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ABSTRACT 

In an era of growing complexity, effective problem-solving depends on cognitive maturity. 

This article introduces a hierarchical framework of twelve cognitive maturity levels, from 

reactive to cosmic thinking, each representing a progressively advanced mode of thought. 

Grounded in Piaget’s cognitive development, Mezirow’s transformative learning, and 

systems theory, the framework maps how individuals and societies evolve in their problem-

solving capacities. The article also proposes Ogunlade’s Law of Problem-Solving (OLP), 

asserting that sustainable solutions require thinking at a higher level than that which created 

the problem. By integrating psychology, leadership, and systemic reasoning, the framework 

and OLP are applied to education, governance, and global challenges. Practical implications 

include fostering inclusive leadership, adaptive learning, and collaborative problem-solving. 

Insights from cognitive biases, growth mindsets, and systemic problem-solving highlight the 

necessity of transcending conventional thinking to tackle issues like climate change, 

technological disruption, social inequality, and war. Ultimately, the framework and OLP 

serve as both diagnostic tools and developmental guides, promoting continuous cognitive 

growth and collective progress. This work contributes to the literature on cognitive 

development and problem-solving, offering a robust theoretical foundation and actionable 

insights for individuals, educators, and leaders. 

Keywords: Cognitive Maturity, Problem-Solving, Hierarchical Thinking Levels, Systems 

Thinking and Sustainable Solutions, Transformational Thinking 

he pursuit of cognitive maturity in addressing complex problems is a universal and 

timeless endeavor. As individuals and societies navigate an increasingly 

interconnected and rapidly evolving world, the need for effective problem-solving 

strategies has become more critical than ever (Kegan, 1994; Laske, 2006). Research has 

consistently demonstrated that cognitive maturity is a key determinant of an individual’s 

ability to address complex challenges (Basseches, 1984; Commons & Richards, 2003). 

However, the concept of cognitive maturity remains poorly articulated, and its development 

has been hindered by a lack of hierarchical structuring (Hoare, 2006). Recent studies 

emphasize the importance of adaptive and integrative thinking in addressing global 

challenges such as climate change, technological disruption, and social inequality (Karayel, 
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2021; Dweck, 2023; Kahneman et al., 2021; McGonigal, 2022; West, 2020). This article 

introduces a novel framework of twelve hierarchical levels of cognitive maturity and 

proposes Ogunlade’s Law of Problem-Solving (OLP), which posits that sustainable 

solutions require higher-level thinking than that which created the problem. 

 

HIERARCHY OF MATURITY THINKING LEVELS 

The Hierarchy of Maturity Thinking Levels (HMTL) outlines a progressive framework of 

cognitive development, with each level reflecting an increasingly sophisticated mode of 

thought (Table 1). Below is an expanded explanation of the twelve levels (O-Z), supported 

by relevant theoretical foundations. 

 

Basic Thinking (O) 

Basic thinking, also referred to as reactive thinking, involves immediate, instinctual 

responses to external stimuli. This level is essential for addressing urgent needs but is 

limited to surface-level issues. Reactive thinking aligns with Piaget’s (1977) stages of 

cognitive development, where reflexive responses dominate early cognitive processes. 

 

Analytical Thinking (P) 

Analytical thinking entails breaking problems into manageable parts, identifying patterns, 

and understanding logical relationships. This level is crucial for systematic problem-solving 

and decision-making (Anderson, 2010; Demetriou et al., 2010). 

 

Critical Thinking (Q) 

Critical thinking involves the rigorous evaluation of evidence and arguments, identification 

of biases, and questioning of assumptions. It is essential for informed decision-making and 

intellectual autonomy (Facione, 2011; Halpern, 2014). 

 

Creative Thinking (R) 

Creative thinking encourages innovation and novel solutions by stepping outside 

conventional boundaries. Divergent thinking is key to this level, fostering the generation of 

original ideas (Runco & Acar, 2012; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019). 

 

Strategic Thinking (S) 

Strategic thinking adopts a long-term, broad perspective, integrating multiple solutions into 

cohesive plans. It involves foresight, goal setting, and comprehensive planning, which are 

critical for leadership and organizational success (Goldman & Casey, 2010; Mintzberg, 

2015). 

 

Systems Thinking (T) 

Systems thinking examines entire systems, understanding interconnections and root causes 

within complex issues. This level is vital for addressing multifaceted problems in 

organizational and environmental contexts (Senge, 2006; Meadows, 2008). 

 

Meta-Cognitive Thinking (U) 

Meta-cognitive thinking involves reflecting on one’s cognitive processes, promoting self-

awareness and adaptability. It enhances learning efficiency and problem-solving through 

self-regulation and reflection (Flavell, 1979; Schraw & Moshman, 1995). 
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Transformational Thinking (V) 

Transformational thinking aims for profound changes by challenging and rethinking 

foundational concepts. It drives innovation and paradigm shifts in personal and 

organizational contexts (Mezirow, 1997; Bass, 1999). 

 

Integrative Thinking (W) 

Integrative thinking synthesizes diverse perspectives to reconcile contradictions and find 

balanced solutions. It enables holistic decision-making by embracing complexity and 

ambiguity (Martin, 2009; Heifetz et al., 2009). 

 

Transcendent Thinking (X) 

Transcendent thinking operates beyond cultural paradigms, focusing on universal truths and 

metaphysical dimensions. It fosters advanced moral reasoning and philosophical reflection 

(Wilber, 2000; Fowler, 1981). 

 

Collective Consciousness Thinking (Y) 

Collective consciousness thinking emphasizes shared human experiences and global well-

being. It promotes social cohesion and a sense of global interconnectedness (Durkheim, 

1912/2001; Tomasello, 2014). 

 

Cosmic Thinking (Z) 

Cosmic thinking integrates humanity’s role within the cosmos, emphasizing universal 

interconnectivity. It encourages contemplation of existential and spiritual questions beyond 

immediate human concerns (Harris, 2014; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). 

 

OGUNLADE’S LAW OF PROBLEM-SOLVING (OLP) 

Ogunlade’s Law of Problem-Solving (OLP) states that a problem created at a specific level 

of thinking can only be sustainably resolved by a higher level of thinking. If O, P, Q, R, S, 

… and Z represent levels of thinking where O < P < Q < R < S … < Z, then a problem 

generated at level P cannot be sustainably solved at P or any lower level (O) but only at level 

Q or higher. This principle reflects the necessity of cognitive growth and maturity to achieve 

lasting solutions and emphasizes the limitations of addressing complex issues with the same 

mindset that created them. 

 

Mathematically,  

If L represents the Thinking Level and N represents the set of valid sustainable solutions for 

problem P and given the levels of thinking: 

                                         L(O) < L(P) < L(Q) < L(R) < L(S) <...< L(Z)  

For a problem P, created at level L(P), then its set of valid sustainable solutions N(P) must 

satisfy: 

 

                                               

Explanation: 

The first equation states that the solution cannot exist at the same or lower level of thinking 

L(O) or L(P). 
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The second equation states that the solution must be found at a higher level L(Q), where Q > 

P. 

 

Applications of the Hierarchy and OLP 

The HMTL and OLP have profound implications for personal development, leadership, 

education, and societal progress. Leaders can foster environments that encourage higher-

order thinking, while educators can design curricula that promote critical, creative, and 

transformational thinking skills (Brookfield, 2012; Fullan, 2016). 

 

DISCUSSION 

The HMTL and OLP provide a comprehensive framework for understanding cognitive 

development and problem-solving efficacy. The progression through the HMTL reflects an 

evolution from reactive, instinctual responses to complex, integrative cognitive processes. 

Basic thinking (O) aligns with Piaget’s (1977) stages of cognitive development, while 

analytical thinking (P) facilitates problem decomposition and logical reasoning (Anderson, 

2010; Demetriou et al., 2010). Critical thinking (Q) and creative thinking (R) are essential 

for informed decision-making and innovation, respectively (Facione, 2011; Kaufman & 

Sternberg, 2019). 

 

Strategic thinking (S) and systems thinking (T) extend beyond individual problem-solving to 

organizational and societal contexts (Goldman & Casey, 2010; Mintzberg, 2015). Meta-

cognitive thinking (U) enhances self-awareness and cognitive regulation (Flavell, 1979; 

Schraw & Moshman, 1995), while transformational thinking (V) drives paradigm shifts 

(Mezirow, 1997; Bass, 1999). Integrative thinking (W) synthesizes diverse perspectives 

(Martin, 2009; Heifetz et al., 2009), and transcendent thinking (X) fosters universal 

perspectives (Wilber, 2000; Fowler, 1981). Collective consciousness thinking (Y) and 

cosmic thinking (Z) emphasize global interconnectedness and existential contemplation 

(Durkheim, 1912/2001; Tomasello, 2014). 

 

Ogunlade’s Law of Problem-Solving resonates with Einstein’s assertion that “we cannot 

solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them” (Einstein, 1946). 

This principle underscores the necessity of cognitive growth for effective problem 

resolution, as supported by research on cognitive complexity and leadership effectiveness 

(Jacobs & Jaques, 1987; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). 

 

The HMTL and OLP also align with contemporary theories of adult learning and leadership. 

For instance, transformative learning theory emphasizes the role of critical reflection in 

fostering cognitive growth (Mezirow, 1997; Taylor, 2007), while adaptive leadership theory 

highlights the importance of systems thinking in addressing complex challenges (Heifetz et 

al., 2009). Furthermore, the integration of meta-cognitive strategies in educational settings 

has been shown to enhance learning outcomes (Zohar & Barzilai, 2015). 

 

Abbreviations 

HMTL-Hierarchy of Maturity Thinking Levels 

OLP-Ogunlade’s Law of Problem-Solving 
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Table 1. Hierarchy of Maturity Thinking Level: O-Z 

Level Name Code Characteristics 

1 
Basic Thinking 

(Reactive Thinking) 

O Immediate, short-term focus; responds quickly 

to external stimuli; addresses symptoms, not 

root causes. 

2 Analytical Thinking 

P Breaks down problems into smaller parts; 

identifies patterns and logical relationships; 

detail-oriented. 

3 Critical Thinking 

Q Evaluates evidence and arguments; identifies 

biases; challenges assumptions; systematic and 

logical. 

4 Creative Thinking 

R Generates innovative ideas; thinks outside 

conventional boundaries; encourages novel 

solutions. 

5 Strategic Thinking 

S Considers long-term implications; integrates 

multiple solutions into a cohesive plan; future-

oriented. 

6 Systems Thinking 

T Examines the entire system and interactions 

between parts; seeks root causes; addresses 

complex issues. 

7 
Meta-Cognitive 

Thinking 

U Reflects on one’s thinking process; monitors 

and adjusts strategies; encourages self-

awareness. 

8 
Transformational 

Thinking 

V Rethinks underlying principles and paradigms; 

aims for major shifts; fosters breakthrough 

changes. 

9 Integrative Thinking 

W Synthesizes diverse perspectives and 

paradigms; reconciles contradictions; seeks 

balanced solutions. 

10 Transcendent Thinking 

X Operates beyond cultural paradigms; considers 

universal truths; explores metaphysical 

dimensions. 

11 

Collective 

Consciousness 

Thinking 

Y Focuses on shared human progress; fosters 

collaboration for global well-being and 

systemic harmony. 

12 Cosmic Thinking 

Z Focuses on shared human progress; fosters 

collaboration for global well-being and 

systemic harmony. 

 


