
robert kegan in over our heads

Robert Kegan in Over Our Heads is a significant work that explores the complexities of adult development
and the challenges faced by individuals in navigating the demands of modern life. Kegan, a Harvard
developmental psychologist, introduces a framework that highlights how personal growth and
transformation can be hindered by the rapid changes and increasing expectations in society. This article
delves into Kegan's theories, the main themes of the book, and the implications for personal and professional
development.

Understanding Robert Kegan's Developmental Framework

Robert Kegan is renowned for his contributions to developmental psychology, particularly his theories
regarding the stages of adult development. His work emphasizes that human beings continue to evolve
throughout their lives, adapting to new challenges and complexities. In "Over Our Heads," Kegan outlines
how modern life presents demands that often exceed our current abilities and understanding.

Kegan's framework is built on the idea of "constructive development," which refers to the process by
which individuals construct their understanding of the world. He posits that as we grow, we move
through various stages of meaning-making, each characterized by a different way of interpreting
experiences and challenges.

The Five Orders of Consciousness

Kegan identifies five orders of consciousness that represent different developmental stages:

1. Impulsive Mind: This stage is characterized by immediate gratification and a lack of reflection.
Individuals at this level often act on impulse without considering the consequences of their actions.

2. Imperial Mind: At this stage, individuals begin to understand their own needs and desires. However,
their perspective is still largely self-centered, focusing on personal goals and achievements.

3. Socialized Mind: Here, individuals become more aware of the social context and the expectations of
others. They start to internalize societal norms and values, often prioritizing group belonging over personal
desires.

4. Self-Authoring Mind: Individuals at this stage develop a coherent self-concept and the ability to reflect
critically on their beliefs, values, and motivations. They can set their own goals and define their own
identity, independent of external influences.



5. Self-Transforming Mind: The highest order of consciousness, where individuals can understand and
integrate multiple perspectives. They are open to change and can navigate complexity with fluidity, often
engaging in continuous self-reflection and growth.

The Central Thesis of "Over Our Heads"

In "Over Our Heads," Kegan argues that many adults struggle to meet the increasing demands of modern
life due to a mismatch between their developmental stage and the complexities they face. He emphasizes
that contemporary society is characterized by rapid change, ambiguity, and a multitude of competing
expectations, which can overwhelm individuals who have not yet developed the necessary cognitive and
emotional tools to cope.

Key Themes of the Book

1. The Complexity of Modern Life: Kegan notes that the demands of jobs, relationships, and social
interactions have become more intricate. As a result, many individuals feel "over their heads" and unable to
cope with the pressures they face.

2. The Role of Developmental Psychology: Kegan highlights the importance of understanding adult
development in addressing these challenges. By recognizing where individuals fall within his five orders
of consciousness, educators, leaders, and individuals themselves can better navigate the demands of their
environments.

3. The Importance of Supportive Relationships: Kegan argues that supportive relationships are crucial for
facilitating development. Individuals benefit from environments that encourage reflection, dialogue, and
constructive feedback, allowing them to grow and adapt to new challenges.

4. Transformation and Learning: The book emphasizes that personal transformation is a lifelong journey.
Kegan encourages readers to embrace learning opportunities and seek experiences that promote growth,
rather than shying away from challenges.

Implications for Personal and Professional Development

Kegan's insights in "Over Our Heads" hold significant implications for both personal and professional
development. By understanding where individuals are in their developmental journey, organizations and
individuals can create strategies to foster growth and resilience.



Strategies for Personal Development

1. Self-Reflection: Engage in regular self-reflection to assess your current stage of development.
Understanding your own mindset can help you identify areas for growth.

2. Seek Feedback: Constructive feedback from peers, mentors, or coaches can provide valuable insights into
your strengths and areas for improvement.

3. Embrace Challenges: Approach challenges as opportunities for growth. Take on tasks that push you out of
your comfort zone and encourage you to expand your capabilities.

4. Build Supportive Relationships: Cultivate relationships with individuals who challenge you intellectually
and emotionally. Engaging in meaningful dialogues can promote deeper understanding and personal
growth.

Strategies for Professional Development

1. Foster a Growth Mindset: Encourage a culture of continuous learning within organizations. Emphasize
the value of adaptability and resilience in the face of change.

2. Promote Developmental Training: Offer training programs that focus on emotional intelligence, critical
thinking, and reflective practices. These skills are essential for navigating complex work environments.

3. Encourage Collaborative Learning: Create opportunities for employees to collaborate and learn from one
another. Teamwork can facilitate the sharing of diverse perspectives and enhance collective problem-
solving capabilities.

4. Implement Mentorship Programs: Establish mentorship initiatives that pair experienced professionals
with those seeking guidance. Mentorship can provide support and help individuals navigate their
developmental journey.

Challenges and Critiques of Kegan's Work

While Kegan's theories have garnered significant attention and praise, they are not without challenges and
critiques. Some of the main criticisms include:

1. Cultural Bias: Critics argue that Kegan's framework is rooted in Western individualistic values and may
not adequately account for collectivist cultures where community and social roles play a significant role in
development.



2. Lack of Empirical Evidence: Some researchers point out that Kegan's stages of consciousness lack
extensive empirical validation, raising questions about the universality of his developmental model.

3. Complexity of Development: Critics also highlight that human development is not always linear or stage-
based. Individuals may regress or experience growth in different areas simultaneously, complicating the
application of Kegan's framework.

Conclusion

Robert Kegan's "Over Our Heads" offers a profound exploration of adult development and the challenges
faced in a rapidly changing world. By understanding the stages of consciousness and the complexities of
modern life, individuals and organizations can better navigate the demands placed upon them. Kegan's
work emphasizes the importance of ongoing growth, supportive relationships, and the transformative
power of learning. As we continue to evolve in a complex society, embracing Kegan's insights can lead to
more resilient, adaptable, and fulfilled individuals. In doing so, we can confront the challenges of being
"over our heads" and emerge stronger.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Robert Kegan and what is the main theme of 'In Over Our
Heads'?
Robert Kegan is a developmental psychologist known for his work on adult development. In 'In Over Our
Heads', he discusses the challenges adults face in navigating the complexities of modern life and how their
mental development may not keep pace with these challenges.

What does Kegan mean by 'subject-object' relationships in the context of
adult development?
Kegan's 'subject-object' concept refers to the way individuals perceive and relate to their experiences.
When a person understands something as 'subject', it means they are immersed in it, while 'object' means
they can reflect on and analyze it. This shift is crucial for personal development.

How does Kegan relate his theories to educational practices?
Kegan emphasizes that educational systems often fail to meet adult learners' developmental needs. He
argues for creating environments that foster deeper learning and reflection, enabling adults to progress
through different stages of development.



What are the five orders of consciousness described by Kegan?
Kegan describes five orders of consciousness: the Impulsive Stage, the Imperial Stage, the Socialized Stage,
the Self-Authoring Stage, and the Self-Transforming Stage. Each stage represents a different way of
making sense of experiences and relationships.

In what ways does Kegan suggest individuals can overcome the feeling
of being 'in over their heads'?
Kegan suggests that individuals can overcome these feelings by developing greater self-awareness and
understanding their developmental stage. Engaging in reflective practices, seeking feedback, and fostering
supportive relationships can also aid in this process.

What role does community play in Kegan's framework of adult
development?
Community plays a critical role in Kegan's framework as it provides the necessary support and
environment for individuals to reflect on their experiences, challenge their assumptions, and advance
through developmental stages.

How has 'In Over Our Heads' influenced modern leadership theories?
The book has influenced modern leadership theories by highlighting the importance of developmental
awareness in leaders. It encourages leaders to cultivate environments that promote growth and adaptability,
essential for navigating complex organizational challenges.

What criticisms have been made regarding Kegan's theories in 'In Over
Our Heads'?
Critics argue that Kegan's framework may oversimplify the complexities of individual development and
that it may not fully account for cultural and contextual factors influencing adult learning and growth.

How can Kegan's work be applied in personal development settings?
Kegan's work can be applied in personal development by using his stages of consciousness to identify
where individuals may be stuck and by implementing strategies to facilitate movement to higher stages of
understanding and personal growth.
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