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Abstract
Developing Leaders for a World Disrupted:
A Case Study Evaluating Learning Transfer for an Executive Development Program

Stephanie Fritz

This qualitative case study sought to better understand the complexity of developing
executives to lead in a landscape of disruption and uncertainty, and how to evaluate the
effectiveness of the development intervention in a world that is constantly changing. The purpose
of this study was to explore how executives make meaning from what they learned in a
development program, how these executives transferred the learning to lead their teams in
today’s dynamic world, and how their organization benefitted (if at all) from having leaders with
increased capabilities in leading through change. The researcher chose a single-case study design
to evaluate the long-term impact of an executive development program within a bounded
organization by looking at three key areas for the research questions: individual development,
facilitators and barriers to learning transfer, and organizational outcomes.

The 13 study participants were a subset of a cohort from an Executive Development
Program (EDP), designed to harness the power of disruption to prepare leaders to navigate their
teams through a constantly changing landscape with care, curiosity, and courage. The EDP took
place at Global Financial Analytics & Insights (GFAL,), a pseudonym, which is a firm providing
essential information to the global financial markets to inform decision-making.

The data collection methods leveraged to conduct this case study were semi-structured
interviews with the 13 participants and program architect, and a review of archival program

documentation. The data were coded and organized according to the research questions and



conceptual framework. Analysis, interpretation and synthesis of the findings were organized into
four analytic categories: (1) individual shifts in mindsets or behavior; (2) enabling factors of
learning transfer; (3) barriers to learning transfer; and (4) tangible or intangible benefits for the
organization.

This study revealed that all 13 leaders in EDP experienced a shift in their leadership style
in at least one of the three lenses of care, curiosity, or courage. It also revealed that all
participants encountered facilitators and barriers to learning transfer, which were grouped into
the themes of individual motivation, work environment, and program design. All leaders were
able to describe at least one way that GFALI benefitted from the investment in the EDP, with the
top benefit being an engaged and committed network of leaders who could rely on each other to
solve problems across the firm.

Recommendations are offered to practitioners who aspire to build highly capable leaders
prepared to navigate a dynamic and disruptive world, including: (1) leverage measurement tools
to understand a leader’s ability to adapt to complexity; (2) design learning experiences that
provoke new perspectives to enable transformation; (3) evaluate programs over time to allow for
participants to apply their learning and for others in the organization to recognize the shifts the
leader is making; and (4) engage the Executive Team (the level of leadership that reports directly
to the CEO) as program sponsors and champions early in the design process and clearly
articulate what is expected of them as organizational leaders and role models. Recommendations

for future research are also included.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter will introduce the single-case study on evaluating the long-term impact of an
executive development program intended to prepare executives to lead through disruptive
change. The program took place in a uniqgue moment in time, beginning in 2019 and continuing
through 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic. While no organization was prepared for the level
of disruption that resulted from the pandemic, the organization described in this case study was
developing their executives to lead their teams in a dynamic environment. The massive global
disturbance of the pandemic gave the EDP participants an unanticipated opportunity to
immediately apply their learning by leading their teams through change with care, curiosity, and
courage.

This chapter will discuss the background and context that situates the study, the research
problem and purpose, the research questions, the approach to answer the research questions,
anticipated outcomes, researcher perspectives, researcher assumptions, rationale and significance
for the study, and definition of key terms used in the study. The chapter will conclude with a
summary.

Background and Context for the Research Study

This research study evolved from the researcher’s curiosity around how leaders adapt to
the changing world around them and guide their teams through the constantly shifting
environment. The following sections describe the context for this research study.

Organizations Disrupted by Continuous Change
Organizations today face many challenges in a complex landscape: globalization,

increased competition, domestic and international conflict, and digital disruption (Akrofi, 2019;



Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Loveless, 2021; Pasmore, 2015). In 2020,
another level of complexity was added due to the global Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic,
which fundamentally shifted the nature and locations of work for many global organizations
(Carr, 2020; Hart, 2021).

The shifting landscape of the dynamic external environment impacts how executive
leaders operate to ensure that their organizations can adapt to change and generate consistent
financial growth needed to survive against growing competition (Akrofi, 2019; Burke &
Noumair, 2015; Pasmore. 2015). The speed at which change is occurring is increasing at a rapid
pace, largely due to disruptive technology, which impacts nearly every aspect of doing business
(Pasmore, 2015). Pasmore warns that as change becomes more complex, many companies are
still struggling to find approaches that ensure positive outcomes. He refers to it as a “wake-up
call” (p. 14) for executive leaders to rapidly learn to increase their capacity in order to navigate
the complexities of today’s dynamic environment. Further to this, according to the 2021 Deloitte
Global Human Capital Trends report, organizations and leaders need to prepare for a world of
“perpetual disruption” (p. 4) by shifting mindsets from “disruption as episodic” to “disruption as
continuous” (p. 4) and to embrace disruption as a catalyst to accelerate the organization’s
progress.

The evolving nature of today’s world calls for a change to how the executive leadership
function operates. Executive development programs are mechanisms that can help prepare
leaders for the capabilities needed to lead in these uncertain times (Akrofi, 2019; Burke &
Litwin, 1992; Burke &Noumair, 2015; Conger & Xin, 2000; Loveless, 2021, Mirvis, 2009;

Novicevic, 2009).



According to Akrofi (20019), an executive development program (EDP) is comprised of
the combination of formal and informal learning interventions designed to facilitate greater
efficiencies, creativity, and innovation, with the goal of improving organizational performance.
Development at the executive level enhances both management and leadership capabilities to
drive organizational value and enable leaders to offer better support and resources to employees
within the organization. Executive development is intended to improve the performance of
individual executives and equip them to exert their full potential for the benefit of the
organization (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Litwin, 1992; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Conger & Xin,
2000; Loveless, 2021, Mirvis, 2009; Novicevic, 2009).

An organization’s ability to embrace disruption depends upon its leadership’s ability to
influence change (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Loveless, 2021; Pasmore, 2015).
Senge (1994) postulated that leaders are responsible for building organizations where people can
continuously learn and expand their capacities to understand complexity in order to thrive in a
dynamic environment. Leaders must first develop these capacities within themselves before they
are able to develop them in others, which is why executive development is a key enabler for
organizations to navigate the environment of complex change and disruption (Henderson, 2002;
Pasmore, 2015; Torbert, 2004).

Executive Development Can Prepare Leaders for a Dynamic Environment

Executive development can be a strategic tool in preparing leaders for a dynamic
environment, but also in helping these leaders make meaning, shift perspectives, and transform
their leadership style for the constantly evolving world (Akrofi, 2019;; Conger & Zin, 2000
Loveless, 2021). Executive development programs ready leaders for positions of increased scope

and responsibility, while also equipping them for the evolving nature of the world in which they



lead (Loveless, 2021). As technology evolves, work becomes ever more complex and abstract,
demanding a different type of mental model or cognitive structure from leaders (Mezirow, 1997).
In this new world of work, leaders need to understand and manipulate information rather than
just merely acquiring it, which requires a different set of skills and abilities (Burke & Noumair,
2015; McLagan, 2003; Mezirow, 1997; Pasmore, 2015). According to Mezirow (1997),
resources should be directed toward creating a workforce that can adapt to changing conditions
of employment, exercise critical judgment on systems-related issues, and engage in more
collaborative decision-making.

While there are many methods to design executive development programs, understanding
how adults learn and make meaning out of their experiences is crucial to the success of any
program design (Akrofi, 2019; Allen & Hartman, 2008; Horney et al., 2010; Loveless, 2021).
Three perspectives on how adults make meaning are experiential learning theory (e.g., Dewey,
1938; Kolb 1984, Lewin, 1946), transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1990, 1997, 2000),
and adult development theory (Kegan, 1982, 1994; Rooke & Torbert, 2009). Leveraging adult
learning theories can help practitioners design executive development programs to deepen a
leader’s capacity for critical reflection, self-awareness, and engagement with the larger world
(Ciporen, 2010; Loveless, 2021; Mezirow, 1997). Mezirow (1997) stated that a “defining
condition of being human is that we have to understand the meaning of our experiences” (p. 5).
Further to this, Ciporen (2010) suggested that the competencies that define transformative
learning—becoming more open, reflective, inclusive, discriminating, and emotionally capable of
change (Mezirow, 1990, 2000)—have the potential to help leaders address the complex

challenges of leading in a world of continuous disruption.



Evaluating Programs through Learning Transfer and Organizational Benefits

Increased attention to continuous learning and a deeper understanding of how knowledge
and learning are applied within organizations have become even more critical when developing
leaders to lead in a world disrupted by continuous change (Pasmore, 2015). Recognized as
seminal researchers in the field of learning transfer, Holton et al. (2000) offer a generally agreed
upon definition of transfer of learning: “transfer of learning involves the application,
generalizability, and maintenance of new knowledge and skills” (p. 334). The terms “transfer of
learning,” “learning transfer,” “training transfer,” and “transfer of training” are all synonymous
with a topic that has been researched as far back as the early 20th century. For instance,
Thorndike and Woodworth’s (1901) identical elements theory showed that there was a higher
degree of transferring learning when content taught in school matched the problems students
were attempting to solve outside of the classroom. In its most rudimentary sense, transfer of
learning occurs when learning in one context impacts performance in another context (Perkins &
Salomon, 1992). In organizational learning, leveraging identical elements theory would include
designing off-the-job learning experiences that are directly applicable to the on-the-job work
experiences, thereby increasing the extent to which the learning that results from a training
experience leads to meaningful changes in how work is performed (Goldstein & Ford, 2002;
Holton et al., 2001).

Numerous studies (e.g., Akrofi, 2019; Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Blume et al., 2010; Burke
& Hutchinson, 2007; Cheng & Ho, 2001; Ford & Weissbein, 1997; Holton & Baldwin, 2003;
Holton et al., 2000; Noe, 1986; Pontefract, 2019; Wexley & Baldwin, 1986) have pointed out a
recurring problem with learning transfer: organizations invest in learning experiences for

employees but fail to yield positive results when learners leave the training environment to go



back into their roles in an organization. The learning transfer problem is complex, and
researchers (e.g., Alvarez et al., 2004; Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Blume et al., 2010; Burke &
Hutchins, 2007; Culpin et al., 2014; Ford & Weissbein, 1997; Holton et al., 2001;
Kontoghiorghes, 2004; Kozlowski & Salas, 1997; Tracey & Tews, 2005) recommend evaluating
learning transfer as a multidimensional phenomenon, with the three main categories of factors
that influence learning transfer: individual learner, work environment, and intervention design
and delivery (Blume et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007).

Given the shifts in the organizational environment that call for a new kind of executive
leader, when an organization decides to invest in leadership development, the program
evaluation can determine the effectiveness of the learning transfer (Akrofi, 2019; Belling et al.,
2004; Holton & Baldwin, 2003; Kirkpatrick, 1998; Watkins et al., 2011; Watkins & Nicolaides,
2012). Program evaluation is the process by which program planners determine whether the
design and delivery of a learning program are effective, as well as what and how learning from
the program is transferred back to the work environment (Belling et al., 2004; Caffarella &
Daffron, 2013; Holton & Baldwin, 2003; Kirkpatrick, 1998).

A widely used tool in program evaluation is the Kirkpatrick model (1998), consisting of
four levels. The first level measures satisfaction with the learning experience, the second level
measures whether the participants experienced an increase in knowledge or skills, level three
measures whether the participants transferred their learning back to their day jobs, and level four
measures the degree to which the learning experience contributed to outcomes or benefits for the
organization. Level four is the most difficult to measure because it takes time for changes to
occur in the organization. Because of this, and the multidimensional influences on learning

transfer, level four results are not typically considered for most development programs(Alvarez



et al., 2004; Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Blume et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Culpin et al.,
2014; Ford & Weissbein, 1997; Holton et al., 2001; Kontoghiorghes, 2004; Kozlowski & Salas,
1997; Tracey & Tews, 2005).

Research Problem

The shifting landscape of the disruption and continuous change impacts how executive
leaders operate to ensure that their organizations can adapt to change and generate consistent
financial growth needed to survive against growing competition (Akrofi, 2019; Burke &
Noumair, 2015; Loveless, 2021; Pasmore, 2015). As disruption becomes more complex,
executive leaders will need to quickly build their capacity to navigate the complexities of today’s
dynamic environment (Pasmore, 2015). Organizations that invest in leadership development
programs to prepare their executives to lead their teams through disruption will be better
equipped to navigate today’s tumultuous environment (Akrofi, 2019; Loveless, 2021; Pasmore,
2015). Executive development initiatives are deployed as a means of equipping executives to
prevent organizational decline, prepare the organization for threats from external environment,
and futureproof the organization in the face of the emerging digital revolution, automation,
artificial intelligence (Al), and other challenges that will transform the business landscape
(Akrofi, 2019; Loveless, 2021; Pasmore, 2015).

Executive development can be used as a strategic tool to strengthen leaders’ ability to
understand how the ever-evolving external environment impacts internal factors for an
organization’s culture, strategy, and leadership capabilities (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Litwin, 1992;
Burke & Noumair, 2015; Conger & Xin, 2000; Loveless, 2021, Mirvis, 2009; Novicevic, 2009).
Scholars throughout the last several decades (e.g., Akrofi, 2019; Barnard, 1948; Novicevic,

2009) have noted that without executive leadership development, there would be an inadequate



supply of leaders who are able to manage the complexities of a dynamic modern world, and that
sentiment remains true today. Organizations that invest in and intentionally embed leadership
development into their fabric stand a better chance of surviving this era of constant change
because they will become more proactive instead of reactive to disruptions and adjust their
business models to be ahead of the competition (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Litwin, 1992; Burke &
Noumair, 2015; Conger & Xin, 2000; Loveless, 2021; Mirvis, 2009; Novicevic, 2009).

In the ideal scenario, executives will immediately apply what was learned in a
development program to make valuable contributions that propel the organization forward and
increase its value (Akrofi, 2019). However, according to a 2019 report by the Association for
Talent Development, research has consistently shown that, on average, less than 30% of learning
from off-the-job training programs is applied on the job. Researchers (e.g., Blume et al., 2010;
Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Georgenson, 1982; Pontefract, 2019; Saks, 2002) have been studying
what is referred to in the literature as the “transfer problem” for decades and have found similar
results. In terms of value to organizations, Pontefract (2019) reported that in 2018, $87.6 billion
was spent on corporate training. If roughly 30% of that learning is being applied on the job, then
70% of what is being spent on training is wasted or not realized.

This study explored the following research problem: if modern executive development
programs are intended to prepare executives to lead through the complex landscape of disruptive
change, then new ways of understanding learning transfer, behavior and mindset shifts, and
evaluating effectiveness of these programs are also needed (Akrofi, 2019; Pasmore, 2015,
Watkins et al., 2011). The multidimensional factors involved in learning transfer (i.e., learner
motivation, work environment influences, and intervention design and delivery) make the

evaluation process increasingly complicated (Alvarez et al., 2004; Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Blume



et al., 2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Culpin et al., 2014; Ford & Weissbein, 1997; Holton et al.,
2001; Kontoghiorghes, 2001; Kozlowski & Salas, 1997; Tracey & Tews, 2005). Another
problem presented in the learning transfer research is, while many studies have been conducted
on whether learning has been transferred (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Burke & Hutchinson, 2007,
Cheng & Ho, 2001; Watkins et al., 2011; Watkins & Nicolaides, 2012), there is a gap in the
literature on studies that show what, if any, organizational outcomes were generated because of
the executive learning intervention. Behavior change takes time not only to develop in the
individual but also to be recognized by others, and organizations often want to see immediate
returns on the investment for costly executive development programs (Caffarella & Daffron,
2013; Packard et al., 2013; Watkins et al., 2011). Time is also a factor when measuring medium-
to long-term outcomes for the organization, as this often involves using qualitative methods,
such as interviewing and questionnaires with open-ended questions, requiring a level of
resources that organizations may not have to leverage (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013; Kirkpatrick,
1998; Watkins et al. 2011; Watkins & Nicolaides, 2012).
Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this case study was to explore how executives make meaning from what
they learned in a development program, how these executives transferred the learning to lead
their teams in today’s dynamic world, and how the organization benefitted (if at all) from having
leaders with increased capabilities in leading through change. The research questions were
devised to examine several key areas: individual development, learning transfer, and
organizational outcomes:

1. Development: How do the participants experience a change in the way they lead in a

dynamic environment because of their learning in the executive development program?



2. Transfer: What enabled or disabled the participants’ ability to transfer their learning?
3. Outcomes: What, if any, are the perceived benefits to the organization from the executive
development program?
Research Design Overview

This single-case study examined the experience of a cohort of leaders who went through
an Executive Development Program (EDP) at Global Financial Analytics and Insights (GFAI), a
financial services organization. Rich descriptions are provided for the organizational context of
GFAI, EDP program design, experiences of the cohort of leaders, enablers and disablers of
learning transfer, and how the organization benefitted from the investment in the EDP.

To select the research site for this single-case study, the researcher sourced an executive
development program where the program owners, stakeholders, and sponsors were interested in
studying the long-term impact of the participants’ learning experiences to the organization. The
research participants comprised of 13 members of a 23-person cohort, from a single development
program within a bounded organization. This case study is based on the experience and
perspectives of the participants.

A combination of data collection methods akin to the sources of evidence outlined by Yin
(2017) for use in a case study methodology was used to explore and describe the learning
experience of the cohort and what benefits they perceived for the organization. The data
collection methods for this case study were archival program records and semi-structured
interviews with both the participants and the program architect. The participants who consented
to being part of the research received a questionnaire to gather initial demographic data. These

participants consented either to being recorded or to having the researcher document the

10



interview through robust notetaking. In Chapter 3, the ethical considerations and procedures put
in place to protect the identity of the organization and participants are outlined.
Researcher Perspectives, Assumptions, and Anticipated Outcomes

The researcher’s background is in organizational development, change leadership, adult
learning design and facilitation, and executive coaching. Developing executives to manage
transformational change sits at the intersection of the researcher’s portfolio of skills and interests.

Based on the researcher’s experience in development programs, three primary
assumptions were made regarding this study. First, each participant will have experienced some
type of shift in their perspectives on leadership. This assumption is based on the length of the
program, the way in which the program was designed, and observations about leaders after they
have experienced an intensive development program. This assumption is also based on the
researcher’s own experience in various leadership development programs.

Second, because leaders at GFAI have reached a certain stage of life where they can be
considered mature adults, there will be a level of self-sufficiency and self-efficacy in applying
learning from the program back to their job responsibilities at the firm. This assumption is
guided by a predominant adult learning principle that says adults prefer planning and directing
their own learning (Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020).

Third, the researcher assumes there will be at one least way in which the organization
benefitted from having this cohort of leaders go through the EDP. This assumption is based on
the researcher’s experience with development programs and the fact that while program
outcomes are not always measurable and tangible, there are typically intangible benefits

associated with having more engaged and committed leaders.
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In seeking to understand the extent to which executives were able to transfer learning
from the executive development program into their work experiences, the researcher anticipated
discovering how executives made meaning from their experiences and how they applied that
learning to leading their teams in a dynamic environment. The researcher also anticipated
discovering how, if at all, the executive development program was perceived to have generated
organizational outcomes.

Rationale and Significance of the Study

The rationale for this study emanated from the researchers’ desire to uncover ways in
which organizational leaders can be better prepared to lead their teams through the complex and
continuous change of today’s dynamic world (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Pasmore,
2015). The executive development program described in this case study was GFAI’s intervention
to increase the capacity of high-performing executives to lead in a dynamic environment. This
study is situated in a unique moment in time because the EDP was designed in 2019 to prepare
the cohort of selected leaders to lead in through disruption. The program launched in mid-2019
and was expected to conclude by the end of 2020. The original intent of the program was to do
four in-person learning experiences on four different continents over the course of 18 months.
These experiences were referred to as “immersions”, because the participants were fully
immersed in the culture of wherever they were visiting by exploring significant artifacts and
meeting local leaders to gain perspectives on various leadership topics. These immersions served
as leadership learning labs to explore different ways of leading across disciplines. However, the
program was disrupted in early 2020 by the COVID-19 global pandemic, thus giving the

participants an unanticipated opportunity to immediately apply their learning.
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Identical elements theory (Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901) has proven that increased
results in learning transfer occur when the capabilities acquired in an off-the-job learning
environment match capabilities needed in a performance environment. While the EDP was not
designed to prepare the executives to lead through the unpredictable event of a global pandemic,
the participants were presented with a perfect playground to immediately use their new
capabilities to lead through an extraordinary disruption. This study explores how the executives
in the EDP transferred their learning from the curriculum of leading in a dynamic environment to
their daily work experiences, as well as how the organization has benefitted from having this
cohort of leaders equipped with advanced capabilities to lead in a world disrupted. The context
described in this study has the potential to lead many organizations to consider making large
investments to develop new skills, behaviors, mindsets, and capabilities of their leadership teams
to prepare them to navigate teams in a world disrupted with continuous change.

Definition of Key Terms Used in This Study

e Executive: This study leverages Akrofi’s (2019) definition of executive as a leader in the
organization who is responsible for formulating long-range strategic plans, conducting high
level boundary-management activities, and providing inspiration and talent management
across the organization. Executive roles can include but are not limited to: Chief Executive
Officer (CEQ) and the “C-Suite” (e.g., chief marketing officer, chief information officer,
chief people officer, chief technology officer, chief security officer, chief finance officer,
etc.), senior vice presidents, divisional directors, and two to three tiers of direct reports of the
C-suite. This study uses executive to refer to the two to three tiers of leaders at GFAI. The

Executive Team (ET) refers to the layer of leadership that reports to the CEO.
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Executive Development Program (EDP): This study leverages Akrofi’s (2019) definition
of an executive development program, which is comprised of the combination of formal and
informal learning interventions designed to facilitate greater efficiencies, creativity, and
innovation and improve organizational performance. This study uses executive development
and leadership development interchangeably.

Learning Transfer: Learning transfer is defined as the ability of a learner to successfully
apply the behavior, knowledge, and skills acquired in a learning event back to his or her daily
job, resulting in higher levels of job performance (Leaman, 2014). The “transfer problem” is
a phenomenon studied by researchers to address the challenge of investing resources in
learning experiences that fail to yield positive results and/or behavior change back on the job
(Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Burke & Hutchinson, 2007; Cheng & Ho, 2001; Ford & Weissbein,
1997; Holton & Baldwin, 2003; Holton et al., 2000; Noe, 1986; Wexley & Baldwin, 1986).
Program Evaluation: Program evaluation is the process by which learning and development
practitioners determine whether the design and delivery of a learning program are effective.
Program developers use informal and unplanned evaluation opportunities as well as
systematic and developmental approaches. Typically, a program evaluation measures the
extent to which the program met the learning objectives. Ideally, evaluation occurs
throughout the planning cycle and is linked to learning transfer (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013).
Experiential Learning Theory: Kolb (1984) describes experiential learning as a process by
which concepts are derived from and subsequently modified by life experiences. People have
mindsets and belief systems based on the experiences that have shaped their lives, and the

process of lifelong learning involves having those mindsets and belief systems modified in
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some way after an experience takes place. In other words, learning is a continuous process
grounded in experience (Dewey, 1938).
Transformative Learning Theory: A form of experiential learning, Mezirow (1990, 1997,
2000) describes transformative learning as the process by which our mindset and belief
systems change because of those learnings from experiences. Mezirow (1997) states that a
“defining condition of being human is that we have to understand the meaning of our
experiences” (p. 5).
Mindset/Mindset Shift: This study leverages Mezirow’s (1990, 1997, 2000) use of mindset
and mindset shift in a learning context. He describes how people develop and use critical
self-reflection to consider their beliefs and experiences, and over time, become more
discriminating, open, and emotionally able to change.
Adult Development Theory: Adult Development theory offers a way to understand the
multi-stage journey through the human meaning-making process, outlining how one develops
from simple to complex ways of knowing, relating to others, and engaging with the world
(Kegan 1982, 1994; Loevinger, 1966, 1976; Loveless, 2021; McCauley et al., 2006; Torbert
etal., 2004).

Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the research study on evaluating learning transfer for a leadership

development program intended to prepare executives to lead through disruption. The purpose of

this case study was to explore how executives make meaning from what they learned in a

development program, how these executives transferred the learning to lead their teams in

today’s dynamic world, and how the organization benefitted (if at all) from having leaders with

increased capabilities in leading through change.
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Executives today are faced with leading in a world of disruption and continuous change
(Akrofi, 2019; Pasmore, 2015). Organizations can invest in development programs to prepare
their leaders with skills and capabilities to lead their teams through this landscape (Akrofi, 2019).
However, research on leaning transfer from development programs indicates that knowledge
gained from these programs yields poor rates of transfer to the work context (e.g., Blume et al.,
2010; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Georgenson, 1982; Pontefract, 2019; Saks, 2002). This is a
problem because organizations invest significant amounts of money to upskill their executive
leaders, with a large percentage of that geared toward developing leaders, and do not see the
results from their investments (Akrofi, 2019; Pontefract, 2019). While many studies have been
conducted on whether learning has been transferred, there is a gap in the literature on studies that
show what, if any, organizational outcomes or benefits were generated because of the learning
intervention (e.g., King & Nesbit 2015; Kirkpatrick, 1998; Watkins et al., 2011; Watkins &
Nicolaides, 2012).

This chapter discussed the background and context that situated the study, the research
problem and purpose, the research questions, the approach to answer the research questions,
anticipated outcomes, researcher perspectives, researcher assumptions, rationale and significance

for the study, and definition of key terms used in the study, and concluded with this summary.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The purpose of this case study was to explore how executives make meaning from what
they learned in a development program, how these executives transferred the learning to lead
their teams in today’s dynamic world, and how the organization benefitted (if at all) from having
leaders with increased capabilities in leading through change. To carry out this study, it was
necessary to complete a critical review of literature. The literature review consisted of three
topics: (1) Forces of Change Calling for Expanded Leadership Capabilities; (2) Developing
Executives to Lead in a Dynamic Environment; and (3) Evaluating Learning Transfer for
Executive Development Programs.

Overview of Literature Review

The first part of the review explores how disruption impacts an organization’s need to
develop executives who are capable of navigating and leading through a dynamic environment
(Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Burke & Litwin, 192; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Pasmore, 2015).
Change is the only constant in today’s world, and the tumultuous environment creates an
economic imperative to develop capabilities of leaders to drive value amidst disruptive change as
a mechanism for their organizations’ survival (Akrofi, 2019; Pasmore, 2015). This section
reviews trends in the external environment that impact the capabilities of an organization’s
leadership function (Akrofi, 2019; Burke & Noumair, 2015; Pasmore, 2015), as well as trends
that shape workplace learning (Carr, 2020; Hart, 2021; McLagan, 2003). The implication for this

section is to provide the context for why leadership development requires an understanding of
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the complexity of the external environment and how these trends impact factors within an
organizational system.

The second part of the review discusses how executive development programs (EDPS)
are strategic tools for an organization to survive disruptive change (Akrofi, 2019; Conger & Xin,
2000; Pasmore, 2015). This section describes the history and purpose of executive development
(Akrofi, 2019; Barnard, 1948; Novicevic, 2009), as well as typical design methods and
frameworks for holistic program development (Akrofi, 2019; Conger & Xin, 2000; Hanson,
2013; Loveless, 2021; McCauley et al., 2006). This section also includes a brief overview of
adult learning theories that, according to the literature, have been leveraged in the design of
executive development programs to provide a theoretical foundation for how adults construct
meaning (Dewey, 1938; Kegan, 1982, 1994; Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1946; Mezirow, 1990, 1997,
2000; Rooke & Torbert, 2009). The implication for this section is to provide context for
designing executive programs for value creation by using theoretical underpinning of how adults
learn and make meaning from their experiences.

The last part of the literature review discusses how evaluating learning transfer enhances
the business case for executive development. Development programs can be a costly investment
for organizations (Pontefract, 2019). Even with the knowledge of the new economic imperative
to develop leaders to compete in the dynamic environment, organizational learning practitioners
will need to balance the risk