
The 
Superpower 
of Deliberate 
Practice for 
Employee 
Development
Soft skills and specifically communication are the 
top skills that organisations need their people to 
develop in 2021 (The HR Director). 
Any skill can only be improved with practice and 
research shows that for practice to be effective it 
must be ‘deliberate’. (Ericsson)



Why don’t 
we practice 
at work?
The problem is that in the workplace it is 
almost impossible to deliberately practice 
your soft skills. Andy Murray doesn’t do his 
practice on Centre Court; he has a practice 
court. But at work we expect people to 
practice whilst they are “on Centre Court”. 

� We are focused on doing our job, 
not how we are doing it.

� We risk failure, so we play it safe and 
do what we’ve always done.

� We never get objective, immediate 
feedback at work.

This doesn’t work 
because...



We need a 
practice court

The lack of safe practice opportunities 
at work seems bizarre to us since it’s 
such an accepted activity to improve our 
capability outside of work. There is even 
little research into the benefits of practice 
in workplace settings. So much so that we 
felt the need to conduct our own research 
to show the true value of practice at work.
 
Given the lack of opportunity for, and the 
obvious benefits of, practice at work, we 
are on a mission to change L&D to put 
deliberate practice first for all performance 
improvement activities.

But what is at the core 
of why we don’t use 
practice at work?

https://practiceroomonline.com/improving-performance-by-20-is-within-everyones-grasp


L&D creates 
content...
Google already gives us more 
content than we know what to do 
with. Granted, there is a lot of subpar 
content on the web, but there is also 
some quality training content easily 
accessible by anyone with a browser. 
Yet, as L&D practitioners, we continue 
creating more!!

Why do we feel the need to add yet more content 
to a world saturated with information that is 
accessible to everyone, literally, from the palm of 
their hand? Your guess is as good as ours. Perhaps 
it’s because we believe we can create something 
that doesn’t already exist. 

Or maybe we think the content out there doesn’t 
quite work for us in our context. It could be 
because we don’t want our people to spend the 
time sifting through the subpar information to get 
to the good stuff. Maybe it’s none of those things, 
and it’s about the ease of purchasing and pushing 
out content from an online provider who has 
already created it…

THE PROBLEM IS



Because, as L&D 
practitioners, what do we 
do if we’re not creating 
and pushing out content?

This seems a crazy way to 
spend our precious L&D time 
and resources, especially if 
we stand by the commonly 
quoted 70:20:10 rule, which 
estimates that 70% of learning 
comes from experience, 
experimenting, and reflecting 
on our attempts – effectively, 
practice. 

In many of the training sessions we create, we devote 
a significant amount of time to sharing new content; 
content we’ve spent time producing and practicing 
delivering.



We 
overestimate 
our ability to 
learn on the job
Even though we know we need experience to get better, 
the L&D approach focuses on telling people about new 
skills and behaviours, giving them the tools they need to 
apply these new ways of working, and then saying...

“ Now go and 
use these new 

tools/approach 
with your 
people ” 

THE PROBLEM IS



Or, as we like to put it, 
sending them to fail 
live at what we’ve just 
taught them!

Jennifer Long at Harvard Business Publishing 
(2016) discusses how people have the ability 
to understand concepts and ideas and that 
this ‘learning’ can make us believe we also 
have the ability to use those ideas in the 
workplace with real people. However, as you 
know, you can’t learn to swim from a book! 
All we end up doing is exactly what everyone 
does when they learn a new skill; have a 
somewhat clumsy attempt at applying what 
we’ve learned, make numerous mistakes, and 
keep trying until we get better.  

Unfortunately, this ‘try and fail live’ approach 
can be damaging for both the learner and 
the person experiencing the new behaviour 
or skill. Failing in front of influential people 
– whether that’s another employee or a 
customer – can be embarrassing, damaging 
for either party’s self-esteem, or impact a 
long-term relationship.  



We can’t Do and Learn
For example, say, as a new manager, you’re trying 
to have your first performance conversation with an 
employee. You’ve learned the suggested structure of 
the conversation, and you have collected your team 
member’s performance evidence. 

However, your hands are sweating 
and you feel nervous, and you’re 
thinking more about how to 
structure your sentences than how 
the employee might be feeling 
about receiving the feedback you’re 
about to give. 
If the manager is focused on 
how they are feeling and ‘their 
performance,’ firstly they won’t be 
doing a very good job and secondly, 
in this state of anxiety, they cannot 
possibly reflet on how they are 
doing and try and learn from the 
experience. The result is that we 
both perform badly and don’t learn 
from it.

THE PROBLEM IS



Bad experiences 
may discourage 
new managers

The longer term impact is that the bad 
experience may discourage the new 
manager from trying again. Therefore, 
they will revert to their default, rather than 
trying the new, better way; potentially 
affecting team morale and even the broader 
organizational culture. It seems crazy to 
us that the only way people can practice 
at work is by failing in front of people that 
matter to them. 



It’s a risky 
Business
Practicing and getting feedback feels 
like a risky business.

Since we’ve established that our main 
approach to gaining experience is 
putting people in situations where they 
are required to fail in front of the people 
they least wish to see them fail, you can 
understand why practicing and getting 
feedback feels like a risky affair. 

Even though we know 
practicing will make us 
more likely to perform 
better, who wants to make 
time to feel inadequate 
with the people who 
matter most?

THE PROBLEM IS



So, who wants 
to do Roleplay?

In traditional learning environments we 
have often sought to include practice via 
the ‘dreaded roleplay’ - putting people 
into groups of 3 to practice, roleplay and 
observe. This has felt like a good way of 
putting newly learnt skills into practice.

The problem is that we are practicing with, 
and being observed by, our colleagues/
friends. We don’t want to look like we can’t 
do it, so we don’t take it seriously. If you have 
ever given feedback to someone in one of 
these situations, how often have you heard 
the refrain, “Well, in real life I wouldn’t...”?

The dreaded roleplay.



We think we 
are right
We all see the world through our own eyes.

We forget there are so many other perspectives of 
truth and that, as humans, our thoughts and feelings 
are fraught with bias. We get used to doing things a 
certain way; thinking we understand what’s right and 
what works, even when another way might be better.

When we believe we’re proficient at something, 
especially if we’re in a more senior position where 
there are fewer people who will likely give us feedback, 
we’re less prone to take the time to reflect on what 
worked or didn’t in our everyday interactions. 

If we reflect at all, we will just think that a conversation 
either went ‘well’ and we keep doing what we’re doing, 
or decide that it went badly, but rush off to the next 
meeting and vow to do better next time. Rarely would 
we make time to practice and get feedback to ensure 
our performance improves for the next interaction. 

THE PROBLEM IS



Using practice to 
explore

However, that means the rich, unique data 
that gives us insight into ourselves, others, 
and the impact of the context gets lost. 
In Mindful Learning (2009), Ellen Langer 
explains that deliberate practice encourages 
us to be mindful of the specific learning and 
adjustments we can take from practicing. 
Practice is about exploring other ways of 
applying knowledge that we learn into new 
contexts. It’s practice from an approach 
that says, ‘there isn’t only one way of doing 
something,’ which opens up the doors for 
creativity and innovation.

“ Deliberate 
Practice will 
take us from  

good to great ” 



Create more 
practice 
opportunities

With so many reasons we don’t practice at 
work, yet lots of evidence showing us the 
importance of practice to improving how we 
perform in a variety of ways, we know we 
must do better. L&D practitioners must move 
further away from ‘educating’ with content to 
delivering true experiential learning. 

Here are three things 
you can do right now to 
create deliberate, safe, 
and informative practice 
opportunities for your 
learners...

How can we incorporate more 
opportunies to practice at work?



Facilitate practice, 
not education!

Our sessions need to be filled with 
opportunities for people to apply what 
they’ve learned so they can increase their 
confidence and elevate their performance in 
their unique working scenarios. 

Until the learning is used and practiced, it 
may well just bounce off someone. After 
practice, the insights begin to embed as 
we’re giving people the space to get it 
wrong here with us before heading out 
to the main stage. Consequently, you’re 
significantly reducing the potential damage 
to business relationships and operations by 
practicing in the safety of the L&D cocoon. 

Our job, as L&D practitioners, should 
be to encourage learning of the 
‘content’ outside of training sessions, 
allowing us to use contact time for 
the good stuff. 
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1. Facilitate practice, not education
2. Inspire people to find their voice
3. Make practice safe and fun



Inspire people 
to find their 
voice

We’re all different, and every scenario 
we work within is distinct, so we need 
to be able to apply what we’ve learned 
in our own unique ways and in many 
circumstances. 

It’s not until we begin to experience different 
scenarios that we come to find our unique style 
and voice. Chen (2014) explains how when adult 
learners can place themselves into the context 
of the material by putting their own experiences 
and ways of thinking to the test, they experience 
more in-depth learning. 

Digging deeper allows people to see how their 
actions may affect others or how someone’s 
potential response to their communication may 
impact them in ways they hadn’t anticipated. 
This exploration gives us the freedom to be 
curious about others and build more diverse and 
inclusive workplaces. 
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Make practice 
safe and fun!

We don’t need to make getting feedback 
complicated or anxiety-provoking; we just need 
to get the right people together to make practice 
a valuable, helpful, and encouraging experience. 

We want learners to feel the dopamine hit we get 
when we’ve achieved something new or met a 
desired goal. By creating these positive spaces, 
people will improve, but because getting better 
feels good, they will also feel more inclined to 
seek further practice opportunities.

We don’t want to practice 
with people we feel might 
judge us in ways we perceive 
to be unfair or biased, so 
we need to redirect that 
‘content-producing budget’ 
to give people the chance 
to practice with people they 
trust. 
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Benefits 
for your 
business
Realising the benefits of practice.

We’ve already touched on some of the ways 
practice can benefit individual employees 
and whole workplaces. Here are four specific 
business benefits of incorporating more 
practice opportunities into learning and 
development processes. 

1. Improve people’s self-awareness.
2. Become a more cost-effective training 

function.
3. Help people transfer learning back into 

the workplace.
4. Improve engagement, culture, and 

employee experience.
 



Improve 
people’s 
self-awareness

Help improve people’s self-awareness 
and awareness of others, therefore 
becoming more emotionally intelligent 
managers and leaders.

Practicing isn’t necessarily about going 
from being terrible at something to being 
remarkable; it can be about making those 
minor shifts in conversations that have 
the most significant impact. This is where 
practicing provides a new level of value.

When someone gives you feedback in the 
moment, feedback on what you said and 
how it made them feel, you get a real sense 
of how you come across to others. You begin 
to learn things about yourself that can help 
you adapt your style in marginal ways, to 
make those around you feel most comfortable 
and psychologically safe to be themselves. 
Effectively, by allowing people space to 
practice, you’re improving their emotional 
intelligence without that being the sole focus. 
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Become a more 
cost-effective 
training function

How much will behaviour change 
without practice? You know as well 
as we do, very little if at all.

Shifting the L&D function to focus on ways to allow 
people to practice rather than absorb content – 
something they can do on their own time - improves 
L&D’s efficiency and effectiveness.
 
When we stop spending money on content that 
reinvents the wheel or never gets used and start 
applying our skills and knowledge to create new and 
innovative ways people can practice their skills, we 
make ourselves indispensable. We can finally ensure 
the money spent on training leads to long-lasting 
behaviour changes that truly benefit the learner and 
the business.

2



Help people transfer 
learning back into the 
workplace

By using practice as the 
predominant approach 
in workplace learning, 
you’re giving people more 
ownership of their learning 
results. When we try a new 
approach out for ourselves 
and see it got different or 
better results, we are highly 
motivated to continue 
behaving in that new way.

How many times have we seen great learning 
in workshops only to see relatively little change 
in the way people actually behave in the 
workplace? 
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Improve engagement, 
culture, and employee 
experience

Better-quality conversations help people have 
healthier interactions that lead to increased 
psychological safety. 

Having a more psychologically safe 
culture can improve engagement by 
facilitating people to feel freer to share 
new ideas, thereby boosting creativity and 
innovation and improving relationships 
between employees and customers.

“ Making people better 
communicators will 
improve relationships 
between managers and 
employees and make a 
real difference ” 
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Practice 
makes 
perfect
Perhaps practice does make perfect.

By making your learning approaches 
experiential at the core, people 
can naturally discover more about 
themselves and their peers, increase 
their emotional intelligence, and L&D 
can make real changes to people’s 
behaviour. 



Ask yourself these 
questions:

� Is there practice in all your learning 
approaches? 

� If there is, who is the practice with? Are they 
experts at giving feedback?

� Think about when you learn best. Is it when 
you study new content, or is it when you apply 
that content in practice? 

� What one thing could you do to give people 
safer spaces to practice in your workplace?

To begin your journey to a practice-led 
approach, ask yourself and your teams

Don’t just add more content to your learning 
management system; your people need you 
to support them to grow into their unique best 
selves, not be the next search engine. 



Contact us for more information:
+44 (0)333 014 3043

explore@practiceroomonline.com
www.practiceroomonline.com

Find out more:
Watch a demo practice session in action

Click here

mailto:explore@practiceroomonline.com
http://www.practiceroomonline.com
https://practiceroomonline.com/book-a-demo

