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Transformation is a 
design challenge. 

Like it or not, we are in the middle of the time each of us  
has to transform. 

According to Kanter’s Law, everything looks like a failure in the 
middle. It’s not the time to give up, but to persevere or pivot. 

“Never wish life was easier — 
wish that you were better.”
JIM ROHN

Unboundary believes there is magic 
in applying the discipline of design to 
transformation. 
Like Charles Eames, we believe the boundaries of design are 
as big as the boundaries of problems. 

Like Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, we believe design is 
well suited to wicked problems and grand challenges. 

Like Bucky Fuller, Nigel Cross and Donald Schön, we believe 
there is a discipline to design, and we’ve deeply integrated  
that discipline into how we work. 

We approach transformation design through a combination  
of six distinct design disciplines: 

EFFECTIVENESS DESIGN

FORESIGHT DESIGN

NARRATIVE DESIGN

CULTURE DESIGN

STRATEGY DESIGN

ORGANIZATION DESIGN

We start with Effectiveness Design.
Effectiveness design is equipping leaders with new  
capabilities that make them well-suited for the complexity  
of transformation. It is made up of: 

 » Growth Mindset
 » Vertical Development
 » Adaptiveness
 » Team Functionality
 » Dialogue 

 
Growth mindset: brains and talent  
are just the starting point.
When your inner voice reminds you that how good you are at 
something is just a starting point, you have a growth mindset. 
You believe that effort and attitude play a key role in further 
developing your abilities, and failure is a chance to learn.

A fixed mindset tells you the opposite — that you’re stuck 
with the abilities you’re dealt. And when you fail you’ve 
reached your limit. 

Which are you? Which are other members of your team? 

Leaders too often believe in a growth mindset for others 
while holding a fixed mindset themselves. You can’t lead 
transformation with a fixed mindset.

We are all in the middle 
of a no-choice moment. 
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Vertical Development: thinking in more 
complex, systemic ways.
An exponential pace of change — like we’re experiencing  
now — can leave us not knowing exactly what or how we 
need to learn. 

Our tendency is to add or level-up skills and abilities, which  
is known as horizontal growth. 

There has been a lot of horizontal growth on video 
conferencing, webcasting, and the like. 

What fewer people are aware of is vertical growth — how we 
grow our ability to effectively deal with greater complexity 
and paradox, by leveraging a more inclusive point of view. 

Vertical growth is less familiar because, unlike childhood 
development which has been understood for nearly a century, 
development in adults hasn’t been understood as long. 

Now we are able to move from a simplistic approach to more 
sophisticated understanding. The simplistic approach has 
been that, with age, you either grow wiser or cranky. Now 
we know that we can grow wiser — in stages — by how we 
approach challenge and contradiction. 

The metaphor of video games is a good way to think about vertical development. 
The Atari 2600 was sufficient to run the simple, classic game of Pong — one of 
the first video games. 

Now EA offers the game FIFA20, which has far more complex challenges and 
graphics. It is impossible to play FIFA20 on an Atari 2600, because it just doesn’t 
have the capacity or capability to deal with it. 

Vertical development is like upgrading your ability to deal with complexity —  
like expanding your mental models and thinking from an Atari 2600 to PS4.

Adaptiveness: recognizing and  
acting on what matters.
Expanding your mental models and thinking to better deal 
with complexity is important, because challenges leaders face 
are increasingly adaptive, not simply technical. 

Adaptive challenges are those that require new learning — 
sometimes even to define the challenge. Technical challenges, 
by contrast, are solvable with the knowledge of experts. 

Adaptiveness — the ability to recognize and act on what 
matters — is the third aspect of effectiveness design covered 
in this session. 

The key idea to understand about adaptiveness is that it 
involves three “muscle groups.” Our ability to SEE — as in 
foresight, situational awareness, and retrospect. Our ability 
to ACT — particularly in terms of first steps, and establishing 
a rhythm of step-assess-adapt-proceed. And our ability to 
INVENT — to create ways to take steps that have never been 
taken before. 

Connecting our ability to SEE and ACT helps strengthen our 
ability to INVENT. It also keeps us from being blissfully at 
risk, like the dinosaur about to be walloped by a meteor. 

Check out Unboundary’s Introduction to Adaptiveness Field Guide, a webinar 
from 31 March 2020 for more.

 
How do we grow as grown-ups?
So, how do we grow as grown-ups? 

There are three things that help you grow vertically. 

1. Lean into challenging times. Challenges are the source  
of growth. 

2. Don’t attempt superhuman leaps. Instead take small, 
intentional, consistent steps. Find your step-assess-adjust-
proceed rhythm. 

3. Buddy up, rather than going it alone. Whether just an 
accountability partner, or someone who is also leaning  
into challenge in order to grow. 
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Using a Growth Mindset to Power Strategy
Business Insider

When Satya Nadella became CEO of Microsoft, he deliberately set out to shift the culture from 
know-it-all to learn-it-all. He embraced what he learned about growth mindset as a parent in 
his own professional life, and believed it would make a difference if embraced by the entire 
organization. The revival of innovation and performance at Microsoft proved Nadella right.

FULL ARTICLE >

What’s Your AQ?
Tod Martin, Unboundary, Radar

Adaptiveness is imperative for sustainable success today, yet most organizations lack a useful 
way to measure it. Building on our research analysis, Unboundary developed a beta version 
of a self-diagnostic survey that gauges adaptiveness in people, teams, and organizations. The 
30-question survey covers three essential areas of adaptiveness: SEE, ACT and INVENT.

FULL ARTICLE >

The following articles provide a deeper dive into the ideas we shared.

Carol Dweck: A Summary of Two Mindsets
Farnam Street Blog (fs.blog)

A fixed mindset is a belief that your abilities are set in stone, while a growth mindset is a 
belief that abilities can be improved through efforts over time. Those with growth mindsets 
know that taking appropriate risks sometimes leads to failure, but understand that failure is 
something to learn from, not fear.

FULL ARTICLE >

Vertical Growth
Vertical Leader Development Part 1, Center for Creative Leadership 

Traditional leadership development focuses on horizontal development — providing new 
knowledge and skills. But in today’s increasingly complex world, leaders need vertical 
development: the ability to think in more complex, strategic and connected ways.

READ EXCERPT >

Unboundary is a transformation design firm. In an era where adapting at or above 
the pace of change in the world is essential, we know that organizations only adapt 
as fast as their leaders. Over 30 years, we’ve partnered with leaders at some of the 
best known organizations, ensuring they are future ready.

Reach out with questions, conversation, or to  
learn more about Unboundary and how we  
partner with clients.

Tod Martin
tod@unboundary.com
404-614-4281DESIGN YOUR FUTURE: EFFECTIVENESS
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