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Levels of Reflective Action 
 
Title slide:  

 

 

Bill Joiner here. This min-webinar is about a topic that, in the Leadership Agility book, is called levels of 

awareness and intent. I’m starting to use a new term for this that isn’t such a mouthful: Levels of 

Reflective Action. It means exactly the same thing. How they are two terms for the same thing should 

become apparent in the course of this mini-webinar. 

Of all ingredients in the “secret sauce” of Leadership Agility Coaching, working with Levels of Reflective 

Action is the least understood and most high-leverage. This is because it expands coaching to include 

the underlying factors that determine a leader’s developmental stage and level of agility. The ceiling on 

a leader’s Level of Reflective Action determines the ceiling on their stage and agility level. To help a 

leader shift from one level to another, a coach needs to help their client activate a new level of 

reflective action. This mini-webinar and the upcoming group session on Levels of Reflective Action 

address why this is and how you can help bring this about. 

This is the most conceptual mini-webinar in the Leadership Agility Coaching Program. There is a lot here, 

so we strongly recommend that you take notes as you listen. A page is provided in your workbook for 

this purpose. Feel free to stop the recording and go back over anything you feel you didn’t quite get. The 

notes you take will help you to do the brief reflection exercise at the end, and it will boost your 

retention when we discuss these ideas in the upcoming group session. You will also find a transcript of 

this mini-webinar in the online Library for the program. Please bring that transcript with you to the 

group session. 
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I’m sure you’ve heard me say that the core practice of Leadership Agility is reflective action. Reflective 

action is a cyclical process of mentally stepping back from the action you’re taking to gain greater 

awareness. We talk about this as stepping back or zooming out, as you would with a telephoto lens. This 

awareness brings with it greater understanding of the context surrounding what you’ve been focused 

on.  

Based on the insight you’ve gained, you form an intention to adjust your action to better meet the 

situation. Then you take action based on this intention. In this diagram, the upward movement is the 

awareness phase of the cycle. The downward movement into action is the intentionality phase. 

Reflective action is a process of experimentation. We reflect, then act, giving it our best shot. Then we 

learn from what happens and keep moving forward, toward our aspirations. It’s a practice, something 

you get better at, the more you practice it. 

When leaders are under stress, which, these days is much of the time, they can get caught up in what 

we might call a constant “do loop.” It’s like they’re stuck by operating only on the action side of the 

cycle. They keep doing what they already know how to do without gaining the benefits that reflection 

can bring. Reflection expands our awareness. And expanded awareness is crucial for agility. We can’t 

adjust to changes we don’t notice. We can’t go after new possibilities we don’t see. Reflection allows 

leaders to use more of their brain, more of their intelligence, than when they’re caught up in “do loops,” 

which, obviously, is not an agile way of proceeding.  

 

On the other hand, some leaders and even organizations can get caught in reflective loops. Over the 
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course of my career, I’ve worked with several organizations where overthinking things was part of the 

culture. That’s clearly not agile either.  

 

 

Leadership agility happens by moving back and forth between reflection and action. Leaders at higher 

levels of agility can do this very quickly, and, when they reflect, they have the capacity to step back to 

broader and deeper perspectives than can less agile leaders. In other words, Expert, Achiever, and 

Catalyst leaders are capable of different levels of reflective action. This diagram represents the fact that 

the Achiever’s ability to zoom out is greater than the Expert’s, while the Catalyst’s zoom capability is 

greater than the Achiever’s. 

In fact, and this is a key point, it’s only by activating Achiever reflective action that an Expert can become 

an Achiever. When put into practice, it’s the Achiever level of reflective action that develops the 

cognitive and emotional capacities that make Achiever leadership behavior possible. The same goes for 

development from Achiever to Catalyst. 
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I’m now going to turn to an overview of how reflective action evolves as a leader grows into new levels 

of agility. As we know, reflective action has an awareness aspect and an intentionality aspect that work 

together to create the reflective action cycle. This chart provides an overview of how Achiever reflective 

action differs from and grows out of Expert reflective action. 

Expert awareness involves a modest reflective capacity that focuses on one problem, person, 

organizational unit, etc. at a time. Expert intentionality, which is a way of talking about the underlying 

motivation of Expert leaders, is a passion for solving problems and making incremental improvements. 

Achievers retain the ability to engage in Expert reflective action, but they go beyond this by developing a 

robust reflective capacity. What we mean by “robust” is reflection that enables them to see connections 

and relationships, both between ideas and between people. This allows them to see teams, 

organizations, and industries as systems. But as we’ll see shortly, this is only the first level of systems 

thinking. 

Achiever reflective action also requires a new kind of intentionality. Rather than aspiring only to solve 

immediate problems, the underlying motivation of the Achiever is to (quote) “achieve desired outcomes 

for valued institutions.” This means achieving outcomes for an organization the leader identifies with 

and wants to contribute to. This is certainly a larger motivation than simply having a passion for 

problem-solving. 

The development of Achiever-level reflective action is what we’re talking about when we talk about 

zooming out from the Expert to Achiever level. Think of it this way: When a leader zooms out, it’s their 

level of reflective action that zooms out. 
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Moving on to the development of Catalyst-level reflective action, Catalyst’s retain the ability to engage 

in Expert and Achiever reflective action, when that’s all that’s needed, but they also develop a new level 

of awareness and intentionality. 

The awareness aspect involves learning to do what I call “reflecting in the moment.” This is not full-

fledged mindfulness, as you might develop through a meditation practice. But it’s a way-station in that 

direction. Specifically, what develops is a curiosity and ability to become aware of parts of oneself of 

which you’ve formerly been unaware. This often leads to the realization that you are not as limited but 

also not as consistently effective as you previously thought you were. This can include awareness of 

newly discovered feelings and assumptions, as well as realizing you’ve just behaved differently than you 

intended. 

Whereas the Achiever has a robust ability to reflect on past events and also to think forward in time in a 

strategic manner, Catalyst awareness takes place while a leader is taking action, within a few seconds of 

the feeling, assumption or the behavior occurring. To give an example of the difference, let’s say 

someone comes into a meeting they’re leading with an intention to make it lively and participative. Let’s 

also say that this person expresses their own views so frequently that they undermining their intention.  

An Achiever would be able to reflect after the meeting, see what happened, and resolve to do it 

differently next time. But a Catalyst would be able to step back mentally and gain a deeper, broader 

perspective on the meeting, seeing that some people were tuning out and seeing that this was a 

reaction to their behavior as the meeting’s leader. With that insight, a Catalyst can change their 

behavior in the meeting, creating a safe space for others to engage more fully.  
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This kind of reflection results in a heightened awareness of the leader’s internal processes, that is, their 

thoughts and feelings. It also generates an interest and appreciation of the importance of human 

processes generally, for example, the human dimensions of working relationships, team functioning, and 

organizational culture. This is why Catalysts are able to see and appreciate the human systems that 

underlie the organizational structures and business processes that are so evident to the Achiever. 

The intentionality aspect of Catalyst reflective action is what helps them shift into a post-heroic 

leadership orientation. This means going beyond an intent to achieve desired outcomes to develop a 

new underlying motivation, which is (quote) “to create satisfying human contexts that enable sustained 

achievement of desired outcomes.” This is a post-heroic leadership orientation, where it’s not so much 

about you achieving outcomes through your team, and it’s more about creating highly satisfying and 

effective relationships, teams, and organizations that support others in their achievement of valued 

outcomes. 

Recently, I was on a coaching call with one my longer-term clients, the CTO of a software company. 

When we were wrapping up our session, he offered this reflection about his current state of mind: “At 

the beginning of my career, I was a coder and technical problem-solver. Then I oversaw a team of 

software engineers. Then I became responsible for developing a team that managed software teams. 

But what really motivates me now is coaching people, having pivotal conversations that really work, 

creating high-performing teams, and evolving our organizational culture. This is what I love and what 

gets me out of bed in the morning.” This is Catalyst-level intent. 

 

 

Now, having reviewed what the development of Achiever and Catalyst reflective action looks like, I’d like 

to give you three examples of how a leader’s level of reflective action impacts their ability to develop 

new cognitive and emotional capacities: 



 

7 
 

▪ The first two are about developing the capacity for strategic thinking, first at the Achiever level and 

then at the Catalyst level. 

▪ The third one is about developing Achiever stakeholder agility. 

 

 

For the first example, let’s say you have a client who is working on going beyond tactical thinking to 

develop a reliable strategic thinking capacity. I should be clear at the outset that what I’m talking about 

here is not necessarily becoming really good at formulating company strategy. Instead, strategic 

thinking, as I’m using it here, is approaching your current role in a strategic manner. So this could be 

relevant at just about any level of the organization. 

The middle and right-hand columns of this chart represent the shift from Expert to Achiever. The rows 

identify, first, the new capacity that needs to be developed, which is a strategic outcome orientation. 

The second row shows the shift in level of reflective action needed to support this orientation. The third 

row identifies two types of coaching questions that can be used to activate this broader way of thinking. 

Briefly, a strategy is a desired outcome and a path for achieving it. Strategic thinking requires a leader to 

step back from focusing within the organization or unit they manage to include the larger, moving 

context that surrounds it. It means identifying what needs to change in order to address new 

developments taking place in this environment, whether they represent threats or opportunities.  

Strategic thinking requires stepping back from the Expert’s short-term tactical focus, which pays little 

attention to the context surrounding a particular problem or improvement opportunity. It means 

putting the focus on a vivid outcome farther in the future. A strategic outcome orientation means the 

inclination and ability to envision what a desired future state will look like – how you’ll know you’ve 
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gotten there. From there, strategic thinking means (quote) “thinking backwards” from the envisioned 

future state to the present in order to determine the best path for reaching it.  

 

A strategic outcome orientation also means that you are motivated to achieve these future outcomes, 

even though they are farther away than temporary tactical ups or downs. It means that desired 

outcomes are prized above any particular way of getting there. This gives the Achiever more flexibility 

and agility than the Expert’s focus on (quote) “solving a problem the right way.” Achievers realize that, if 

certain aspects of the environment change while implementing the strategy, they may need to course-

correct to achieve the desired outcomes. 

What makes it possible for someone to develop this capacity and the corresponding leadership behavior 

is to practice it in real-life situations. But it requires more than that. Because, too often, when an Expert 

is coached to be more like an Achiever, it doesn’t really go anywhere.  

To develop the internal capacities that make Achiever behaviors possible, easy and natural, a leader 

needs to put these new behaviors into practice using Achiever-level reflective action. This is key. 

The second row in this chart highlights how a leader’s level of reflective action needs to evolve to 

support a strategic outcome orientation. This orientation really isn’t possible with Expert-level 

awareness and intentionality. There’s just not enough contextual awareness and, motivationally, longer-

term outcomes are not nearly as compelling as are the immediate problems the Expert is highly 

motivated to solve.  

Instead, a more robust reflective capacity is needed that is capable of seeing relationships and making 

connections between ideas and people. This orientation toward seeing relationships and 

interconnections is the stuff that systems thinking is made of. It’s literally what makes systems thinking 

possible. As I mentioned before, the development of Achiever-level reflective action enables what I call 

the first level of systems thinking. This refers to seeing teams, organizations, and industries as systems 

that have interrelated parts and exist within a larger context that must be taken into account to ensure 

long-term viability.  

This is not yet what I call the “human systems” thinking of which Catalysts are capable. The kinds of 

systems that Achievers pay attention to and want to improve are things like business models, 

organizational structures, business processes, supply chains, regulatory environments, and so on. 

Now, Achiever reflective action requires not only Achiever awareness, but also a new kind of 

intentionality. Rather than aspiring only to solve immediate problems, the underlying motivation of the 

Achiever is to (quote) “achieve desired outcomes for valued institutions,” that is, to achieve outcomes 

needed by an organization the leader identifies with and wants to contribute to. This is certainly a larger 

motivation than simply having a passion for problem-solving. 

Finally, the last row identifies a few types of coaching questions that can help an Expert develop 

Achiever reflective action. One avenue is to ask questions that help a leader zoom out and think about 

the larger context surrounding what they’re trying to accomplish. To develop the capacity for strategic 

thinking, this can mean helping a leader step back from diving into a problem to ask more contextual 

questions, like, what is the need for change? What are the root causes of this problem? And so on. 
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Another, complementary avenue, is to ask, when a client starts to just dive into a task or problem, what 

are the outcomes they’d like to see? For example, let’s say a client is preparing for an important meeting 

and wants to run their agenda by you to get some feedback. Here, you could ask: What are your desired 

outcomes for the meeting? 

Factoring in the Achiever level of reflective action makes it easier for your client to develop a strategic 

outcome orientation. At the same time, it will help your client develop a new level of awareness and 

intent that can be used to help develop other Achiever capabilities. 

 

For the second example, we’ll look at the development beyond the Achiever’s strategic outcome 

orientation into the Catalyst’s strategic capacity-building orientation. This orientation involves thinking 

beyond the current strategic horizon and developing the organizational, team, and leadership capacities 

needed to sense and respond to any new developments that arise in a highly uncertain environment.  

Achievers, focused on the current strategic horizon, are likely to view capacity-building simply as a 

means to achieving the strategic objective. And what they mean by capacity-building, if they use that 

term, is different from what a Catalyst means. For Achievers, it means having the right organizational 

structures and business processes, as well as the right people with the right functional and technical 

expertise. 

While Catalyst leaders see the value in this focus, they also set out to develop organizational cultures 

and high-performing teams with high levels of participation and empowerment, collaboration, and 

constructive straight talk.  

What ultimately makes it possible for Catalysts to lead from this orientation is a new level of reflective 

action, captured in the second row of this chart. Catalyst awareness is the ability to be more intimately 

aware of one’s own thoughts and feelings, and to see and appreciate the importance of the human 
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systems that underlie the organization’s functioning. Until a leader develops this kind of awareness, 

they’re not going to be able to lead from a true strategic capacity-building orientation.  

Finally, the chart identifies two kinds of coaching questions that can be used to help develop Catalyst-

level reflective action. The first is how are you feeling right now? This is just one version of question that 

can help a leader learn to (quote) “reflect in the moment.” Another is to ask: Are there any assumptions 

in what you just said that it might be useful to question? These assumptions could be about projects, 

other people and their motivations, and on and on. 

The other avenue of questions shown here is this: To be able to sense and response to new 

developments in your uncertain environment, what capacities need to be developed? These could be 

organizational, team, and/or leadership capacities. 

 

As a third example showing how the growth of new capacities requires development in the 

corresponding level of reflective action, we can look at the movement from Expert to Achiever 

stakeholder understanding. Specifically, this is about moving beyond the Expert’s tendency to make 

assumptions and attributions about stakeholders, with little curiosity about what things actually look 

and feel like from the stakeholder’s perspective. What is beyond this orientation at the Achiever level is 

a genuine interest in finding out what a stakeholder’s views actually are and in seriously considering 

them. 

Now, why do Experts have limited capacity for stakeholder relationships? The answer lies in their level 

of reflective action, or put differently, the level of depth and breadth to which they can zoom out. When 

you’re trying to solve a problem or make an improvement, stakeholders and their views are part of the 

context. Yet Expert reflective action tends to leave this context so much in the background that it is 

largely out of awareness. Experts do know that stakeholders are there. It’s just that, in their rush to 
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move ahead, they often don’t interact much with their stakeholders or learn much about their 

perspectives. 

To build stakeholder support for an initiative, leaders need Achiever-level reflective action. Achiever 

awareness allows leaders to step back from their own views and assumptions and take other 

perspectives into account. It allows them to seriously consider the relationship between others’ views 

and their own. Also, because of the outcome orientation of Achiever reflective action, it allows leaders 

to focus on creating alignment about common outcomes, even if there are some differences about how 

to get there. 

Finally, on the third row of this chart are types of questions you can ask to help activate Achiever 

reflective action while developing Achiever stakeholder understanding: A prior question, if your client is 

initiating a team improvement or organizational change project, is to ask who the key stakeholders are. 

Then comes: How can you find out your stakeholders’ views? – a question that can lead to coaching in 

preparation for conversations with key stakeholders. Once stakeholder views are better known, another 

important line of questioning is about how to create greater alignment between your client and their 

stakeholders. 

 

For those who are visually inclined, I’m going to wrap up this mini-webinar with some graphics that may 

help you better visualize the relationship between (1) level of reflective action, (2) stage-related 

cognitive and emotional capacities, and (3) leadership behavior. First of all, we can see these three 

domains, or what I call “layers of experience” in the Leadership Agility Compass. On the yellow outer 

ring are leadership behaviors that correspond to the four types of leadership agility. In the blue ring is 

the constellation of eight cognitive/emotional capacities that make up each developmental stage. 

Finally, the small solid circle in the middle represents level of awareness and intent. 
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Before we go on to some related graphics, we might step back and ask: Why should we differentiate 

between a leader’s level of reflective action – their level of awareness and intent – and the thoughts and 

feelings that make up their stage-related cognitive and emotional capacities? There are two reasons. 

One is that each of the eight capacities at a given level are different, yet they all have one thing in 

common: They follow the contours laid down by the level of reflective action that makes them possible. 

Put differently, each stage is governed by a level of reflective action. Second, a person’s level of 

reflective action is a more subtle, more interior dynamic compared to the more easily noticed cognitive 

and emotional capacities at each stage.  

Now I’d like to go on and present the three layers of experience I outlined a minute ago in a somewhat 

different way. 

 
 

This graphic is one way of representing a person’s reflective action process. The bottom or outermost 

layer represents what is most external in our experience. The top or innermost layer represents what is 

most internal. For example, something happens in our external world. Let’s say that someone disagrees 

with us about how to proceed on a particular issue. 

Our experience of the other person’s expression travels inwardly on our awareness. What is said and 

how it is said moves quickly through our physical senses, in this example, mainly visual and auditory. 

This immediately produces cognitive and emotional reactions, which is the starting point for the 

meaning we make of what is happening. 

At some point, based on the meaning we’ve made, awareness moves into intentionality, and we 

respond. Moving outward now, we express our thoughts and feelings through the medium of our 

physical body, which is what the middle layer represents. What we say and how we say it is 

communicated to the other person in the form of behavior they can observe.  
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This simple model is similar to many others, which hold that human behavior is shaped by internal 

cognitive and emotional processing. The idea that mindsets drive behavior is a basic example of this 

view. 

 

 

Now I’m going to play with and expand this model a little bit. First of all, let’s modify the language to put 

this into the context of Leadership Agility. Here, we’re just pointing out that how a person processes 

their experience is influenced to a significant degree by their current cognitive and emotional capacities, 

one of which includes power style, a capacity we’ll address in other group sessions. 
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Now, in this graphic, I’ve expanded the model by adding an even more inner-most layer of experience, 

which is a person’s level of reflective action, or what is called in the book, level of awareness and intent. 

This 4-part model was first introduced by Bill Torbert many years ago, but it is not widely known. For 

those who may not know Bill’s work, he is the first real pioneer in making connections between 

developmental stages and leadership. But in addition to his model of developmental stages, based on 

the ego-development framework created by Jane Loevinger, he also created this model, which he called 

a “model of experiential learning,” or how we learn from experience.  

He calls these “levels of experience.” I call them layers, partly because I’m using the term “levels” in a 

different way, but also because the idea of layers better fits how I experience them. Ultimately, they are 

something like the transparent layers we used to see in certain illustrated anatomy books. All the layers 

are part of an integrated experience, but they can also be meaningfully distinguished. 

Torbert used terms like” consciousness” and “intentional attention” for his fourth layer of experience. 

Over time, I learned that he was referring to what is more popularly known these days as mindfulness. 

In fact, Torbert’s version of this model describes this inner-most level of experience in a way that 

corresponds to Synergist awareness and intent.  

The other way I’ve tweaked Torbert’s model is based on a number of in-depth interviews I began long 

ago and revived again when doing the research for the book. My underlying question was: What’s 

happening on this layer of experience when adults are at each previous stage of development? 

If this visual doesn’t speak to you, just let it go. But hopefully this will help some of you visualize the 

decisive role a leader’s level of reflective action plays in making it possible for them to move into and 

then operate within a new developmental stage. 
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Reflection exercise  
 
Now that you’ve taken in this mini-webinar, please answer the following reflection topics in your 
workbook: 
 
1. Please describe, in your own words, the role a leader’s level of reflective action plays in enabling 

development into a new stage and agility level? 
 

2. Please describe, in your own words, how a leader’s level of reflective action broadens and deepens 
as they move from Expert to Achiever, and then from Achiever to Catalyst? 

 
 
 
 
 


