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Habituation Learning 
Transfer
Taking the building blocks of 
learning to construct a skill 
set

We all know that creating and maintaining 
habits is tough. For reasons sometimes outside 
of our control we either don’t practice habit 
building or simply forget to do it.

This is a particular issue when a skill set being 
learned relies on the adoption, practice and 
habituation of a number of connected skills. 
This paper defines what constitutes a skill set 
that relies on habits and examines how to 
practice and maintain those habits over time. 
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What is a habit in relation to a complete 
skill set?

Habituation Learning Transfer

When people think about habit building 
they usually refer to the adoption of single 
actions.

Such actions we are all familiar with include brushing our 
teeth twice a day, switching the iron off before leaving the 
house, and locking the door before bedtime. 

In the workplace we find it surprising that sometimes nurses 
forget to sanitize their hands before entering a ward or that 
engineers don’t always use the guards on their tools. Of 
course habituating those individual practices is important, but 
not the focus of this paper. 

Instead we propose that some skills are nothing more than a 
composite of small habits. Quite often the mistake made 
when designing learning is to assume that those composite 
skills are understood well enough for people to naturally 
bundle them together and start using them immediately. 

However, that isn’t always the case, especially when learners 
are exposed to a new concept that requires a change in 
practices and habituation of small tasks. 

If we consider skills that are valued by companies today, such 
as persuasiveness, we can say that terms like that represent 
a goal – being persuasive – but don’t fully explain the tasks, 
actions and behaviors needed to achieve the goal. 
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What is a habit in relation to a complete 
skill set?

Habituation Learning Transfer

Feedback is not easy to give and requires following prescribed 
actions that exist within a structure and through employing 
exact word choice.

For those reasons givers of feedback need to master small 
skills through creating habits, such as being specific and 
avoiding negative words, using ‘I’ statements instead of ‘you’, 
including positives, and giving constructive suggestions. 

The most effective way to build the composite skill of giving 
feedback would be to practice each of the elements 
mentioned, and more, in isolation and gradually building on 
each piece until the whole skill is at a level where it can be 
used in real work. 

To stay on the theme of persuasiveness, let’s 
consider what that means and why simply asking 
someone to be more persuasive isn’t effective. 

Being persuasive is the skill of making someone else believe 
what you say and, usually in business, having them take 
action on your words due to a change of viewpoint. That’s not 
so easy to do, and can’t be achieved through just asking 
someone to believe you and then to follow that up with an 
action. 

For this reason many strategies have been developed to 
increase persuasive communication, quite often for example 
when giving feedback to a team member.
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Factors that support the practice of 
habit building

If we think about the previous example, an 
instruction such as use an ‘I’ statement instead 
of ‘you’, isn’t that difficult to comprehend, but 
quite tricky to implement.

The reason why seemingly simple instructions are difficult to 
implement is because of the tendency to ‘revert to type’ in the 
heat of the moment. To combat this tendency learners should 
drill themselves through spaced practice and review to create 
an automatic habit. 

Saks and Belcourt(1) review what is necessary to facilitate 
learning practice in their paper about what activities best 
transfer training back into the workplace. 

They attest that the periods before and after a formal learning 
event are crucial to getting skills used. To get learning 
habituated, people should be allowed to train in peer groups 
– exchange of ideas and successes is important. These 
groups are best established before training begins. 

It is also necessary that learners are given appropriate tools 
and are allocated specific time to practice in short bursts. In 
addition, we advocate that concretely structuring the time and 
space for practice delivers the best results from training. 

Habituation Learning Transfer

Give time, space and tools to practice 
habituating skills

(1) Saks, AM; Belcourt, M (2006). An investigation of training activities and transfer of training in organizations. Human Resource Management, winter edition
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Habit building through incremental 
practice and organizational support

Habituation Learning Transfer

In the solution below, we can see a management coaching and feedback program. The sequence plays 
out over time from left to right. 

Small sprints of practice occur each day over a four week period between formal learning sessions. People are put into groups that 
match their broad application to work needs and members of the groups are requested to set weekly goals and to report back on
how those goals were achieved. Goals are supported by structured bite-sized activities that when stacked create an holistic skill set. 
The bite-sized content focuses on core activities in the learning events which are measurable and comparable to the efforts of other 
people in the group. Peer support is leveraged through pairing or group activities and reporting back and sharing success stories. 
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Organizational support that promotes 
the practice and maintenance of habits

What we can see from looking at the simple 
diagram on the previous page is that planning is 
an important part of this solution type.

Several of the planning elements involve interaction with 
multiple people, so it’s important to get buy-in from all the 
stakeholders to make sure that the process doesn’t 
breakdown mid flow. 

In essence, the learning events are not that big or 
complicated because they serve only to teach the tasks which 
need to be practiced, why they are relevant, and how they fit 
into the larger scheme of things. Once this is done practice 
can take place and learning can begin. 

Ongoing support and group dynamics are essential to make 
sure that people continue to practice and build skills. This 
could be done in a number of ways, for example with the 
previous diagram goal-setting and reporting are methods 
used to show intention and progress. 

Whichever methods you choose to create habits and 
composite skill sets focusing on how to maintain energy and 
commitment on the part of the learners will be key to getting 
all the learning used in the workplace.

Habituation Learning Transfer

Do all the planning and provide all the support to 
make habituation easy to do
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