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Agenda 

Learning = Action x Reflection 

•  Action – What actions and experiences are most critical for developing 
different capabilities? DNA:  Diversity, Novelty, Adversity. 

•  Reflection - What approaches to reflection enable people to gain the most 
important lessons and capabilities from those experiences. 

Plus a few other topics (learning agility and mindset, the necessary conditions 
for systematic development, 70/20/10 models of learning from experience) 

A preview of deeper discussion June 20th:  Coaching leaders in turbulent 
times 
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Key assumptions 

Things are changing faster 
➔ Leaders need to learn faster and better 
➔ Organizations need to adapt faster 

1 

2 
Different kinds of things are changing, in different ways 
➔ Leaders need to learn different kinds of things faster, in different ways 
➔ Organizations need to adapt and innovate in new ways, faster 
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VUCA | A radically different leadership context 

Volatile  Rapid, sudden, constant change V 

U 

A 

Uncertain  Unclear information and outcomes 

Complex  Multiplicity of variables and unknowns 

Ambiguous  Lack of clarity about the meaning of events 

C 
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Stable vs. dynamic environments 

In stable environments, leaders will be most successful by optimizing 
performance around current needs. 

1 

In dynamic VUCA environments, leaders will 
be most successful by sub-optimizing current 
performance and investing in robust 
strategies that enhance flexibility and 
adaptability for the future: 

-- Experiment, try new things, take risks… 

 -- Intentional exposure to DNA 

2 
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Aggressively seek 
opportunities to experiment in 

VUCA environments, or to 
make yourself uncomfortable 
in your regular environment. 

Suboptimize current 
performance to invest in 

adaptability for future 
performance. 

— David B. Peterson — 
May 16, 2016 

WBECS webinar on “DNA of VUCA” 
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Action * Reflection = Learning 

Action 
•  Try new behavior, experiment, push comfort zone 
•  Seek new situation 
•  Seek input & ideas:  advice, feedback, observe others, 

read 
•  Build skills:  program, workshop, practice, teach others 

Reflection 
•  In action:  Pay attention to what’s happening 

•  Step back to observe bigger picture 
•  After action:  Examine cause and effect 

•  Find underlying patterns; generate hypotheses 
•  Before action:  Be intentional – Generate action plans 
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Action * Reflection = Learning |  Ability or Agility? 

Learning Ability 
Learn quickly and apply knowledge and skills effectively -- 
for a given topic/situation 

Learning Agility 
Learn quickly and adapt appropriately to navigate novel, 
complex, and diverse situations: 

•  Self-directed learning 

•  Make new connections; apply ideas and skills in new 
ways across time, topics, situations 

•  Seek new experiences and perspectives 
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Fundamental Five | Critical capabilities for effective leadership in VUCA  

1.  Cultivating empathy 

2.  Managing cognition 

3.  Fostering resilience 

4.  Influencing others 

5.  Deepening self-awareness 
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Top Two | Critical capabilities for effective leadership in VUCA  

Cultivating empathy 
•  See things from multiple 

perspectives 
•  Appreciate things from others’ 

perspectives 
•  Anticipate reactions from diverse 

audiences 
•  Foster sense of inclusion 
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Top Two | Critical capabilities for effective leadership in VUCA  

Cultivating empathy 
•  See things from multiple 

perspectives 
•  Appreciate things from others’ 

perspectives 
•  Anticipate reactions from diverse 

audiences 
•  Foster sense of inclusion 

Managing cognition 
•  Manage focus and attention  
•  Multitask 
•  Manage tradeoffs 
•  Make decisions in uncertainty 
•  Suspend judgment; comfort in 

ambiguity 
•  Recognize and address cognitive 

biases and heuristics 
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Top Two | Critical capabilities for effective leadership in VUCA 

Neurological see-saw (Lieberman, 2013) 

Reciprocal inhibitory relationship between the brain’s 
•  default mode network – empathy; social cognition 
•  task positive network – analytic 

Cultivating empathy 
•  See things from multiple perspectives 
•  Appreciate things from others’ 

perspectives 
•  Anticipate reactions from diverse 

audiences 
•  Foster sense of inclusion 

Managing cognition 
•  Manage focus and attention  
•  Multitask 
•  Manage tradeoffs 
•  Make decisions in uncertainty 
•  Suspend judgment; comfort in ambiguity 
•  Recognize and address cognitive biases 

and heuristics 
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Development path for cultivating empathy and managing cognition 

New Experiences (the DNA of VUCA) 
•  Diversity 
•  Novelty 
•  Adversity 

1 

2 

3 

Reflection 
•  Curiosity 
•  Humility 
•  Learning mindset 

Support and engagement 
•  Community, connection, belonging, encouragement 
•  Dialog, discussion, debate 
•  Coaching, mentoring 
•  Teaching others 

Is it better to be right or to be curious? 
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Reflection calendar | ɿɒbnɘlɒɔ noiƚɔɘlʇɘЯ 

2.  Weekly (2 min.) 
•  What progress did I make last week? Am I satisfied 

with that? 
•  What do I need to focus on next week? 

3.  Monthly (5 min.) 
•  How am I doing on my development? 
•  What do I need to do to keep growing? 
•  How will I get meaningful feedback? 

1.  Daily (1 min.) 
•  What new thing did I do today? 
•  What worked well? What didn’t? 
•  What did I learn? 
•  What one thing will I do differently tomorrow? 

(Peterson, 2010) 
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Reflection calendar | ɿɒbnɘlɒɔ noiƚɔɘlʇɘЯ 

1.  Daily (1 min.) 
2.  Weekly (2 min.) 
3.  Monthly (5 min.) 

4.  Quarterly (15 min.) 
•  Given my key priorities for the quarter, what capabilities should I be developing? 
•  Where am I making excuses for something I need to take personal responsibility for? 
•  What do I need to do to manage my personal growth and professional development 

more effectively? 

5.  Annually (One hour every year) 
•  Who do I want to be? What values do I want to live by? 
•  What inspires me and fuels my passions? 
•  Am I living my life the way I want to? Where do I stand relative to what truly matters? 
•  Am I on the best path to become the person I truly want to be? 
•  Where do I want to be a year from now and how do I get there? 

(Peterson, 2010) 
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Reflection calendar | ɿɒbnɘlɒɔ noiƚɔɘlʇɘЯ 

1.  Daily (1 min.) 
2.  Weekly (2 min.) 
3.  Monthly (5 min.) 
4.  Quarterly (15 min.) 
5.  Annually (One hour every year) 

6.  Triennially (Three hours every 3 years):  Disrupt or be disrupted 
•  Given what I care about most deeply, what are the critical opportunities to 

capitalize on that will require me to pivot? Am I serious or just kidding myself? 
•  Where am I at greatest risk? What am I holding on to that I need to let go of? 

Where am I most afraid of taking decisive action? 
•  What’s the bold move I know in my heart I need to make? 

7.  Decadely or quinquennially (One day every 5-10 years) 
•  How do I connect to my deepest mission and purpose? 
•  What do I need to invest over the next 3-5 years to accomplish what matters most? 
•  What am I doing to renew/reinvigorate/reinvent myself and my life? 

(Peterson, 2010) 
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Reflection calendar | ɿɒbnɘlɒɔ noiƚɔɘlʇɘЯ 

1.  Daily (1 min.) 
2.  Weekly (2 min.) 
3.  Monthly (5 min.) 
4.  Quarterly (15 min.) 
5.  Annually (One hour every year) 
6.  Triennially (Three hours every 3 years)  
7.  Decadely or quinquennially (One day every 5-10 years) 

8.  Periodically (Anytime you’re in a reflective mood) 

•  What have I done lately to become a better person? 

•  What have I done to bring joy to someone’s life today?  

•  When is my next opportunity to act with compassion and love? 

•  What else should I be asking myself and reflecting on? 

(Peterson, 2010) 
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Introducing even more difficulties in learning 

The crux of the problem is that learning and 
performance are not the same… procedures 

that enhance performance during training 
may or may not enhance long-term retention 

and transfer; conversely, procedures that 
introduce difficulties for the learner and 
impair performance during training may 

foster durable and flexible posttraining skills. 
— Druckman & Bjork (1991, pp. 24-25) — 
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“Desirable difficulties” in learning  | Bjork, Dunlosky, & Kornell (2013) 

Activities such as spacing and interleaving, generating answers, 
testing oneself, and varying the conditions of learning are known as 

desirable difficulties... They impair performance—and, hence, apparent 
learning—during acquisition, but enhance long-term learning. 

People… tend to be drawn to techniques that lead to the best 
performance during study. Making study activities easier—by, for 

example, massing practice—tends to increase judgments of learning, 
which is problematic because conditions that make learning seem 

easier can actually decrease long-term learning. 
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70-20-10  | Learning from experience | Really? 

70-20-10 ratio came from looking backwards at what happened, not forward to 
what works best 

What about:  Math, geography, physics, finance, brain surgery, flying an airplane, 
how to write, law, economics, statistics? 

Consider a continuum from “fact-based”/declarative knowledge to procedural 
knowledge to situational judgment… 

•  Puzzles/technical challenges:  Solvable; correct answers 
•  Problems/adaptive challenges:  No correct answers; require judgment, 

discernment 

How do we design optimal learning for the need:  what combination of instruction 
(acquiring skills) and experience (applying skills)? 
 
 

1 

2 

4 

3 
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The Development Pipeline 
Necessary & sufficient conditions for systematic learning 
(Peterson, 2006) 

Do people 
know what to 

develop? 

INSIGHT 

Are they willing 
to invest the 

time and 
energy it takes? 

MOTIVATION 

Do they have 
the skills and 
knowledge 
they need? 

CAPABILITIES 

Do they have 
opportunities to 

apply their 
capabilities at 

work? 

REAL-WORLD 
PRACTICE 

Do they internalize 
their capabilities 

and feel 
accountable to 

actually improve 
performance and 

results? 

ACCOUNT-
ABILITY 
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Two types of developmental experiences | Intensity and stretch 
(Kizilos, 2012) 

The degree to which an experience pushes one 
outside of an area of expertise or preparation 

Intensity 
The degree to which an experience involves 
significantly higher performance demands within 
an existing area of expertise or familiarity 

Time pressure – Aggressive time constraints 

Holistic responsibility – Overall responsibility for 
outcome(s) 

Risk – High financial, reputational, or other stakes, 
with at least moderate risk of failure 

Impact – Involves results that are critical for the 
business 

Visibility – Work is visible at high levels or the 
organization and/or to large audience 

Relationships – Interacting with people who 
hold differing perspectives or beliefs 

Knowledge or skills – Requires gaining new 
expertise or capabilities 

Adaptability – Handling greater ambiguity than 
one is used to 

Context – Working within a different function, 
department, region, or culture 

S   t   r   e   t   c   h 
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Critical learning experiences for leaders | (Dotlich, Noel, & Walker, 2004) 

Career / Work Life / Relationships 

Adversity 

Difficulty at work or in leading others 
▪  Responsibility for significant failure 
▪  Bad boss or competitive peers 
▪  Derailing 
▪  Being acquired or merged 

Personal upheaval, loss of meaning 
▪  End of a meaningful relationship 
▪  Debilitating illness or physical 

challenge 
▪  Losing faith in the system 
▪  Facing retirement or end of career 

Diversity 

Stimulating projects, assignments, roles 
▪  Joining a company 
▪  Moving into leadership role 
▪  Moving across functions 
▪  Working internationally 
▪  Business unit responsibility 

Breadth of life experiences 
▪  Living abroad or in different culture 
▪  Relishing the success of others 
▪  Developing and living a meaningful 

credo 
▪  Building your legacy 

Intentional 
exposure 
to DNA of 

VUCA 

23 
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The world is becoming 
more turbulent faster than 

most organizations are 
becoming more resilient. 

 
― Gary Hamel (2012) ― 
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In this age, 
which believes 

there is a 
shortcut to 
everything, the greatest lesson 

to be learned is that 
the most difficult 
way is, in the long 
run, the easiest. 

 
— Henry Miller — 
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Action * Reflection = Learning  | Conclusion 

Action è Acquire and apply new behaviors, in new ways and 
situations 
•  Try new behavior, experiment, push comfort zone 
•  Seek new situation 
•  Seek input & ideas:  advice, feedback, observe others, read 
•  Build skills:  program, workshop, practice, teach others 

Reflection è Extract maximum learning 
•  In action:  Pay attention to what’s happening 

•  Step back to observe bigger picture 
•  After action:  Examine cause and effect 

•  Find underlying patterns; generate hypotheses 
•  Before action:  Be intentional – Generate action plans 
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 Building on a very simple formula, Learning = Action x Reflection, David examines: 
•  Action - What type of actions and experiences are most critical for developing different capabilities. The acronym DNA 

represents the importance of Diverse, Novel, and Adverse experiences, and what each of them contributes to a 
leader’s development. 

•  Reflection - What approaches to reflection enable people to gain the most important lessons and capabilities from 
those experiences. 

  
In addition, David examines a variety of related topics, including learning agility, mindset, the necessary conditions for 
systematic development, and the limitations of development approaches based on 70/20/10 models. 
 
3 Key Learning Takeaways 
1.   How experiences with diversity, novelty, and adversity (DNA) are critical to developing future-ready leaders. 
2.   A practical framework for reflection -- in just one minute a day -- that supports accelerated learning. 
3.   Three reasons why 70/20/10 approaches to learning from experience miss some of the greatest power of learning. 
 
3 Conversation Starters 
1.  Research shows that experiences with adversity and uncertainty promote empathy and compassion. (DeSteno, 

2015; Holmes, 2015) 
•  Adversity promotes compassion, empathy (DeSteno, 2015) 
•  Uncertainty promotes empathy (Holmes, 2015) 

2.  70/20/10 approaches to learning from experience often miss critical insights on what type of things are best learned 
from experience and which ones are best learned through formal learning programs. 


