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Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle

David A. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984) offers a foundational framework for
understanding how individuals and organisations learn through experience. Unlike traditional
models that emphasise passive absorption of information, Kolb’s theory asserts that learning
is a process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. It is
cyclical, dynamic, and deeply personal, making it particularly relevant for adult learners and
professionals navigating complex environments.

Kolb’s model is grounded in the works of John Dewey (learning through reflection), Jean Piaget
(developmental learning), and Kurt Lewin (action research and feedback loops). It is widely
used in leadership development, coaching, training design, and organisational learning.

The Four Stages of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle

Kolb’s cycle consists of four interdependent stages. Effective learning occurs when individuals
engage with all four stages in a continuous loop:

1. Concrete Experience (CE)

This is the “doing” phase, where the learner actively experiences a situation. It could be a new
challenge, a project, a simulation, or a real-world task.

¢ Example: A manager leads a cross-functional team for the first time.
o Theoretical link: Aligns with Dewey’s emphasis on learning through direct engagement.

2. Reflective Observation (RO)

After the experience, the learner steps back to reflect on what happened. This involves
observing outcomes, identifying patterns, and considering alternative perspectives.

e Example: The manager reflects on team dynamics, communication breakdowns, or
unexpected successes.

¢ Theoretical link: Resonates with Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory, where
critical reflection leads to perspective shifts.
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3. Abstract Conceptualisation (AC)

Here, the learner integrates observations into theories, models, or frameworks. It’s the “sense-
making” phase, where experience is translated into general principles.

e Example: The manager connects their experience to leadership theories (e.g. situational
leadership or Tuckman’s team development model).

o Theoretical link: Draws from Piaget’s cognitive development theory, constructing
knowledge through assimilation and accommodation.

4. Active Experimentation (AE)

The learner applies new insights to future situations. This is the “testing” phase, where
hypotheses are trialled in practice, leading to new experiences and restarting the cycle.

e Example: The manager adjusts their leadership style in the next project, perhaps
delegating more or facilitating better team alignment.

e Theoretical link: Reflects Lewin’s action research cycle, plan, act, observe, reflect.

Learning Styles and Individual Preferences

Kolb also identified four learning styles, based on combinations of the above stages:

Learning Style Combination | Characteristics

Diverging CE+RO Imaginative, people-oriented, good at brainstorming
Assimilating AC + RO Logical, theory-focused, prefers structured input
Converging AC + AE Problem-solvers, practical application of ideas
Accommodating | CE + AE Hands-on, intuitive, prefers trial-and-error

Understanding these styles helps leaders tailor learning interventions, coaching, and team
development strategies.

Integration with Other Theories

Kolb’s modelis notisolated, it complements and enhances several other frameworks:

e Andragogy (Knowles): Adult learners are self-directed and learn best through
experience.

e Double-Loop Learning (Argyris & Schon): Reflection leads not just to new actions but to
questioning underlying assumptions.
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e Wilber’s Integral Theory: Kolb’s stages align with the “I-We-It-Its” perspectives,
personal, relational, systemic, and behavioural.

e Design Thinking: The iterative nature of Kolb’s cycle mirrors the empathise-define-
ideate—prototype-test loop.

Business Application: Case Example — Standard Bank South Africa

Context: Standard Bank, one of South Africa’s largest financial institutions, has invested
heavily in leadership development and agile transformation.

Application of Kolb’s Cycle:

¢ Concrete Experience: Leaders participate in agile sprints and cross-functional
innovation labs.

o Reflective Observation: Post-sprint retrospectives allow teams to reflect on
collaboration, delivery, and customer feedback.

o Abstract Conceptualisation: Insights are mapped to agile principles, customer-
centricity models, and leadership frameworks.

¢ Active Experimentation: Teams iterate on new ways of working, test customer
engagement strategies, and refine internal processes.

This cyclical learning approach has supported Standard Bank’s shift toward a more adaptive,
customer-focused culture, demonstrating how experiential learning can drive strategic
transformation.

Conclusion

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle offers a robust, evidence-based framework for leadership
development, organisational learning, and strategic capability building. It provides a practical
roadmap for turning experience into insight, and insight into action. In a South African context,
where organisations must navigate volatility, diversity, and innovation, experiential learning is
not just a pedagogical tool, it is a strategic imperative.
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