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Abstract: 
 
Introduction and purpose: The aim of this paper is to describe research to examine learning 
transfer in executive and leadership development interventions. What are the key mechanisms 
that help managers transfer learning from a programme back to the workplace? What can 
managers, organisations and learning and development professionals do to overcome the 
barriers and make investment in development experiences more impactful?  
 
Methodology: This paper reports the findings from three organisations; a communications 
multinational, a chemical organisation and a public sector employer. These were selected as 
they were offering executive education programmes, working in partnership with Ashridge. 
We used both qualitative (interviews) and quantitative (self-completion surveys) research 
methodology to investigate the learning transfer from the training programme to the 
workplace. We felt that using a mixed methods approach would help us gain statistical data 
(from the survey findings) alongside a better understanding of individual issues (from the 
individual interviews).  
 
We received a total of 45 responses (out of a possible group of 66 across the three 
organisations). Individual in-depth interviews were conducted with 20 managers in total.   
 
Summary of research: We wanted to complement theory on learning transfer (Baldwin and 
Ford, 1988; Holton and Baldwin, 2003; D'Netto et al., 2008) with practical examples of 
individual experiences and organisational practices in order to assist organisations to achieve 
high impact, sustained executive and leadership development. 
 
Over the past decade executive education has become more sophisticated. Many 
organisations are now using competency frameworks integrated into a learning and 
development strategy and tied to strategic intentions, and programmes closely aligned with 
skills which managers will need when they return to the workplace. However, the difficulties 
of measuring learning transfer remain great and many training professionals (and providers) 
acknowledge how hard it is to ensure executive education translates well from the classroom 
to the workplace.  
 
Research at Ashridge conducted between September 2009 and April 2010 employed the 
Success Case Method (Brinkerhoff, 2003) with a small group of major organisations.  There 
appears to be a mismatch between the high experienced quality of the programme and the 
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possibilities to apply learning once individuals are back in the workplace.  The idea that 
closer links between training programmes and business aims assists learning transfer appears 
to be only partially successful in some companies. Pressure of work and lack of time are 
issues which block application of new learning, and whilst this is not surprising it reflects a 
need to provide and/or improve organisational learning support. What is needed is more 
clarity about who, how and why this would benefit the business. Another issue is finding 
ways to create links between the individual learner and their manager, and between the 
learner and their colleagues. 
 
On the upside, a key message from the research is that whilst there are many barriers to 
learning transfer, organisations could do more to provide support and thus enhance the value 
of their investment in executive and leadership development.   
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Comment [s1]: Most clarity about what exactly? 
Perhaps remove this sentence? 

Comment [s2]: Can you include a couple of 
examples of things that have helped? 
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