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Introduction
The leadership training market is one of the largest segments of the larger 

learning and development (L&D) market. In 2019, organizations spent 

approximately $3.53 billion to train employees on how to be effective 

leaders. What’s the return on that investment?

Many leadership development participants return to work from a course 

or workshop feeling energized and excited to put into practice what 

they learned there. However, many become buried in the day-to-day 

responsibilities of their jobs and soon forget those new skills. As a result, 

their teams are not led any better, and the organization does not see a 

return on the investment it made on these leaders’ development.

What’s the solution? How can organizations ensure that their leaders 

retain and apply what they learn in leadership training? To answer this 

question, Training Industry, Inc. and The Center for Leadership Studies 

conducted a research study investigating post-training reinforcement.

The results were enlightening. First, they showed the importance of 

individuals’ commitment to practicing their new leadership skills on the job 

over the long term. In short, leaders who set goals for deliberate practice 

are more likely to continue practicing their new leadership skills and, thus, 

implement them on the job. The leaders who demonstrate persistence in 

practicing and applying new skills will, ultimately, be the ones who succeed 

in using them to lead their teams.

What really makes the difference, however, is combining perseverance 

in practice with company-led reinforcement efforts. When training 

organizations provide reinforcement through virtual coaching or 

microlearning to leadership training participants, they are better able to 

sustain that training.

This article will drill down into the impact that both goals and reinforcement 

have on leadership outcomes and share the results of a multi-wave study 

of real-world leaders from a variety of companies.

The leaders who demonstrate 
persistence in practicing 

and applying new skills will, 
ultimately, be the ones who 

succeed in using them.
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Background
This project was conducted over the course of two years. It began in 

2018, when we recruited organizations interested in training leaders on 

leadership skills. In 2019, we conducted the main part of this study in two 

waves. As part of the study, the leaders from these companies participated 

in reinforcement activities, and a series of surveys provided before the 

training and two months after the training enabled us to understand the 

impact reinforcement had on sustainment.

Who Took Part?
A total of 104 leaders from five companies began the training with us, and 

at the culmination of all the training and reinforcement activities, we had 

full data from 77 participants. The companies that were part of this study 

varied in their primary line of business, from government to banking to 

non-profit to health care. Participants’ job levels ranged from supervisory/

management roles to executive directors and vice presidents.

How Did We Do It?
Figure 1 shows the basic layout of the study. We conducted it in two waves, 

both of which occurred in the same way, with the same people acting as 

coaches for the groups who received coaching reinforcement. From start 

to finish, one wave of data collection lasted approximately two months.

5
companies

77
participants

5
industries

Pre-course 
leadership skills 
self-assessment.

Situational 
Leadership®: 

Building Leaders 
Virtual Workshop

Group A:  
Coaching & Microlearning

Group B:  
Coaching Only

Group C:  
Microlearning Only

Group D:  
No Reinforcement

Outcome leadership 
skills assessment.

Figure 1. Research Process

Survey Training Course Reinforcement Survey
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Before the training program began, participants completed a survey about 

their past experience as a leader and their current leadership skills. Next, 

they completed a six-hour virtual instructor-led training (VILT) course on 

leadership skills.

Following the training, we assigned participants to groups to receive (or 

not) different forms of sustainment activities to reinforce the knowledge 

and skills covered in the training. The number of participants in each 

group was roughly equivalent, and participants from each organization 

were spread out across the groups to reduce the likelihood that one type 

of reinforcement would correspond with membership in a given company.

The groups received reinforcement as follows:

Group A Group B
received both monthly 
coaching and bimonthly 
microlearning reinforcement.

received coaching 
reinforcement only.

Group C Group D
received microlearning 
reinforcement only.

received no structured 
reinforcement activities.

Finally, at the end of the study, we collected data on outcomes through 

a participant survey.

1    All references in this section are to the original sources of the validated measurement scales 
in scientific management literature.

2    Griffin, M. A., Neal, A., & Parker, S. K. (2007). A new model of work role performance: Positive 
behavior in uncertain and interdependent contexts. Academy of Management Journal, 50(2), 
327-347.

3     Ibid.

What Did We Measure?
Given that the leadership training was aimed at building skills in 

Situational Leadership®, we chose measures that aligned with some of 

the competencies targeted by this framework1, including:

Team adaptability2: Can I respond to changes in my team and in my role 

as a member of the team?

Organizational adaptability3: Can I respond to changes in my company 

and in my role as a member of this company?

A

B

C

D
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Workplace status4: Do I have respect and prestige in this company?

In addition, we measured practice-related outcomes in three ways:

The frequency of intended practice: How often do I intend to keep 

practicing the leadership skills from the course?

The amount of intended practice: How many hours do I intend to practice 

in the future?

The amount of recent practice: How many hours did I practice in the 

last week?

We captured participants’ engagement with practice in these three ways 

because we wanted to conduct a more thorough exploration of how 

leaders approach the idea of practice. This approach also enabled us to 

see whether different factors predict the intent to practice versus actual 

practice.

At the beginning of the study, we measured the following:

 � Age of participant

 � Number of direct reports

 � Tenure as a manager

 � Levels of adaptability and workplace status (as described above) prior 

to the leadership training

 � Previous experience with leadership training

 � Intention to practice following the training (both frequency and in hours)

 � The frequency of leadership skills practice in the previous six months 

(i.e., past practice)

 � Political skill5 (i.e., “Can I understand others, communicate authentically 

with them and influence their behavior?”)

 � Occupational self-efficacy6 (OSE; i.e., “Do I believe I can do my job 

effectively?”)

 � Work centrality (i.e., “Work is valuable and important in life.”)

 � Work satisfaction (i.e., “Overall, I’m satisfied with my job.”)

4    Djurdjevic, E., Stoverink, A. C., Klotz, A. C., Koopman, J., da Motta Veiga, S. P., Yam, K. C., & 
Chiang, J. T. (2017). Workplace status: The development and validation of a scale. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 102(7), 1124-1147.

5    Ferris, G. R., Davidson, S. L., & Perrewé, P. L. (2005). Political skill at work: Impact on work 
effectiveness. Mountain View, CA: Davies-Black.

6    Rigotti, T., Schyns, B., & Mohr, G. (2008). A short version of the occupational self-efficacy 
scale: Structural and construct validity across five countries. Journal of Career Assessment, 
16(2), 238-255.

How do leaders approach the 
idea of practice?
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In addition to these items, in our analysis we also included whether we 

assigned participants to a group that included reinforcement. We entered 

all of this data into a series of predictive models to see how our pre-study 

assessments related to the outcomes captured at the end of each wave 

of the project.

In the next section, we’ll describe what these models can tell us about 

the impact of reinforcement and practice on leaders’ engagement with 

the leadership development program.

When training organizations provide 
reinforcement through virtual coaching 
or microlearning to leadership training 
participants, they are better able to 
sustain that training.
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Main Findings

7    Tonidandel, S., & LeBreton, J. M. (2011). Relative importance analysis: A useful supplement 
to regression analysis. Journal of Business and Psychology, 26, 1-9.

We approached the data by looking for the answers to two questions: 

“How much can we say we know about each outcome?” and “Of what 

we do know, what are the specific factors that drive each outcome?” 

The answers to these questions in the pages that follow are found in the 

form of percentages.

From a technical standpoint, how we arrived at these percentages is 

worth a brief note of explanation. To model each outcome in our study, 

we used a linear regression enhanced with a technique called relative 

importance analysis.7 This technique enabled us to describe how much 

individual characteristics could account for each outcome. When the 

overall regression model told us a predictive relationship exists, we could 

go a step further to say which characteristic carried the most weight. 

These “weights” can be interpreted as percentages, and we report them 

here in parentheses for each list of characteristics that we found to be 

useful predictors in our models.

In short, there are two sets of values to look at for each model: how 

much each characteristic can predict each outcome and how much our 

overall data can explain each outcome.

Adaptability
Adaptability is “the degree to which individuals cope with, respond to 

and/or support changes that affect their roles as members of a team” or 

organization. It’s a critical capability for leaders, especially in the current 

business environment, where change is frequent and often unpredictable. 

For example, can the leader adjust course when a new member joins the 

team or the company needs to alter the way it does business? When a 

leader can react to the unexpected calmly, he or she will not only be able 

to create an effective strategy to respond to change but also model that 

type of response for the team.

Adaptability is the degree to 
which individuals cope with, 
respond to and/or support 
changes that affect their roles 
as members of a team.
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We ran a predictive model to find out what influences team adaptability. 

To the question, “Can I respond to changes in my team and in my role 

as a member of the team?” respondents’ answers were predicted by:

 � Pre-study organizational adaptability or ability to adapt to change that 

affects their role as a member of the organization (21.8%)

 � Pre-study occupational self-efficacy (20.4%)

 � Work centrality (12.2%)

 � Reinforcement (5.5%)

The full model explained 57% of the variability in the three-item assessment 

of team adaptability used in this research (Figure 2).

In other words, the positive change in how leaders adapt to team changes 

is due to a combination of how they adapt to changes in the company 

at large, their belief in their ability to be a leader and the role that work 

plays in their life. Lastly (and more within a training professional’s power 

to influence), reinforcing training can improve leaders’ ability to adapt 

to changes on their team.

Our model on organizational adaptability did not show a statistically 

significant relationship with reinforcement.

8    Djurdjevic, E., Stoverink, A.C., Klotz, A.C., Koopman, J., da Motta Veiga, S.P., Yam, K.C. and 
Chiang, J.T. (2017). Workplace status: The development and validation of a scale. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 102(7), 1124-1147.

Workplace Status
Workplace status is “an employee’s relative standing in an organization, 

as characterized by the respect, prominence and prestige he or 

she possesses in the eyes of other organizational members.”8  High 

workplace status is a trait many successful leaders share, perhaps largely 

because effective leadership skills can lead to high status. For example, 

a leader who communicates well, is good at motivating his or her team 

members and demonstrates creativity and innovation will likely have high 

status in the workplace.

Why is workplace status important? For a leader, authority comes in two 

basic forms: personal power and position power. The latter has to do with 

the role of the leader and the importance it would have even if a different 

person were in the same role. In other words, the authority comes from 

Figure 2.  
Team Adaptability Is 
Predicted by Organizational 
Adaptability, Pre-study Self-
efficacy, Work Centrality and 
Reinforcement.

57%

EXPLAINED VARIABILITY

20.4%
OCCUPATIONAL 
SELF-EFFICACY

21.8%
ORGANIZATIONAL 
ADAPTABILIT Y

12.2%
WORK 
CENTRALITY

5.5%
REINFORCEMENT

40.1%
OTHER
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the structure of the organization. Personal power, on the other hand, is 

almost entirely subjective. The authority is based on the perceptions of 

others and their willingness to follow the leader. Workplace status falls 

into the category of personal power because it’s about the respect that 

others show a leader.

We ran a predictive model to find out what influences workplace status for 

the leaders in our study. To the question, “Do I have respect and prestige 

in this company?” respondents’ answers were predicted by:

 � Pre-study workplace status (33.2%)

 � Work satisfaction (18.5%)

 � Tenure as a manager (5.4%)

 � Initial intention to practice, in hours (3.9%)

 � Pre-study team adaptability (2.5%)

The full model explained 62% of the variability in the five-item assessment 

of workplace status that was used in this research (Figure 3).

As we might expect, status as a leader is related to how long the person 

has been a leader and whether the leader had any status before taking 

the training impacted his or her status afterward. In addition, leaders’ 

positive feelings about their jobs has a bearing on their status. 

More notably for learning and development practitioners, however, leaders’ 

intention to practice impacts their workplace status. Granted, it’s not a 

large impact, but employees’ respect for their leader doesn’t necessarily 

have anything to do with that leader’s skills practice. As a result, it is 

illuminating that there was a predictive relationship here: Leaders who 

set higher goals for themselves also tend to be the ones others see 

as good leaders.

Practice
As described earlier, we measured practice in three different ways. We’ll 

describe our findings for each of these outcomes in turn.

Frequency of Intended Practice
It’s often said that the past is the best predictor of the future — but the 

present is not too shabby when it comes to predicting the future. In the 

Figure 3.  
Workplace Status Is Predicted 
by Pre-study Workplace 
Status, Work Satisfaction, 
Manager Tenure and Initial 
Intention to Practice.

62%

EXPLAINED VARIABILITY

2.5%
TEAM 
ADAPTABILIT Y

3.9%
INTENTION TO 
PRACTICE, IN HOURS

5.4%
TENURE AS A 
MANAGER

18.5%
WORK 
SATISFACTION

33.2%
WORKPLACE STATUS

36.5%
OTHER
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present, if you genuinely intend to do something, the likelihood that you’ll 

actually do so in the future goes up.

The secret here isn’t that leaders are superheroes of great intentions that 

make things happen through the inertia of their mere presence. Rather, 

when someone forms an intention in the present, it means they’ve crafted 

a goal.

When someone forms an intention in the present, it means they’ve 
crafted a goal.

We asked leaders to predict how often they would practice their leadership 

skills by rating the likelihood of practice on a scale of “never” to “every 

day.” We didn’t provide any indication of a desirable answer, so responses 

reflect a realistic appraisal of the effort participants would be able to put 

into the material. Note that we asked them this question before and after 

the training; here, we share the answers after training.

We ran a predictive model to find out what influences the frequency of 

intended practice. To the question, “How often do I intend to keep 

practicing the leadership skills from the course?” respondents’ 

answers were predicted by:

 � Initial intention to practice, in hours (20.4%)

 � Past practice of leadership skills (18.5%)

 � Reinforcement (17.5%)

The full model explained 37% of the variability in the frequency of intended 

future practice (Figure 4).

In other words, leaders’ intention to practice new skills after training is 

impacted by their previous practice, their intention to practice before 

training and whether they receive reinforcement after training.

Amount of Intended Practice
Since people may think about their goals in many ways, we prompt leaders 

to describe their practice goals in terms of the number of hours they were 

likely to spend, on a sliding scale from 0 to 40.

Figure 4.  
Frequency of Intended 
Practice Is Predicted by 
Initial Intention to Practice, 
Past Practice Levels and 
Reinforcement.

37%

EXPLAINED VARIABILITY

18.5%
PAST PRACTICE 
OF LEADERSHIP 
SKILLS

20.4%
INTENTION TO 
PRACTICE, IN 
HOURS

17.5%
REINFORCEMENT

43.6%
OTHER
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46%

Again, we didn’t give participants any hints of a desirable answer, so their 

responses reflect a realistic appraisal of the effort they would be able to 

put into the material. Again, we asked this question at the beginning of the 

study and at the end and, here, are discussing their answers at the end.

We ran a predictive model to find out what influences the amount of 

intended practice. To the question, “How many hours do I intend to 

practice in the future?” respondents’ answers were predicted by:

 � Initial intention to practice, in hours (40.3%)

 � Reinforcement (13.5%)

The full model explained 48% of the variability in intended future practice, 

measured in hours (Figure 5).

There are two clear drivers of practice goals when framed as an investment 

of time. When, prior to training, leaders intend to practice a greater number 

of hours, they still intend to do so two months later, demonstrating that, 

indeed, the past predicts the future. Reinforcement, whether through 

coaching or microlearning, also positively affects leaders’ intention to 

practice their new skills. In other words, while high goals beget high goals, 

sustainment activities can help leaders persist in these goals.

While high goals beget high goals, sustainment activities can help 
leaders persist in these goals.

Amount of Recent Practice
In our study, however, we wanted to go beyond what leaders intended to 

do and find out what they actually did. With that goal in mind, two months 

following training, we asked participants how many hours they actually 

spent engaging with training materials in the previous week.

We ran a predictive model to find out what influences the amount of recent 

practice by participants in our study. To the question, “How many hours 

did I practice in the last week?” respondents’ answers were predicted 

by initial intention to practice, in hours (39.8%). The full model explained 

31% of the variability in the number of hours spent practicing leadership 

skills in the last week of the study (Figure 6).

Figure 6.  
Amount of Recent Practice Is 
Predicted by Initial Intention 
to Practice.

Figure 5.  
Intended Practice Is Predicted 
by Initial Intention to Practice 
and Reinforcement.

31%

EXPLAINED VARIABILITY

60.2%
OTHER

39.8%
INTENTION 
TO PRACTICE, 
IN HOURS

48%

EXPLAINED VARIABILITY

13.5%

40.3% INTENTION TO 
PRACTICE, IN HOURS

OTHER

REINFORCEMENT
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In other words, although the model as a whole was significant, the only 

clear predictor of actual time spent practicing is the amount of time leaders 

initially intend on practicing. Again, the past (and, in this case, nothing 

else) predicts the future.

It’s notable that leaders’ individual characteristics don’t appear to play a 

role in how much they practice new leadership skills. We can’t conclude 

that more adaptable leaders practice more. We can’t conclude that high-

status leaders practice more. We can’t conclude that tenured leaders 

practice more, and we can’t conclude that leaders with more direct 

reports practice more. In short, if you want leaders to practice and apply 

the skills they learn in a leadership training course, the way to do so is 

straightforward: Set high goals and use reinforcement (reinforcement will 

help them set goals for practice, which will encourage them to practice 

more). We’ll explore these conclusions in the next section.

Takeaways
Sustainment is always important in training but is, perhaps, especially 

so when it comes to leadership training. After all, leaders’ performance 

impacts other people. Due to the impact a good or bad manager has 

on others and the level of investment organizations make in leadership 

development, it’s important that companies understand the importance 

of implementing sustainment activities after training. In the remainder of 

this section, we’ll discuss the impact practice goals and reinforcement 

have on leadership development outcomes and provide recommendations 

to help organizations ensure that leaders reap the most benefit from the 

time and energy they invest in leadership development.

The Impact of Practice Goals
A leader’s life is busy. There are a variety of tasks they must do and a 

variety of interruptions that come up throughout the day to keep them from 

completing those tasks. As a result, it’s all too easy for leaders to let their 

new knowledge and skills fall by the wayside after participating in training. 

Without practice, they don’t retain what they learned.

Sustainment is always 
important in training but is, 
perhaps, especially so when it 
comes to leadership training. 
After all, leaders’ performance 
impacts other people.
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Deliberate practice, defined as “activities invented with the primary 

purpose of attaining and improving skills,”9  is key to learning a skill and 

achieving high performance. Deliberate practice involves setting “clear 

practice goals” and is critical for the effective development of leadership 

skills10, including adaptability.

In fact, when leaders set specific goals on how often they will practice their 

new skills, they are more likely to persevere in doing so and to retain skills 

such as adaptability. These leaders exemplify what Angela Duckworth and 

colleagues would describe as “perseverance and passion for long-term 

goals,” or grit11. They believe that the most successful leaders have this 

trait in common, and our research may support this claim.

In our study, the goals set by participants (i.e., their intention to practice 

at the start of the study) had a positive impact on:

 � Workplace status

 � Intention to practice in the future (by frequency)

 � Intention to practice in the future (by hours)

 � Actual practice hours

  9    Ericsson, K.A., Krampe, R.T., & Tesch-Römer, C. (1993). The role of deliberate practice in the 
acquisition of expert performance. Psychological Review, 100, 363-406.

10    Merriman, K.K. (2016). Leadership and perseverance. In J. Marques and S. Dhiman (Eds.), 
Leadership Today: Practices for Personal and Professional Performance (pp. 335-350). 
Springer.

11    Duckworth, A.L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M.D. and Kelly, D.R. (2007). Grit: Perseverance and 
passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(6), 1087-1101.

The Impact of Reinforcement
The idea that reinforcement is good for training is not a novel concept. 

However, we know that reinforcement doesn’t work the same way for all 

programs and all skills. If you’re trying to learn a manual task, reinforcement 

is unquestionably a good idea; you can easily define the task, qualify 

success, and set and track a goal. However, soft skills such as leadership 

are not as clear-cut. In these situations, training is attempting to instill a 

capacity for action, a change in thinking or a new approach to decision-

making. These changes are much more difficult to define and set goals 

against.

So, in exploring the impact of reinforcement in leadership development, 

what did we find?

Without practice, leaders don’t 
retain what they learned.
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Reinforcement and Adaptability
When leaders can react to the unexpected calmly, they can create an 

effective strategy to respond to change and be an example of how to 

respond calmly and effectively for their team members. Adaptability is even 

more important during times of crisis, such as a pandemic or an economic 

downturn. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, we saw many team 

leaders who made swift but difficult decisions to keep team members — 

and their livelihoods — safe. Our research suggests that these adaptable 

leaders were likely well-trained in these skills. For those leaders to whom 

crisis management didn’t come naturally, the differentiating factor could 

have been that they did not receive reinforcement after training in that skill.

The competencies and skills nurtured in leadership development are 

seldom the type that see quick gains following training. In that respect, 

it is encouraging to see that reinforcement, either through coaching or 

microlearning, can elicit a shift in mindset (in this case, team adaptability). 

Recall that we measured this concept by asking the question, “Can I 

respond to changes in my team and in my role as a member of the team?” 

Based on our data, using reinforcement in leadership development makes 

participants more likely to answer this question in the affirmative.

Reinforcement and Practice Intentions
What do our findings say about reinforcement, goals and practice? There’s 

a story hiding in the results of our models. Let’s bring it out into the light.

Leaders’ intention to practice newly learned skills appears to work as a 

loop. The frequency at which leaders intend to practice is based on the 

type of goals they set for themselves and the extent to which they’ve 

chased practice goals in the past (Figure 4). The amount of time they plan 

to practice is based on how high their goals are (Figure 5). At the end of 

the loop is actual practice (Figure 6). Intentions predict actual practice, 

and previous practice goals shape intentions.

In both instances — frequency and amount of practice — reinforcement 

plays a role in shaping the intentions of leaders. In other words, companies 

should reinforce leadership training because it shapes the long-term 

behavior of their leaders.

It is encouraging to see that 
reinforcement, either through 
coaching or microlearning, can 
elicit a shift in mindset.

Companies should reinforce 
leadership training because it 
shapes the long-term behavior 
of their leaders.
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Recommendations
We can make two primary recommendations for 

organizations looking to effectively upskill their 

leaders for the long term.

Help Leaders Set Practice Goals
Organizations should work with leadership training 

participants to set individual goals for engaging 

with that training, particularly in regard to the 

frequency and duration of deliberate practice. If 

learners define these goals early, it impacts how much 

they practice immediately after training, as well as into 

the future. By rewarding this type of perseverance, 

organizations can encourage leadership training 

participants (and learners throughout the company) 

to persevere in practicing new skills.

Offer Reinforcement Activities
Whenever possible, organizations should reinforce 

leadership training using activities such as 

coaching or microlearning. The type of activity 

matters less than the fact that reinforcement is 

provided, though coaching is, by nature, more 

personalized than microlearning modules typically are.

Reinforcement has two major impacts on the 

sustainment of leadership development: short-term 

effects on how well learners feel they can adapt 

to changes that occur on their team and long-term 

effects on how much effort they continue to put into 

the deliberate practice of their new skills.

Summary Conclusions
Based on this research, we can conclude that:

 � The presence of reinforcement increases 

learners’ adaptability and improves the gains 

they may see as a result of setting goals

 � When it comes to training sustainment, leaders’ 

intention to practice new leadership skills and 

their perseverance in doing so make a difference

 � The most immediate impacts of goals and 

reinforcement pertain to the way leaders 

relate to the people around them, through their 

adaptability and status

Developing leaders is an investment, which is why the 

most significant takeaway from this study is the fact 

that reinforcement leads to an appetite for honing 

leadership skills. This finding illustrates the machinery 

of sustainment, demonstrating, with data, a concept 

that we typically discuss in a more hypothetical sense.

Finally, this study reinforces the importance of 

deliberate practice in sustaining learning. We cannot 

consider practice an isolated concern on a case-by-

case (or training-by-training) basis. Rather, practice 

occurs in a loop: the time leaders spend practicing 

their new skills depends on the goals they set for 

practice, their history of practicing leadership skills 

and the reinforcement activities in place to keep them 

engaged with the content.

In other words, the practice and sustainment of 

leadership skills depends on a combination of the 

past, the present and the future.
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