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Enhanced Decision Making in a Complex World  
(Horizontal and Vertical Development) 
 
We all feel that the world in which we live is becoming more volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous. This experience is referred to as VUCA and causes many people to ask:  
 

• “Why do I feel like I am on a treadmill, making decisions under pressure, far too quickly and 
with lackluster outcomes?”  

 
• “How can I be sure that all of the critical factors have been duly considered?” 

 
• “Why do I lie awake at night worrying about whether my decisions will work properly?” 

 
• “How can I encourage innovation without increasing risk?” 

 
• “What will the new free trade agreement mean for us?” 

 
In most organisations questions like these remain largely unanswered causing many of us to feel 
overwhelmed and the victims of poorly determined and executed decisions by others.  
 
At the heart of this lament is the need for leaders to develop the capability to increase their 
effectiveness in making decisions in a VUCA environment however many leaders feel ill equipped 
to make the decisions necessary to move their organisations forward.  
 
This is sometimes referred to as the “Complexity Gap” and research confirms that this 
phenomenon is becoming more pronounced.  
 
 Solutions to this phenomenon have however emerged from research conducted at Harvard and 
Berkley Universities confirms that building vertical leadership capability through enhanced 
perspective taking, seeking, alignment, and coordination, is linked directly to more effective 
decision making.  
 
What is horizontal and vertical development? 
To answer this question one needs to distinguish between “vertical development” and “horizontal 
development”. 
 
Horizontal development is the development of new skills, abilities and behaviours. It is technical 
learning. It is most useful when a problem is clearly defined and there are known techniques for 
solving it. 
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Horizontal Development = Competency building at a current stage of development. 
Increases what you know and strengthens technical expertise. 
• Essential for using known techniques to solve clearly defined problems. 
• Develops functional knowledge, skills, and behaviours that strengthen your current level of 
capability. 

 
Vertical Development, in contrast, refers to the ‘stages’ that people progress through in how they 
‘make sense’ of their world. Research has shown that adults continue to progress (at varying rates) 
through predictable stages of mental development.  
At each higher level of development, adults make sense of the world in more complex and inclusive 
ways – their capacity to solve ever more complex problems grows bigger. 
 

Vertical Development = Increased capacity to solve ever more complex problems  
Improves how you think and how you interpret any situation. 
• Essential to address complex problems, cultivate high-stakes relationships, and navigate 
rapidly changing, uncertain circumstances. 
• Develops your mental complexity and emotional intelligence, literally upgrading your 
internal operating system for more wisdom and care.  

 
Research from Harvard and Berkley Universities confirms that the rate of vertical development can 
be increased with appropriate testing and skilled developmental coaching by trained coaches.  
At each higher level of development, adults make sense of the world in more complex and inclusive 
ways – their capacity to solve ever more complex problems grows bigger. 
 
This research has been embraced by thought leaders such as the Lectica organisation based in 
the USA, and Dr Nick Pettrie from the Center of Creative Leadership Studies; and we at 
Cornerstone Integral apply their rigorous and valid approaches to building decision making 
capability to: 
 
• Enhance individual and organisational decision making.  
 
• Encourage greater alignment and ownership of decisions through all levels of the organisation.  
 
• Build clarity on the processes and behaviors required to enhance decision making.  
 
• Assess the state of an organisation’s current and developing leadership decision making 

capability. 
 
At Cornerstone Integral, building decision making capability is a crucial element of applying our 
Integral Framework approach to the real needs of our clients. 
 
Our approach is applicable to any individual or organisation actively seeking to optimise their 
decision outcomes or build vertical leadership capability. 
 
Contact Us: 
If you are seeking to actively optimise your decision making outcomes please feel free to call us.  
 


