, outcome, or end result, 

though for some that works. For others, mission comes 

in the form of how they strive to show up, a deep desire 

to interact in the world in a certain way, such as a longing 

to open up to new experiences or a will to learn from 

others. 

Mission defines a reason for being, much as a sense of 

purpose, passion, values, or a “why” statement would.  

We see them as different ways to get at what matters 

most.

The question is not what you call it, but how it enables 

profound development. 

Chris was facing down a vertical challenge… and 

opportunity.  The new role invited him to consider who 

he was when he wasn’t the smartest guy in the room. He 

needed to be willing to move aside when others stepped 

in with the savvy needed to navigate the political 

landscape.  He experimented with framing the discomfort 

and insecurities he experienced in this new situation as 

learning opportunities. Framing in this way mitigated 

the sense of risk and allowed him to show up differently. 

Though a challenging and humbling experience, clarity 

of purpose and an authentic desire to contribute to the 

A clear mission taps the heart, 
which in turn fuels the courage 
needed to explore and expand 

into what is new... and let 
yourself be changed in the 

process.
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mission kept him at it.

The type of framing that enabled Chris to adapt his 

sense of mission to his development process synchs 

with similar approaches Amy Edmondson, in her book 

Teaming, describes as keys to successful leadership and 

learning. Framing, defined as a set of assumptions or 

beliefs that shape how we see an opportunity, can turn 

threat into opportunity, conflict into creative tension, 

and failure into, our all-time favorite term, an FGO- short 

for “Friggin Growth Opportunity”. 

According to Edmondson’s research, there are even 

specific framing strategies that are more effective than 

others.  When presented as an aspiration or promotion 

rather than a threat prevention strategy, for an example, 

a mission becomes a more potent motivator.  Similarly, 

when framed as a learning opportunity rather than a 

performance, a “stretch” activity becomes more inviting 

and energizing. 

If you owned a small, insurance-funded healthcare 

business during the early 1990’s chances were it was 

impacted by managed care.  The dramatic shifts 

that came with the growth of HMOs and changes in 

insurance coverage and oversight drove down medical 

fees, limited access and frequency of many types of 

services, and exposed patients and care providers alike 

to vulnerabilities in the healthcare system.  

I know about this all too well.  At that time, the thriving 

physician practice I co-owned and ran was hit by the 

tidal wave of managed care and within less than a year, 

our revenues dropped more than 60%. Though we 

saw it coming, we had no idea the impact would be so 

dramatic. With staff, a growing family, and mortgages 

on home and office to support, the uncertainties of this 

new reality presented a huge, seemingly insurmountable 

threat. 

Every day brought different versions of the same 

challenge: make smart, well- considered decisions 

without reacting out of fear.  For me, this was not an easy 

development step…. more like a leap into the abyss if you 

were to ask me at that time.  Early in my path as a leader, 

I was confident in on my own capabilities to make things 

“...make smart, well-considered 
decisions without reacting  

out of fear.”
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work under predictable conditions. The market changes 

presented a swirl of uncertainty and I had neither proper 

map nor instruments to navigate.   Working harder at 

what we always did clearly was not going to work in this 

new reality.

And yet, there was something in this God-awful 

challenge that brought into focus what mattered most.  

Not unlike navigating through a storm to a clear spot on 

the horizon, I honed in on that one thing that would get 

me so fired up, I would do whatever was necessary to 

get us there. 

The mission for me at that time was to provide a 

sustainable income for our family.  To be honest, I 

struggled at first with this mission as it seemed to be 

less noble a calling than what I imagined my life to be 

about.  I could not ignore the fact, however, that it was 

the one thing that got me up and at it.  The evidence 

was physical and emotional more than anything else. 

My energy and optimism went up whenever I zeroed in 

on shaping the business in this way.  This powered me 

through some difficult learning curves such as how to 

how to rely on others as much as if not more than my 

own capabilities; how to skillfully manage my anxiety 

so it did not undermine my communication, decision 

making, and parenting; and how to trust that there was 

something happening that was bigger than me and my 

job was to both attune to what was emerging as well as 

take control when necessary. 

I took on the challenge of learning to deal with ambiguity 

through pause practices that helped me better respond 

than react (most of the time), sift out fact from fiction, 

and make cleared-out decisions. This growth work 

became a dogged practice fueled by daily, hourly, 

minute-by-minute reminders about what mattered 

most.  I sought different forms of support, changed 

many habits, and even got a bit philosophical at times to 

anchor my experience in timeless wisdom and reminders 

that we were not the only ones who have had to deal 

with big change.

Just writing that last sentence reminds me of the 

constant and common opportunity to leverage adversity 

to crystalize one’s mission.  

Aligning mission and development have long been 

standard best practice in the Organizational Learning 

field. Competency mapping in which leader skills and 

behaviors are linked to what is required to achieve 

specific business and organizational outcomes provides 

a clear and executable path for development investment 

of time and budgets.  Likewise, rigorous talent strategy 

processes for identifying talent within an organization 

and matching that with opportunities that best fit what 

the organization needs.

Despite best intentions with major organizational 

initiatives however, mission focus often gets lost after 

the initial roll out.  Once the facilitation moves past the 

one or two slides about company mission and its link 

with the leadership competency framework, or the CEO’s 

inspirational talk on the company’s “why” or mission 

statement, the focus on mission and “for the sake of 

what” often gets lost or loses its glimmer. 

The one place we see it occasionally come up is in 

one-on-one coaching, when a leader realizes that to 

authentically take on what she is asked to do, she needs 

to change a lot more than her behavior.  This is when the 

coaching gets deeply personal and requires the coach 

tune into what else might need to shift for their client 

to cultivate what is being asked of her.  This is when the 

development goes vertical; leading to changes in how 

one sees them self, their situation, and how they take 

on the corresponding shifts in attitude, and capacity for 

empathy and response. 

Profound shifts require a courage that comes from clarity 

that it matters enough to affect that change.
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To integrate mission as an intrinsic motivator within 

comprehensive Leadership Development initiatives:

As Vertical Development continues to find its place in 

comprehensive leadership programs, mission’s ability to 

fire up intrinsic motivation cannot be glossed over.  Given 

the investment made in development, it makes sense to 

integrate personal, interpersonal, and systemic means 

for defining and tracking with mission in leadership and 

organizational development programs. Without it, taking 

on the challenge of uncertainty, change, and confusion 

that comes with profound professional and personal 

growth can be just too steep a climb.

*Chris is a pseudonym  based on a composite of several client

situations we have worked with over the years.
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Integrating Mission as an Intrinsic Motivator 

within Comprehensive Leadership 

Development Initiatives:

•Frame what is needed from leaders in terms of

positive aspirations and opportunities. 

•Encourage up front and frank inquiry and discussion 

about personal motivators that came with prior 

challenges. 

•Provide opportunities to draft personal mission

statements with a focus on creating messages that 

tap the heart whether or not they have defined 

measureable results.  Personal mission statements 

can be about a specific outcome (“what”) or 

how you want to be in the world (“how”), or even 

development for its own sake (“why”). The key is that 

when you read it back to yourself, you experience 

a palpable charge of energy and other matters fall 

away. 

•Find ways to keep mission front and center,

beyond written mission statements, to ongoing 

communication processes and awards that 

acknowledge clear and tangible examples of the 

mission at work.

•Recognize that the vertical shifts that allow for

capacity building are not easy and leaders may 

need support through the challenges.

•Introduce questions such as “why do you do what

you do?”, and “what energizes you most about 

this opportunity?” during performance and goal 

setting conversations in order to tap into intrinsic 

motivation.

•Engage a Developmental or Vertical Coaching

approach that considers the internal and external 

conditions and capacities required to support 

desired goals.


