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The 70-20-10 Principle
Develop people through work, not just courses
WHAT IT IS
70-20-10 is a development rule of thumb: growth comes roughly 70% from challenging on-the-job experience, 20% from other people (coaching, feedback, mentors), and 10% from formal courses. The exact numbers are folklore more than physics. The ordering is the useful part: experience first, relationships second, classroom third.
WHY IT WORKS
Skills consolidate through doing, struggling, and getting feedback in context. A classroom can introduce a skill but can't complete it. The practical power of the framework is where it points your attention: your biggest development lever isn't the training budget. It's how you assign work. Every stretch assignment is a course you're already paying for.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Assign work one size too big. The best development is a real task slightly beyond current ability, with stakes that matter and support available.
1. Rotate the good assignments on purpose. Leading a project, presenting to leadership, untangling a mess. Track who's had a stretch recently and who's been safe too long.
1. Attach the 20 to the 70. Pair each stretch with a named coach or debrief partner. Experience without reflection is just workload.
1. Use the 10 as a primer. Send someone to the negotiation course the month before they negotiate the vendor contract. Sequence formal learning to land right before application.
1. Debrief every stretch. What did you try? What worked? What would you do differently? Fifteen minutes turns an experience into a capability.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. 70% as neglect. “They'll learn on the job” without design, support, or debrief isn't development. It's exposure.
1. Stretch hoarding. The same trusted two people getting every visible assignment develops two people and stalls the rest.
1. Treating the ratios as law. The evidence for the exact numbers is thin. Use the priority order. Ignore the false precision.
Shortcut: at your next assignment decision, ask “who would grow the most from this?” instead of “who would finish it fastest?” At least once a quarter.
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