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I. INTRODUCTION 

From the last decade of the 20th century, new trends were emerged in the world of organizations 
and leadership starting off from the most developed countries. These trends are related to the 
development of information technology and the process of globalization. The importance of these 
processes is extremely experienced in the innovation-based business and economical fields. Through 
business and economical processes, because of the necessity of competitiveness and technical 
development organizations need continuous renewal. These effects appear in the spectrum of labour 
market more or less, but particularly prevalent in industries based on innovation. In this environment 
it is impossible to get along without fast adaptation, because what would become accustomed to a 
certain thing, is changed by then, and replaced by something new. Under these conditions, 
organizations can be successful only with leaders who have appropriate cognitive and emotional 
capacities being able to rapidly renewal themselves and their organizations. 

The structure of the organizations undergoes a gradual transformation: the number of hierarchy 
levels is reducing; flat organizations are even more typical. Organizations have business units and 
employees in different countries resulting mixed organizational cultures through globalization. 
Leaders also need to function effectively near complex and changing conditions (Burke and Ng, 
2006). 

Meanwhile there was a new generation appeared in the labour market. Members of Generation Y 
have different attitudes, expectations and value system and they want to be successful by such a way 
that is different from the earlier generations’ (Generation X and Baby Boomers). They consider the 
word of work as a field of self-actualization and want to play a role in the influence of work 
processes. They expect to be acknowledged for their energies, expect feedback and praise. Work-life 
balance is one of the most important values for them. They want to be successful at work, but the 
personal life roles are also important for them. They do not want work to overwhelm their life. 
Recreation and hobbies are also important for them; their aim is to make balance in their life 
between work and leisure (Tari, 2010; Zemke, Raines and Filipczik, 2000). 

Effective leader of the present can handle variability, complexity and high tempo of business 
environment, has rapid position detection capability, can adapt quickly. The leader is able to think 
over more alternatives, seeks the best possible solution and constantly strives for new opportunities. 
In order to keep up with these changes, leaders need special cognitive and emotional capacity. (S)he 
should go beyond leader-member exchange attitude and should give something more, more that is 
suggested by traditional leadership conceptions. In New Leadership Paradigm, the main task of the 
leader is facilitate individuals to develop themselves and reach more than they could ever think of 
before. It is the vision of modern leadership theories (Bryman, 1992). 

According to the concept of New Leadership Paradigm leader should be a role model for followers 
who could be respected and committed. As it is declared in the principles of New Leadership 
Paradigm, leaders should be characterized by very deep inner conviction and firmly belief in certain 
principles and ideals, which are used in their own management practice as well. These convictions, 
principles and ideas should be regularly reconsidered. Leaders are characterized by complex 
assessment of situations and problems. They should examine a problem from different point of 
views, which makes a consideration or decision process really thorough. Their principles and attitude 
have a clear positive overtone. These leaders are characterized by optimism and positive emotional 
attitude, which is associated with assumptions in moral principles. They are able to show vision, 
inspiration and explore personal motivations of subordinates. They are also characterized by 
providing incentives for innovation and team-thinking, so being a real team leader they seek for 
principles and methods by which they can increase the effectiveness of their subordinates (Bryman, 
1992). 
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Leaders, who can be characterized by this way, have mature cognitive, emotional and social 
functions. These features can very rarely characterize someone innately, but it is a special part of 
developmental process to step higher and higher along these characteristics. Mature and authentic 
leaders are different from the others in their mental complexity and in meaning making. Before a 
leader reaches a self-actualizing meaning making level, (s)he should pass earlier orders of mind. The 
essence of development of mental complexity is enhancing complexity of meaning making to be able 
to understand more and more aspect of the self and the world around. During this constructive 
developmental process, individual acquires more and more control and consciousness to be able to 
formulate and adapt his/her own principles. Proper environmental impact is needed for a successful 
developmental process, which can provoke question and review of the certain cognitive system. If 
this constant questioning and scepticism of the present system missed, the individual cannot reach 
higher levels of constructive developmental process (Kegan, 1982). 

For leadership, various levels of meaning making complexity mean different mind-set and different 
management practices. The leader’s conception about the world influences management practices, 
relationship with subordinates and the whole leadership conception.  

In our paper, we seek the process of leadership emergence through the individuals’ developmental 
process. Our goal is to explore and separate leadership types along mental complexity dimensions. 
We are going to explore whether these types differ in personality characteristics, and in their 
thinking about leadership. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH 

From the last decade of the 20th century significant changes have begun and are still held in the 
world of leadership. It is especially typical for innovation based business and economic environment, 
where an accelerated tempo is dictated by the importance of competitive advantage, the necessity 
of gradual reformation and technological development. 

Innovation-based business enterprises are a special sector of the world of work, however, the 21st 
century generated significant changes in the work in general too (Frese , 2000). In recent decades, 
the expansion of the internet and the technical development is taking place by an unprecedented 
pace. Countries’ borders are disappearing, ensuring starting of new, global careers, which is no 
longer limited by language or cultural differences among countries. Work is also changing and the 
primary criterions of performance are no longer working hours or workplaces, but rather the tasks or 
the need for project delivery. These effects are mainly typical in knowledge-based (Blacker, 1995) 
organizations or projects, where a so-called creative staff is responsible for tasks, who typically 
perform knowledge-based work, explore, research, develop and create creative-based products. 
Workers nowadays cannot survive without lifelong learning, continuous self-training and self-
development and the acquisition of meta-skills that enable continuous knowledge transfer (Arthur 
and Rousseau, 1996; Claes, 2003; Goffee and Jones, 2000). 

At the same time a new type of employees appeared, as the growing up Generation Y has become 
young adults and started their careers landing with a new value system and culture at the present 
labour market. Generation Y is a kind of reaction of the typical characteristics of previous 
generations. For this generation technological orientation and perfect technical skills, which was a 
challenge for their parents, is absolutely evident. These young people are grown up in a free spirit, 
have open mind and their attitude to the world of work and the importance of work can be 
completely different from their parents’. It is important for them to create and maintain work-life 
balance, as well as self-actualization through their work. They expect fast results at work and they do 
not want to work alone but rather with an excellent team. Generation Y has totally different 
attitudes, expectations and values toward the world of work, and this is a real challenge for 
employers too (Berk, 2010; Brannen and Nilsen, 2002; Fadjukoff, 2007, Loughlin and Barling, 2001; 
Roberts and Mofitt, 2003, Sokol, 2009). Today's young adults are the generation who become 



 
4 

employee and leader parallel with 21st century challenges and emergence of New Leadership 
Paradigm. They face the related challenges day-by-day as leader and as follower too. They are 
today's 20-40 year-old generation, who are the focus of our research. 

The main expectation from the worker of the 20th century was to carry out duties assigned to him, 
be loyal to the organization, and follow the instructions of his leader. Today, however, when there is 
a permanent innovation, change and dynamism at the labour market, we expect something else, 
because something different is needed for effective thrive. The most important skill is to manage 
today’s fast changing mental and emotional challenges. The present labour market is continuously 
changing and unpredictable, which process is formed by actual economic, social, technological, legal 
and political factors. And as the world around us grows more complex, it becomes a more and more 
general expectation that employees (especially leaders) could manage this complexity and the 
challenges involved. This is actually not only a skill that anyone can learn, but a kind of vision, outlook 
on life, which people do not innately have, but developed and shaped by challenges and experience 
(Kegan, 1994). 

The dilemmas raised above can be understood by Constructive Developmental Theory. It is 
particularly relevant to apply this theory on leadership development due to the fact that the focus of 
our research is young leaders of present age. 

According to the approach of constructive developmental theory (e.g. Kegan, 1980) development is a 
transformational process, which is divided in stages in Kegan’s theory (0+5 stages). Development 
shows a spiral movement; if a developmental stage is reached, the individual will not regress. 
According to Kegan the most important feature of developmental process is the actual level of 
meaning making. Complexity of meaning making shows how huge part of the world around us is 
understood by the individual. The complexity of meaning making is based on subject, object and their 
relationship to each other. Subject is unquestioned, simply a part of the self, it cannot be seen 
because it is a part of the individual. Object are ’those elements of our knowing or organizing that we 
can reflect on, handle, look at, be responsible for, relate to each other, take control of, internalize, 
assimilate, or otherwise operate upon’ (Kegan, 1994, p. 32). During development the thing that was 
subject on a certain level, becomes object on the next. The more object the individual have, the 
more complex meaning making process (s)he has. That is why Kegan’s (1982) theory is called 
meaning making (mental complexity) theory. 

Related to developmental process, modern leadership models are based on Kegan’s theory. Related 
to modern statical leadership theories, an effective leader is mature not only cognitively but 
emotionally too. Modern statical leadership theories use more concepts to explain this point of view, 
e.g. charisma, authenticity, ethics, servantness. This leads to the conclusion that the leader's 
personal characteristics are so important related to leadership development, just as cognitive 
capacity (mental complexity) (Avolio, Bass and Jung, 1999; Ciulla, 1998; House and Jacobsen, 2001; 
King and Rothstein, 2010; Luthans and Avolio, 2003). All these suggest that mental complexity (the 
individual's cognitive maturity and complexity) together with personal characteristics of the 
individual determine how the individual can function as a leader. As a personal feature, we will 
examine personality, because parallel mental complexity it is important, determining effective 
leadership (Bowler, Bowler and Phillips, 2009). 

Emergence of meaning making complexity is based on a more than 30 years long research process, in 
which Kegan examined development of meaning making in adulthood, as well as how the 
development of mental complexity influences an individual's success in work and life. Complexity of 
meaning making can be lower or higher. Complexity of meaning making is influenced by a 
constructive developmental process and is characterized by cross-cultural consistency. According to 
Kegan mental complexity levels (orders of mind) in adulthood there are Socialized Mind (third level), 
Self-actualizing Mind (fourth level), Self-transforming Mind (fifth level). Each level represents a 
different interpretation of the world around, which are radically different modes of interpretation. 
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The differences are qualitative and are well recognized. Getting from one level to another is a 
transformational process. During transformation there are substages when the developmental 
process periodically slows down. Thus, the process of development itself is the alternation of stability 
and change. When the individual reaches a level during the development the developmental 
progress stops for a while. Mental complexity can be developed, and the developmental level of 
mental complexity affects self-efficacy and functioning of the individual along different conditions 
(Kegan, 1980; 1982). 

On Socialized Mind (Social Complexity) level it is very important for the individual what is expected 
from him/her to say. On this level individual is very sensitive on the reactions of others, (s)he wants 
to know the effect of his/her behaviour. As a result, (s)he has developed the ability to subordinate 
his/her own desires and be guided by the norms and standards of meaning systems’ of others. (S)he 
believes more behind a process that can be realized by facts; his/her communication and process of 
interpretation can easily be disoriented. It is usual that (s)he communicates something different that 
(s)he wanted to.  

On Self-actualizing (Individual Complexity) level the individual can handle values, assumptions and 
ideas in a more complex way. (S)He is able to examine various rule-systems, opinions, and 
expectations and is able to mediate among them using an internal set of rules and regulations: a self-
governing system. Self-actualizing individual has conscious or unconscious goals, direction lines, 
timetables, point of view, strategy and analysing capability. When an individual works on this level of 
mental complexity, the incoming information passes through the particular filter of the individual. 
This means that the sought information can be preferred. Relevant information can be understood 
easier and quicker. The information that was not preferred and is irrelevant is much harder to get 
through the filter. 

On Self-transforming (Inter-individual Complexity) level individual also has a ‘filter’, but on the fourth 
level this filter is a part of the self (subject) that becomes object on the fifth level. The individual 
continually evaluates and classifies what is going on around him/her and is aware that the world is 
constantly changing: what is evident today can be changed for tomorrow. Information is considered 
to be relevant when it can question adequacy of the current level of mental complexity. Individual 
receives relatively much information on this level, because others like sharing information with 
him/her. Individual will evaluate all information as (s)he believes that relevance of information can 
be decided only by this way. These people know that characteristics of the things can change along 
time; something that is appropriate now, can become irrelevant in the future. They are also aware of 
constant changing of the self. They believe that constant change is necessary, and they need to look 
for information, which contains relevant answers. These people function by this way in life, at work 
and in their leadership role also (Kegan, 1980; 1982). 

For the practice of complexity and change management skill it is important to be aware that a 
theory, a system, an ideology or a framework, which is currently considered to be valid, can change. 
If the current is not eternal, it must constantly strive to create a new frame of reference, to be able 
to answer more and more questions. This should be a framework that is not only seen but also 
understood by the individual. The current framework is therefore can never be considered as a 
finished product, rather can be considered, however, a fund where a further (life or leadership) 
developmental process can be started (Allen and Wergin, 2009; Kegan and Lahey, 1984). 

III. AIM OF THE STUDY 

According to Kegan's theory, mental demand of the 20th century could be managed by Socialized 
Mind operating mode. 21st century however has brought such business, economical, technical and 
labour market changes, that conception of complexity has been completely changed and needed 
new skills to manage. Today innovation, self-management, personal responsibility and self-direction 
are essential skills not only for leaders, but for anyone who strives to live life meaningful. Knowledge, 
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relevance of complexity of thinking are appreciated both in individuals’ and in organizations’ world, 
because otherwise (without them) it is impossible to keep the pace dictated by fast development of 
the world around us. In this fast-paced world, only those individuals can work successfully, who 
possess all of these; enhance autonomy, self-management skills, self-confidence and initiative skills 
as well. In fact, these all together mean high level of meaning making complexity which has such an 
important value for a layman as well as for a leader (Joiner and Josephs, 2007; Kegan, 1982; Kegan, 
1994; Torbert, 2004). 

Considering organizational and work psychological processes, the leader is a key person, whose 
actual state, functioning, relative maturity influences subordinates and the managed processes. An 
interesting and actual phenomenon of the labour market is that the appearance of the Generation Y 
was followed by an increased number of young people holding leadership positions. According to 
developmental psychological facts they are not always appropriate to the expectations of leadership 
roles. Despite all this, on the basis of mental complexity a young person can also be good for a 
leadership position. We assume that complexity of meaning making correlates with the leaders’ 
attitude to leadership and along mental complexity different types of individuals can be explored. We 
do not think, however, that the attitude of the leader in terms of mental complexity is the only 
determining factor of successful leadership. Role of personality cannot be neglected either, because 
it influences leadership in several ways. Based on the Five Factor Model our goal is to discover, how 
personality profile develops parallel with levels of mental complexity. Our aim is to separate mental 
complexity profiles that determine clusters with different personality characteristics and attitude 
toward leadership. 

IV. HYPOTHESISES 

IV.1. HYPOTHESISES RELATED TO MENTAL COMPLEXITY 

One of our main goals with development of Mental Complexity Questionnaire was to (beyond the 
previous qualitative measure of mental complexity) create a quantitative method for measuring 
mental complexity, which allows faster and easier analysis of mental complexity. We expected from 
developmental process of Mental Complexity Questionnaire to establish a tool that is appropriate for 
measuring Social (Socialized Mind), Individual (Self-actualizing Mind) and Inter-individual (Self-
Transforming mind) levels of mental complexity. 

HYPOTHESIS 1: THE STRUCTURE OF FINAL FORM OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY 
QUESTIONNAIRE WILL BE SUITABLE TO EXAMINE THREE ADULT LEVELS OF 
MENTAL COMPLEXITY (SOCIAL, INDIVIDUAL AND INTER-INDIVIDUAL LEVELS). 

We know from Kegan's theory (Kegan, 1980), that complexity of meaning making evolves as a kind of 
maturation process. According to Kegan (1980), age is a relevant factor of the complexity of mental 
maturation. In this respect he assumes minimum ages, below which it is not possible to achieve a 
certain level of mental complexity. However, it is also highlighted in the original theory that quantity 
and quality of the lived experience is also determining in terms of complexity. 

HYPOTHESIS 2: DEVELOPMENT OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY CORRELATES WITH AGE.  

Hypothesis 2/a: Level of mental complexity is higher in a later age.1. 

Hypothesis 2/b: We also expect however, that all three levels of 
mental complexity will appear in all age bands. 

                                                             
1
 The terminology of classical literature of mental complexity was used here: Social Complexity level is 
considered "low" level of mental complexity, Individual and Inter-individual levels of complexity are considered 
"high" levels of mental complexity. 
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In the past two or three decades, relevant changes emerged in the business and economic 
environment. Due to the birth of information society also the viewpoint of assessing ‘ideal worker’ 
changed. It has become commonplace to do intellectual work activity, we live in an economic 
environment where rapid changes are permanent, more striking results are observed in the field of 
science and technology, and the importance of competitiveness has increased unprecedentedly. High 
level of mental complexity is therefore much more needed in sectors of the labour market, where 
business and economic development and continuous innovation is the key of competitiveness. The 
development of mental complexity is related to the individual's experience. The experience gained by 
the individual previously, determinates the individuals’ meaning making capacity (mental 
complexity). 

HYPOTHESIS 3: DEVELOPMENT OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY CORRELATES WITH 
WORK EXPERIENCE. 

Hypothesis 3/a: High level (Individual and Inter-individual) of 
mental complexity will be typical for people who work in an 
innovation-oriented and complex business-economical sector of the 
labour market. 

Hypothesis 3/b: Level of mental complexity correlates positively with 
amount of work experience. 

Hypothesis 3/c: Level of mental complexity correlates with level and 
complexity of the position. 

Hypothesis 3/d: Level of mental complexity correlates positively with 
amount of leadership experience. 

Hypothesis 3/e: Level of mental complexity correlates positively with 
number of subordinates. 

Hypothesis 3/f: Leadership position itself is not probable to activate 
higher levels of mental complexity. A leader can be on Social, 
Individual and Inter-individual mental complexity level. 

IV.2. HYPOTHESISES RELATED TO THE INTERACTION OF MENTAL 
COMPLEXITY AND PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

According to McCauley et al (2006), more and more research is focused on the relationship of the 
mental complexity and other constructs. In this context personality is a relevant field. However, we 
still have relatively a few number of researches, furthermore most of these tried to explore mental 
complexity with qualitative measurement tools (Strang and Kuhnert, 2009; Bowler, Bowler and 
Phillips, 2009). That is why it is important to see what relationship seems to be between different 
levels of mental complexity and personality traits. With this hypothesis testing we are going to 
explore an important field and try to define how this relationship emerges in practice. Are these two 
constructs (mental complexity and personality) related, independent, or perhaps complementary? 

HYPOTHESIS 4: SCALES OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY AND SCALES OF PERSONALITY 
CORRELATE WITH EACH OTHER. 

Hypothesis 4/a: Social Complexity correlates positively with 
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Consciousness, Neuroticism; correlates 
negatively with Openness to experience. 

Hypothesis 4/b: Individual Complexity correlates positively with 
Consciousness, Openness to experience; correlates negatively with 
Neuroticism; and its correlation with Extraversion and Agreeableness 
will not be significant. 
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Hypothesis 4/c: Inter-individual Complexity correlates positively 
with Extraversion, Agreeableness, Consciousness, and Openness to 
experience; correlates negatively with Neuroticism. 

IV.3. HYPOTHESISES RELATED TO INTREACTION OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY 
AND THINKING ABOUT LEADERSHIP 

In literature of mental complexity and leadership, it is a relevant question, what kind of leadership 
role can be identified with different levels of mental complexity. In modern leadership theories, 
leadership role has an entirely new interpretation. Task-oriented factors of leadership are not 
marginalized, at the same time developmental aspects of leadership role are also emphasized. In 
modern leadership perception/interpretation innovation, staff development, cooperation and 
teamwork are defined as essential leadership competencies (e.g. Bryman, 1992). According to our 
conception, individuals with high mental complexity can be identified with modern leadership 
conception. 

HYPOTHESIS 5: SOCIALIZED MIND CAN BE IDENTIFIED WITH TRADITIONAL 
LEADERSHIP CONCEPTION, SO SOCIAL COMPLEXITY WILL NEGATIVELY CORRELATE 
WITH VARIABLES OF ‘IDEAL LEADERSHIP’ TOOL. SELF-ACTUALIZING AND SELF-
TRANSFORMING INDIVIDUALS CAN BE IDENTIFIED WITH MODERN LEADERSHIP 

CONCEPTION,  SO INDIVIDUAL  AND INTER-INDIVIDUAL COMPLEXITY  WILL 
POSITIVELY CORRELATE WITH VARIABLES OF ‘IDEAL LEADERSHIP’ TOOL. 

Hypothesis 5/a: Social Complexity correlates negatively with 
Innovation, Responsibility and Authenticity. 

Hypothesis 5/b: Individual Complexity correlates positively with Task 
Orientation, Innovation, Responsibility, and Authenticity. 

Hypothesis 5/c: Inter-individual Complexity correlates positively 
with Cooperation, People Orientation, Innovation, Responsibility, and 
Authenticity. 

IV.4. HYPOTHESISES RELATED TO THE INTERACTION OF MENTAL 
COMPLEXITY, PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS AND THINKING ABOUT 
LEADERSHIP 

Several studies tried to identify leadership characteristics of different mental complexity levels. 
Spillet (1995) found that for leaders of Social Complexity level delegating is a difficult task, but 
leaders of Individual Complexity level are very effective in empowerment. Van Velsor and Drath 
(2004) found that different aspects of the leadership will be judged as a challenge depending on the 
the level of mental complexity. For the Socialized Mind leading in an ill-defined role or leading senior 
subordinates is a real challenge. Being in a minority position or leading together with a senior person 
is very difficult for Socialized Mind. Being authentic in stressful situations or balancing between work 
and life are also problematic for him/her. For a Self-actualizing Mind it is difficult to understand 
Socialized Mind and harmonizing the different point of views. Being authoriter is a real challenge for 
self-actualizing mind, because (s)he wants to actualize himself/herself and this is the most important 
for him/her (Kegan and Lahey, 1984). Exercising authority is easier for a Self-transforming Mind, 
because (s)he feels his/her responsibility for development of subordinates. Those leadership models 
that emphasize the importance of ‘common vision’ consider Inter-individual Complexity ideal. It is 
important, however, that this mental complexity level of the leader can be frustrating for 
subordinates with lower level of mental complexity, because they expect the leader to interpret 
vision, to set expectations and goals (Kegan, 1994). Those people who stagnate on the third Social 
Complexity level have a range of problems, which they cannot cope with (Kegan, 1994). On Individual 
Complexity level, the individual is has self-directed thinking, and (s)he is consistent, problem-solving 
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and self-sufficient in leadership role. On Inter-individual Complexity level, the individual is a real 
meta-leader who has mature problem-solving skills, prefers inter-independence, and with reframing 
(s)he can resolve a lot of problems. 

Related to leadership, together with mental complexity, personality is also important. The following 
hypothesises are in connection with this conception. 

HYPOTHESIS 6: VARIABLES OF ‘IDEAL LEADERSHIP’ ARE PREDICTED BY 
VARIABLES OF MENTAL COMPLEXITY AND PERSONALITY. 

 

HYPOTHESIS 7: IN THE SAMPLE WE CAN DISTINGUISH MENTAL COMPLEXITY 
PROFILES (CLUSTERS). 

There are remarkable differences among the clusters in 

Hypothesis 7/a personality characteristics and 

Hypothesis 7/. thinking about ‘Ideal Leadership’. 

V. SAMPLE AND METHOD 

V.1. SAMPLE 

In order to examine the hypotheses, our main target group was Generation Y, the current young 
adult generation, who are a growing number at the labour market and who are increasingly affected 
by economical and labour market challenges of modern age. Within this target group our aim was to 
reach young leaders because due to specialties of their age and leadership position they are affected 
by these challenges mentioned above, so the level of mental complexity is a particularly important 
issue for them. Mental complexity of the entire sample could be measured, and independent from 
currently loaded (leadership) status we could explore relationships and draw conclusions. Our 
sample was heterogenic in terms of work experience and labour market sector too. 

353 individuals took part in the main (third) research phase. Their average age is 28.07 years 
(SD=7.148) (minimum 18, maximum 40). We divided the whole sample in the following age groups: 
1st group – 18-25 years; 2nd group – 26-30 years; 3rd group – 31-35 years; 4th group – 36-40 years. 
Based on gender there were 155 males (44%) and 198 females (56%) in the sample. Males’ average 
age is 25.27 years (SD=6.07) (minimum 18, maximum 40); females average age is 30.26 years 
(SD=7.178) (minimum 18, maximum 40). Based on education the sample was split in two groups. 
There were 110 (23%) individuals in the first group with secondary education and 243 (69%) 
individuals with higher level education. Based on work experience our sample was separated in four 
groups (a) without experience (49 people; 13.9%); 1-3 years experience (123 people; 34.8%); (c) 4-10 
years experience (74 people; 21%); (d) more than 10 years experience (107 people; 30.3%). Average 
work experience of the sample is 2.68 years (SD=1.05). Based on sector (type of workplace) our 
sample was divided in four groups. 33.4% of the sample (118 people) has no workplace; 37.1% of the 
sample (131 people) works at public sector; 25.5% of the sample (90 people) works at private sector; 
4% of the sample (14 people) works at non-profit sector. 43.3% of the sample (153 people) has 
leadership practice. 200 people (56.7%) have no leadership practice; 86 people (24.4%) have 1-3 
years leadership practice; 55 people (15.6%) have 4-10 years leadership practice; 12 people (3.4%) 
have more than 10 years leadership practice. Based on currently held position 118 (33.1%) people 
have not got workplace at time of data collection. 137 people (38.8%) are subordinates; 50 people 
(14.2%) lead smaller teams (with a maximum number of 5 members); 49 people (13.9%) lead bigger 
team (with a minimum number of 5 members). 
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V.2. METHOD 

V.2.1. METHOD OF THE FIRST RESEARCH 

The aim of the first phase of our research was to understand specialties of different mental 
complexity levels and to learn how to apply the actually available tool that is suitable for measuring 
mental complexity. In this phase we used Subject-Object Interview technique (SOI, Lahey et al, 1988) 
that was developed by Kegan’s research team. Using this interview technique we aimed to identify 
15 peoples’ actual mental complexity level, and explore the characteristics of each level mainly 
through communication. The analysis of the interview material was further object of this test phase, 
using this knowledge to prepare a quantitative tool for our further research. Interview materials 
were analysed by Transana 2.53 and Atlas.ti 6.0, and the results were used for developing the first 
version of the Mental Complexity Questionnaire. 

V.2.2. METHOD OF THE SECOND RESEARCH 

In the second research phase we used the first version of the Mental Complexity Questionnaire that 
contained 192 items; the questionnaire was filled out by 438 people. Statistical analyses were carried 
out evolving the 27-item final version of the questionnaire. 

V.2.3. METHOD OF THE THIRD RESEARCH 

In the third phase of the research the main aim was hypothesis testing related to the development of 
mental complexity, the relationship between mental complexity and personality, and the relationship 
between mental complexity and thinking about ’ideal leadership’. It was also tested how ‘thinking 
about ideal leadership’ can be predicted by mental complexity and personality. 

V.2.3.1. MEASURING MENTAL COMPLEXITY 

Mental complexity was measured by Mental Complexity Questionnaire. The assessment of the items 
has been carried out along a five-point Likert scale (1: Not typical for me; 2: Rather not typical for 
me; 3: Sometimes typical for me, sometimes not; 4: Rather typical for me, 5: Very typical for me). The 
questionnaire has three scales: Social Complexity Scale, Individual Complexity Scale, and Inter-
individual Complexity Scale. The scale score is the sum of the items score on the certain scale. A 
higher score indicates that the certain characteristics are more typical for the individual. 

V.2.3.2. MEASURING PERSONALITY 

If the main focus of a research is not personality testing, we need a particularly short tool for 
measuring personality (Gosling, Rentfrow, and Swann, 2003). In our research it was also an important 
goal to measure personality with a short tool, that is why we used Big Five Inventory (John and 
Srivastava, 1999; Soto and John, 2009), which was calibrated on Hungarian sample (Rózsa et al, in 
preparation). The BFI’s Hungarian translation (Rózsa et al, in preparation) contains short sentences, 
statements (following the original English version; John and Donahue, 1998), that can be used for 
evaluation of the prototypical Big Five traits. Adjectives used in the items of the questionnaire are 
clearly prototypical markers of the Big Five dimensions (John, 1989; John, 1990). Items are assessed 
on a five-point Likert scale (1: Do not agree, 2: Rather not agree, 3: Also agree, and disagree, 4: 
Rather agree, 5: Completely agree). The scale point is the average of item points assessed in the 
certain scale. 

V.2.3.3. MEASURING THINKING ABOUT LEADERSHIP 

Related to leadership our aim was to explore how individuals think about ‘ideal leader’, what can be 
the characteristics of him/her. To develop/compile leadership item group we based on principles of 
modern leadership concepts (Anderson, 1992; Bryman, 1992; Ciulla, 1998; House, 1976; Joiner and 
Josephs, 2007; Kegan and Lahey, 2009; King and Rothstein, 2010; Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Russell 
and Stone, 2002; Torbert, 2004) and we also used (Kotter, 1999) general management tasks. To 
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compose / compile the list of the items we used relevant measuring instruments that have already 
been calibrated in foreign samples. The final version of our questionnaire measures on six scales: 
Task Orientation, Cooperation, People Orientation, Responsibility, Innovation, and Authenticity. The 
items are evaluated on a five-point Likert scale (1: Do not agree, 2: Rather not agree, 3: Also agree, 
and disagree, 4: Rather agree, 5: Completely agree). The scale point is the average of item points 
assessed in the certain scale. 

VI. RESULTS 

VI.1. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE FIRST HYPOTHESIS 

The development of Mental Complexity Questionnaire took place after an exploratory, interview-
based research process. Examination of the internal structure of the questionnaire occurred in two 
large-scale questionnaire survey. There were 438 people in the first sample and 353 people in the 
second sample. We also used Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor Analysis after which a 27-item 
questionnaire was evolved. This questionnaire contains three scales: Social Complexity Scale, Inter-
Individual Complexity Scale and Individual Complexity Scale. 

Based on the first sample (N=438) the results of statistical analysis are the following. After 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (KMO=0.855, Bartlett: p<0.001) the first scale of the questionnaire is 
Social Complexity Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 6.342; explained variance: 20.851%; 
Cronbach's Alpha: 0.921; Theta: 0.948. The second factor of the questionnaire is Inter-individual 
Complexity Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 3.892; explained variance: 15.995%; 
Cronbach's Alpha: 0.827; Theta: 0.835. The third factor of the questionnaire is Individual Complexity 
Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 3.518; explained variance: 14.088%; Cronbach's Alpha: 
0.810; Theta: 0.805. The total variance explained is 51%. In the second sample (N=353) results of 
statistical analysis are the following. After Exploratory Factor Analysis (KMO=0.836, Bartlett, p<0.001) 
first scale of the questionnaire is Social Complexity Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 5.932; 
explained variance: 19.115%; Cronbach's Alpha is 0.896. The second scale of the questionnaire is 
Inter-individual Complexity Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 3.565; explained variance: 
15.461%; Cronbach's Alpha is 0.839. The third scale of the questionnaire is Individual Complexity 
Scale, where the eigenvalue of the factor is 2.915; explained variance: 11.395%; Cronbach's Alpha is 
0.755. The total variance explained is 45%. The results of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis are: 
x2/df=1.781 (p<0.001); RMSEA=0.047; CFI=0.93; TLI=0.922. According to the results of statistical 
analysis our questionnaire is valid and reliable. 

Our first hypothesis is proved. 

VI.2. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE SECOND HYPOTHESIS 

This hypothesis could be explored along the first test sample, as this was a broad age sample (in the 
second sample there were only young adults). The first sample (N=438) was divided into two age 
groups. We found that value of Social Complexity Scale is higher in young adults group than in older 
adults group (U(1)=6537.5, p=0.001). On Inter-individual Complexity Scale older adults showed a 
higher value than young adults (U(1)=5623.5, p<0.001). On Individual Complexity Scale, there was no 
significant difference between the two age groups. Along these separated age groups we examined 
also if a certain percentage of people achieve a high mental complexity value. This hypothesis 
contradicts Kegan (1980) conception, who thought that a certain mental complexity level can only be 
reached in a certain age. The results show that dominance of a certain mental complexity level can 
be reached in both examined age groups. 

Our second hypothesis is proved. 
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VI.3. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE THIRD HYPOTHESIS 

According to the results of the first study (N=438) along the type of workplace (sector) there were no 
significant difference between the groups. In the second study (N=353) along the type of workplace 
(sector) we found significant differences between the groups on Social Complexity and Inter-
individual Complexity Scale. On Social Complexity Scale the group of individuals without workplace 
and group of individuals from public sector showed a significantly higher mean value (F(3)=4.820; 
p=0.003), on Inter-individual Complexity Scale these individuals showed a significantly lower mean 
value (F(3)=7.839; p<0.001). In this viewpoint, we expected that mental complexity of individuals 
who work in private sector will be higher, but this difference could not be detected between the 
groups. 

In terms of work experience in the first study (N=438), the results showed that there is significant 
difference between the groups on Social Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity Scale. On the 
Social Complexity Scale the group of individuals without and with little (1-2 years) work experience 
achieved the highest values (χ2(3)=36.061; p<0,001), while on Inter-individual Scale the group of 
individuals with much (over 6 years) work experience showed higher value (χ2(3)=26.396; p<0.001). 
The results of the second sample (N=353) on Inter-individual Complexity scale there was significant 
difference between the groups: the individuals with more work experience showed higher mean 
value on this scale (F(3)=12.492, p<0.001). 

Based on current position the results of the first research (N=438) showed significant differences on 
Social Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity. On the Social Complexity Scale group of 
subordinates achieved higher value (χ2(5)=30.256; p<0.001). On Inter-individual Scale leaders 
achieved higher values (χ2(5)=21.440; p=0.001). In the second study (N=353) based on current 
position there were significant differences on Social Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity Scale 
between groups. On Social Complexity Scale group of individuals without work and subordinates 
achieved significantly lower values (F(3)=5.791; p=0.001), on Inter-individual Complexity Scale 
leaders showed significantly higher mean value (F(3)=11.796; p<0.001). 

Based on leadership experience in the first sample (N=438) the results showed that there is 
significant difference between the groups on Social Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity Scale. 
On the Social Complexity Scale group of individuals without leadership experience achieved the 
highest values compared to those who have leadership experience (χ2(3)=36.081; p<0.001). On Inter-
individual Complexity Scale individuals with more (than 6 years) leadership experience achieved the 
highest values. Individuals with little leadership experience also achieved higher values than those, 
who have no leadership experience (χ2(3)=28.353; p<0.001). In the second study (N=353) individuals 
without leadership experience achieved the highest values on Social Complexity Scale. (F(3)=4.298; 
p=0.005), and individuals without leadership experience achieved on Inter-individual Complexity 
Scale significantly lower mean value (F(3)=8.957; p<0.001). 

Based on the number of subordinates we found significant differences between groups on Social 
Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity Scale in the first sample (N=438). On Social Complexity 
Scale individuals without subordinates and individuals with 11-20 subordinates achieved the highest 
values (χ2(4)=29.730; p<0.001), while on Inter-individual Complexity Scale individuals with more (than 
20 people) subordinates achieved the highest values (χ2(4)=21.963; p<0.001). In the second study 
(N=353) top leaders (with min. 5 subordinates) showed significantly higher mean value (F(3)=11.796; 
p<0.001). 

Based on currently held leadership position in the first sample (N=438) we found significant 
differences between groups on Social Complexity and Inter-individual Complexity Scale. Individuals 
with no leadership position achieved higher values on Social Complexity Scale (U(1)=96660.5; 
p<0.001), and on Inter-individual Complexity Scale individuals with currentleadership positions 
achieved significantly higher values (U(1)=10.144; p<0.001). 
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In summary, it can be stated that assumptions related to the third hypothesis were partially proved. 
Contrary to our assumption high level of mental complexity (Hypothesis 3/a) was not typical for 
individuals working in private sector. According to the results of the second research, work 
experience has a significant role in the development of mental complexity. In general, individuals 
with work experience showed higher values on Inter-individual Complexity Scale, while individuals 
without work experience showed higher values on Social Complexity Scale. Hypothesis 3/b is proved: 
individuals with work experience have higher mental complexity (typically high values on Individual 
and Inter-individual Complexity Scales). Our hypothesis related to the currently held position 
(Hypothesis 3/c) was also proved: individuals in higher (more complex) positions have higher mental 
complexity values (typically high values on Individual and Inter-individual Complexity Scales). 
Hypothesis related to leadership experience (Hypothesis 3/d) was also proved: individuals with more 
leadership position achieved higher values of mental complexity (typically high values on Individual 
and Inter-individual Complexity Scales). Hypothesis related to the number of subordinates 
(Hypothesis 3/e) was also proved: individuals with several subordinates achieved higher values on 
Inter-individual Complexity Scale. This result is comprehensible if we consider that this level of 
mental complexity can be characterized with openness to teamwork. Hypothesis 3/f could not be 
confirmed; currently held leadership position is in connection with level of mental complexity: 
individuals who are currently in leadership position achieved higher values on Inter-individual 
Complexity Scale. 

VI.4. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE FOURTH HYPOTHESIS 

Social Complexity shows a strong negative correlation with Extraversion (r=-0.44; p<0.001), a poor, 
but also negative correlation with Agreeableness (r=-0.15; p=0.005) and Consciousness (r=-0.19; 
p<0.001). Its correlation with Neuroticism is positive and significant (r=0.27; p<0.001); and its 
correlation with Openness to experience is strong and negative (r=-0.45; p<0.001). See correlations 
of Social Complexity and personality characteristics in Table 1. 

Table 1: Correlations of Social Complexity and personality characteristics 

 EXTRAVERSION AGREEABLENESS CONSCIOUSNESS NEUROTICISM OPENNESS TO 
EXPERIENCE 

Social 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

-.439 -.151 -.187 .276 -.450 

Level of 
significance 

.000 .005 .000 .000 .000 

 

Individual Complexity shows significant correlation only with Consciousness (r=0.16; p=0.003) and 
Openness to experience (r=0.22; p<0.001); both of these correlations are positive but not very 
strong. Individual Complexity shows weak but positive correlation with Extraversion (r=0.06; 
p=0.261) and Agreeableness (r=0.02; p=0.719); and shows negative correlation with Neuroticism (r=-
0.20; p=0.715). See correlations of Individual Complexity and personality characteristics in Table 2. 

Table 2: Correlations of Individual Complexity and personality characteristics 

 EXTRAVERSION AGREEABLENESS CONSCIOUSNESS NEUROTICISM OPENNESS TO 
EXPERIENCE 

Individual 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

.060 .019 .158 -.020 .222 

Level of 
significance 

.261 .719 .003 .715 .000 
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Inter-individual Complexity shows a strong positive correlation with Extraversion (r=0.43; p<0.001), 
Agreeableness (r=0.61; p<0.001) and Openness to experience (r=0.35; p<0.001). Its correlation with 
Neuroticism (r=-0.20; p<0.001) and Consciousness (r=0.18; p=0.001) seem to be significant but weak. 
See correlations of Inter-individual Complexity and personality characteristics in Table 3. 

Table 3: Correlations of Inter-individual Complexity and personality characteristics 

 EXTRAVERSION AGREEABLENESS CONSCIOUSNESS NEUROTICISM OPENNESS TO 
EXPERIENCE 

Inter-individual 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

.432 .616 .181 -.198 .347 

Level of 
significance 

.000 .000 .001 .000 .000 

 

In summary, it can be concluded that mental complexity and personality variables showed 
correlations in several cases. Results related to Social Complexity show that individuals with high 
Social Complexity values do not seem to be ‘social living beings’. Hypothesises related to Individual 
and Inter-individual Complexity were proved.  

Our fourth hypothesis was partially proved. 

VI.5. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE FIFTH HYPOTHESIS 

Social Complexity shows strong and negative correlation with Innovation (r=-0.41; p<0.001). Social 
Complexity shows a significant but weak correlation with Cooperation (r=-0.20; p<0.001), People 
Orientation (r=-0.18; p=0.001), Responsibility (r=-0.14; p=0.007) and Authenticity (r=-0.15; p=0.003). 
Correlation between Social Complexity and Task Orientation is not significant (r=-0.07; p=0.19). It is 
interesting, however, that correlation of Social Complexity with modern leadership specialties seem 
to be negative. See correlations of Social Complexity and leadership specialties in Table 4. 

Table 4: Correlations of Social Complexity and leadership specialties 

 TASK 
ORIENTATION 

COOPERA
TION 

PEOPLE 
ORIENTATION 

INNOVATION RESPONSIBILITY AUTHENTICITY 

Social 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

-.071 -.204 -.181 -.416 -.144 -.156 

Level of 
significance 

.185 .000 .001 .000 .007 .003 

 

Individual Complexity shows a strong positive correlation with People Orientation (r=0.36; p<0.001), 
Responsibility (r=0.34; p<0.001) and Authenticity (r=0.33; p<0.001). Its correlation with Task 
Orientation is significant, but not very strong (r=0.20; p<0.001), as well as with Cooperation (r=0.26; 
p<0.001) and Innovation (r=0.26; p<0.001). See correlations of Individual Complexity and leadership 
specialties in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Correlations of Individual Complexity and leadership specialties 

 TASK 
ORIENTATION 

COOPER
ATION 

PEOPLE 
ORIENTATION 

INNOVATION RESPONSIBILITY AUTHENTICITY 

Individual 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

.197 .259 .360 .261 .344 .327 

Level of 
significance 

.000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

 

Inter-individual Complexity shows a strong positive correlation with People Orientation (r=0.31; 
p<0.001) and Cooperation (r=0.33; p<0.001). Its correlation with Innovation (r=0.29; p<0.001), 
Responsibility (r=0.21; p<0.001) and Authenticity (r=0.21; p<0.001) seem to be also significant but 
not so strong. Its correlation with Task Orientation is significant but weak (r=0.12; p=0.024). See 
correlations of Individual Complexity and leadership specialties in Table 6. 

Table 6: Correlations of Inter-individual Complexity and leadership specialties 

 TASK 
ORIENTATION 

COOPERA
TION 

PEOPLE 
ORIENTATION 

INNOVATION RESPONSIBILITY AUTHENTICITY 

Inter-individual 
Complexity 
Pearson r 

.120 .333 .312 .297 .215 .214 

Level of 
significance 

.024 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

 

These results confirm our assumptions. Between Social Complexity and leadership scales negative 
correlations were found, suggesting that this mental complexity level can rather be characterized 
with identification of traditional leadership principles. Individual and Inter-individual Complexity 
showed typically positive correlations with leadership scales, which suggest that these mental 
complexity levels can rather be characterized with identification of modern leadership principles. 

Our fifth hypothesis was proved. 

VI.6. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE SIXTH HYPOTHESIS 

All variables of ‘thinking about ideal leadership’ could be explained by our mental complexity and 
personality variables. 

Related to variance of Task Orientation, variables measured by us do not seem to be the most 
relevant variables. That is why only the 5.3% percent of Task Orientation can be explained 
considering all of the measured variables. In emergence of Task Orientation only Individual 
Complexity and Consciousness seem to be significant (Individual Complexity β=0.175; Consciousness 
β=0.141; Adj. R2=0.053). These values suggest that both Individual Complexity and Consciousness 
predict Task Orientation positively. This result can easily be understood if we take into account that 
an individual with high Individual Complexity can be characterized with importance of personal 
performance, and belief in him/her. Consciousness is also a part of precise and accurate task 
management and deadline-orientation. But the weakness of the model, however, suggests that the 
variance of Task Orientation is not primarily determined by the measured variables. 

Explaining variance of Cooperation four measured variables considered to be significant: Inter-
individual Complexity, Individual Complexity, Social Complexity and Agreeableness. By these four 
variables 18.7% of the variance of Cooperation was explained (Inter-individual Complexity β=0.204; 
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Individual Complexity β=0.245; Social Complexity β=-0.144; Agreeableness β=0.128; Adj. R2=0,187). 
Inter-individual Complexity, Individual Complexity and Agreeableness predict Cooperation positively, 
while Social Complexity predicts it negatively. Cooperation is about working together, thinking, acting 
with a team perspective and adding individual performance to team performance. Inter-individual 
complexity is a main feature of team work and team results. However, this does not preclude the 
need for individual effort; that is why Individual Complexity is also an important part of the model. 
Social Complexity is associated with fear from change, so high level of Social Complexity predicts in 
our model marginalization of Cooperation. The role of Agreeableness is also 
comprehensible/recognizable, since Agreeableness predicts helping others, support others and 
willingness of contribution to common results. 

Variance of People Orientation is explained by Individual Complexity, Extraversion, Inter-individual 
Complexity and Consciousness. These four variables explain 26.1% of the variance of People 
Orientation (Individual Complexity β=0.311; Extraversion β=0.154; Inter-individual Complexity 
β=0.193; Consciousness β=0.162; Adj. R2=0.261). Most important feature of People Orientation is 
importance of human relationships for the individual. Extraversion refers to the ‘social life’ and 
preference of community events. Inter-individual Complexity refers to ‘team life’ and importance of 
performance achieved together. Consciousness is also strongly important in the model, because it 
can aim not only tasks but people and relationships, where precision, accuracy, respect for other are 
also very important. Predictive power of Individual Complexity can be understood in this model if we 
consider that an individual with Individual Complexity level can be characterized with self-
improvement, self-operation and loyalty to himself/herself, which principles can be a part of the 
individual’s social life also. 

The variance of Innovation can be explained with Openness to experience, Social Complexity, 
Individual Complexity, Consciousness and Inter-individual Complexity. These five variables explain 
34.1% of the variance of Innovation (Openness to experience β=0.273; Social Complexity β=-0.248; 
Individual Complexity β=0.177; Consciousness β=0.127; Inter-individual Complexity β=0.110; Adj. 
R2=0.341). Predictive power of Openness to experience to the variance of Innovation can be well 
understood, as the Innovation is for development and openness to new trends, while Openness to 
experience as a personality trait, is about importance of experience, self-improvement, development 
and research. β value of Social Complexity is negative, which is also meaningful, as Social Complexity 
is about anxiety of change: the individual does not want to change the usual and established 
routines, this really contradicts Innovation. Self-development and self-improvement are parts of 
Individual Complexity, they are also necessary for Innovation. Importance of Consciousness in the 
model can also be understood as it is necessary for task management, while Inter-individual 
Complexity is necessary for the model because of team-work’s importance in Innovation.  

Variance of Responsibility can be explained by four variables measured by us: Individual Complexity, 
Consciousness, Inter-individual Complexity and Extraversion. These four variables explain 20% of the 
variance of Responsibility (Individual Complexity β=0.301; Consciousness β=0.183; Inter-individual 
Complexity β=0.111; Extraversion β=0.115; Adj. R2=0,200). Responsibility can be well explained with 
Individual Complexity, as this mental complexity level can be characterized with autonomy and self-
sufficiency. This is confirmed by Consciousness; that confirms us the relevance of this personality 
trait in responsible living and working. Inter-individual Complexity and Extraversion should be added 
to the model because of the social and team aspect of these variables. 

Variance of Authenticity is explained by three variables measured by us. These three variables 
explain 15.1% of the variance of Authenticity (Individual Complexity β=0.318; Inter-individual 
Complexity β=0.161; Social Complexity β=-126; Adj. R2=0,151). People with Individual mental 
complexity level can be characterized with independence. These people accept and undertake 
themselves. These characteristics are also true on Inter-individual Complexity level, but the focus of 
this complexity level is not the individual but the community. β value of Social Complexity is negative, 
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it means that the higher the individual's Social Complexity level, the less (s)he can be characterized 
with authentic operation mode. 

In our sixth hypothesis it was expected that variables of ‘thinking about ideal leadership’ can be 
explained by mental complexity and personality variables. Our assumptions were largely confirmed, 
although related to Task Orientation we found a rather weak model, suggesting that this variable 
cannot be predicted by the measured variables. It is promising, however, that variables of ‘thinking 
about ideal leadership’ – more or less – can be explained by mental complexity and personality 
variables.  

So our sixth hypothesis was proved. 

VI.7. INTERPRETING RESULTS RELATED TO THE SEVENTH HYPOTHESIS 

Based on values achieved on scales of Mental Complexity Questionnaire we created clusters. 
According to the result of hierarchical cluster analysis the three-, four- or five-clustered solution 
seemed to be adaptable to the sample, from which the three-clustered solution was the most 
meaningful. The final cluster centre points were converted with K-means (stepwise) method (see 
Table 7). 

Table 7: Clusters converted by scales of Mental Complexity Questionnaire 

  Cluster 1 (N=155; 
43,9%) 

Cluster 2 (N=108; 
30,6%) 

Cluster 3 (N=90; 
25,5%) 

Inter-individual Complexity 35,44 (moderate) 39,27 (high) 28,62 (low) 

Social Complexity 20,42 (low) 28,11 (moderate) 31,33 (high) 

Individual Complexity 34,17 (moderate) 37,03 (moderate) 34,69 (moderate) 

 

There are 155 persons in the first cluster; it is 43.9% of the sample. The first cluster’s average age is 
27.95 years (SD=6.92). There are 70 males (45.2% of the cluster) and 85 females (54.8% of the 
cluster). 42 individuals (27.1%) have secondary education, 113 individuals (72.9 %) have higher 
education. In this cluster individuals can be characterized with moderate Inter-individual Complexity 
(z-score=0.11), low Social Complexity (z-score=-0.77) and moderate Individual Complexity (z-score=-
0.23). This suggests that teamwork is downplayed by individuals in the first cluster and they prefer 
working alone. They are not afraid of change, but even looking for the possibility of change, 
innovation and development. Therefore, this cluster was called ‘initiative individualist’. Average level 
of Extraversion, Agreeableness and Consciousness are typical for them. Value of their Neuroticism is 
low and Openness to experience is on average value in their case, but higher than Openness value of 
both the other groups. Based on leadership variables these cluster achieved average or high values, 
typically lower than the second but higher than third cluster. Relationship-oriented leadership 
characteristics (Cooperation, People Orientation) show lower values than in the second cluster. In 
their case, however, the value achieved on Innovation scale is higher, which indicates the importance 
of the development for them. 

There are 108 people in the second cluster; it is 30.6% of the sample. The second cluster’s average 
age is 29.95 years (SD=7.40). There are 35 males (32.4%) and 73 females (67.6 %) in this cluster. 
23.1% of the cluster members (25 people) have secondary education, while 76.9% of the cluster 
members (83 people) have higher education. In this cluster, individuals can be characterized with 
high Inter-individual Complexity (z-score=0.83), moderate Social Complexity (z-score=0.38) and 
moderate Individual Complexity (z-score=0.42). This suggests that these individuals believe in team 
work, and their goal is to take possibilities and strengths of the team. They believe the individual 
limitations can be well compensated by teamwork, where individuals can complement and help each 
other. Therefore, this cluster was called ‘friendly team player’. Low Neuroticism, high Agreeableness, 
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average Extraversion, average Openness to experience and average Consciousness are 
characteristical for them. Based on leadership variables these cluster achieved typically high values. 
They have the highest values on relationship-oriented scales: Cooperation and People orientation. 
Innovation, Responsibility and Authenticity are also relevant for them. 

There are 90 persons in the third cluster; it is 25.5% of the sample. The second cluster’s average age 
is 26.01 years (SD=6.70). 50 males (55.6%) and 40 females (44.4%) were in this group. 43 people have 
secondary education, it is 47.8% of the sample, while 47 persons have higher education, this is 52.2% 
of the sample. In this cluster individuals can be characterized with low Inter-individual Complexity (z-
score=-1.18), high Social Complexity (z-score=0.86) and moderate Individual Complexity (z-score=-
0.11). People in this cluster prefer to act like an individual; they do not feel themselves competent in 
team work. They are afraid of change and uncertain effects, and prefer familiar and well-tried 
circumstances and conditions. This cluster was called ‘conservative performing’. Members of this 
cluster can be characterized with high Neuroticism (so low level of emotional stability), low 
Extraversion, Agreeableness and Openness to experience value, while Consciousness shows average 
value. Scales of ‘thinking about ideal leadership’ showed lower values. It is difficult for these 
individuals to identify themselves with modern leadership principles. In their case Task Orientation, 
Cooperation, People Orientation, Innovation, Responsibility and Authenticity show low values. 

Considering that we managed to isolate three (also statistically) stable clusters along scales of Mental 
Complexity Questionnaire, that differ from each other in personality traits and variables of ‘thinking 
about ideal leadership’, we can declare that Mental Complexity Profiles can be created along mental 
complexity specialties (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Standardized values of variables in clusters 

 

So our seventh hypothesis was proved. 

VII. DISCUSSION 

According to organizational and work psychological processes, leader is a key person, whose state, 
traits and operational characteristics can influence subordinates and processes managed by him/her. 
Appearance of Generation Y in the labour market, a high number of young adults in leadership 
position, for whom, because of their developmental characteristics, it can be difficult to manage and 
lead; although they have skills that capacitate them on present leadership positions. These were the 
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interesting phenomena that caught our attention over the past few years, and made us formulate 
several questions, that we tried to answer in the framework of this research. 

Our conception was built on constructive developmental theory and modern dynamical leadership 
theories. Parallel with mental complexity we emphasized the importance of personality in specialties 
of “thinking about ideal leadership’. 

Emergence of Mental Complexity Theory is based on a more than 30 years long research process, in 
which Kegan (1980; 1982; 1994), Kegan and Lahey (1984; 2009), and Lahey et al (1988) examined the 
development of mental complexity in adulthood, as well as how the development of mental 
complexity affects a person's success in life and work. It was found that there are adults 
characterized with different levels of mental complexity; and each complexity represents a different 
interpretation of the functioning of the world, which can radically differ from each other. The 
differences are qualitative and can be well recognized. 

These differences are relevant; and the literature suggests that the challenges of the modern age can 
be managed only by individuals whose mental complexity is on a higher level. It is also important, 
however, that through mental complexity individuals try to adapt to the challenges of the 
environment, and mental complexity can only develop by environmental stimuli. It is therefore 
important to note that one or another type of mental complexity is no better or worse than the 
other, but a variety of mental complexity types can be effective and successful in different situations 
of life. 

Based on the results of our research we succeeded to discover these features of mental complexity. 
Previously mental complexity was measured only with qualitative tools; Subject-Object Interview was 
one of the most typical. Based on it we developed a valid and reliable quantitative tool to measure 
mental complexity (Mental Complexity Questionnaire) that separates Social, Individual and Inter-
individual types of mental complexity. However, while previous approaches of mental complexity 
called these types ‘levels’, based on our results we should say that these are ‘types’ that cannot 
preclude the existence of each other. Our results show that individuals are different along the rate of 
these types; and mental complexity profiles of the individual can be showed by the rate of these 
types. Based on these results we could separate clusters differing from each other in personality and 
in ‘thinking about ideal leadership’. 

Based on the obtained results it would be worthwhile/advisable/beneficial to consider changes of 
the current name of scales. Particularly Social Complexity Scale should be renamed because this scale 
is about a conservative, hard-adaptive, hard-changing, and somewhat rigid operation mode, so the 
name of it is not the most suitable. Thus, this scale could be renamed ‘Conservative’ scale. 

It is also important that the questionnaire in its actual version is not appropriate to calculate the 
individuals’ general mental complexity score (we can generate only scale scores). In a practical point 
of view, it would be important to determine such a score. This is another reason, why Mental 
Complexity Questionnaire should be further developed. The main goal of the developmental process 
is to develop a questionnaire with what we could generate not only scale scores, but based on the 
existing three scales we could count a general mental complexity score (low, moderate or high). 

Our results prove that mental complexity is developing with age, work experiences, so resolved 
situations and crises help to develop mental complexity. There is a natural mental complexity 
developmental process, but development of mental complexity can be facilitated also. That is why 
we revalued Kegan’s conception and believe that dimensions of mental complexity can operate 
parallel. 

Our results about correlations show that mental complexity dimensions can correlate with 
personality dimensions; and these together can predict variance of leadership variables. 

Based on cluster analysis, we separated mental complexity profiles, which differ from each other in 
personality and leadership characteristics. So ‘thinking about ideal leadership’ is predicted not only 
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by cognitive but also personality characteristics of the individual. We found that individuals with 
different mental complexity profiles can be characterized with different personality characteristics 
and attitude to leadership. 

VIII. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Process of individual development and leadership development has several similarities. 
Interpretation can be helped by the construct of mental complexity. Understanding this construct is 
an important task for counsellors and executive coaches also.  

Young adulthood is a really important period of life, because of cognitive, emotional and social 
changes. It is not a statical period, not even when we analyse it through the lens of mental 
complexity. This has been proven by our research results; we found differences among age groups of 
young adults. Generation Y has been highlighted in our research, but future researches could include 
other age groups too. According to the classical theorists of mental complexity, the construct shows 
a linear developmental process. Lived experiences are also really important.  

Related to the development of mental complexity we always think of progression. However, if we 
consider that mental complexity can adapt to the current environmental characteristics, the question 
arises if regression can be possible or not. Is individual able to ‘step back’ and watch the world 
around through simpler lenses, if it is necessary? Exploration of it can also designate a relevant future 
research direction. 

Relationship of mental complexity with organization culture is also relevant. We emphasized that 
different types of mental complexity are not better or worse. All of them are necessary in our world, 
and there are different circumstances, where Social, Individual or Inter-individual Complexity can be 
successful. It would be a relevant research direction to explore relationship between mental 
complexity and organizational culture.  

A relevant methodological task is to develop Mental Complexity Questionnaire to make it simpler 
and widely applicable. 
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