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BY K AREN HEBERT-MACCARO

Better learners are 
better leaders, and 
practicing learning-

focused leadership can 
make better teams. 

T he relationship between learning 
and leading is not a new idea. In a 
1990 speech delivered to McK-
insey & Co., John W. Gardner, 
Stanford professor and policy de-

veloper under the Lyndon Johnson administra-
tion, said the most pressing need for leaders was 
to focus on “personal renewal.” He urged leaders 
to be interested, not just interesting, and to seek 
out information and experiences that would help 
them continuously learn and grow. He put it best 

THE POWER OF 
LEARNING-FOCUSED 

LEADERSHIP
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when he said, “We can’t write off the danger of com-
placency, growing rigidity, imprisonment by our 
own comfortable habits and opinions.” 

The danger of complacency may never be more 
relevant to organizational and individual success 
than it is right now. The average shelf-life of a skill 
has shrunk to five years, according to LinkedIn 
Learning’s “2017 Workplace Learning Report.” Or-
ganizations and individuals who aren’t constantly 
learning, upskilling and reskilling risk obsolescence. 
According to the World Economic Forum’s “The 
Future of Jobs Report,” it is possible that more than 
7.1 million professional jobs will be eliminated by 
2020. New roles and jobs will emerge to take some of those who are displaced, but in many instances 

they will be for positions that do not exist today. The 
same WEF report indicated that 35 percent of core 
job skills will change by 2020. 

The nature of change in careers and organiza-
tions justifies the need to continually learn, but 
even without this need the value of learning-focused 
leadership exists. Recent research published in a 
Harvard Business Review article, “Good Leaders Are 
Good Learners,” found that leaders who were in 
“learning mode” developed better leadership skills 
than their peers not in learning mode. The re-
searchers found that leaders in learning mode ben-
efited by adopting a growth mindset (popularized 
years ago by professor Carol Dweck), experiment-
ing with alternative strategies and approaches to 
problems, and through their committed use of af-
ter-action reviews and post mortems to learn from 
the results of their experimentation. These charac-
teristics allow leaders to be more agile in adapting 
to changing environments as well as to think cre-
atively about how to approach challenges. 

An Approach, Not a Style
Learning-focused leadership is not a leadership 

style. Walking down the business aisle of a book-
store or perusing an online book list quickly tells 
you that there are a plethora of suggested leader-
ship styles, all with claims of relative efficacy and 
appropriate contexts for adoption. This body of 
work is thought to have started with Kurt Lewin, 
who in the 1930s and 1940s led a group of re-
searchers toward the uncovering of three leadership 
styles: authoritarian/autocratic, participative/dem-
ocratic and delegative/laissez-faire. 

The primary differences in these styles is that 
the authoritarian leader makes decisions alone, the 
participative leader includes the opinions of others 
and the delegative leader lets workers make decisions 
while still accepting responsibility for the outcomes. 
Based on the simple definitions of these three styles, 
still cited today in leadership research, it is clear 

Learning-focused 
leadership is an 

approach, not a style, 
simply by virtue of being 

agnostic of style, and 
hopefully it is therefore 

more enduring.

Why a Learning Focus 
Needs to Extend Beyond 
HR and L&D
When leaders abdicate the responsibility for all employee develop-
ment to human resources and learning and development groups, they 
are giving up an advantage. Leaders know their own team members 
better than HR, L&D or any other function. When they over-rely on HR 
and L&D, they risk having their needs met in purely episodic or 
programmatic ways. While periodic learning programs can be 
tremendously valuable, alone they are insufficient, especially since 
we know many employees prefer to learn in a performance-adjacent 
manner while they are working. Learning while in the process of 

working is not only efficient, it is 
efficacious. When we can gain 
frictionless access to relevant concepts 
and information and then immediately 

return to our workflow and apply the 
learning, we are far likelier to retain and 

recall that new concept or information in the 
future. 

There is a role for HR and L&D departments. 
Specifically, they can be enormously useful in  partnering 

with front-line leadership to roll out a learning-focused 
leadership initiative, especially if that initiative is enterprise-

wide. By helping to develop learning-focused leaders, HR and 
L&D effectively create a mini-army of learning evangelists who can 

be conduits to increase programmatic relevance and employee 
engagement with learning experiences. 

Further, if L&D and HR target products and experiences that allow for 
performance-adjacent learning, they can support a learning-focused 
leader’s work to create a learning culture. 

— Karen Hebert-Maccaro
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that a leader can be more or less learning-focused 
while also involving others in decision-making to 
greater or lesser degrees. Admittedly, the autocratic 
leader may have more of a hill to climb to adopt a 
learning-focused approach, but it is not inconceiv-
able. When considering the wealth of other styles 
that have caught our attention since Lewin’s sem-
inal work, we see a bias toward styles that are, in 
general, very aligned with a learning focus, such as 
transformational leadership, coaching leadership 
and strategic leadership. 

Learning-focused leadership is an approach, not a 
style, simply by virtue of being agnostic of style, and 
hopefully it is therefore more enduring. It is an ap-
proach characterized by a set of behaviors and ac-
tions that are powered by core beliefs about the value 
of being learning-oriented, and it can be applied by 
leaders using a variety of leadership styles. 

Values and Behaviors of  
Learning-Focused Leaders

Learning-focused leaders, or LFLs, commit to a 
learning orientation. Having a learning orientation 
means you see value in learning new things, you 
seek out new challenges, and you see learning as 
key to your growth and success. LFLs also promote 
their orientation and way of viewing the world 
among others. 

LFLs adopt growth mindsets. Dweck’s “Mind-
set: The New Psychology of Success” describes a 
growth mindset as a state of believing that intelli-
gence can grow and that you can get smarter 
through effort. She contrasts this to a fixed mind-
set, where there’s a belief the intellect is fixed, talent 
either exists or doesn’t, and intelligence can’t be 
changed with effort. Leaders with a fixed mindset 
are likely to struggle adopting a learning orienta-
tion — they won’t see the associated behaviors and 
actions as fruitful. Leaders with a growth mindset 
are inherently oriented toward learning. 

LFLs also model learning-focused behaviors. Like 
any effective approach to leadership, leaders must be 
authentic. Authenticity comes, at least in part, by 
not just espousing beliefs or commitments but actu-
ally living them in your behaviors and actions. LFLs 
can do this by adopting several specific practices.

First, get into the habit of developing and shar-
ing personal and professional learning commit-
ments and goals.

Ask a lot of questions. Being inquisitive about 
others’ work and talents is a way to learn and to 
show others that you expect everyone to be both a 
teacher and a learner at times.

Why Learning-Focused 
Leaders Embrace 
Learning Through the 
Work
Learning-focused leaders must embrace and spread an 
expectation that taking on new challenges is part of the work. 
When individual team members stay static 
for too long, it’s easy for them to 
become complacent. They may feel as 
though they know all they need to 
know. Varying the nature of their 
tasks or allowing a portion of a team 
member’s time to be dedicated to stretch 
assignments, riskier projects or experimentation enables 
learning through work. Learning through work ensures the 
learner is engaged in learning something relevant, and it 

usually involves more practical or applied 
learning, which leads to greater 

learning efficacy. In other words, 
when learning-focused leaders 
vary the nature of the 
assignments of their team 
members, they allow for 

appropriate risk taking and 
learning while doing, and they 

increase the likelihood that the 
learning itself is effective. 

Taking on new challenges can come in many forms, such as 
rotational programs, cross-functional projects, relocations and 
special assignments. It can even be as simple as allowing team 
members to participate in meetings or discussions in which 
they don’t typically engage. These opportunities contribute to a 
learning culture by putting a real and meaningful emphasis on 
continual development, on potential and not just performance, 
and on experimentation and innovation.

— Karen Hebert-Maccaro
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68    Chief Learning Officer • June 2019 • ChiefLearningOfficer.com

Make sure annual performance review and 
goal-setting processes include the consideration of 
opportunities aligned with team members’ growth 
goals and personal aspirations. Hold them account-
able to these as you would a performance goal.

Design learning agendas for your team. This can 
be as simple as mapping strategies to initiatives and 
team skills. Not only does this give you a snapshot of 
what your team’s relative strengths and weaknesses 
are vis-a-vis the project or goal, but it can serve as a 
prompt for conversation about how to build skills 
and identify team member interests that align with 
the gaps.

Prompt regular 360-degree communication. 
This process requires the encouragement of all 
points of view, enabling dissent and disagreement, 
and listening to risky, contrary and new ideas. It 
helps if leaders focus on data-driven conversations 
whenever possible to avoid conversations that feel 
judgmental. Successful 360-degree communication 
occurs when the leader fosters a relationship among 
the team members that actually promotes divergent 
thinking and professional disagreement, because 
this is where you find the most creativity and 
growth. In a 2017 Harvard Business Review article, 
“True Leaders Believe Dissent Is an Obligation,” au-
thor Bill Taylor, co-founder of Fast Company, says 
leaders must adopt an “obligation to dissent.” This 
is critical to the process of establishing the practice 
of 360-degree communication. 

Embrace failure as part of the learning process. 
The failure-tolerant leader is someone who can dis-
cuss reasonable failures without blame and help oth-
ers learn from them, according to Richard Farson 
and Ralph Keyes’ Harvard Business Review article, 
“The Failure-Tolerant Leader.” To do this, leaders 
must cultivate a culture of reflection. One practice 
that allows for this type of reflection is after-action 
reviews. This type of analysis takes complex results 
and explores the successes and failures within them 
to see what can be learned for the future. 

Finally, hire for a growth mindset. Look for team 
members who have a learning orientation and place 
value on that characteristic in the hiring process. 

Learning-Focused Leaders are  
Good for Business

Research conducted by Bersin & Associates 
in 2010 found that companies with learning cul-
tures were 30 percent more likely to be market 
leaders. Learning cultures only take root when 
learning-focused leadership is in place. Unfortu-
nately, that same study revealed that only 10 per-
cent of the organizations that participated had a 
successful learning culture and only 20 percent of 
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and adherence to their development plan. “We held a 
subsequent 30-minute coaching session during which 
we discussed progress against the participant’s original 
action plan, as well as next steps,” Cuozzo said.

“This is all part of our philosophy that leadership 
development is a process, not an event,” he added.

Since the initial LQA program, there have been 
nine additional cohorts. Cecilia McKenney, head of 
human resources at Quest, said each LQA cohort is 
sponsored by a Quest senior management team 
member who provides individual support through-
out the in-residence program and post-program ac-
tion learning projects. This allows participants to 
develop a more personal relationship with one of 
Quest’s most senior executives, which in turn allows 
those executives to have direct access to the compa-
ny’s most promising potential leaders.

Benefits and Outcomes
Following the in-residence program, participants 

continue the action learning projects they initiated 
for six months. According to Stroud, Quest’s CEO 
and C-suite select the team-based action learning 
projects as strategic opportunities for the company 
— they are customized to a specific need of the orga-
nization. Following cohort No. 5 until today there is 
still a nomination process for the projects, but they 
are not as strategic anymore, according to Stroud. 
They focus on fixing real business challenges, oppor-
tunities for efficiency or effectiveness, she said.

According to TRI, since LQA’s inception, the 
team-based projects have generated tens of millions 
of dollars in present value for Quest. These projects 
have served as best practices and helped in several 
investment opportunities.

“The projects have proven immensely valuable in 
helping our leaders address everyday challenges,” 
Rusckowski said. The support of a wide range of 
Quest leaders is “ultimately driving toward the prin-
ciple of ‘leaders teaching leaders.’ ”

Conine and Cuozzo emphasized the tremendous 
value of Quest’s C-suite involvement in the program. 
“The best is the total support and involvement from 
the senior-level management at Quest. They were 
actively involved in all aspects of the program,” 
Conine said. “In our decades of executive education 
with some of the leading companies in the world, we 
have never seen the same level of C-suite involve-
ment, engagement and support.”

With the completion of its 10th program in the 
fall of 2018, all of Quest’s approximately 400 senior 
executive leaders have completed LQA. CLO
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Rocio Villaseñor is a writer based in Chicago. She can be 
reached at editor@CLOmedia.com.
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employees exhibited effective learning be-
haviors at work. Learning-focused leader-
ship may be overdue. 

While there are countless definitions 
of “learning culture,” the following from 
a 2015 Society of Human Resource Man-
agement article, “How to Create a Learn-
ing Culture,” is useful in this context: “A 
learning culture 
consists of a com-
munity of work-
ers instilled with a 
‘growth mindset.’ 
People not only 
want to learn and 
apply what they’ve 
learned to help their 
organization, they also feel compelled to 
share their knowledge with others.”

The concepts of continuity and open-
ness are also worth adding to any learning 
culture definition. Specifically,  the desire 
to learn and then apply and share learning 
must be a continuous and open process 
to cultivate and sustain a learning culture. 

Regardless of definition, one can see how 
LFLs can accelerate the creation and support 
of an organization’s learning culture. LFLs 
can magnify the impact of a learning culture 
by ensuring it is aligned with the important 
and strategic work of the organization. 

Learning-focused leadership is a way 
to supercharge your ability to lead. It can 

make you and your 
team adaptable and 
flexible enough to meet 
the changes of the fast-
paced technological 
and business landscapes 
in which we all work. It 
isn’t a mystical concept. 
It can be cultivated and 

practiced. If you choose to do so, it will 
magnify your impact and make work more 
engaging, more fulfilling and more produc-
tive for you and everyone you lead. CLO
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