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Experience Alone Does Not Guarantee 
Development 

How reflection, feedback, and dialogue turn experience into growth 
Sonia Mejias | Founder & CEO, Pinnacle Paths 

Experience is essential to leadership development, but experience by itself does not guarantee growth. Two leaders can face the same challenge and 
walk away with very different lessons. 
The difference is often not what happened. It is how the leader interprets what happened. 

 

YEARS OF EXPERIENCE ARE NOT THE SAME AS 

LEARNING 
One leader reflects, notices a pattern, asks for feedback, and changes 
course. Another becomes defensive, explains away the outcome, or 
repeats the same response. Both gained experience. Only one converted it 
into development. 
Experience becomes valuable when leaders extract insight from it and 
use that insight the next time. 
ASK THE QUESTIONS THAT CREATE LEARNING 
• What happened? 
• What role did I play? 
• What assumptions shaped my response? 
• How did my behavior affect others? 
• What did I avoid? 
• What will I do differently next time? 

 

REFLECTION CHANGES THE QUALITY OF 

EXPERIENCE 
Coaching, peer dialogue, and feedback help leaders slow down long 
enough to make sense of experience. They can uncover blind spots, test 
interpretations, and consider approaches they may not have seen alone. 
This is especially important when the situation involves pressure, conflict, 
uncertainty, or a consequential people decision. 
The developmental value of experience comes from the meaning 
leaders make of it. 
CREATE A LEARNING LOOP 
The most useful cycle is simple: experience something, reflect on it, invite 
challenge, adjust the approach, and apply the learning to the next situation. 
Without reflection and feedback, leaders can accumulate experience 
without fully learning from it. 

 

SHIFT THE QUESTION 

What helps your leaders convert difficult experiences into better judgment and 
different behavior? 

TURN EXPERIENCE INTO DEVELOPMENT 
Organizations can increase the developmental value of work by making reflection and dialogue a normal part of leadership practice rather than an 
occasional response after something goes wrong. 

✓ Pause after key moments ✓ Reflect on personal impact ✓ Invite another perspective 

✓ Challenge assumptions ✓ Identify the next behavior ✓ Apply the lesson quickly 

Experience creates possibility. Reflection, feedback, and application determine whether that possibility 
becomes growth. 

 

A QUESTION FOR 
HR & L&D LEADERS 

Are your leaders simply accumulating experience - or becoming more 
capable because of what they are learning from it? 
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