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As an executive adviser, coach, facilitator and 
speaker, I continue to be a participant in real-
life, high-consequence situations where peo-

ple either accept or reject the many opportunities each 
of has to learn. Working recently with a company to 
help it shape its strategic business development, I 
heard a couple of widely diff erent comments about 
the value of the process.  So what explains these very 
diff erent and common reactions to the daily learning 
opportunities in our lives? 

What Is ‘Performance Learning’? 
Performance learning is intended to improve our 

individual or collective performance. It has a clear in-
tention to achieve better results—whether in the di-
rection of strengthening productivity or satisfaction. 
As such, “performance learners” seek forward move-
ment, while “non-learners” are comfortable with the 
current state (whether their own or their organiza-
tion’s). I have found it easy to identify performance 
learners by their preference to stretch versus remain-
ing comfortable. 

Performance learning involves an open, searching 
approach. Its essence is a positive emotional state that 
increases the likelihood of cognitive gains (new knowl-
edge, skills, insights, attitudes, practices) by contrast 
with the inverse personal dynamics that self-limit the 
performance and, ultimately, both the eff ectiveness 
and success of their non-learner counterparts.

Performance learners truly get it! Th ey have learned 
through the daily school of life that focusing only on 
their existing strengths yields decreasing benefi ts. In-
stead, they capitalize on both their natural and pre-

viously developed strengths to broaden and deepen 
their tool kit in the direction required to successfully 
meet (and oft en exceed) continually changing expec-
tations. I continue to be reminded that the single most 
common cause for those executive non-learners who 
eventually self-destruct is holding on to the outdated, 
irrational belief that success in the past will continue 
in the future. 

How Do We Learn to Perform?
At this point, you are probably asking this ques-

tion—especially if you are a performance learner. 
How people learn—with or without the aid of tech-
nology, tools or techniques—was validated long ago. 
Th e learning process follows the same sequence, 
whether it involves a key job result area or task, a 
work process, selling or servicing, managing, or 
making strategic decisions. It begins with Awareness, 
which is followed by Acceptance. In turn, this state of 
openness contributes to further Understanding. And, 
this is strengthened through practice of such Appli-
cations and their subsequent refi nement by ongoing 
fi ne-tuning Analysis. Finally, this new performance 
learning becomes Integrated into who we are as a dy-
namically evolving, newer and better contributor to 
our own lives and that of others.

   
Dr. Michael O’Connor is a recognized thought 

leader, executive coach and founder of Life Associ-
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