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WHAT IS  
EXPERIENTIAL 
LEARNING? 
Experiential learning is the process of learning through doing. More 
specificially, it’s defined as “learning through reflection on doing.”
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IMMEDIATE APPLICATION OF LEARNING IN A REAL SITUATION

PRACTICE BY DOING (EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING/SIMULATION)

DISCUSSION GROUP

AUDIO VISUAL

LECTURE

TE
AC

H
IN

G
 M

ET
H

O
D

KNOWLEDGE  
RETENTION

90%

75%

50%

20%

5%

Learning by doing achieves 
knowledge retention that 
far exceeds traditional 
classroom instruction. 

Source: Edgar Dale’s Cone of Experience
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HOW DOES                        WORK?
The four stages of experiential learning allow leaners to  
EXPERIENCE the skill they’re studying,  
OBSERVE the practices of that skill,  
CONCEPTUALIZE the methods of the skill, and  
EXPERIMENT with their newfound knowledge. 
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Source: Kolb, D.A. (1984)
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IMPLEMENTATION
One of the many benefits of the learning cycle is its lack of starting and ending 
points. This model allows learners to enter and end the cycle at whatever point 
makes the most sense.  Additionally, the model can be repeated as needed to 
reinforce or increase knowledge gains.

As an example, we’ll explore how this methodology 
can be used in a business simulation to teach  

a group of employees how their on-the-job 
behaviors affect the organization  

at large. 
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UNDERSTANDING  
THE BIG PICTURE
For this example, we’re going to start with 
abstract conceptualization. We’ll use each of 
the four stages to teach our learners how their 
individual day-to-day actions impact the big 
picture of their organization.

Only 14% of employees 
understand the 
organization’s strategy. 14%

Source: Performance Management: Putting Research into Action
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ABSTRACT CONCEPTUALIZATION
This stage is all about showing the learners the big picture. 
Familiarizing them with what it looks like, what the different areas 
are, what they do, and why they matter. It’s important to explain 
what metrics are used to measure success in each area.

In the case of a business, it would be important to explain how 
money moves throughout the organization, where responsibilities 
fall, and what KPIs are used to define success.at large. 
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ACTIVE  
EXPERIMENTATION
Now the learners will begin to understand how 
specific levers or choices are connected to 
measurable outcomes or success metrics. 
 
By simulating a year of business at a fictional 
company, learners are given a concentrated, top-
level view of what it takes to run a business. With 
this new perspective, they can see how each how 
changes or variations in one area can reverberate 
throughout the entire organization.
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CONCRETE EXPERIENCE
This is where the fun happens. Learners are 
given the freedom to make choices within 
a realistic simulation and they begin to 
understand the power of their actions. 
 

Like the last step, leaners experience a 
simulation that spans the same amount of time. 
The difference being autonomy in the decision-
making process and individual ownership of 

outcomes. They’re given the freedom to make 
their own informed decisions that will lead to 
measurable outcomes.
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REFLECTIVE  
OBSERVATION
Lastly, the reflective observation of individual experience 
gives learners the opportunity to consider what is working 
and what is failing.
 
Empowered by their experience, and with the knowledge 
of how business runs and how to measure success, learners 
can connect what they’ve learned in the simulation to their 
individual, day-to-day role. Beyond that, they understand 
these ideas and outcomes from different points of view.
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The experiential learning cycle can 
be used to teach new ideas as well as 
reinforce previous lessons. Learning 
by doing inspires creativity, makes 
mistakes valuable, and gives people  
“real world” experience. 

I HEAR AND I FORGET               I SEE AND I REMEMBER               I DO AND I UNDERSTAND

Learn more 
about the power 
of experiential 
learning.

CONTINUING THE CYCLE
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