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What experiences matter the most in 
developing successful executives? 

     Semi-structured interviews with 191 
successful executives in six large North 
American companies. 

 Data collected in the early 1980’s. 
 Qualitative analysis of 616 “key event” 

stories. 
 Yielded 16 types of key events that 

were further grouped in to 5 categories. 
 

Lessons of Experience Research 
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Series of Studies 

Corporate Executives (USA) 1981-84 191 70 – 22 – 8 

Corporate Executive Women (USA) 1984-85 76 56 – 38 – 6 

Middle to Executive (USA) 1996 288 48 – 47 – 5 

Corporate Global Executives  1999 101 73 – 16 – 11 

Executives (USA) 2004-05 234 60 – 33 – 7 

Corporate Executives (India) 2006-07 71 69 – 27 – 4 

Government  Executives (Singapore) 2007-08 34 65 – 33 – 2 

Executives (China) 2007-10 54 68 – 25 – 7 



• Reminds us to take a broad view of 
learning and development—much of 
leader development is happening 
outside of formal training sessions. 

• Emphasizes the three basic 
modalities of learning: direct 
experience, other people, education 

• Increases the impact of research 
findings by communicating them in 
their simplest forms 

Benefits of 

70-20-10 Model  



Limits and Misuses of 

70-20-10 Model 

• Limits of the research 
• Overgeneralizations 
• Oversimplification 
• Segmented view of 

development 



From Research to Practice 

How do you help people get the leadership experiences 
they need for development? 

How do you enhance people’s ability to learn from 
experience? 

How is an experience-based approach to leadership 
development best embedded in HR practices? 

How can shared beliefs and practices be influenced to 
better support experience-based development? 



Leadership Experiences 

• Create special assignments 

• Staff work with development 

in mind 

• Equip employees and their 

managers with tools to 

pursue on-the-job 

development  

 



• Learning goals 

• On-going feedback 

• Developmental networks 

• Formal training 

Ability to Learn 



HR Practices 

Key Experiences 
• Managing problem 

employees 
• Turning projects 

around 
• Profit and loss 

accountability 

Relationships 
• Internal with legal, 

compliance, audit, 
and business heads 

Competency Strengths 
• Problem solving and 

innovation 
• Teamwork 
• Communication 

Possible Next Roles 
• Role with direct accountability for establishing and managing customer 

relationships to enhance client focus capabilities 
• Experience with labor relations and/or government entities to extend 

demonstrated ability to build solid internal relationships and test strategic, big-
picture problem-solving capabilities 

Create Assignment Focus in  
Succession Management Template 

Adapted from: Yost & Plunkett.(2009).Real Time Leadership Development. Wiley-Blackwell 



Shared Beliefs and Practices 

Modeled at the Top 

Measured and Tracked 

Rewarded 

Talked About 

Supported with Resources and Processes 



  

  



Resources at www.ccl.org 
 


