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Introduction
My foundational inquiry centers on a question that is at once deeply personal and urgently professional: how do we cultivate leaders capable of navigating intercultural complexity with curiosity, empathy, and transformative presence? This question emerges from a recognition that the most profound and sustainable shifts in human behavior are not achieved through the mere acquisition of knowledge, skills, and attitudes, but through a fundamental transformation in how individuals make meaning of the world (Kegan, 1994; Mezirow, 2000). While significant scholarship exists on intercultural competency (IC) development, adult development theory (ADT), and transformative learning theory (TLT) as distinct domains, a notable gap remains in their empirical and theoretical integration. This literature review examines the intersection of these three frameworks, arguing that dissonance—particularly the moments I term "dissonant edges"—serves as the pivotal catalyst for growth across all three domains.
The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, I establish the theoretical foundations of intercultural competency development, examining how IC has been defined, measured, and cultivated, with particular attention to immersion experiences as vehicles for transformation. Second, I explore adult development theory through the work of Kegan (1982, 1994), Cook-Greuter (2004), Torbert (2004), and Berger (2012), demonstrating how these frameworks illuminate the evolving capacity for complex meaning-making. Third, I investigate transformative learning theory, particularly Mezirow's (1991, 2000) concept of disorienting dilemmas, to understand how adults navigate fundamental shifts in perspective. Through synthesizing these frameworks, I identify a critical gap in the literature: the limited examination of how leaders' and participants' developmental stages interact with intercultural learning processes, and specifically, how dissonance functions as the mechanism driving transformation in all three domains.
This integration is significant for several reasons. Theoretically, bridging IC, ADT, and TLT development provides an explanatory framework for understanding not merely that transformation occurs, but how and why it occurs. Practically, this synthesis informs the design of more effective immersion programs and leadership development initiatives by attending to developmental readiness and the strategic use of dissonance. Methodologically, it suggests the necessity of mixed-methods approaches that combine developmental assessments with rich qualitative inquiry. Most critically, this review establishes the foundation for my conceptual contribution: "dissonant edges," a term that unifies Mezirow's (2000) "disorienting dilemma" with Berger's (2012) "growth edge" to describe the developmental threshold where individuals must reconcile conflicting perspectives, beliefs, and ways of knowing.	Comment by April Mattix Foster: This is a bit trivial, but I'd keep them in the same order as you wrote about them in the first paragraph, so the abbreviations are in the same order.
The chapter proceeds through seven major sections. Section I establishes the landscape of intercultural competency development, including definitional frameworks, assessment tools, and the role of immersion experiences. Section II provides a comprehensive examination of adult development theory, comparing and contrasting the contributions of key theorists. Section III explores transformative learning theory and its application to intercultural contexts. Section IV synthesizes these frameworks, demonstrating their theoretical convergence and identifying dissonance as a shared mechanism. Section V examines the critical yet under-studied role of leaders and facilitators in IC development. Section VI introduces "dissonant edges" as an integrative concept that bridges all three theoretical domains. Section VII consolidates the identified gaps in the literature and establishes the empirical and theoretical justification for this research. 

Section I: Intercultural Competency Development
1.1 Defining Intercultural Competency
Intercultural competency has been conceptualized in multiple ways across disciplines, yet scholars converge on its multidimensional nature encompassing cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains. Deardorff's (2006) oft-cited definition describes IC as "the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on one's intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes" (p. 247). This framework identifies three core components: attitudes (respect, openness, curiosity, discovery), knowledge (cultural self-awareness, culture-specific knowledge, sociolinguistic awareness), and skills (listening, observing, interpreting, analyzing, evaluating, relating). Deardorff's (2006) Process Model of Intercultural Competence positions these elements in a developmental progression, moving from individual-level attitudes through knowledge and skills to desired external and internal outcomes, that is, greater capacity to effectively navigate IC in relationship with others in alignment with the self. 
Cushner (2011) offers a complementary perspective, defining IC as the "capacity and ability to enable people to be successful with a wide range of culturally diverse contexts" (p. 206). This definition emphasizes adaptability and effectiveness across multiple cultural settings rather than expertise in a single culture. Similarly, Major, Munday, and Winslade (2020) frame IC as a "process of ongoing learning through critical reflection to develop knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors that enhance our ability to negotiate successful intercultural relationships" (p. 162). This processual framing is significant, as it positions IC development not as an endpoint to be achieved but as a continuous journey of becoming.
Paras, Carignan, Brenner, Hardy, Malmgren, and Rathburn (2019) utilize Vande Berg's developmental framework to articulate IC as "cultivating cultural self-awareness, developing awareness of others, managing emotions, and bridging cultural gaps" (p. 24). This definition highlights the dual focus on self and other, suggesting that intercultural competency requires both introspection and interpersonal skill. The emphasis on managing emotions points toward the affective dimensions often minimized in purely cognitive models. Valdivia and Montoto (2017) extend this understanding by noting that IC development is inherently social, "a process in which meanings are made through dialogue between the participants' ways of knowing" (p. 524). This relational emphasis suggests that IC cannot be developed in isolation; it requires engagement with difference and the negotiation of meaning across cultural boundaries.
Reimers (2009) distinguishes global competency from intercultural competency, though the terms are often used interchangeably. Global competency, according to Reimers, includes affective, action-oriented, and academic components that enable students to "understand the flat world in which they live, integrate across disciplinary domains to comprehend global affairs and events, and create possibilities to address them…peacefully, respectfully, and productively with fellow human beings from diverse geographies" (p. 184). While IC focuses specifically on interpersonal and cultural interaction, global competency encompasses broader understanding of systemic, political, and economic interconnections.
A critical analysis of these definitions reveals both convergence and tension. The convergence centers on IC as multidimensional (cognitive, affective, behavioral), developmental (process not product), and relational (requiring engagement with others). The tensions emerge around questions of universality versus cultural specificity. Yershova, DeJaeghere, and Mestenhauser (2000) challenge the assumption that intercultural competencies are "culture-free" and universally applicable, arguing instead that these skills are profoundly shaped by the cultures in which they are practiced and taught. They critique the "fix the problem" paradigm that treats cultural differences as obstacles to overcome rather than as opportunities for learning and transformation.
Closely related to IC is the concept of peace education, which Bar-Tal (2002) describes as an "educational orientation" that promotes peaceful coexistence, non-violence, and humanization of the other (see also DeMulder, Ndura-Ouedraogo, & Stribling, 2009; Harris, 2007). Peace education may be understood as both an outcome of and a component within intercultural competency development, as both seek to build bridges across difference while dismantling prejudice and bias. For the purposes of this research, I adopt an integrative definition that synthesizes these perspectives: intercultural competency is the ongoing developmental process through which individuals cultivate self-awareness, perspective-taking capacity, and adaptive skills to engage respectfully and effectively across cultural difference, facilitated through critical reflection on dissonant experiences.
1.2 Intercultural Competency Assessment
The assessment of intercultural competency development relies heavily on Bennett's (1986, 1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) and its operationalized measurement tool, the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) (Hammer et al., 2003). The DMIS asserts that individuals' experience with cultural difference evolves through a series of cognitive orientations, progressing from more ethnocentric to more ethnorelative worldviews (Bennett, 1986, 1993). Bennett's (1993) model argues that as individuals encounter and process cultural difference, they move through qualitatively distinct stages of meaning-making about diversity.	Comment by April Mattix Foster: I think you want section 1.2 here (there is a 1.1 and a 1.3), and this seems like a natural section on IC assessment
The DMIS identifies five developmental orientations (Bennett, 1993, 2004). Denial represents the stage in which individuals do not perceive or acknowledge cultural differences and are likely to avoid or withdraw from cultural difference altogether (Bennett, 1993). Polarization encompasses both Defense (experiencing one's own culture as superior while viewing other cultures negatively) and Reversal (experiencing another culture as superior to one's own) (Bennett, 1993, 2004). In both manifestations, Polarization reflects a dualistic "us versus them" mindset where cultural differences are acknowledged but evaluated in binary terms (Bennett, 1993). Minimization is the orientation in which cultural differences are acknowledged, but the emphasis is placed on the commonality of all people; individuals at this stage often believe that universal values and principles are more important than cultural differences, captured in the phrase "we're all the same" (Bennett, 2004; Hammer, 2011). Acceptance represents a significant shift toward ethnorelativism, characterized by recognition and appreciation of cultural differences, including one's own, coupled with curiosity about other cultures and openness to learning from them (Bennett, 1993, 2004). Finally, Adaptation describes the orientation in which individuals can shift their perspectives and behaviors in culturally appropriate ways, demonstrating a repertoire of intercultural skills that enable effective navigation across cultures (Bennett, 2004; Hammer et al., 2003).
The distinction between monocultural and intercultural mindsets is fundamental to the DMIS framework. Individuals characterized by Denial, Polarization, or Minimization tendencies are identified as possessing a monocultural mindset, wherein culture is either rejected or minimized. Those at Acceptance and Adaptation recognize differences, demonstrate curiosity, and can shift perspectives and behaviors within cultural engagements, reflecting an intercultural mindset (Bennett, 1993; Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). This progression from monocultural to intercultural mindsets mirrors developmental models in other domains, suggesting that IC growth follows a predictable trajectory of increasing complexity in meaning-making.
The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), developed by Hammer (2011) and colleagues, provides empirical measurement of an individual's or group's orientation along the DMIS continuum. The IDI has been extensively validated across cultures and contexts, demonstrating robust psychometric properties (Hammer, 2011; Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). Empirical applications span diverse settings: Paige, Jacobs-Cassuto, Yershova, and DeJaeghere (2006) utilized the IDI to evaluate a year-long intercultural service-learning program; Hammer (2011) investigated the relationship between leaders' IDI scores and their effectiveness in leading diverse teams; Anderson, Lorenz, and Goh (2016) and Cushner (2011) assessed students and faculty participating in study abroad and faculty-led immersion programs.
Alternative assessment frameworks exist alongside the IDI. Kazykhankyzy and Alagozlu (2019) developed the Intercultural Communicative Competence Scale (ICCS) to measure pre-service teachers' perceived levels of intercultural competency in classroom settings, arguing that other scales primarily assess learners in international or study abroad contexts and thus may not capture classroom-specific IC development. The ICCS, grounded in Byram's (1997) conceptual framework of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and awareness, demonstrated acceptable content validity and reliability across Turkish and Kazakhstani contexts. This proliferation of measurement tools reflects both the complexity of IC as a construct and the context-specificity of its manifestation.
Critical examination of IC assessment tools reveals important limitations. Garrett-Rucks (2014) identified discrepancies between Byram's (1997) multimodal IC model and Bennett's (1993) DMIS when both were applied to the same participants, revealing contradictions both between and within the models. These discrepancies raise questions about what these instruments actually measure and whether they capture the full complexity of intercultural development. The IDI, while measuring developmental orientation, provides limited insight into the process of development—how individuals move from one orientation to another. As Mitchell and Paras (2018) note, we know that intercultural competency can be developed, but we lack clear understanding of the mechanisms—the "engine" of intercultural learning—that drive transformation at a personal level. This gap between outcome measurement and process understanding points toward the necessity of integrating developmental frameworks that can illuminate the how and why of IC growth.
1.3 Immersion Experiences as Vehicles for IC Development
Immersion programs have emerged as a primary vehicle for intercultural competency development, grounded in the premise that direct personal engagement with other peoples, cultures, and contexts is essential for meaningful IC growth (Brendel, Aksit, Aksit, & Schrufer, 2016; Cushner, 2009; Santoro, 2014). These programs offer a unique forum to shift paradigms, challenge assumptions about "normal," and disrupt existing meaning-making structures in ways that can have significant and sustained effects on participants' capacity to engage effectively with other cultures (Dunn, Dotson, Cross, Kesner, & Lundahl, 2014; Raptis, 2019; Ritz, 2011; Sharma, Phillion, & Malewski, 2011). Bennett (1993), Byram (1997), Deardorff (2006), and Hammer, Bennett, and Wiseman (2003) collectively argue that well-designed immersion programs can move participants to a new way of being and knowing—a transformed ontology that facilitates the recognition and valuing of other epistemologies, subsequently enabling the acceptance, adaptation, and integration of intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes.
The effectiveness of immersion programs, however, is not automatic. Cushner (2009, 2011, 2012) emphasizes that immersion experiences must be intentionally designed and implemented explicitly to meet IC development objectives. Coursework alone will not develop intercultural competency; rather, programs must incorporate structured reflection, facilitate encounters with difference, and provide scaffolding appropriate to participants' developmental readiness. Santoro (2014) reinforces this point, demonstrating through case studies of Australian pre-service teachers that poorly designed programs—those lacking intentional structure, adequate reflection time, and appropriate facilitation—can reinforce stereotypes, promote cultural tourism rather than engagement, and leave participants with superficial rather than transformative learning.
Empirical research on immersion program outcomes reveals both promise and complexity. Rexeisen, Anderson, Lawton, and Hubbard (2006) found that students participating in study abroad programs experienced significant shifts in cognitive complexity and intercultural adaptability, measured through pre- and post-program IDI assessments. Niehaus and Crain (2013) examined international service-learning programs and found that students who engaged in well-structured intercultural immersions often progressed toward Self-Authorship, particularly when given opportunities for critical reflection and facilitated dialogue. These findings suggest that immersion can accelerate developmental progression, but only when specific conditions are met.
The conditions under which immersion succeeds versus fails merit careful attention. Dunn, Dotson, Cross, Kesner, and Lundahl (2014) conducted a comparative study of immersion experiences in Sweden and France, identifying three essential factors for IC development. First, relevant and interactive assignments tailored to the context must include intentional and structured opportunities for reflection, particularly critical, diversity-themed discussions with meaningful instructor feedback. The authors noted that in the France program, substantial instructor engagement led to advancement in self-examination and critical examination of assumptions, while insufficient instructor engagement in the Sweden program resulted in superficial awareness and discussions of culture and oppression. Second, hands-on experiences including school visits, teaching opportunities, and cultural tours give students vehicles to connect theory and practice while experiencing "a series of smaller disorienting dilemmas…to see each other's transformations in process" (Dunn et al., 2014, p. 299). Third, support for personal growth through peer community and encouraged collaboration is essential.
Several studies examine alternative approaches to immersion, expanding the conception of what "immersion" might entail. Crawford, Higgins, and Hilburn (2020) identified four factors with significant influence on IC growth among social studies pre-service teachers: students designing their own globally-focused coursework, first-hand experience through four-week asynchronous collaboration with a Thai school, documentary films as learning sources, and immersive storytelling. The latter two factors centered on the role of emotion in learning, suggesting that affective engagement may be as critical as cognitive challenge. McCloskey (2012) examined online learning as a tool for building IC among foreign language teachers, arguing that carefully designed online experiences can generate similar outcomes to in-person immersion when they provide contact with non-native cultures, exposure to authentic cultural products, active reflection, and experiential learning. The key to success, McCloskey found, was a highly competent instructor, explicit communication protocols, and significant self-reflection before online engagement.
Myers and Rivero (2020) explored simulations as vehicles for global competency development, examining 24 social studies preservice teachers engaged in a Nigerian oil/globalization simulation during a methods course. Results showed marked increases in understanding global issues, generation of shared vocabulary, more systemic understanding of power, and recognition of interconnections between actions, policies, and economies. These findings suggest that experiential activities, rather than memorization of facts, more effectively build global competency. However, it remains unclear whether simulations can generate the depth of dissonance and transformation that in-person cross-cultural immersion provides.
Parkhouse, Tichnor-Wagner, Cain, and Glazier (2016) challenge the assumption that international travel is necessary for IC development, suggesting instead that an accumulation of experiences—including domestic encounters with diversity—can lead to incorporation of global perspectives and increased intercultural competency. Their research identified that disorienting experiences (encountering new cultures or environments), sense of professional responsibility, and student commitment comprise a continuum motivating teachers to develop IC and maintain curiosity about the world. Critically, they emphasized the necessity of self-reflection and critical analysis to avoid reinforcement of stereotypes or self-inflation of competency. Their study also highlighted a significant gap: teachers lacked access to intercultural training in their professional development, suggesting systemic barriers to IC growth.
The importance of reflection in immersion experiences is apparent in the aforementioned and multiple additional studies. For example, Che, Spearman, and Manizade (2009) argue that cognitive and emotional development occurs through dissonance in immersion contexts, but only when paired with structured reflection. Smolcic and Katunich (2017) emphasize that without intentional debriefings and reflection, positive potential learning outcomes may not lead to changed behavior or actions in participants' home contexts. Further, absence of reflection may allow feelings of cultural superiority or alienation to emerge, or may result in generalization and stereotyping of the host culture. The implication is clear: immersion provides the catalyst for transformation, but reflection provides the mechanism through which dissonance becomes growth.
Faculty-led short-term programs (less than eight weeks) currently constitute the dominant model of immersion programming (Niehaus & Wegener, 2018). Research on these programs examines how faculty approach and design program goals, interact with students, and facilitate learning (Niehaus & Wegener, 2019; Whatley, Landon, Tarrant, & Rubin, 2020). Whatley and colleagues found that program organizational quality and intentional design significantly affect shifts in students' intercultural competency. Hubbard and Rexeisen (2020) similarly emphasize that creating intentional "cultural dissonance" through thoughtful program design accelerates IC development.
Synthesizing this literature reveals several consistent findings. First, IC development through immersion is possible and, under the right conditions, can be accelerated. Second, intentional program design is essential; accidental or incidental cultural contact is insufficient. Third, structured reflection—particularly facilitated dialogue that challenges assumptions—can transform dissonance into learning. Fourth, instructor/facilitator competence and engagement are critical variables in program success. Finally, and most tellingly for this research, the process of IC development remains under-theorized. We recognize that immersion can work; we increasingly understand the design elements that optimize outcomes; but we lack clear explanation of how individuals navigate the dissonance inherent in cross-cultural encounters and what determines whether they respond with curiosity or defensiveness, growth or regression.  To dive into this concept of dissonance, we turn to adult development theory.

Section II: Adult Development Theory
2.1 Foundations of Adult Development Theory
Adult development theory provides a meta-lens for assessing how increasingly complex sense-making occurs for individuals across the lifespan (Kjellström & Stålne, 2017). Jean Piaget (1950, 1970) is often credited with establishing the foundational principles, proposing that cognitive development occurs in qualitatively distinct stages reflecting increasingly complex ways of understanding and interacting with the world. While Piaget's research focused primarily on children, his assertion that cognition evolves through interaction with and adaptation to the environment established a framework leading to later theorists applying his research into adulthood. Piaget's concepts of assimilation (fitting new experiences into existing frameworks) and accommodation (changing existing frameworks to incorporate new experiences) reflect the dynamic interplay between individual and environment that enables lifelong growth, a core tenet that later researchers applied to explore post-formal stages in adulthood (Kegan, 1982; Commons, Trudeau, Stein, Richards, & Krause, 1998).
Several theorists built on Piaget's evolving stages to explore adulthood as a continuation of growth rather than an achieved plateau (Loevinger, 1976). Erik Erikson (1950) proposed psychosocial development across the lifespan, identifying crises and resolutions characteristic of different life stages. Lawrence Kohlberg (1981) paralleled Piaget's cognitive stages by developing a model of moral development and ethical reasoning, demonstrating that moral judgment evolves through increasingly complex and universal principles. Robert Kegan (1982) and Bill Torbert (2000) expanded Piaget's framework to include emotional and relational dimensions, describing the evolution of adult meaning-making through stages characterized by qualitatively different relationships between self and other. Michael Commons (1998) and his Model of Hierarchical Complexity extended Piaget's work to describe how adults tackle increasingly complex problems across various domains, including leadership, ethics, and systems thinking. Daniel Levinson (1978) complemented this work by conceptualizing the "Seasons of a Man's Life" theory, mapping developmental stages and transitions specific to adulthood.
Common across these diverse approaches is the fundamental premise that adult development involves qualitative transformation in how individuals organize experience, make meaning, and navigate complexity. Development is not simply accumulation of knowledge or skills but a restructuring of the very frameworks through which experience is interpreted. As Kegan (1982) argues, development involves a process of differentiation and integration, where what was previously "subject" (embedded, unconscious, unexamined) becomes "object" (observable, reflectable, manageable). This shift in the subject-object relationship enables increasingly sophisticated perspective-taking, abstract reasoning, and capacity to hold paradox and ambiguity.
2.2 Contemporary ADT Frameworks: Four Key Theorists
Cook-Greuter's Ego Development Theory
Susanne Cook-Greuter's (1999, 2004, 2005) Ego Development Theory extends Jane Loevinger's (1976) seminal work on ego development, which provided a framework for understanding psychological development across stages, emphasizing growth in ego, self-awareness, and moral reasoning. While Loevinger focused on moral and ego development through conventional stages, Cook-Greuter extended this work to integrate higher levels of consciousness, including spiritual and post-rational perspectives, describing increasingly complex ways of making meaning and interacting with the world well beyond Piaget's formal operational stages.
Cook-Greuter (1999, 2005) describes three broad tiers of adult development, with multiple stages within each tier. The Pre-Conventional tier focuses on immediate needs and self-preservation, encompassing the Impulsive stage (where basic survival and self-gratification dominate) and the Self-Protective stage (where rules are followed to avoid punishment). The Conventional tier centers on belonging, norms, and group identity, including the Conformist stage (adherence to societal norms and approval-seeking), the Self-Aware stage (recognition of personal feelings and others' perspectives), and the Conscientious stage (prioritization of internalized principles, responsibility, and achievement). The Post-Conventional tier involves systems thinking, multiple perspectives, and integration, comprising the Individualist stage (recognition of the relativity of systems and norms, valuing self-expression and authenticity), the Strategist stage (ability to integrate multiple systems and engage in long-term thinking with focus on transformation), the Construct-Aware stage (understanding the constructed nature of reality and one's own ego structures), and the Unitive stage (deep interconnectedness with all things, egoless and transcendent).
In applying Ego Development Theory, Cook-Greuter (1999) begins with evaluating where an individual or group falls on the developmental spectrum by reflecting on how current behaviors, attitudes, and decision-making processes align with these stages. By identifying the appropriate stage, individuals or groups gain understanding of their current limitations and can take appropriate action toward higher levels of development. Cook-Greuter (1999, 2004) asserts that tailored interventions—including reflection and dialogue, immersion experiences, and systems thinking—help individuals or groups shift from one stage to the next. Her work is particularly relevant to intercultural contexts, as she suggests that immersion programs provide opportunities for individuals to encounter new perspectives, challenge assumptions, and reflect on their meaning-making frameworks. By challenging participants' existing worldviews, immersion fosters transition to higher stages, particularly the Strategist and Alchemist (Unitive) levels, where cultural complexity and diversity are fully embraced (Cook-Greuter, 2004).
Torbert's Action-Logics Model
Bill Torbert's (2004) Action-Logics Model focuses specifically on how individuals interpret and act within the world, with particular application to leadership development. Torbert's stages, termed "Action-Logics," describe qualitatively different approaches to problems, relationships, and goals. These stages progress from less to more complex ways of thinking and acting, each characterized by distinct patterns of attention, power dynamics, and time horizons.
The Opportunist stage is focused on self-interest and views the world through a win/lose lens, characterized by short-term thinking and manipulation to achieve immediate goals. The Diplomat stage seeks harmony and avoids conflict, working to fit in with group norms and maintain social cohesion, often at the expense of authentic self-expression. The Expert stage values logic, expertise, and efficiency, prioritizing being "right" and demonstrating technical competence; individuals at this stage may struggle with ambiguity and resist input from those perceived as less knowledgeable. The Achiever stage is goal-oriented and strategic, focused on effectiveness and delivery of results; Achievers can manage complexity, coordinate systems, and work toward long-term objectives. The Individualist stage questions systems and assumptions, demonstrating openness to multiple perspectives and creative problem-solving; Individualists recognize the limitations of their own and others' frameworks and can integrate diverse viewpoints. The Strategist stage integrates multiple viewpoints and time horizons, focusing on long-term vision and systemic transformation; Strategists can navigate paradox, lead organizational change, and attend to both immediate and long-term consequences. The Alchemist stage embodies systemic thinking integrated with spiritual awareness and transformational impact; Alchemists operate from a deeply principled center while remaining flexible and adaptive, capable of profound influence across multiple levels simultaneously.
Applying Action-Logics begins with self-reflection or guided coaching to determine which Action-Logic best represents an individual's current stage (Rooke & Torbert, 2005). For example, if one operates as an Expert, developmental work may focus on developing interpersonal skills and valuing input from others. If one operates as an Achiever, development might explore how systems and long-term goals interplay and cultivate broader perspectives. If one operates as a Strategist, the focus may shift to mentoring others and designing systems for holistic, sustainable change (Torbert, 2004). Torbert (2004) emphasizes that Action-Logics provide a framework for identifying dynamics of influence, collaboration techniques, and blind spots. His work also promotes transformational learning at the organizational level, where understanding Action-Logics can help create adaptive and innovative cultures.
Rooke and Torbert (2005) and Chandler and Torbert (2020) connect Action-Logics explicitly to immersion experiences, arguing that such programs challenge participants to operate beyond the Achiever level, cultivating Strategist or Alchemist capacities. These advanced stages align with transformational outcomes often sought in intercultural programs, including adaptability, systems thinking, and integration of multiple cultural frameworks. Immersion experiences that question assumptions and spark reflection enable participants to advance through Action-Logics by providing real-time contexts requiring increasingly sophisticated meaning-making.
Kegan's Subject-Object Theory
Robert Kegan's (1982, 1994, 2009) Subject-Object Theory describes how individuals evolve through increasingly complex stages of meaning-making. The core tenet of Kegan's work is that growth occurs as individuals move from being "subject to" their experiences—where they are embedded in and shaped by their perspectives—to "making object" those experiences, where they can reflect on and manage them. This developmental shift is essential for navigating greater complexity in personal and professional contexts, particularly in leadership and intercultural interactions.
Kegan (1994, 2009) identifies five orders of consciousness, though individuals typically reach only the first four in adulthood. The Imperial Stage (Order 2) centers on self-interest and immediate needs, with limited capacity to understand others' perspectives; the individual is subject to their impulses and concrete needs. The Socialized Mind (Order 3) internalizes external norms and values, relying on relationships and social structures for identity and guidance; the individual is subject to others' expectations and interpersonal relationships, seeking approval and maintaining harmony. The Self-Authoring Mind (Order 4) takes ownership of values and beliefs, developing an internal compass that guides decisions; the individual can make object of societal expectations, reflecting on and evaluating them against self-generated principles. The Self-Transforming Mind (Order 5) recognizes the limitations of its own framework and embraces multiplicity and ambiguity, integrating diverse perspectives; the individual can make object of their own ideology, recognizing it as one among many possible ways of organizing experience.
Kegan's Subject-Object Theory provides both a description of developmental stages and an explanation of the developmental process. Individuals navigate the tension between the need for connection and the need for autonomy, engaging in continuous negotiation between holding on to what is known (equilibrium) and letting go to embrace new perspectives (disequilibrium). This concept resonates strongly with the idea of dissonance as a catalyst for growth in adult development (Kegan, 1982). Development, Kegan argues, is not about acquiring more information but about fundamental transformation in how individuals organize and give meaning to their experiences, shifting from a reactive stance to a more proactive and self-reflective one.
Kegan (1994) introduces the concept of "constructive development," highlighting that progression through stages is not automatic. Individuals may become "stuck" in a particular stage if they lack necessary support or face environments that do not foster growth (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Understanding these developmental dynamics is essential for designing interventions that effectively support individuals in managing complexity, ambiguity, and change. In intercultural contexts, Kegan's framework suggests that individuals at different orders of consciousness will experience cultural difference in qualitatively distinct ways. Those at the Socialized Mind may struggle when cultural norms conflict, as they are embedded in their reference group's expectations. Those at the Self-Authoring Mind can reflect on multiple cultural frameworks but may prioritize their own system. Those at the Self-Transforming Mind can hold multiple cultural frameworks simultaneously, recognizing each as partial and contextual.
Examining study abroad and international service-learning programs through a Kegan lens, Niehaus and Crain (2013) and Rexeisen, Anderson, Lawton, and Hubbard (2006) find that immersive intercultural experiences fostering perspective shifts align with Kegan's developmental trajectory. Exposure to new cultural paradigms often challenges students' Socialized Mind, requiring them to reflect critically on values and assumptions previously taken for granted. Such experiences disrupt familiar contexts, creating conditions that require participants to reflect on and reframe cultural assumptions and interpersonal approaches.
Berger's Application to Leadership and Complexity
Jennifer Garvey Berger (2012) builds directly on Kegan's Subject-Object Theory, applying these concepts to leadership in complex organizational environments. Berger emphasizes the need for leaders to grow their "vertical development," which involves increasing capacity to manage complexity, ambiguity, and interconnectedness. While Kegan focused on individual development across the lifespan, Berger translates these insights into practical frameworks for leadership development, organizational change, and coaching.
Berger (2012) refers to the edges of development stages as "growth edges," representing the uncomfortable or dissonant experience felt in movement through adult development stages. Outcomes of this movement include growing self-awareness, capacity to take different perspectives, and ability to "continuously transform her own system" (Berger, 2012, p. 19). Berger describes the developing way of understanding the world as "self-complexity" or "forms of mind," which represents the shifting or transforming capacity of humans "to cope with complexity, multiple perspectives, and abstraction" (p. 10). These forms of mind shift along growth edges, where new perspective-taking emerges as adults move through development stages that Berger names slightly differently than Kegan: self-sovereign (similar to Imperial), socialized, self-authored, and self-transforming.
Integrated within Berger's framework of evolving sense-making are attitudes and awareness that allow this sense-making to occur effectively, meaningfully, and productively, with curiosity serving as the "lubricant of the learning process" (Berger, 2012, p. 164). The development of reflection, self-awareness, and perspective-taking are integrally tied to developmental phases. Berger provides practical tools for leaders navigating complexity: sense-making (interpreting complex situations by integrating diverse viewpoints), adaptive thinking (shifting between perspectives to manage uncertainty), and transformative conversations (engaging in dialogue that fosters growth for self and others).
Hicks and Berger (2010) argue that immersion experiences create conditions for developmental growth by requiring individuals to confront ambiguity and engage in transformative interactions. Berger's emphasis on complexity resonates with Kegan's later stages of development, particularly the Self-Transforming Mind, as both stress the importance of embracing paradox and multiplicity. In intercultural contexts, Berger's work suggests that leaders must develop sufficient self-complexity to navigate cultural difference effectively. A leader operating from a self-authored form of mind may struggle when cultural frameworks conflict with their internally generated principles, while a leader operating from a self-transforming form of mind can hold multiple cultural frameworks as simultaneously valid and contextual.
2.3 Comparative Analysis Across ADT Frameworks
These four adult development theorists—Cook-Greuter, Torbert, Kegan, and Berger—offer complementary yet distinct lenses for understanding developmental progression. They differentiate primarily by focus area: Kegan emphasizes meaning-making and the subject-object relationship, Cook-Greuter focuses on ego development and consciousness evolution, Torbert centers on action and leadership effectiveness, and Berger applies developmental theory to organizational complexity and leadership. The application of ADT also differs across theorists: Kegan and Berger's work is highly practical for leadership and learning contexts, providing tools for assessment and intervention, while Cook-Greuter's theory explores higher consciousness and spiritual development in ways that extend beyond typical organizational applications.
These theorists also differ in their treatment of relationships and context. Kegan and Berger place strong emphasis on interpersonal dynamics and the social nature of development, examining how individuals navigate the tension between autonomy and connection. Cook-Greuter and Loevinger focus more on internal self-conceptualization and its evolution, attending less to relational dimensions. Torbert occupies a middle ground, examining how individuals' action-logics shape their relationships and organizational impact while maintaining focus on individual meaning-making.
Despite these differences, remarkable similarities exist across frameworks. All four theorists articulate developmental models with described stages or levels of growth, moving from simpler to more complex forms of understanding. While models use distinct terminology—Subject-Object (Kegan), Ego Development (Cook-Greuter), Action-Logics (Torbert), Forms of Mind (Berger)—each describes overlapping phenomena. Advanced stages in all models involve recognizing interconnectedness, addressing complexity, and integrating multiple perspectives. The progression from conventional to post-conventional thinking appears across all frameworks, as does the capacity to hold paradox and ambiguity at higher stages.
All four theories highlight the importance of reflection and self-awareness as drivers of development. Disequilibrium or dissonance—whether termed growth edges (Berger), developmental transitions (Kegan), stage movement (Cook-Greuter), or shifts in action-logic (Torbert)—serves as the mechanism prompting developmental advance. None of these theorists suggest that development occurs automatically with age or experience; rather, development requires engagement with complexity that exceeds current capacity, paired with reflection that enables integration of new perspectives.
Summarily, adult development theory offers a meta-lens for assessing how increasingly complex sense-making occurs for individuals (Kjellström & Stålne, 2017). These theorists focus on stages and processes of growth and change throughout adulthood, describing how individuals' ways of thinking, feeling, and relating to the world evolve. Said another way, adult development theory examines the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and attitudes necessary to gain new perspectives, self-awareness, and traits of curiosity, humility, empathy, and compassion—the foundational elements of intercultural competency. This convergence suggests that ADT and IC development may be intimately linked, a connection explored more fully in Section IV.
The integration of these frameworks into intercultural contexts reveals important implications. If intercultural competency requires the capacity to hold multiple cultural frameworks simultaneously, to recognize one's own cultural assumptions as partial rather than universal, and to adapt behavior across cultural contexts, then it becomes highly suggestive that IC development requires post-conventional thinking. The monocultural mindsets of Denial, Polarization, and Minimization (Bennett, 1993) align with conventional stages of adult development where individuals are embedded in their own frameworks. The intercultural mindsets of Acceptance and Adaptation require the capacity to make object of one's own cultural conditioning—a hallmark of self-authoring and self-transforming stages across ADT frameworks. This alignment points toward a critical gap in the literature: the limited examination of to what extent developmental stage predicts or constrains intercultural competency development.  A key to unlocking the mechanism determining this relationship is transformative learning theory.

Section III: Transformative Learning Theory
3.1 Mezirow's Transformative Learning Theory
Jack Mezirow's (1978, 1991, 2000) theory of transformative learning provides a foundational framework for understanding how adults navigate fundamental shifts in perspective and meaning-making. At its core, transformative learning theory (TLT) describes the process through which adults critically examine, revise, and ultimately transform their deeply held assumptions about the world. Mezirow's theory emerged from his 1978 study of women returning to postsecondary education, where he observed that meaningful learning often involved more than acquiring new information—it required fundamental restructuring of how participants understood themselves and their possibilities.
Mezirow (1991, 2000) identifies three core elements that define transformative learning. First, critical reflection on assumptions is the distinguishing characteristic that separates transformative learning from other forms of adult learning. Adults must examine not only the content of what they believe but the premises underlying those beliefs—what Mezirow terms "premise reflection." This involves questioning the validity of presuppositions that have been uncritically assimilated, often through cultural conditioning or early socialization. Second, the centrality of experience positions learners' lived encounters as the raw material for transformation. Unlike pedagogical approaches that privilege abstract knowledge, TLT asserts that transformation emerges from processing concrete experiences that challenge existing frameworks. Third, rational discourse—critical dialogue with others who hold different perspectives—provides the mechanism through which assumptions are tested, refined, or rejected. Through discourse, individuals can examine their beliefs in light of alternative viewpoints and evidence, moving toward perspectives that are more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative.
Central to Mezirow's theory is the concept of perspective transformation, which he defines as the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our world. Mezirow (1991) distinguishes between meaning schemes (specific beliefs, attitudes, and emotional reactions) and meaning perspectives (broader worldviews or frames of reference that shape meaning schemes). Transformation can occur at the level of meaning schemes, involving changes in specific beliefs, or at the deeper level of meaning perspectives, involving fundamental shifts in worldview. The latter represents the most profound form of transformative learning, as it restructures the very lens through which experience is interpreted.
The catalyst for transformation, according to Mezirow (1978, 1991), is a disorienting dilemma—an experience that does not fit within an individual's existing meaning-making framework and cannot be easily assimilated. Disorienting dilemmas can push individuals to confront the inadequacy or limitations of their current perspectives, creating the cognitive and emotional tension necessary for transformation. These dilemmas can be sudden and dramatic (a life crisis, unexpected loss, profound encounter with difference) or cumulative and incremental (gradual recognition that one's perspective is limiting or problematic). The disorienting dilemma serves as the trigger that initiates a process of critical self-examination and exploration of alternative perspectives.
Mezirow (1991) outlines ten phases of transformative learning, though he emphasizes that these phases are not necessarily linear or sequential. The process begins with (1) a disorienting dilemma, followed by (2) self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame, and (3) critical assessment of assumptions. The individual then engages in (4) recognition that others have negotiated similar changes, (5) exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions, and (6) planning a course of action. Implementation involves (7) acquiring knowledge and skills for action, (8) provisional trying of new roles, and (9) building competence and self-confidence in new roles. The process culminates in (10) reintegration into life with a new perspective. While Mezirow acknowledges that transformation rarely follows this exact sequence, these phases provide a heuristic for understanding the complex psychological and social processes involved in fundamental perspective change.
Critical examination of Mezirow's theory reveals both its strengths and limitations. Taylor (2008) notes that Mezirow's framework is "uniquely adult" in its grounding in rational discourse and critical reflection, capabilities that presuppose cognitive maturity. However, this rational emphasis has drawn critique for potentially minimizing the affective, embodied, and social dimensions of transformation. Dirkx (1998, 2012) argues that Mezirow's theory privileges cognition over emotion, intellect over intuition, and individual reflection over collective action. The assumption that transformation proceeds primarily through rational examination of assumptions may not account for the profound role of emotion, relationship, and embodied experience in catalyzing and sustaining change.
Furthermore, Mezirow's early work gave insufficient attention to the sociocultural context in which transformation occurs. While individuals may critically reflect on their assumptions, the power dynamics, cultural norms, and structural inequities that shape those assumptions require attention beyond individual cognition. Recognizing these limitations, Mezirow's later work (2000, 2003) attempted to incorporate more attention to context and collective dimensions of transformation, though critics argue these additions remain underdeveloped relative to the theory's cognitive core. Despite these limitations, Mezirow's TLT provides essential vocabulary and conceptual architecture for understanding how adults navigate fundamental shifts in perspective—a process deeply relevant to intercultural learning.
3.2 Cultural Dissonance as Disorienting Dilemma
The application of transformative learning theory to intercultural contexts reveals cultural dissonance as a particularly potent form of disorienting dilemma. Cultural collisions—encounters with values, behaviors, and meaning-making systems fundamentally different from one's own—create the cognitive and affective disruption that Mezirow identifies as essential for transformation. Cushner (2009, 2011) argues that cross-cultural immersion programs function as intentional spaces for generating disorienting dilemmas, placing participants in contexts where familiar assumptions about normalcy, appropriateness, and effectiveness no longer apply. The resulting dissonance forces individuals to question not only specific cultural practices but the deeper frameworks through which they organize experience.
Jones, Rowan-Kenyon, Ireland, Niehaus, and Skendall (2012) examine short-term study abroad programs through a TLT lens, finding that even brief but intensive intercultural experiences can trigger disorienting dilemmas leading to perspective transformation. Their research reveals that participants experienced profound questioning of previously unexamined assumptions about culture, privilege, and identity. The compressed timeframe of short-term programs, rather than diminishing transformative potential, created intensity of dissonance that accelerated critical reflection. However, Jones and colleagues emphasize that dissonance alone is insufficient; transformation required structured opportunities for reflection and dialogue that helped participants process their disorientation productively.
Hubbard and Rexeisen (2020) build on this insight, arguing for intentional creation of "cultural dissonance" through thoughtful program design. They distinguish between accidental dissonance (which may lead to confusion, withdrawal, or stereotyping) and pedagogical dissonance (which is scaffolded to promote growth). Pedagogical dissonance involves carefully sequenced encounters with cultural difference, paired with facilitated reflection that helps participants recognize dissonance as opportunity rather than threat. The authors emphasize that program leaders must anticipate sources of cultural dissonance and prepare participants to engage productively with the discomfort that inevitably accompanies cross-cultural learning.
The transformational experience of identity that can emerge through intercultural immersion has been documented across contexts. Chwialkowska (2020) examined Polish students' identity development through repeated exposure to culturally diverse environments, finding that cumulative cross-cultural experiences led to increasingly complex self-understanding. Participants moved from viewing cultural difference as external curiosity to recognizing culture as constitutive of identity—their own and others'. This shift represents fundamental perspective transformation in Mezirow's terms: participants made object of their previously taken-for-granted cultural assumptions, recognizing them as one possibility among many rather than as universal truth.	Comment by April Mattix Foster: I can't imagine learning to spell this last name as a child!	Comment by Stephanie Mikulasek: I thought Mikulasek was bad!!

Hyde (2015) investigated moral reasoning development through service-learning in Honduras, demonstrating that intercultural immersion combined with structured reflection promoted advancement in moral judgment. Participants who engaged deeply with cultural difference and reflected critically on their responses showed greater capacity for complex ethical reasoning than those who maintained distance from dissonance. Hyde's findings suggest that cultural dissonance functions as a disorienting dilemma not only for cultural assumptions but for moral frameworks, prompting individuals to question ethical principles they had assumed to be universal or self-evident. This expansion of TLT to moral development underscores the pervasive nature of transformation that can occur through intercultural engagement.	Comment by April Mattix Foster: The discussion on moral (ideas, development, accountability, etc.) may be something to delve into in the dissertation phase... Moral (fill in the blank) can be a very meaning-laden term, with little clarity from reader to reader... with some making associations only to religion, others making connections to "universal truths", others connecting it culturally accepted norms, etc... It's something of an enigma wrapped up in a puzzle, so to speak, but one that will likely be worth unpacking perhaps (but not for now).	Comment by Stephanie Mikulasek: Just noted down your comment.  
Synthesizing across these studies reveals several consistent patterns. First, cultural dissonance creates disorienting dilemmas that catalyze critical examination of assumptions. Second, the intensity and repetition of dissonance matters—both profound singular experiences and accumulated smaller dilemmas can trigger transformation. Third, dissonance becomes productive when accompanied by reflection and dialogue; absent these processing mechanisms, dissonance may lead to defensive retreat rather than growth. Fourth, transformation through cultural dissonance extends beyond specific beliefs to fundamental worldviews, affecting how individuals understand identity, culture, morality, and relationship. These findings position intercultural immersion as a particularly fertile ground for the transformative learning Mezirow describes, provided that programs intentionally leverage dissonance as pedagogical tool rather than accidental byproduct.
3.3 Empirical Applications in Intercultural Contexts
Empirical research applying transformative learning theory to intercultural education demonstrates both the theory's utility and its limitations in explaining intercultural development. Allan (2003) examined international students' learning experiences through a TLT framework, finding that cultural transition created disorienting dilemmas that prompted significant perspective transformation. International students described questioning assumptions about education, communication, relationships, and success—core meaning schemes shaped by their cultures of origin. Through critical reflection on these dilemmas, many students developed more inclusive perspectives that integrated values from both home and host cultures. However, Allan (2003) notes that not all students experienced transformation; some responded to dissonance with resistance or withdrawal, suggesting that individual factors mediate the relationship between disorienting dilemma and transformative outcome.
Mitchell and Paras (2018) conducted one of the few studies explicitly examining the intersection of TLT and intercultural competency development, investigating how transformative learning processes unfold in faculty-led study abroad programs. Their research revealed that transformative learning and IC development are "deeply intertwined but not synonymous" (p. 342). While many participants experienced disorienting dilemmas related to cultural difference, not all transformed their meaning perspectives, and not all who experienced perspective transformation demonstrated corresponding gains in intercultural competency. This discrepancy suggests that TLT may be necessary but insufficient for explaining IC development. The authors call for greater theoretical integration to understand the specific mechanisms linking perspective transformation to intercultural growth.
Hinojosa, Ramirez, Hernandez, Ovalle, and Martinez (2020) examined transformative learning through a critical multicultural education lens, investigating how dissonance related to race, power, and privilege functioned as catalyst for transformation among teacher candidates. Their findings demonstrate that dissonance around identity and social positionality can be particularly powerful—and particularly threatening. Participants who successfully navigated this dissonance developed more critical consciousness about systemic inequity and their role in perpetuating or challenging it. However, those who experienced overwhelming dissonance without adequate support responded with defensiveness, denial, or fragile engagement. These findings emphasize the importance of scaffolding and support in transformative learning, particularly when dissonance touches identity dimensions central to self-concept.
Research on study abroad and faculty-led immersion programs provides additional empirical grounding for TLT in intercultural contexts. Trilokekar and Kukar (2011) investigated Canadian teacher candidates' experiences in India, finding that immersion created disorienting dilemmas related to poverty, educational inequality, and cultural difference. Participants described profound questioning of assumptions about development, education, and their own privilege. However, transformation was uneven; some participants developed more complex, critical perspectives while others settled for simplified narratives that reaffirmed existing worldviews. The authors emphasize that transformation required not only exposure to dissonance but facilitated processing that challenged participants to sit with discomfort rather than resolve it prematurely.
Raptis (2019) examined Greek university students participating in UK study abroad, using TLT to understand how cross-cultural experiences shaped personal and professional identity development. Participants described the disorienting nature of navigating different educational systems, social norms, and language contexts. Through critical reflection on these challenges, many students transformed their understanding of themselves as learners and as cultural beings. Raptis notes that transformation was most profound for students who actively engaged with dissonance rather than seeking to minimize or avoid it, suggesting that disposition toward discomfort may mediate transformative outcomes.
Cushner's (2009, 2012) longitudinal work integrating TLT with intercultural education provides perhaps the most comprehensive application of Mezirow's framework to IC development. Cushner argues that intercultural competency fundamentally requires perspective transformation—the ability to recognize one's own cultural framework as partial and contextual while appreciating other frameworks as equally valid and internally coherent. This transformation aligns with Mezirow's description of critically examining assumptions and developing more inclusive meaning perspectives. Cushner's research argues that well-designed immersion programs incorporating disorienting dilemmas, critical reflection, and facilitated dialogue can reliably produce perspective transformation related to culture and diversity.
These empirical applications reveal both the promise and limitations of TLT for understanding intercultural learning. On one hand, the theory provides explanatory power for understanding how cultural encounters catalyze fundamental shifts in perspective. The concepts of disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, and perspective transformation map clearly onto experiences described by participants in intercultural programs. On the other hand, TLT does not adequately explain variation in outcomes—why some individuals transform while others resist, why transformation occurs at different rates and depths, or how developmental readiness shapes capacity for transformative learning. These gaps point toward the need for integration with adult development theory, which provides frameworks for understanding differential capacity for perspective-taking and meaning-making complexity.

Section V: Intersections and Integration
4.1 Linking Adult Development Theory and Transformative Learning Theory
The theoretical convergence between adult development theory and transformative learning theory provides crucial explanatory power for understanding how and why perspective transformation occurs. Kjellström and Stålne (2017) argue that TLT and ADT are fundamentally aligned, with both focusing on qualitative shifts in meaning-making capacity. While Mezirow's TLT describes the process of transformation—what happens when individuals confront disorienting dilemmas and engage in critical reflection—ADT provides the structural framework for understanding the developmental stages that enable or constrain that process. Said another way, TLT describes the mechanism of change while ADT describes the architecture within which that change occurs.
Mezirow's concept of perspective transformation arguably aligns with the stage transitions described across ADT frameworks. When individuals make object of previously unexamined assumptions—the core of perspective transformation—they are engaging in the subject-to-object movement that Kegan (1994) identifies as the mechanism of developmental growth. What was subject (embedded, unconscious, taken-for-granted) becomes object (observable, reflectable, manageable). This shift enables individuals to examine and potentially revise beliefs that were previously invisible to them. The disorienting dilemma serves as the catalyst for this subject-to-object movement, creating sufficient disequilibrium that individuals can no longer maintain their current meaning-making framework.
Cook-Greuter's (1999, 2004) ego development framework explicitly incorporates transformative learning as a vehicle for stage transition. She argues that immersion experiences providing sustained encounters with alternative meaning-making systems can facilitate movement from conventional to post-conventional stages, particularly when paired with structured reflection and dialogue. The Conformist and Self-Aware stages, characterized by embeddedness in societal norms and reliance on external validation, parallel the pre-reflective meaning perspectives that Mezirow identifies as ripe for transformation. The Individualist and Strategist stages, characterized by recognition of multiple valid perspectives and systems thinking, reflect the inclusive and integrative meaning perspectives that result from successful transformation. Cook-Greuter's work suggests that transformative learning experiences are not merely helpful, but essential for advancement to post-conventional stages, as these stages require capacity to examine one's own meaning-making systems that can only develop through encountering their limitations.
Rooke and Torbert (2005) and Chandler and Torbert (2020) similarly position transformative experiences as critical for advancement through Action-Logics. They argue that individuals operating at the Expert or Achiever levels, while effective within established frameworks, require disruptive experiences that challenge their reliance on technical rationality and goal achievement. Immersion in cultural contexts that do not value technical expertise in the same ways or that define achievement differently creates this disruption. The resulting disorienting dilemmas can catalyze movement toward Individualist and Strategist action-logics, where individuals develop capacity to question systems, integrate multiple perspectives, and navigate ambiguity. Torbert's work emphasizes that this development rarely occurs through formal education alone; it requires experiential encounters with complexity that exceed current action-logic capacity.
Kegan's (1994, 2009) subject-object theory provides perhaps the most explicit integration of developmental stage with transformative process. Kegan describes development as a series of transformations, each involving fundamental restructuring of the subject-object relationship. The Socialized Mind, embedded in external expectations and interpersonal relationships, must experience dissonance that reveals the limitations of defining self through others' perspectives. This dissonance—often created through encounters with conflicting expectations or recognition of one's own agency—enables movement toward Self-Authorship. Similarly, the Self-Authoring Mind must confront situations where internally generated principles prove insufficient or contradictory, enabling movement toward Self-Transformation. Niehaus and Crain (2013) demonstrate this progression empirically, showing that international service-learning experiences prompted students to question socialized expectations and develop more self-authored identities. The disorienting dilemmas inherent in cross-cultural immersion created conditions for the transformations Kegan describes.
Berger's (2012) concept of "growth edges" provides explicit vocabulary for the intersection of ADT and TLT. Growth edges represent the uncomfortable boundary between current and next developmental stage—the zone where individuals' existing meaning-making frameworks prove inadequate for the complexity they face. Berger argues that growth occurs at these edges, where dissonance is sufficiently intense to demand new ways of making meaning but not so overwhelming as to trigger defensive retreat. Her description of growth edges closely parallels Mezirow's disorienting dilemmas; both describe experiences that create cognitive and emotional tension requiring resolution through transformation. The key difference is that Berger situates these experiences within a developmental trajectory, emphasizing that what constitutes a growth edge varies by developmental stage. An experience that creates transformative dissonance for someone at the Socialized form of mind may be easily assimilated by someone at the Self-Authored form, and vice versa.
This developmental contextualization of transformative learning has profound implications for understanding variation in outcomes. If the same experience can function as disorienting dilemma for some individuals while being easily assimilated by others, then developmental stage becomes a critical moderating variable in transformative learning. Individuals at conventional stages may experience cultural difference as threatening to identity and respond with defensiveness or simplification. Individuals at post-conventional stages may experience the same difference as intellectually interesting and respond with curiosity and integration. This variation may help explain why identical immersion programs produce dramatically different outcomes for different participants—not because of program design failures, but because participants bring different developmental capacities to the experience.
The integration of ADT and TLT also illuminates the non-linear nature of transformation that Mezirow acknowledges but does not fully explain. Development through ADT stages is not automatic or unidirectional; individuals may regress under stress, plateau for extended periods, or advance rapidly under optimal conditions (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Similarly, transformative learning may begin and stall, proceed in fits and starts, or catalyze rapid cascading changes. Understanding these patterns requires attention to both the transformative process (TLT) and the developmental substrate (ADT) on which that process operates. An individual at the cusp of developmental transition may experience rapid transformation through a relatively minor disorienting dilemma, while an individual firmly embedded in their current stage may resist transformation despite profound dissonance.
Summarily, the integration of ADT and TLT reveals that perspective transformation and developmental stage transition are not separate phenomena but deeply intertwined processes. Transformative learning provides the experiential catalyst and reflective mechanism for developmental advancement. Adult development provides the structural framework that determines what experiences will be transformative, how individuals may respond to dissonance, and what forms of meaning-making become possible through transformation. This integrated understanding is essential for designing interventions that support growth, as it highlights the necessity of matching disorienting experiences to developmental readiness and providing scaffolding appropriate to current meaning-making capacity.
4.2 Linking ADT and TLT to Intercultural Competency Development
The integration of adult development theory and transformative learning theory with intercultural competency development reveals IC not merely as skill acquisition but as developmental achievement requiring specific cognitive capacities. Deardorff's (2006) process model of IC, while comprehensive in identifying knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for intercultural effectiveness, does not explain how individuals develop capacity for the complex perspective-taking and self-awareness that model requires. Bennett's (1993) DMIS describes progression from ethnocentric to ethnorelative orientations but does not illuminate the developmental mechanisms enabling that progression. Cushner's (2009, 2011) emphasis on immersion as catalyst for IC growth gestures toward transformative process but lacks explicit theoretical grounding in how transformation occurs. This research argues that adult development theory and transformative learning theory provide the missing explanatory framework.
Intercultural competency, as defined above, requires fundamental shifts in how individuals make meaning of cultural difference. The progression from Denial and Polarization (where cultural difference is either invisible or threatening) to Acceptance and Adaptation (where difference is recognized, valued, and navigated effectively) represents more than learning new information or practicing new behaviors. It requires transformation in the very frameworks through which culture is understood. An individual operating from a Socialized Mind in Kegan's terms, embedded in their reference group's cultural norms and seeking external validation, will struggle to achieve genuine Acceptance, as appreciating alternative cultural frameworks requires capacity to make object of one's own cultural conditioning. Similarly, an individual at Cook-Greuter's Conformist or Self-Aware stages, where belonging and norm adherence dominate, will find Adaptation cognitively and emotionally challenging, as it demands flexibility and authenticity that these stages do not yet support.
The alignment between DMIS stages and ADT stages illuminates this relationship. Denial and Polarization reflect conventional meaning-making where individuals are embedded in their own cultural framework, unable or unwilling to take perspective on it. These orientations align with Kegan's Socialized Mind, Cook-Greuter's Conformist and Self-Aware stages, and Torbert's Diplomat and Expert action-logics—all characterized by reliance on external reference points and limited capacity for self-examination. Minimization, while recognizing cultural difference, reduces it to superficial variation overlaying presumed universal commonalities. This orientation reflects early movement toward post-conventional thinking but retains embeddedness in one's own cultural categories as the measure of commonality. Acceptance and Adaptation require post-conventional meaning-making capacity – the ability to hold multiple cultural frameworks as simultaneously valid, to recognize one's own framework as partial, and to shift flexibly between frameworks depending on context. These orientations align with Kegan's Self-Authoring and Self-Transforming minds, Cook-Greuter's Individualist and Strategist stages, and Torbert's Individualist and Strategist action-logics.
Empirical research supports this theoretical alignment. Rexeisen, Anderson, Lawton, and Hubbard (2006) found that students who showed greatest gains in intercultural sensitivity through study abroad also demonstrated increases in cognitive complexity, suggesting that IC and developmental growth proceed together. Niehaus and Crain (2013) observed that international service-learning participants who progressed toward Self-Authorship in Kegan's framework simultaneously advanced in intercultural competency, moving from externally defined to internally grounded ways of engaging cultural difference. These findings suggest that IC development and adult development are not parallel processes but integrated: advancement in meaning-making capacity enables advancement in intercultural capacity, while sustained engagement with cultural difference catalyzes developmental growth.
The role of cultural dissonance in driving both IC development and adult development further demonstrates their integration. Cultural encounters create disorienting dilemmas that function simultaneously as catalysts for perspective transformation (TLT) and as invitations to developmental advancement (ADT). When individuals confront cultural practices that violate or disrupt their assumptions about normalcy, propriety, or rationality, they experience the cognitive and emotional disequilibrium that both Mezirow and Kegan identify as essential for growth. The question becomes not whether cultural dissonance will occur in immersion contexts – it inevitably does – but  whether individuals have developmental capacity to engage productively with that dissonance. 
Individuals at earlier developmental stages, when encountering cultural dissonance, may respond with defense mechanisms that protect existing meaning-making frameworks. Denial (refusing to acknowledge difference), Polarization (denigrating difference or idealizing it uncritically), and Minimization (recognizing but trivializing difference) all serve to reduce dissonance without requiring fundamental transformation. These responses align with the limited reflective capacity and external orientation characteristic of conventional developmental stages. In contrast, individuals at later developmental stages, when encountering the same cultural dissonance, possess greater capacity for curiosity, empathy, and integration. They can tolerate the ambiguity of multiple valid perspectives, examine their own cultural assumptions with critical distance, and adapt behavior authentically rather than through superficial conformity. These responses reflect the expanded perspective-taking and self-complexity characteristic of post-conventional stages.
This developmental framing of IC has profound implications for program design and expectations. If intercultural competency requires post-conventional meaning-making capacity, then programs serving participants primarily at conventional stages cannot expect to produce full Adaptation within a single immersion experience. Instead, realistic outcomes might involve movement from Denial toward Polarization, from Polarization toward Minimization, or from Minimization toward Acceptance – incremental developmental shifts that create foundation for future growth. Conversely, programs serving participants at post-conventional stages can leverage cultural dissonance more aggressively, as these individuals have capacity to engage productively with complex, sustained discomfort.
The research also suggests that sustained exposure paired with structured reflection is essential for developmental advancement through cultural engagement. Single encounters with difference, no matter how intense, rarely catalyze lasting transformation. Kegan and Lahey (2009) argue that developmental growth requires "holding environments" – supportive contexts that balance challenge with support, pushing individuals toward growth edges while providing scaffolding to prevent overwhelming regression. Immersion programs function as holding environments when they provide repeated encounters with cultural difference (challenge) alongside facilitated reflection and community support (scaffolding). Without this balance, cultural dissonance may produce defensive retreat or superficial engagement rather than genuine growth.
Berger and Kegan's later work on self-complexity and paradox illuminates another dimension of IC development. As individuals advance developmentally, they develop greater capacity to hold paradox, that is, to recognize competing truths as simultaneously valid rather than mutually exclusive. This capacity is essential for intercultural competency, as cultural frameworks often embody different and sometimes contradictory values, priorities, and epistemologies. An individual at the Self-Authored stage can recognize these differences intellectually but may struggle when they conflict with self-generated principles. An individual at the Self-Transforming stage can embrace these paradoxes, recognizing their own principles as contextual and integrating multiple value systems without requiring resolution into singular truth. This capacity for paradox represents the pinnacle of intercultural competency: the ability to be authentically multicultural rather than merely multiculturally aware.
4.3 The Role of Reflection Across Frameworks
Reflection emerges as the critical mediating variable linking experience, transformation, development, and intercultural growth across all three theoretical frameworks. Mezirow (1991, 2000) positions critical reflection as the distinguishing feature of transformative learning, the mechanism through which disorienting dilemmas become catalysts for perspective transformation rather than merely confusing or threatening experiences. Kegan (1994) and Berger (2012) similarly emphasize reflection as the process through which individuals make object of what was previously subject, developing metacognitive awareness of their own meaning-making patterns. Bennett (1993) and Deardorff (2006) identify reflection as essential for intercultural learning, enabling individuals to process cultural encounters with curiosity rather than judgment. Across frameworks, reflection functions as the bridge between experience and growth.
Mezirow (1991) distinguishes three types of reflection, each serving different functions in transformative learning. Content reflection involves thinking about the actual experience – what happened, what was observed, what was felt. Process reflection examines the strategies and procedures used to engage with experience – how one approached the situation, what assumptions guided action. Premise reflection, the deepest and most transformative form, questions the fundamental beliefs and values underlying one's interpretation of experience – why one sees the situation as they do, what culturally shaped assumptions make certain interpretations seem natural or inevitable. Mezirow argues that perspective transformation requires premise reflection; content and process reflection alone, while valuable, do not challenge the frameworks through which meaning is made.
Berger (2012) offers practical tools for cultivating reflection that promotes developmental growth, emphasizing questions that help individuals recognize their current meaning-making and imagine alternatives. Her "immunity to change" framework helps individuals identify hidden commitments that prevent growth, surfacing assumptions that operate beneath conscious awareness. Through structured inquiry – such as, What do I want to change? What am I doing or not doing that prevents change? What hidden commitments might explain this pattern? What assumptions make these commitments seem necessary? – individuals engage in the premise reflection Mezirow describes. Berger's work demonstrates that reflection is not a natural or spontaneous activity for most adults; it requires cultivation through deliberate practice and skilled facilitation.
In intercultural contexts, reflection serves multiple essential functions. First, it helps individuals process the affective dimensions of cultural dissonance. Encountering difference often triggers strong emotions, e.g. confusion, frustration, anxiety, excitement, that can overwhelm cognitive processing. Reflection creates space to acknowledge and examine these emotions without being controlled by them, enabling individuals to respond thoughtfully rather than reactively. Second, reflection prompts individuals to question their cultural assumptions. Without explicit attention, cultural encounters may reinforce stereotypes or generate superficial comparisons. Hammer (2012) demonstrates that individuals often interpret cultural difference through their own cultural lens, seeing "deficits" in other cultures rather than recognizing different but equally valid approaches. Reflection that asks "What might this practice mean within its own cultural logic?" or "What does my reaction reveal about my own cultural values?" can interrupt this pattern.
Third, reflection facilitates integration of new perspectives with existing frameworks. Transformative learning involves not wholesale rejection of previous beliefs but their reconstruction into more inclusive, complex, and contextual understandings. This integration requires deliberate cognitive work – recognizing what remains valid in previous perspectives, identifying what must be revised, and constructing coherent frameworks that honor both continuity and change. Kitchenham (2008) emphasizes that successful transformation maintains connection to identity and history while enabling growth; reflection provides the means for this integration.
My own research and practice have explored structured reflection through immersion experiences designed around the Conversations on the Edge framework (Mikulasek, 2024). This approach, grounded in Berger's developmental theory and Mezirow's transformative learning framework, uses triadic conversations – structured dialogues among three participants exploring a specific developmental question – to cultivate premise reflection. Participants examine transcripts of their conversations to identify patterns in their meaning-making, recognize boundaries of their current frameworks, and explore edges where new understanding might emerge. The methodology creates deliberate dissonance by surfacing contradictions and limitations in participants' perspectives while providing community support for navigating that dissonance. Early findings suggest that this structured approach to reflection can accelerate developmental growth and intercultural learning by making visible the usually invisible processes of meaning-making.
However, research also reveals that reflection without proper facilitation can be counterproductive. Hammer (2012) demonstrates that individuals often engage in "naive reflection" that reinforces rather than challenges existing perspectives. Without skilled facilitation that asks probing questions, surfaces assumptions, and offers alternative interpretations, participants may reflect in ways that confirm biases or generate simplistic conclusions. Smolcic and Katunich (2017) found that debriefing sessions led by untrained facilitators sometimes amplified cultural stereotypes rather than promoting nuanced understanding. These findings underscore that reflection is not a universal good; its quality and impact depend on how it is structured and facilitated.
The timing and frequency of reflection also matters. Immediate reflection after cultural encounters helps process fresh experience before it hardens into interpretation, but may lack perspective for deeper analysis. Delayed reflection after return from immersion provides distance for integration but risks losing emotional immediacy and detail. Ideally, reflection should be continuous throughout immersion – immediate processing of specific encounters paired with periodic examination of emerging patterns and themes – followed by integration reflection after program conclusion. This layered approach enables both processing of individual experiences and synthesis of overall learning (Cushner, 2009; Jones et al., 2012).
The role of dialogue in reflection deserves particular attention. Mezirow (1991, 2000) emphasizes rational discourse as essential for transformative learning, arguing that testing assumptions requires dialogue with others who hold different perspectives. Solitary reflection risks cycling within existing frameworks; dialogue introduces alternative viewpoints that can challenge assumptions more effectively. In intercultural contexts, dialogue serves dual functions: processing experiences with co-participants who share reference points while also engaging with host community members who offer insider perspectives. Both types of dialogue are valuable but serve different purposes—peer dialogue for making sense of dissonance, cross-cultural dialogue for accessing alternative meaning-making systems.
Reflection also requires capacity that varies by developmental stage. Individuals at conventional stages may engage primarily in content reflection, describing what happened without questioning their interpretations. Movement to process reflection – examining how they made sense of events – requires beginning capacity for self-observation. Premise reflection – questioning the cultural and personal assumptions shaping interpretation – requires post-conventional capacity to make object of one's own meaning-making frameworks. This developmental variability suggests that facilitators must scaffold reflection differently depending on participants' developmental readiness, gradually introducing more complex forms of reflection as capacity develops.
Summarily, reflection functions as the essential mechanism translating experience into learning, dissonance into transformation, and cultural encounters into intercultural competency. However, reflection is not a simple or straightforward process. It requires cultivation, skilled facilitation, appropriate timing, and developmental readiness. The integration of ADT, TLT, and IC frameworks reveals that effective reflection must attend to multiple dimensions simultaneously: cognitive (examining assumptions and interpretations), affective (processing emotional responses), developmental (recognizing current meaning-making limitations), and intercultural (questioning cultural conditioning and exploring alternative frameworks). This complex, multidimensional reflection is what transforms cultural dissonance from threat or confusion into catalyst for profound growth.

Section V: The Critical Role of Leaders/Facilitators
5.1 The Intersection of Adult Development Theory and Facilitator Development
The intersection of ADT with facilitator development introduces additional complexity. A facilitator's developmental stage – their  current form of consciousness, in Kegan's (1994) terms – fundamentally shapes their capacity to design interventions, recognize developmental needs, and respond to participants' struggles. A facilitator operating from a Socialized Mind (Kegan's third order) may excel at creating cohesive group experiences and attending to interpersonal dynamics, but may inadvertently suppress the very cognitive conflict necessary for development by prioritizing harmony and consensus (Berger, 2012). In contrast, a facilitator who has achieved Self-Authorship (fourth order) possesses the cognitive complexity to hold multiple perspectives simultaneously, to recognize and work constructively with contradiction, and to design experiences that intentionally create productive dissonance rather than avoiding it (Baxter Magolda, 2006). The facilitator's meaning-making capacity, then, becomes not merely a background variable but a primary determinant of program effectiveness (Berger & Fitzgerald, 2002).	Comment by April Mattix Foster: is there a space between last names?	Comment by Stephanie Mikulasek: Yes, thank you

This analysis suggests a troubling possibility: much of the inconsistent effectiveness documented in immersion program research may stem not from flaws in program design per se, but from a fundamental mismatch between the developmental complexity of the learning objectives and the developmental capacity of the facilitators charged with achieving them (Hammoud et al., 2016). When programs aim to develop participants' intercultural competency beyond the facilitator's own level – or when programs seek to catalyze perspective transformations that facilitators themselves have not experienced – failure becomes nearly inevitable (Taylor, 1994). The IDI literature on qualified administrators implicitly recognizes this principle by requiring specific training and certification, yet even this requirement focuses primarily on technical competence in assessment rather than on the facilitator's own intercultural and developmental sophistication (Hammer et al., 2003).	Comment by April Mattix Foster: This is a really important and interesting point to consider... Just thinking back here to my IDI training (and remembering when the facilitator read out how many of the group had fallen into various categories... and there were a few that were relatively low, so to speak!	Comment by Stephanie Mikulasek: This point is frankly crucial in my underlying frustration in how most institutions structure faculty-led programs -- by interest or convenience, not necessarily capacity or competency to navigate the IC development required.
The relationship between facilitator developmental stage and program outcomes extends beyond individual capacity to encompass systemic implications for how intercultural education programs are designed and staffed. Kegan (1994) found that between 43% and 46% of adults aged 19-55 make meaning at the third order or in the third-fourth transition, suggesting that many facilitators may themselves be in developmental transition while attempting to guide others through transformative experiences. Torbert's (2004) action-logics framework similarly indicates that the majority of leaders operate from conventional meaning-making stages, raising questions about the developmental readiness of typical immersion program facilitators to catalyze perspective transformation in participants.
Furthermore, the Subject-Object Interview methodology (Lahey et al., 1988) reveals that individuals cannot recognize developmental stages beyond their current capacity – a phenomenon with profound implications for facilitator training and selection. A facilitator operating from a third-order meaning-making system may not even perceive the fourth-order cognitive demands embedded in intercultural competency development, much less design learning experiences that intentionally create the dissonance necessary for such development (Bauer & McAdams, 2004). This limitation suggests that traditional approaches to facilitator training, which focus on skill acquisition and content knowledge, may be fundamentally insufficient without attending to facilitators' own developmental journeys.
5.2 Group Dynamics and Organizational Change in Immersion Contexts
While much of the literature treats intercultural development as an individual psychological process, immersion experiences are inherently social phenomena that unfold within complex group dynamics and organizational contexts (Scribner & Donaldson, 2001). This individualistic bias in the research obscures critical dimensions of how intercultural competency actually develops – or fails to develop – in practice. A systems thinking perspective reveals that immersion programs exist within nested contexts: the immediate participant group, the organizational sponsoring institution, the host culture, and the broader sociopolitical environment. Each of these levels introduces variables that shape developmental outcomes, yet research rarely attends to these contextual complexities (Prazeres et al., 2020).
The group itself becomes a site of developmental possibility and constraint. As participants encounter cultural dissonance, they do not process this dissonance in isolation; rather, group dynamics mediate how individuals make sense of disorienting experiences (Scribner & Donaldson, 2001). A group culture that normalizes ethnocentric responses—through humor that disparages the host culture, through collective resistance to unfamiliar practices, or through mutual reinforcement of deficit-based narratives—can effectively short-circuit individual developmental potential. Conversely, a group culture that models curiosity, perspective-taking, and productive struggle with ambiguity can amplify developmental possibilities for all members (Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011). The facilitator's role in shaping this group culture proves critical, yet this role requires sophisticated understanding of group development processes, power dynamics, and how to work constructively with collective resistance.
Group developmental stages during immersion experiences parallel, in some ways, individual developmental processes but introduce distinct challenges. In the initial phases, groups often establish cohesion through shared identity as "outsiders" in the host culture – a dynamic that can reinforce us-versus-them thinking and limit genuine cultural engagement (Crowder, 2014). As the immersion progresses and participants encounter increasingly complex cultural differences, the group may experience its own collective disorienting dilemma: the frameworks and assumptions that initially bound the group together prove inadequate for making sense of their experiences (Mezirow & Associates, 1990). How the facilitator works with this collective dissonance – whether they allow it to fragment the group or guide the group through a process of renegotiating shared meaning – significantly influences individual outcomes (Hartman & Kiely, 2014).
The facilitator's role in managing group dissonance extends beyond mere group management to encompass deliberate cultivation of conditions for collective transformation. This requires holding space for conflict and contradiction while preventing destructive group dynamics (Lawrence et al., 2011). It demands recognizing when group consensus represents genuine intercultural understanding versus collective defense against the anxiety of ambiguity. It necessitates intervening when dominant voices within the group shut down alternative perspectives, while simultaneously avoiding the imposition of "correct" interpretations that would undermine participants' own meaning-making processes (Scribner & Donaldson, 2001). These are sophisticated facilitation skills that require not only theoretical understanding but also substantial developmental maturity on the facilitator's part.
The organizational context introduces additional layers of complexity often ignored in the literature. Faculty-led programs, for instance, exist within institutional structures that may actively constrain developmental possibilities (Birnbaum, 1988). Universities may prioritize student satisfaction over developmental rigor, creating pressure on facilitators to minimize discomfort rather than leverage dissonance productively (Eckel, 2000). Institutional risk management protocols may limit the very types of authentic cultural encounters that catalyze transformation. Funding structures may incentivize short-term programs that provide insufficient time for genuine perspective transformation (Tarrant et al., 2014). These organizational realities mean that even highly skilled, developmentally mature facilitators may find their efforts undermined by systemic constraints they cannot control (Greenwood & Levin, 2007).
Power dynamics inherent in leader-participant relationships warrant particular attention. Facilitators hold institutional authority, grade participants, and often control access to cultural experiences – a  power differential that fundamentally shapes how participants engage (Lawrence et al., 2011). If facilitators remain unaware of or unreflective about their positional power, they may inadvertently create conditions where participants perform expected intercultural learning rather than engaging in authentic developmental struggle (Howard-Grenville et al., 2007). Moreover, the facilitator's own cultural background and how they navigate their identity in the host culture models possibilities and constraints for participants. A facilitator who maintains distance from the host culture, who insists on familiar comforts, or who positions themselves as cultural translator rather than fellow learner communicates powerful messages about appropriate intercultural engagement regardless of their stated learning objectives (Slimbach, 2017).

Section VI: Conceptual Synthesis—"Dissonant Edges"
6.1 Introducing "Dissonant Edges" as Integrative Concept
The convergence of adult development theory, transformative learning theory, and intercultural competency development reveals a striking pattern: across all three frameworks, growth occurs not through gradual accumulation but through encounters with specific thresholds that demand fundamental reorganization of meaning-making. Mezirow (1978, 1991) theorizes this threshold as the "disorienting dilemma" – the  experience that destabilizes existing frameworks and catalyzes perspective transformation. Berger (2012, 2019) identifies the "growth edge" as the developmental boundary where current forms of consciousness meet complexity they cannot yet assimilate. What emerges from examining these frameworks in relation to one another is recognition that they describe, from different vantage points, the same fundamental phenomenon. I propose the term "dissonant edges" to name and theorize this intersection—the developmental threshold where individuals must reconcile conflicting perspectives through cognitive and emotional realignment that serves as catalyst for growth across all three domains.
Dissonant edges represent more than mere exposure to difference or unfamiliarity. They constitute the point where an individual's current meaning-making capacity encounters experiences that cannot be adequately understood or integrated using existing frameworks. This encounter generates what might be understood as a productive crisis – a  recognition that one's habitual ways of making sense prove insufficient for the complexity at hand. The experience is simultaneously cognitive and affective: intellectually, one recognizes the inadequacy of current frameworks; emotionally, one feels the discomfort, anxiety, or even distress that accompanies this recognition. It is this dual dimension – the  felt experience of cognitive inadequacy – that distinguishes dissonant edges from intellectual puzzles that might be solved through additional information or analysis.
The phenomenon I am naming carries several critical characteristics that warrant further discussion. First, dissonant edges are necessarily relational and contextual; they exist not as properties of experiences themselves but in the dynamic relationship between an individual's developmental capacity and environmental complexity. What constitutes an edge for one person may represent comfortable territory for someone at a different developmental stage or may lie so far beyond current capacity as to be literally incomprehensible. Second, edges are inherently first-person, experiential phenomena that cannot be fully grasped through third-person observation or description. One must encounter an edge directly to understand its particular quality– the  way it simultaneously attracts and repels, invites growth while activating defense, promises new possibility while threatening current identity.
Third, and perhaps most importantly, dissonant edges serve as pivot points for development, because they create conditions where existing meaning-making systems prove demonstrably inadequate yet new systems have not yet formed. This liminal space – what Turner (1969) might recognize as a threshold state – represents both the necessity and the opportunity for transformation. The necessity emerges from the inability to retreat to comfortable certainty; the complexity encountered at the edge persists and demands response. The opportunity arises from the destabilization of what had seemed fixed and given; when current frameworks prove insufficient, space opens for reconstituting understanding in more complex, more adequate ways.  
My contribution through this conceptual integration is not to claim that previous theorists failed to recognize these phenomena; clearly Mezirow, Kegan, Berger, and Bennett each identified critical aspects of edge experiences. Rather, I am proposing that explicitly naming "dissonant edges" as the mechanism operating across these frameworks offers both theoretical clarity and practical utility. Theoretically, this integration reveals that adult development, transformative learning, and intercultural competency development may not be separate processes that occasionally overlap, but rather are different dimensions of a unified developmental process catalyzed by encounters with edges. Practically, recognizing dissonant edges as the operational site of development directs attention toward designing experiences and facilitation practices that create, recognize, and support productive engagement with edges rather than avoiding them or pushing through them without adequate support.
The concept of dissonant edges also addresses a persistent gap in the literature: the question of mechanism. While existing frameworks describe developmental outcomes and identify catalysts, they offer less clarity about the actual process through which transformation occurs. By focusing analytical attention on edges – the specific thresholds where development happens – this concept provides a better understanding of when and how interventions might prove most effective. It suggests, for instance, that development cannot be forced or taught directly but must be invited through creating conditions where individuals encounter edges that are neither so overwhelming as to trigger total defense nor so modest as to be easily assimilated into existing frameworks. The facilitator's art, then, becomes one of recognizing where participants stand in relation to potential edges and designing experiences that bring them into productive relationship with complexity just beyond their current capacity.
6.2 Dissonant Edges Across the Three Frameworks
Understanding how dissonant edges function within each theoretical framework while recognizing their common mechanism across frameworks provides both theoretical integration and practical insight for designing developmental interventions.  Within adult development theory, dissonant edges represent the threshold moments when subject-object relationships shift – when what Kegan (1982, 1994) describes as "subject" (that which we are embedded in and cannot see) becomes "object" (that which we can observe, reflect upon, and choose how to relate to). These transitions do not occur through instruction or persuasion but through encounters with complexity that exceeds current meaning-making capacity. A person operating from a Socialized Mind encounters a dissonant edge when they face situations where different authorities or valued relationships demand contradictory responses – the emerges at the point where pleasing others or maintaining belonging proves impossible to navigate using socialized meaning-making. The cognitive-emotional dissonance generated by this impossibility creates conditions for development toward Self-Authorship, where one might construct an internal system for evaluating competing claims.
Berger's (2012, 2019) articulation of "growth edges" provides clarity about the spatial and developmental nature of these thresholds. She describes edges as the boundary of current development capacity – the where complexity and challenge are calibrated just beyond what individuals can comfortably manage with existing frameworks but not so far beyond as to be incomprehensible or overwhelming. This formulation emphasizes that edges are not fixed points but dynamic relationships between developmental capacity and environmental complexity. What serves as a productive edge today may become integrated competence tomorrow, while complexity that seems utterly foreign might become accessible as an edge once foundational development occurs. Berger's work also highlights that edges cannot be recognized from inside one's current form of consciousness; facilitators operating from more complex meaning-making can sometimes identify edges that individuals themselves cannot yet perceive.  
An important distinction between Berger’s (2012) growth edges and my proposed concept of dissonant edges is not just that the latter explicitly recognizes and integrates the interrelationship between ADT, TLT, and IC whereas growth edges are housed in only ADT, but also that a dissonant edge occurs in the liminal space between one meaning making system and another.  Berger identifies growth edges as the conceptual moment before entering this space; an individual can recognize a growth edge and retreat to the familiar meaning-making system without fully recognizing, or “seeing,” the inadequacy of their system.  A dissonant edge, on the other hand, as it incorporates Mezirow’s (1991) disorientating dilemma, signifies the individual has moved into the liminal space and cannot “un-see” the inadequacy of the heretofore accustomed meaning-making framework.   
Cook-Greuter's (1999, 2004) ego development framework and Torbert's (1987, 2004) action-logics model similarly position transformation at edge encounters, though they emphasize different dimensions of the experience. Cook-Greuter's attention to how individuals at different stages relate to their own development process suggests that the capacity to recognize and work productively with edges itself develops. Early-stage individuals may experience edges only as threatening chaos to be avoided, while individuals at more complex stages might actively seek edges as opportunities for growth. Torbert's focus on action and real-time decision-making highlights that edges often emerge in the moment of action, when familiar strategies prove inadequate and new approaches must be improvised under conditions of uncertainty.
Across all these ADT frameworks, a crucial commonality emerges: developmental edges cannot be taught, described, or explained into being. They must be encountered directly, experienced first-hand as the limitation of current capacity meeting complexity that demands more. This experiential requirement has profound implications for how developmental interventions are designed. It suggests that lectures about more complex stages, descriptions of advanced meaning-making, or even detailed frameworks explaining developmental progression cannot, in themselves, catalyze development. Instead, interventions must create conditions where individuals encounter edges through direct experience.
Within transformative learning theory, Mezirow's (1978, 1991) disorienting dilemma represents the edge phenomenon I am theorizing, though he does not employ spatial metaphor. The disorienting dilemma emerges when experiences "cannot be adequately assimilated by our existing meaning schemes" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 94) – in other words, when we encounter the edge of our current capacity to make meaning. The affective dimension Mezirow describes – the discomfort, confusion, and anxiety that accompany disorienting dilemmas – reflects the felt experience of standing at an edge within a liminal space where current frameworks prove inadequate, yet new frameworks have not formed.
Mezirow's (1991) ten phases of transformative learning can be reinterpreted through the lens of dissonant edges: the first phase (disorienting dilemma) represents the initial encounter with an edge; subsequent phases (self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame; critical assessment of assumptions) describe the work of engaging with edges rather than retreating from them; later phases (exploration of options for new roles, planning a course of action) reflect the construction of new meaning-making frameworks adequate to the complexity encountered at edges. This reinterpretation suggests that the "phases" Mezirow identifies may not be a linear sequence but rather recursive practices that occur whenever individuals engage productively with developmental edges.
The role of critical reflection in TLT, examining the assumptions underlying our meaning perspectives, becomes possible because arguably edge encounters create the necessary conditions. When current frameworks work adequately, we typically cannot see them; they remain subject rather than object, in Kegan's terms. The dissonance generated at edges makes visible what was previously invisible, creating opportunities for critical reflection that would otherwise remain closed. This insight suggests why didactic approaches to critical reflection often prove ineffective: without edge encounters that generate genuine dissonance, critical reflection becomes an intellectual exercise rather than a transformative practice.
Within intercultural competency development, Bennett's (1986, 1993) DMIS can be understood as a mapping of developmental edges rather than a description of stable stages. Each transition point in the DMIS – from Denial to Defense, from Defense to Minimization, from Minimization to Acceptance – represents a dissonant edge where current meaning-making about cultural difference proves inadequate. The movement from Denial to Defense, for instance, occurs when encounters with cultural difference become impossible to ignore or dismiss – when the edge of recognizing that genuine difference exists forces itself into awareness. The transition from Minimization to Acceptance constitutes perhaps the most significant edge in IC development: the recognition that one's own cultural frameworks are not universal human nature but culturally specific constructions that others do not necessarily share.
What the IDI measures, from this edge-focused perspective, is not intercultural competency per se but rather distance from particular developmental edges. A person assessed at Minimization might be understood as someone who has navigated the edge of recognizing cultural difference but has not yet encountered the edge of cultural relativity in a way that destabilizes their assumption of cultural universals. This reframing has practical implications: it suggests that increasing intercultural competency requires creating experiences that bring individuals into relationship with edges they have not yet encountered, not simply providing more information about cultural differences.
The research on cultural dissonance as catalyst for IC development (Cushner, 2009, 2012; Hubbard & Rexeisen, 2020; Jones et al., 2012) can be understood as examining what happens when individuals encounter dissonant edges through cultural immersion. When immersion "works”, that is, when participants demonstrate genuine IC development, it is because they encountered edges that generated productive dissonance and received adequate support to engage with those edges rather than retreating into defense or denial. When immersion "fails" – when participants return more ethnocentric than when they departed – it is arguably because edges were either too overwhelming to engage productively or because facilitation did not support edge engagement.
Integrating across frameworks reveals dissonant edges as a unifying mechanism that operates similarly despite different theoretical vocabularies. Whether theorized as disorienting dilemmas, subject-object transitions, or developmental movements along the DMIS continuum, the phenomenon involves encountering complexity that current meaning-making cannot adequately process, experiencing the cognitive-emotional dissonance this generates, and engaging in the difficult work of constructing more adequate frameworks. This integration suggests that interventions designed to catalyze development in any of these domains—adult development, transformative learning, or intercultural competency—must attend to the same fundamental dynamics: creating edge encounters, supporting productive engagement with the dissonance edges generate, and providing appropriate scaffolding for constructing new meaning-making frameworks.
The role of leaders and facilitators, examined in the previous section, takes on particular significance when understood through the lens of dissonant edges. Facilitators must be able to recognize edges – both their own and participants' – to design experiences that create edge encounters without overwhelming. They need to possess the developmental maturity to hold space for the discomfort and uncertainty that edge experiences generate without prematurely resolving tension or retreating to comfortable certainty. Perhaps most crucially, they must have navigated edges themselves to understand experientially what edge engagement requires. This is why facilitator development through interventions such as intercultural competency experiential learning, facilitated immersion experiences, executive coaching, and mindfulness practice can prove to be critical: they prepare facilitators to recognize, create, and support navigation of the very edges that catalyze the development they aim to facilitate.

Chapter Summary and Transition
This chapter has undertaken a comprehensive integration across three theoretical traditions—adult development theory, transformative learning theory, and intercultural competency development—that have evolved largely in parallel despite examining closely related phenomena. The review establishes that each framework offers robust insights within its domain while simultaneously revealing that understanding developmental processes fully requires examining their intersection. What emerges from this synthesis is recognition that intercultural competency development, transformative learning, and adult developmental stage transitions may not be separate processes that occasionally overlap but rather different dimensions of unified developmental dynamics catalyzed by encounters with what I have termed "dissonant edges."	Comment by April Mattix Foster: absolutely... but I might rename this here... maybe thinking more along the lines of a "comprehensive integration".
The research began by establishing the landscape of intercultural competency development, examining how IC has been conceptualized, measured, and cultivated. Bennett's (1986, 1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity and the Intercultural Development Inventory provide a developmental framework for understanding movement from ethnocentric to ethnorelative orientations, while empirical research on immersion programs reveals both the promise and the limitations of experiential approaches to IC development. This literature consistently demonstrates that mere exposure to cultural difference proves insufficient for developmental growth; rather, effective programs require structured reflection, cultural mentoring, and facilitation that helps participants engage productively with cultural dissonance rather than retreating into defense or denial.
Adult development theory, examined in Section II, offers sophisticated frameworks for understanding how adults make meaning of their experience and how these meaning-making systems evolve over time. Kegan's (1982, 1994) subject-object theory, Berger's (2012, 2019) application to leadership complexity, Cook-Greuter's (1999, 2004) ego development framework, and Torbert's (1987, 2004) action-logics model converge on several key insights: development proceeds through qualitatively distinct stages; stage transitions require more than new information or skills but demand fundamental reorganization of consciousness; individuals cannot be taught into new stages but must encounter complexity that their current stage cannot adequately process. The concept of "growth edge"—the boundary where current developmental capacity meets complexity just beyond what it can assimilate—proves particularly significant for understanding when and how development occurs.
Transformative learning theory, detailed in Section III, provides complementary insight through Mezirow's (1978, 1991, 2000) articulation of perspective transformation catalyzed by disorienting dilemmas. When experiences cannot be assimilated into existing meaning schemes, individuals face a choice: retreat into defense of current perspectives or engage in the difficult work of critical reflection that might lead to perspective transformation. The application of TLT to intercultural contexts reveals cultural dissonance as a particularly potent form of disorienting dilemma, one that challenges not merely isolated beliefs, but fundamental assumptions about how the world works and who we are within it. Research applying TLT to study abroad and immersion programs demonstrates both the transformational potential of such experiences and the frequency with which that potential remains unrealized when facilitation proves inadequate.
Section IV explored the intersections across these frameworks, revealing that they theorize overlapping phenomena from different vantage points. Kegan's subject-object transitions align remarkably with Mezirow's perspective transformations; both describe fundamental reorganizations of meaning-making catalyzed by encountering complexity that current frameworks cannot process. Similarly, Bennett's DMIS stages map onto developmental levels in ADT, with ethnocentric orientations reflecting less complex meaning-making and ethnorelative orientations requiring the cognitive sophistication that more developed stages provide. The role of reflection—critical in all three frameworks—emerges as essential not because it produces development directly but because it supports the difficult work of engaging with edges rather than retreating from them.
My conceptual contribution of "dissonant edges," articulated in Section VI, synthesizes Mezirow's disorienting dilemmas with Berger's growth edges to name the developmental threshold operating across all three frameworks. Dissonant edges represent the in between space where individuals must reconcile conflicting perspectives through cognitive and emotional realignment. They are necessarily first-person phenomena that must be experienced rather than described, and they serve as pivot points for transformation because they create conditions where existing meaning-making proves inadequate while new frameworks have not yet formed. This concept offers both theoretical integration and practical guidance: theoretically, it reveals a common mechanism operating across domains; practically, it directs attention toward designing experiences that create edge encounters and supporting individuals in engaging productively with the dissonance such encounters generate.
Section V examined a critical yet under-researched variable: the characteristics of leaders and facilitators who design and guide intercultural learning experiences. If development occurs through edge encounters that require skilled facilitation, then facilitators' own intercultural competency and developmental stage become variables of considerable significance. The limited research attending to facilitator characteristics reveals concerning patterns—faculty consistently overestimate their own IC, and theory-to-practice translation proves difficult—suggesting that facilitator development deserves far more attention than it has received. Moreover, immersion experiences unfold within complex group dynamics and organizational contexts that shape individual outcomes, yet research has predominantly focused on individual psychological processes while treating social and systemic factors as background variables. Interventions such as experiential learning, immersion experiences, executive coaching and mindfulness practices may offer structured approaches to facilitator development that align with theoretical principles across all three frameworks while addressing the affective and somatic dimensions of cultural encounter that purely cognitive approaches overlook.
The gap analysis offered in Section VII identified theoretical, empirical, and practical limitations in current understanding. Theoretically, disciplinary fragmentation has prevented integration across frameworks, and we understand developmental outcomes better than developmental mechanisms. Empirically, research rarely links ADT stages to IC outcomes, facilitator characteristics remain under-examined, and methodological approaches favor quantitative outcome assessment over qualitative inquiry into lived experience. Practically, inconsistent program effectiveness is poorly understood, and facilitator preparation lacks systematic, developmentally-informed approaches. These gaps persist due to challenges such as disciplinary silos, methodological challenges, practical constraints, and developmental limitations among researchers and practitioners who cannot recognize variables they have not achieved the complexity to perceive.
The significance of addressing these gaps extends far beyond academic interest. Practically, more sophisticated understanding could improve program effectiveness and guide evidence-based facilitator preparation. Theoretically, integration advances understanding in all three fields simultaneously. Socially, increasing polarization, rising nationalism, and geopolitical tensions underscore the urgent need for intercultural competency and the capacity to navigate difference productively. The research proposed through this dissertation directly addresses identified gaps by examining the intersection of ADT, TLT, and IC development with particular attention to facilitator characteristics and dissonant edges as developmental mechanisms.
This literature review establishes the theoretical foundation for dissertation research that integrates developmental assessment, intercultural competency measurement, and qualitative inquiry into the lived experience of edge encounters. The research questions emerging from this integration examine how facilitators' developmental stages and intercultural competency influence their capacity to design and facilitate transformative intercultural experiences, how dissonant edges function as catalysts for development across domains, and how participants can be supported in the liminal space of dissonant edges.  Future work much focus on what interventions might support facilitator development. Chapter 3 will present the methodology for this inquiry: a mixed-methods design combining developmental interviews, quantitative assessments, and phenomenological inquiry that honors the complexity this review reveals while generating evidence that can inform both theory and practice. The contribution such research offers extends beyond filling academic gaps to providing practical wisdom for social needs that grow more urgent with each passing year.
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