Kolb's Learning Model

Idea In Short

Leaders, learning and development (L&D) professionals and organizational designers who
want to build genuine capability — not just knowledge transfer — should structure all
learning interventions around Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory (ELT). David A. Kolb
published the theory in 1984, defining learning as the process whereby knowledge is
created through the transformation of experience.3 The model is not an academic construct.
It is a practical architecture for designing training, leadership development programs,
coaching conversations and organizational learning systems. Companies that implement
experiential learning methodologies report up to 75 percent higher knowledge retention
compared to traditional instructional methods.4 The immediate decision for any organization
investing in capability development is direct: audit your current learning programs against
Kolb's four-stage cycle and identify which stages you are skipping.

Kolb, a social psychologist at Case Western Reserve University, published Experiential
Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development in 1984.5 He built the ELT
on three intellectual foundations: John Dewey's philosophy of learning through reflection,
Jean Piaget's developmental model of cognitive growth and Kurt Lewin's action research
and feedback loop methodology. Together, these three thinkers established that learning is
not passive absorption — it is an active, cyclical process requiring engagement, reflection
and behavioral adaptation.

Kolb's contribution was synthesis and operationalization. He brought Dewey, Piaget and
Lewin into a single, coherent four-stage model that practitioners could apply without
philosophical training.6 The model identifies two dimensions of learning: how individuals
grasp experience — through either concrete experience or abstract conceptualization —
and how they transform that experience — through either reflective observation or active
experimentation. These two dimensions, each representing a dialectical tension, produce
the four-stage cycle that remains the model's defining architecture. In 2014, Kolb extended
the theory to address the roles that educators and coaches assume at each stage,

Think Insights - thinkinsights.net -1-


/consulting/rase-learning-design-model
/leadership/boost-model
/consulting/research-methodology
/insights/workshops-training-facilitation

reinforcing the model's practical utility in organizational learning design.7

The model has generated more than 1,000 research studies and remains, as of its 2019
systematic review in Interactive Learning Environments, perhaps the most scholarly
influential and cited model regarding experiential learning theory.8 That citation record
reflects a rare combination: a model with sufficient theoretical rigor to survive academic
scrutiny and sufficient practical clarity to guide practitioner application.

The Four-Stage Cycle

Kolb's learning cycle consists of four sequential stages, though the learner can enter at any
point. The cycle is continuous — each completed cycle produces the concrete experience
that begins the next.9 The four stages are: Concrete Experience (CE), Reflective
Observation (RO), Abstract Conceptualization (AC) and Active Experimentation (AE).

Concrete Experience is the entry point. The learner encounters a new situation or
reinterprets a familiar one through direct involvement. This stage emphasizes personal
engagement over systematic analysis — the learner relies on openness and adaptability
rather than prior frameworks.10 In organizational contexts, concrete experience includes
project assignments, cross-functional rotations, customer interactions, crisis management
responses and any structured or unstructured event that puts the individual in direct contact
with the challenge they are developing capability to handle. The quality of the experience —
its relevance to real on-the-job performance demands — determines the ceiling of what the
subsequent stages can produce.

Reflective Observation follows direct engagement with deliberate reflection. The learner
examines the experience from multiple perspectives, suspending judgment and observing
both what happened and what it produced.11 This is the stage that most organizational
learning programs underinvest in. Action-oriented cultures move directly from experience to
the next action, bypassing the reflective processing that converts raw experience into
usable insight. In practice, the Reflective Observation stage requires protected time — after
a client engagement, a product launch or a leadership challenge — specifically structured
for systematic review of what occurred, why it occurred and what it reveals.

Abstract Conceptualization transforms reflected experience into generalizable principles
and frameworks. The learner moves from what happened in this specific situation to what
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this tells me about how this type of situation works.12 This stage is where mental models
update. A leader who has led a failed product launch and reflected carefully on it arrives at
Abstract Conceptualization with new theories about stakeholder management, timeline
assumptions or resource allocation. The stage requires logical analysis and the willingness
to revise previously held frameworks in light of evidence — a cognitively demanding
discipline that not all organizational cultures support.

Active Experimentation closes the cycle and opens the next. The learner applies the new
conceptual framework to a real situation, testing whether the updated mental model
produces better outcomes.13 The result of Active Experimentation is a new Concrete
Experience — the cycle restarts at a higher level of competence. In the Toronto Metropolitan
University formulation, the educator or coach at this stage functions as a guide, helping the
learner apply knowledge to achieve their goals within their specific performance context.14

The Four Learning Styles

Kolb's cycle generates four learning styles, each defined by a preference for two adjacent
stages in the cycle. These are not fixed personality types — they are habitual orientations
that respond to different training and development approaches.

Diverging learners favor Concrete Experience and Reflective Observation. They observe
rather than act, generate ideas from multiple perspectives and perform well in
brainstorming, scenario planning and stakeholder analysis.15 They tend to be emotionally
attuned and people-oriented, making them effective in roles requiring empathy and
contextual awareness. In leadership teams, Divergers bring the reflective depth and
stakeholder sensitivity that action-oriented colleagues often lack.

Assimilating learners favor Reflective Observation and Abstract Conceptualization. They
process information systematically, build conceptual models and prefer logical analysis over
interpersonal engagement.16 They excel in strategy development, data analysis and
planning functions where the quality of the underlying mental model determines the quality
of the output. Assimilators are underserved by experiential training designs that move too
quickly from activity to reflection without providing theoretical frameworks.

Converging learners favor Abstract Conceptualization and Active Experimentation. They
apply theories to practical problems, prefer technical tasks over interpersonal engagement
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and produce results through systematic problem-solving.17 In organizations, Convergers
drive implementation. They are effective when a framework is established and the challenge
is execution. They tend to underperform in roles requiring extended ambiguity tolerance or
stakeholder co-creation.

Accommodating learners favor Active Experimentation and Concrete Experience. They take
risks, adapt quickly to new circumstances, act on intuition and learn through hands-on trial
rather than theoretical analysis.18 They perform well in fast-moving, entrepreneurial
environments and in operational roles requiring rapid response. The risk of the
Accommodating style in leadership contexts is the tendency to act without sufficient
reflection, repeating avoidable mistakes because the reflection and conceptualization

stages receive insufficient attention.

Neuroscience and Organizational Learning

Recent neuroscience research provides a biological basis for Kolb's model. A 2024 article in
Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences examined the connections between
experiential learning and what neuroscientists term 4E cognition — cognition that is
embodied, embedded, enacted and extended — confirming that Kolb's stages align with the
neural processes through which experience is encoded, consolidated and
generalized.19 Neurologically, the learning cycle is powerful because it involves multiple
areas of the brain simultaneously. As York University's School of Continuing Studies
documents, drawing on the Léwel and Singer principle that neurons wire together if they fire
together, experiential learning creates stronger synaptic connections than passive
instruction precisely because it activates more neural circuits in combination.20

The critical qualifier that neuroscience research adds to Kolb's model is context specificity.
Learning an experience in one context does not automatically transfer to a different context,
even if the underlying challenge structure is similar. The same area of the brain must be
engaged during learning as during application for the learning to transfer.21 This means that
leadership development programs built on experiential simulations must ensure those
simulations replicate the actual cognitive and emotional demands of the roles participants
are developing for — not merely structurally similar scenarios.

Organizational Design Applications
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Organizations apply Kolb's ELT across three distinct learning architecture decisions: the
design of formal training programs, the structure of on-the-job development and the design
of organizational learning processes at team and institutional level.

In formal training design, the ELT provides a quality audit framework. A 2025 study in
ScienceDirect, applying Kolb's cycle to deep learning program design, confirmed that
training interventions that incorporate all four stages produce significantly deeper learning
outcomes than those that address only knowledge transfer.22 The diagnostic question for
any training program is straightforward: which stages does it include, which does it omit and
what is the consequence of that omission for learning transfer to actual performance?

In leadership development, a 2024 study published in the Contributions to Contemporary
Social Sciences journal examined how Kolb's four learning styles influence the
effectiveness of corporate leadership training programs. The study concluded that
recognizing individual learning preferences enables more effective personalization of
development programs and that adapting training design to learning style significantly
improves the practical application of acquired competencies.23

At the organizational learning level, Kolb's cycle provides the architecture for after-action
reviews, project retrospectives and knowledge management systems. The Reflective
Observation and Abstract Conceptualization stages, when institutionalized as standard post-
project practices, convert individual learning into organizational capability. Standard Bank's
deployment of Kolb's experiential learning framework to support a shift toward a more
adaptive, customer-focused culture demonstrates the model's applicability at the

organizational transformation level, not just the individual development level.24

The Cycle as a Leadership Competency

Kolb's learning cycle is not only a tool for designing training — it is a competency for leaders
to develop in themselves. Leaders who can move through all four stages — engaging
directly with new challenges, reflecting systematically on outcomes, deriving generalizable
principles and then acting on those principles in the next cycle — develop faster than those
who default to a single learning mode.25

The most common failure mode in executive development is the Concrete Experience-
Active Experimentation loop: leaders act, face consequences and act again without the
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Reflective Observation and Abstract Conceptualization that would allow them to understand
the causal structure of what they experienced. This produces experience measured in years
rather than learning measured in depth. Twenty years of experience with no systematic
reflection produces twenty years of repeated patterns — not twenty years of accumulated
insight.

Organizations that integrate Kolb's cycle into coaching conversations, performance
dialogues and leadership team retrospectives create a structural mechanism for converting
organizational experience into organizational knowledge. The cycle's power compounds
across time: each completed cycle raises the quality of the concrete experience that begins
the next, producing a developmental trajectory that accelerates rather than plateaus.26

Summary

Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), published in 1984, defines learning as knowledge
created through transforming experience. Its four-stage cycle — Concrete Experience,
Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization and Active Experimentation — maps
onto four learning styles: Diverging, Assimilating, Converging and Accommodating. Applied
in organizational contexts, the model structures training design, leadership development and

institutional learning systems for measurable capability outcomes.
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