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Abstract
Recent societal challenges highlight the importance of learning in organizations.
Nurturing employee learning requires leaders who prioritize learning-oriented
leadership. While many studies have used qualitative methods to study how this
leadership is performed in daily work, there have been no previous attempts to
synthesize this body of research. This paper presents a framework based on a review of
38 qualitative papers on how leaders facilitate workplace learning. The framework
identifies two elements of leadership: direct leadership behaviors, which involve
supporting, educating, making demands, and role modelling, and indirect leadership
behaviors, which facilitate learning through building a learning climate, influencing work
organization, freeing up resources for learning, and encouraging knowledge dissemi-
nation. The review finds that situational factors shape learning-oriented leadership, and
that this leadership involves the deployment of activities located on a planned-
spontaneous continuum to facilitate learning. Longitudinal studies across profes-
sional groups and contexts will deepen our understanding of this concept.
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Environmental turbulence and societal challenges have brought learning to the fore-
front of conversations about human resource development (HRD) and competence
supply management in organizations (Harlin et al., 2022; McLean & Jiantreerangkoo,
2020; Watkins & Marsick, 2021). For example, green transformation requires more
than developing and implementing new technologically and environmentally viable
solutions. It is also crucial that organizations promote workplace learning to ensure
their employees are equipped with the competence to support the shift to a more
sustainable future (Harlin et al., 2022; Martinaitis et al., 2021). Investing in promoting
learning can bring significant benefits in the context of the green transition. By building
the necessary competence, organizations can enhance their ability to effectively im-
plement and manage the shift to a more sustainable business model (Bocken &Geradts,
2020). Additionally, the recent rise of generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) has led to
an evolving work landscape. Organizations must prioritize workplace learning to adapt
to these changes to remain competitive, compliant, and equipped with a competent
workforce (Ardichvili, 2022; Poquet & de Laat, 2021). Similarly, many traditional job
roles are evolving with automation taking over repetitive tasks. Employees must
acquire new skills to fit into transformed roles or shift to new organizational positions.
These recent transformations also present challenges for organizations seeking to
externally recruit competent employees (Harlin et al., 2022; Wallo et al., 2023). This
has further intensified the focus on HRD and workplace learning, which are more
critical than ever and underscores this period as distinctively unique in the continuous
evolution of professional development.

A dilemma, however, is that deliberate employee learning does not necessarily occur
on its own accord. Rather, it must be nourished, and new insights generated through
learning must be captured and disseminated in the organization. In this regard, learning-
oriented leadership is essential (Wallo, 2008). As Tannenbaum and Wolfson (2022)
have noted, “To remain competitive in today’s dynamic work environment, organi-
zations need to continually enhance their employees’ competencies and capabilities”
(p. 392). The central role of leadership in facilitating employee learning is well
documented in academic literature (Yukl, 2009) and practitioner articles (Palmer,
2019).

Research on this type of leadership first emerged in the late 1990s (e.g., Ellinger,
1997), and in recent years we have observed a steady increase in empirical studies.
In particular, there has been a surge in quantitative studies to establish links
between leadership styles and learning outcomes (see e.g., Loon et al., 2012;
Matsuo, 2012). According to reviews of this literature (Asif, 2020; Berson et al.,
2006; Do & Mai, 2020; Xie, 2019), transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio,
2006) is the predominant style that is associated with learning outcomes. However,
as shown by a recent systematic review (Lundqvist et al., 2022), a weakness of the
quantitative studies is that they rarely contain results that show what such lead-
ership looks like in practice. Therefore, we do not know what specific transfor-
mational leadership behaviors are relevant for leaders wanting to facilitate their
employees’ learning.
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Several studies have been carried out using qualitative methods to cast light on how
learning-oriented leadership is performed in daily work, but there have been no
previous attempts to systematically synthesize this body of research. We argue that a
review of qualitative studies is essential to provide a more complete picture of the
knowledge in the field. A review of these studies would make an important and timely
contribution to the body of HRD knowledge by providing insights into the specific
leadership behaviors that facilitate employee learning and by helping to inform the
development of effective leadership training programs. Finally, reviewing qualitative
studies can help identify gaps in current knowledge and areas where further research is
needed. Related to this, a synthesis of these studies can inform the development of a
theoretical framework for learning-oriented leadership that could help steer future
research. With a view to securing the aforementioned potential benefits, this paper aims
to compile and synthesize qualitative research-based knowledge on how leaders seek to
facilitate employee learning in the workplace, and from the insights gained generate a
theoretical framework that can guide future studies. Before proceeding to the method
that was employed to accomplish the paper’s aims, we will first offer clarification on
key concepts in the paper.

Key Concepts

This section provides an overview of concepts and theories related to leadership that
facilitates employee learning. In this paper, we are primarily interested in managers’
leadership, that is someone with overall responsibility for an organization or part of it,
such as a department (Mintzberg, 2009). For convenience, we will, henceforth, refer
to them as leaders. When discussing leadership, we refer to a process of influence to
achieve a specific goal (Yukl, 2013). This process is bidirectional, with employees
also influencing the leader’s approach to leadership. Hence, leaders and employees
are co-creators of leadership (Northouse, 2022). Moreover, leadership is highly
dependent on the surrounding demands and constraints that shape the leader’s
discretion. Thus, leaders must adapt their leadership style to fit the prevailing sit-
uation and context (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969; Oc, 2018). In the leadership literature,
behaviors, such as task-, relationship-, and change-oriented behaviors (Ekvall &
Arvonen, 1991), or leadership styles, such as transformational, transactional, and
laissez-faire (Bass & Riggio, 2006), have been used to illustrate the various ways
leadership can be enacted in direct relation to employees or other stakeholders.
Leadership can also be exercised indirectly, using formal programs, management
systems, and aspects of the formal structure, or by influencing the organizational
culture (Yukl & Lepsinger, 2004).

Learning pertains to the enduring modifications within individuals as they in-
teract with their environment (Ellström, 1992). This paper narrows its focus to the
domain of learning in organizational settings, underlining the linkage with diverse
work-related contexts. Distinct types of learning exist that vary in complexity and
their potential for transformation. Historically, academic literature has
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differentiated between two main types: learning that refines or optimizes pre-
existing knowledge and skills and learning that involves changing basic as-
sumptions, values and beliefs that underpin current practices. The first type is
referred to as single-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978), restrictive learning
(Engeström, 1987), exploitation (March, 1991), or adaptive learning (Ellström,
2001). The second type is referred to as double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön,
1978), expansive learning (Engeström, 1987), exploration (March, 1991), or de-
velopmental learning (Ellström, 2001).

In this paper, we discuss learning mainly through the lens of Ellström’s adaptive
and developmental learning concepts. Ellström’s work accentuates the harmoni-
zation of work and learning. He posits that learning transcends formal training and
occurs naturally through participation in situated work activities (Ellström, 2001,
2006). This paradigm is particularly salient in today’s dynamic work landscapes
where informal learning holds significant weight (Decius et al., 2023). Adaptive
learning prioritizes the identification and rectification of problems. It mandates
slight course corrections rather than sweeping changes, making it prevalent in
continuous improvement initiatives. Such learning fosters gradual enhancements in
products, services, or practices, as it equips employees to discern and address
problems.

On the other hand, developmental learning delves deeper, probing underlying
assumptions and foundational values that may precipitate a problem, accompanied by a
readiness to revise them. This denotes a profound paradigm shift in the learning
process, as it necessitates the transformation of fundamental beliefs about one’s
profession. As a result, developmental learning can catalyze pioneering products,
services, or practices (Ellström, 2001, 2006; Martin et al., 2018). However, it is
important to recognize the symbiotic relationship between these learning modalities.
Depending on the context, either can be more dominant or recede into the background,
but both remain invaluable in their own right (Ellström, 2001, 2011; Sollander &
Engström, 2022).

The learning-oriented leadership concept can be traced back to research in pedagogy
and HRD. An early contribution was Ellinger’s doctoral thesis “Managers as Facili-
tators of Learning in Learning Organizations” (Ellinger, 1997). In her study, Ellinger
examined managers’ perceptions and efforts to facilitate learning in organizations.
Subsequent doctoral theses by Beattie (2002) in the UK, Amy (2005) in the US, Coetzer
(2005) in New Zealand, and Wallo (2008) in Sweden elaborated on Ellinger’s findings.
Drawing on ideas contained in these theses and leadership research (Yukl & Lepsinger,
2004), we define learning-oriented leadership as follows. Learning-oriented leadership
involves managers as leaders facilitating employee learning through direct manager-
employee interaction, and it involves indirectly fostering employee learning through
building a learning culture and implementing programs, systems and structures that are
conducive to learning. Now that we have established greater clarity on key concepts in
the paper, the foundation has been laid for an explanation of the method that we
employed.
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Method

This paper is based on an integrative literature review of manuscripts that report
qualitative empirical research on the focal topic. Integrative literature reviews provide a
review, critique, and synthesises of representative literature (Torraco, 2016). This type
of review is designed to create new frameworks and perspectives and generate a
comprehensive understanding of the subject matter and a holistic view of the researched
phenomenon (Callahan, 2010; Elsbach & van Knippenberg, 2020; Torraco, 2016).
Following Torraco’s (2005) guidelines, the work began by formulating the review’s
content, focus and inclusion criteria, based on the study’s aim. Our inclusion criteria
stipulated that studies must focus on working life and workplace contexts and examine
leadership in relation to employee learning. We targeted peer-reviewed scientific ar-
ticles written in English that contain qualitative empirical material. Studies outside the
realm of working life, such as student learning in educational settings, were excluded,
except where they focused on leader-employee dynamics (e.g., principal-teacher re-
lationships). Studies that concentrated on employees’ self-leadership or on learning
outcomes, such as innovation, absorptive capacity, and related concepts, without in-
corporating aspects of leadership, were also excluded. While previous literature re-
views were not included, they were searched for relevant studies.

We selected Scopus and Web of Science for their comprehensive coverage of
scholarly articles and Emerald and Business Source as complementary databases. The
searches were carried out during January 2023. Our search strategy combined terms
related to leadership (e.g., “leader*”, “supervisor*”, “manager*”) with terms ad-
dressing various aspects of learning in work settings (e.g., “workplace learning”,
“learning at work”, “learning in the workplace”, “informal learning”, “work-based
learning”, “organizational learning”, “learning organization”). We also used terms that
refer to leadership that facilitates learning (e.g., “learning-oriented leadership”,
“leadership for learning”, “learning-centered leadership”, “leader* of learning”, or
“learning leadership”). Development of our search terms was informed by our own
experience in conducting research in this field; insights from fellow researchers
specialising in this area; extensive preliminary searches across various databases; and
an analysis of search terms used in previous literature reviews.

The review process (Figure 1) began with screening abstracts for all unique
studies.

At this stage, we used Rayyan, an open-source software for systematic reviews and
meta-analyses (Ouzzani et al., 2016). All studies were marked in Rayyan with either
include, exclude, or maybe. The studies marked with maybe and studies with different
assessments among members of the research team were discussed until agreement on a
decision was reached. In the assessment, we determined whether the study in question
empirically examined the relationship between leadership on the one hand and em-
ployee learning on the other. Studies that did not have this focus were excluded, as were
studies based solely on quantitative data and studies that were not empirical. Mixed-
methods studies with a qualitative component were, however, included.

234 Human Resource Development Review 23(2)



Next, the full texts were downloaded and assessed against the inclusion criteria to
check the studies’ eligibility. Some studies were not retrievable, despite extensive
internet searches and use of inter-library loan services, and directly reaching out to the
study authors. We also conducted a quality assessment of the studies using a template
for qualitative research (Swedish Agency for Health Technology Assessment and
Assessment of Social Services - SBU, 2020). This template includes criteria such as
theoretical substantiation, sample selection, data collection, analysis, and researcher
role. Of the relevant studies, 33 met our high or medium quality threshold. Excluded
studies commonly lacked clarity in the descriptions of research processes, casting doubt
on their reliability and validity. Additionally, we conducted hand searching, a manual
method of scanning select journals for relevant articles missed by database searches
(Booth et al., 2022), and searched citations in literature reviews. This strategy rendered
22 studies. They underwent eligibility check and quality assessment using the SBU
template. Five were of high or medium quality and included. In total, 38 studies were
included in the analysis.

Analysis was carried out in stages and with the support of the NVivo 12 software
(Jackson & Bazeley, 2019). In the first stage of the analysis, we assessed the studies for
relevance and eligibility. Here, we read the studies to get an overview of the content. In
the second stage, we commenced with a reading aimed at coding some basic infor-
mation about the articles, such as journal, country, purpose, issues, context, theoretical
starting points, and method. In the third stage, we carried out an inductive conventional
content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In this analysis, the focus was on the results,
discussion, and conclusions. Based on this reading, in the fourth stage we created

Figure 1. Flowchart of how many records were reviewed during the different stages of the
process.
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preliminary categories by coding meaning-bearing elements from each article. In this
stage, a summary of each article was also developed that focused on each study’s
findings and conclusions (Appendix I). In the fifth stage we read and re-read the articles
and arranged the leader behaviors into subcategories. Here, we coded citations from the
articles related to the respective subcategories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Having
outlined the stages of the review process, we now proceed to provide an aerial and
critical view of included studies.

Overview and Critical Evaluation of the Studies

The review included 38 studies. The studies were published in 24 journals and a
majority are in the fields of learning, pedagogy, and HRD. They were published from
1998 to 2023. The studies are presented individually in a summary table (Appendix I).

Regarding data collection methods, all studies used interview methods. Some
studies also collected data using focus groups, observations, site visits and document
analyses. It was common for the studies that used multiple methods to be framed as case
studies. The studies were often based on a small number of respondents. The re-
spondents were usually managers at different levels. However, in some studies, there
were also owner-managers in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), principals
and other school leaders. Although several studies included both managers and em-
ployees, it was rare for direct reporting employees to be included. Such a connection
was only explicitly described in seven studies (e.g., Amy, 2008; Beattie, 2006; Cohen,
2013). However, in these studies’ results, the manager-employee data sets were not
matched making it impossible to distinguish the results for a specific manager and the
manager’s direct reports. In terms of sectors, 19 studies were focused on organizations
in the private sector and 14 on public sector organizations. One study focused on the
voluntary sector, and one study included both private and public organizations. In the
three remaining studies, it was not possible to discern the sector. Most private sector
studies were about industrial companies; most public organizations were schools and
hospitals. Most studies were carried out within large organizations, and only a few were
in SMEs. The majority of the studies were based on interview data collected at one
point in time. In such studies, respondents may provide socially desirable responses, or
responses that reflect modern ideas about leadership that the leaders have institu-
tionalized in their talk about leadership, which Argyris and Schön (1978) call espoused
theories as opposed to theories-in-use.

Our analysis included an examination of theoretical perspectives that informed the
studies. We appreciate that qualitative research is not as theory-driven as quantitative
research (Benton & Craib, 2001). Nevertheless, as far as theoretical perspectives are
concerned, the studies were generally not informed by theories of leadership. Some
exceptions were studies that were informed by the “Full Range of Leadership Model”
(FRLM) and, in particular transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006). There
were also studies that drew on theories about managerial work (e.g., Mintzberg, 2009).
As concerns learning-theory, the studies tended to draw on holistic and established
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theories. The most common was workplace learning. Several also made links to HRD
and organizational learning. Numerous studies also had theoretical perspectives that
explicitly linked leadership with learning. Here, many different designations were used,
such as learning-oriented leadership and leaders as facilitators of learning. There were
also studies that invoked the concept of pedagogical leadership, which originates from
research on leadership in schools. Here the terms school leadership, instructive
leadership and principals’ leadership were used. The theoretical and conceptual plu-
ralism exhibited in the studies makes it difficult to compare the utility of the various
theoretical perspectives in terms of the unique contribution that each perspective may
make to an understanding of learning-oriented leadership. This limitation of the lit-
erature has been noted in reviews of quantitative studies (Do & Mai, 2020; Lundqvist
et al., 2022).

A unique feature and strength of the present review is that it is possible to analyze the
leadership that is described in the included studies. In this way, a rich conception of
learning-oriented leadership can be extracted from the included studies, and thereby
contribute to an understanding of learning-oriented leadership in a way that is not
possible in previous reviews of quantitative studies. In the next section of the paper, the
rich conception of learning-oriented leadership obtained from the included studies is
unveiled.

How Do Leaders Facilitate Learning?

We focused the review of the studies’ results on the leadership behaviors study
participants perceived as facilitative of learning. Three predominant patterns emerged.
The first pattern encompasses leadership behaviors that occur in direct interaction with
employees. The second pattern encompasses ‘indirect behaviors’, which are behaviors
intended to create conditions in the work environment that are facilitative of learning.
The third pattern encompasses adaptations of learning facilitative behaviors to situ-
ational factors.

Behaviors With a Direct Influence

In the analysis, four categories of direct behaviors were identified: providing support,
educating, making demands, leading by example (Table 1). In the following text, the
categories are elaborated and exemplified with quotes from the studies.

The most common category of behaviors was providing support. This category
includes several different behaviors that aim to support, encourage, and motivate
employees to learn at work. All studies included various types of behavior in this
category (e.g., Beattie, 2006; Campbell & Evans, 2016; Crans et al., 2021; Ellinger
et al., 1999; Wallo et al., 2013; Warhurst, 2013b), often referred to as coaching:
“Regarding coaching, the supervisors were engaged in the employees’ long-term
development, kept track of their learning process, and inspired them to learn from
past experiences” (Crans et al., 2021, p. 18).
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Providing support was about emphasizing relationships with employees, being
available and listening to employees, showing empathy and building trustful rela-
tionships (Armson & Whiteley, 2010; Beattie, 2006; Campbell & Evans, 2016;
Ellström, 2012; Leithwood et al., 1998; Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al., 2022). Providing
support is illustrated in the following: “Managers described openness, honesty and
trusting relationships as important in the facilitation of learning” (Campbell & Evans,
2016, p. 82).

The category incorporated behaviors associated with supporting employees in
adequately performing and mastering their tasks. Behaviors in the category were also
aimed at building employees’ self-confidence and making them feel safe to try new

Table 1. Summary of the Direct Behaviors.

Category Aims Examples of Behaviors Examples of Studies

Providing
support

Encourage and
motivate
learning

• Create trustful
relationships.

Ahlgren & Engel, 2011; Beattie, 2006;
Coetzer, 2006b; Crans et al.,
2021; Ellström, 2012; van Schaik
et al., 2020; Smeets et al., 2021;
Wallo et al., 2022.

• Listen and be available.
• Show empathy.
• Build self-confidence.
• Provide feedback.
• Act as a coach.

Educating Stimulate
reflection

• Instruct, show, teach. Beattie, 2006; Coetzer, 2006b;
Cohen, 2013; Csillag et al., 2019;
Döös & Wilhelmson, 2015;
Ellinger et al., 1999; Hughes, 2004;
Wallo et al., 2022.

• Ask questions instead
of giving answers.

• Broaden the
perspective.

• Brainstorm, visualize,
use metaphors and
analogies.

Making
demands

Clarify that
learning is
required

• Make demands and set
limits.

Cohen, 2013; Leithwood et al., 1998;
Lloyd et al., 2014; Sun & Anderson,
2012; Waddell & Pio, 2015; Wallo,
2017; Wallo et al., 2022; Yen et al.,
2016.

• Confront those who
resist learning.

• Challenge with more
difficult tasks.

• View conflicts as a
source of
development.

Leading by
example

Be a role model • Prioritize own and
others’ learning.

Coetzer, 2006b; Crans et al., 2021;
Drago-Severson, 2012; Ellinger &
Cseh, 2007; Margaryan et al.,
2013; Wallo et al., 2022;
Warhurst, 2013b.

• “Walk the talk”.
• Show that learning is
important.

• Appreciate new
challenges.
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tasks, and work more autonomously (Ahlgren & Engel, 2011; Coetzer, 2006b;
Ellström, 2012; Ellström & Ellström, 2018; van Schaik et al., 2020; Smeets et al., 2021;
Sun &Anderson, 2012;Wallo et al., 2013;Wallo, 2017;Wallo et al., 2022; Zhang et al.,
2021). This behavior is captured in the following: “The managers said that they spent a
lot of time motivating employees, especially those who had the potential for devel-
opment, but who did not dare, or did not want, to step forward” (Wallo et al., 2022,
p. 66).

In the studies, the importance of giving feedback in conversations with employees
was emphasized to ensure that learning was progressing according to plan or to identify
the need for development (Beattie, 2006; Campbell & Evans, 2016; Coetzer et al.,
2023; Crans et al., 2021; Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999; Ellinger et al., 1999; Noble &
Hassell, 2008; Smeets et al., 2021; Warhurst, 2013a; Yen et al., 2016). The following
quotation serves as an example: “More than half emphasized how teachers’ (and their
own) learning is facilitated by offering and accepting feedback from others” (Drago-
Severson, 2012, p. 19).

There were also studies that pointed to problems when the support was inadequate,
such as when employees perceived that they did not receive enough feedback or
support (Coetzer, 2006b; Lloyd et al., 2014; Noble & Hassell, 2008). In the study of
allied health professionals (AHPs) by Lloyd et al. (2014), they found that “learning
opportunities were limited for several rural/regional AHPs because they did not feel
well supported by management to undertake workplace learning. They reported there
was a lack of encouragement and support” (p. 8).

The second category, educating, involves the leader assuming an educative role.
Educating employees was done by the leader through instructing and training (Beattie,
2006; Chuang et al., 2011; Coetzer, 2006b; Coetzer et al., 2023; Cohen, 2013; Csillag
et al., 2019; Ellinger & Bostrom, 2002; Wallo, 2017). The leader as an educator is
illustrated in the following: “A common pattern occurs when the owner acts as a teacher
or mentor: ‘I train them personally. After we hire them, we go around together for a
month and I teach them how to sell our product’” (Csillag et al., 2019, p. 463).

The studies showed that this type of leaning-oriented leadership was also enacted by
leaders who tried to stimulate reflection and critical thinking by problematizing and
questioning employees’ assumptions (Leithwood et al., 1998; Sun & Anderson, 2012;
Wallo, 2017). To facilitate learning the leaders also used brainstorming, visualizing,
metaphors and analogies, or acted as a sounding board (Amy, 2008; Ellinger et al.,
1999; Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999; Ellström, 2012; Wallo, 2017). The leader’s role in
helping employees understand why an individual employees’ learning is important
from a larger, organizational perspective was also emphasized in the studies (Armson &
Whiteley, 2010; Campbell & Evans, 2016; Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999; Ellinger et al.,
1999). Several studies highlighted the importance of asking employees questions to
encourage new ways of thinking (Amy, 2008; Crans et al., 2021; Drago-Severson,
2012; Ellinger et al., 1999; Ellström, 2012; Sun & Anderson, 2012; Wallo, 2017; Wallo
et al., 2013, 2022; Warhurst, 2013b). Leaders encouraging employees to engage in new
ways of thinking is illustrated in the following: “Managers acknowledged that they did
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not provide solutions or answers and said they often responded to questions by asking
different thought-provoking questions to encourage their employees to derive their own
solutions” (Ellinger et al., 1999, p. 116).

The third category, making demands, refers to behaviors that involve the leader
making the expectation clear that learning is required. For example, this type of be-
havior was used in conversations with those who, for various reasons, displayed
negative attitudes towards participating in learning and development activities (Wallo,
2017). These employees needed a strong guiding hand and to be confronted in a
constructive way (Amy, 2008; Wallo, 2017; Warhurst, 2013a).

Instead, I tried to get him to some kind of realization, to understand that I was serious, “You
can’t go on like this”. And that’s a leader thing as well. In order to get an individual to
change youmay almost have to push him over the edge before things start shaking. (Wallo,
2017, p. 28)

Making demands included clarifying where the boundaries are and what require-
ments the organization has for its employees in terms of learning in relation to work
tasks (Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999; Noble & Hassell, 2008; Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al.,
2022).

There’s a communication effort that’s put out to make sure everybody understands the
goals we have (as a department) and why, not just these are your goals, which is a pretty
dramatic step compared to what a lot of people do, but also why are these goals here, why
are they important, and why should you give a damn. (Ellinger & Bostrom, 2002, p. 762)

Making demands also incorporated behaviors associated with challenging, ques-
tioning, persuading, and stimulating critical reflection among employees to move them
from their comfort zones and to foster development-oriented thinking (Sun &
Anderson, 2012; Yen et al., 2016). Examples of such behaviors included expecting
higher standards of performance in completing existing tasks and assigning to em-
ployees new, more difficult tasks that they were not familiar with (Beattie, 2006;
Campbell & Evans, 2016; Cohen, 2013; Drago-Severson, 2012; Leithwood et al.,
1998; Lloyd et al., 2014). Leaders making demands is illustrated in the following:
“Employees can be ‘challenged … [by giving] them things to do that may be slightly
out of their comfort zone … or that they may feel that they are not qualified to do’”
(Cohen, 2013, p. 514).

Making demands did not imply behaving badly towards employees, but some
studies did problematize it and saw it as less effective for learning (Amy, 2008;Waddell
& Pio, 2015), linking it to traditional, direction-giving leadership (Campbell & Evans,
2016), or a transactional leadership style assumed to facilitate only lower levels of
learning (Waddell & Pio, 2015).

The fourth category is leading by example. Behaviors included the leader dem-
onstrating a personal commitment to learning and signaling to employees that learning
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is important (Coetzer et al., 2023; Crans et al., 2021; van Schaik et al., 2020; Wallo
et al., 2022). This quotation serves as an illustration: “School leaders generally par-
ticipate in the teacher learning groups themselves and are therefore explicitly involved
in the learning programs. This gives them the opportunity to model values of openness
and risk-taking through their own learning behavior” (van Schaik et al., 2020, p. 223).

For senior management, leading by example involved showing support for learning
activities (Chuang et al., 2011; Wallo, 2017). For middle and first-line managers, it
involved “walking the talk” (Ellinger & Cseh, 2007), that is, to be a role model and to
prioritize one’s own learning as well as to embrace new challenges and development
opportunities (Campbell & Evans, 2016; Coetzer, 2006a; Coetzer et al., 2023; Drago-
Severson, 2012; Leithwood et al., 1998; Margaryan et al., 2013; Wallo et al., 2013,
2022; Warhurst, 2013b). Leading by example is exemplified in the following: “Finally,
novices indicated that line managers serve as role models, from whom they learned
vicariously” (Margaryan et al., 2013, p. 213)

Behaviors With an Indirect Influence

The analysis also identified ways in which leaders indirectly facilitate learning through
behaviors and actions that involve influence and changes to the system and organi-
zational conditions for learning. Only one study had this focus (Döös et al., 2015), but
similar behaviors were described in many studies. We identified four categories of
behaviors (Table 2): building a climate for learning, influencing the work organization,
freeing up resources, and facilitating knowledge dissemination.

Building a climate for learning refers to the leader engaging in behaviors and actions
that seek to create an organizational climate where learning is encouraged and afforded
space. The term ‘learning environment’ was often used in the studies. Distinguishing
features of an environment facilitative of learning were, for example, the presence of a
vision and a strategy for learning, open communication regarding development issues
and treatment of mistakes as learning opportunities (Amy, 2008; Beattie, 2006;
Campbell & Evans, 2016; Chuang et al., 2011; Coetzer, 2006b; Cohen, 2013; Csillag
et al., 2019; Drago-Severson, 2012; Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999; Ellinger et al., 1999;
Lloyd et al., 2014; van Schaik et al., 2020; Smeets et al., 2021; Sun & Anderson, 2012;
Wallo et al., 2022). As an illustration, Cohen (2013) describes a learning environment
as follows: “Furthermore, a workplace culture attuned to learning also means creating a
social environment that allows employees to make mistakes and reflect on experience”
(p. 514).

Influencing organizational structures and work practices included addressing
structural barriers to learning such as the silo mentality that hinders people in different
departments learning from each other and employees who work different shifts not
having time to exchange knowledge between shifts (Ahlgren & Engel, 2011; Armson&
Whiteley, 2010; Döös et al., 2015; Döös & Wilhelmson, 2015; Wallo et al., 2022).
Leaders’ influence on structure and practices is illustrated in the following: “In
managers’ descriptions of their work, we identified activities in which they attempted to
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Table 2. Summary of the Indirect Behaviors.

Category Aims Examples of Behaviors Examples of Studies

Building a climate
for learning

Create an
environment
where learning is
valued

• Shaping climate to
“model” a lifelong
desire to learn.

Amy, 2008; Campbell &
Evans, 2016; Chuang
et al., 2011; Coetzer,
2006b; Cohen, 2013;
Drago-Severson, 2012;
Ellinger & Bostrom,
1999; Sun & Anderson,
2012; Wallo et al., 2013.

• Creating a social
environment that
allows employees to
make mistakes and
reflect on
experience.

• Creating an open
communication
climate and
encouraging dialogue.

Influencing the
work
organization

Structure and
organize work so
that learning can
be promoted

• Redesigning
structures.

Ahlgren & Engel, 2011;
Armson & Whiteley,
2010; Döös et al., 2015;
Döös & Wilhelmson,
2015; Wallo et al., 2022.

• Changing inhibiting
organizational
elements such as
“silo-ing”.

Freeing up
resources

Be responsible for
freeing up time
and money for
learning

• Allocating resources
for learning.

Döös et al., 2015;
Drago-Severson, 2012;
Lloyd et al., 2014; van
Schaik et al., 2020;
Smeets et al., 2021.

• Increasing budget for
learning.

• Assigning time for
learning.

• Making time for
guidance.

Facilitating
knowledge
dissemination

Create systems to
disseminate and
institutionalize
knowledge and
learning

• Establishing networks
of subject- matter
experts.

Amy, 2008; Csillag et al.,
2019.

• Documenting best
practices, processes,
and procedures.

• Using methods and
technology for
knowledge sharing.

• Involving upper
management to
institutionalize
learning.
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influence conceptions indirectly by altering organizational preconditions for work-
integrated learning and thereby changing how work was carried out” (Döös &
Wilhelmson, 2015, p. 82).

Working to free up resources was mentioned in some studies and included allocating
financial resources in the budget for formal competence development and allowing
sufficient time for employees and leaders to learn at work (Crans et al., 2021; Döös
et al., 2015; Drago-Severson, 2012; Lloyd et al., 2014; van Schaik et al., 2020).

I have increased our budget for teacher learning by 50%, with the main objective of
stimulating learning and development among teachers. We use this budget for a com-
bination of joint thematic school development efforts, with specific attention paid to peer
and collaborative learning in teacher learning groups, and individual developments when
desired. (van Schaik et al., 2020, p. 227)

Lastly, facilitating knowledge dissemination involved ensuring that there were
systems and technology in place that enabled the spread and institutionalization of
knowledge in the organization. This involved, for example, documentation of best
practice and implementing routines for knowledge sharing (Amy, 2008; Csillag et al.,
2019), as illustrated in the following: “Regarding these learning possibilities, owner/
manager C7 consciously built an internal information and knowledge-sharing platform
to systematically share employees’ knowledge” (Csillag et al., 2019, p. 463).

Adaptation of Facilitative Behaviors to Situational Factors

The third pattern in the analysis was that learning-oriented leadership behaviors are
adapted to situational factors (Coetzer et al., 2023; Drago-Severson, 2012; Ellinger &
Bostrom, 2002; Ellinger et al., 1999; Håkansson, 2019;Wallo, 2017;Wallo et al., 2022;
Warhurst, 2013b). Adaptation to the situation can be explained in two ways. First, the
studies showed that factors within and outside the organization influenced which
leadership behaviors were effective. Second, leadership behaviors also seem to be
shaped by the activities leaders use to facilitate learning.

Starting with adaptation to factors within and outside of the organization, the
employees’ attitudes towards learning was a key determinant of the leadership be-
haviors that were enacted. The leader’s behavior was influenced by whether employees
actively sought learning opportunities or showed little interest in learning. Some
employees needed to be challenged by the leader to engage in learning, while others
needed lots of support and feedback (Coetzer & Perry, 2008; Margaryan et al., 2013;
Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al., 2022; Warhurst, 2013b). Similarly, leaders highlighted their
personal commitment to learning and their competence as influencing factors. For
example, a leader’s knowledge of the organization was vital because it determined
whether the leader was able to identify work-based learning opportunities such as
collaboration and job rotation (Ellinger et al., 1999; Ellström, 2012; Wallo et al., 2022).
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Other examples of factors that could enable or hinder leadership that facilitates
learning were top management support, sufficient time and financial resources for
supporting employees’ learning, and the leaders’ administrative burden (Csillag et al.,
2019; Drago-Severson, 2012; Ellström, 2012; Lloyd et al., 2014; Noble & Hassell,
2008;Wallo et al., 2013, 2022). There were also practical factors related to the design of
the work organization that could influence the learning potential of the workplace.
Examples are when certain skills were needed in a specific work area, thereby making
job rotation impractical, or shift work sometimes prevented leaders from regularly
interacting with all employees (Chuang et al., 2011; Wallo et al., 2022). Additional
factors mentioned were external pressures for change within the organization, the
introduction of new technology, the organizational culture, and the family-like culture
and social cohesion in small businesses (Coetzer, 2006b; Coetzer et al., 2023; Ellinger
et al., 1999).

Concerning how leadership behaviors are shaped by the activities leaders use to
facilitate learning, several different types of activities were mentioned in the studies.
These activities differed depending on how formalized and planned they were. It was
common to describe various deliberately planned activities involving formal learning.
These activities were usually determined in advance and were part of the leader’s
normal duties and budget. Planned activities often mentioned were education and
training courses that the employees were afforded the opportunity to attend (e.g.,
Ahlgren & Engel, 2011; Armson & Whiteley, 2010; Crans et al., 2021; Csillag et al.,
2019; Lloyd et al., 2014; Wallo, 2017; Warhurst, 2013a, 2013b), or “structured on-the-
job training” (Chuang et al., 2011; Coetzer, 2006b; Ellström & Ellström, 2018;
Margaryan et al., 2013). Other planned activities were regularly scheduled conver-
sations with employees, such as performance reviews, development dialogues and
salary discussions. In these conversations, development plans were made for the
employee, and the leader took stock of the employee’s learning needs (Ahlgren &
Engel, 2011; Campbell & Evans, 2016; Coetzer et al., 2023; Coetzer & Perry, 2008;
Cohen, 2013; Margaryan et al., 2013; Noble & Hassell, 2008; Wallo et al., 2022; Yen
et al., 2016). The planned activities also included systematic improvement work
(Ellström, 2012; Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Wallo, 2017).

It was also common for the studies to point to the importance of more reactive
and spontaneous activities that were linked to informal learning processes and
which were integrated into performance of work tasks (Beattie, 2006; Ellström &
Ellström, 2018; Hughes, 2004; Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al., 2022). Examples of such
activities were situations where the leader, together with the employee, reflected on
and discussed problems at work (Ellström, 2012; Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al., 2022;
Warhurst, 2013a) or impromptu learning opportunities when the leader took the
opportunity to train employees while work was performed (Wallo, 2017; Wallo
et al., 2022; Yen et al., 2016). In several studies, it was also reported that facilitation
of employee learning often happened spontaneously through informal conversa-
tions with leaders or when the leader arranged for the employee to observe how
someone else performed a work task (Amy, 2008; Armson & Whiteley, 2010;
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Csillag et al., 2019; Döös & Wilhelmson, 2015; Drago-Severson, 2012; Sun &
Anderson, 2012; Wallo, 2017; Yen et al., 2016).

Furthermore, some activities were on the continuum between planned and spon-
taneous activities. These activities were partly planned in such a way that they con-
tained a certain degree of formalization and could be linked to types of systems for
management and HR issues in the organization. However, the activities were not
necessarily recurring or directed at all employees. Rather, they were based on learning
needs that the leader or employee continuously identifies. For example, a partially
planned activity could be to give the employee new tasks, use work rotation, or make
other changes with the aim of the employee learning something new or taking steps in
his or her development (Coetzer & Perry, 2008; Ellström, 2012; Ellström & Ellström,
2018; Noble & Hassell, 2008; Wallo, 2017; Warhurst, 2013b). For instance, a leader
encouraging an employee to try a leadership role or take on roles as teacher and mentor
for newcomers were mentioned (Coetzer, 2006b; Drago-Severson, 2012; Wallo, 2017;
Warhurst, 2013a; Zhang et al., 2021). Other examples were when mangers devoted time
in a regular staff meeting to reflect and learn from each other (Amy, 2008; Armson &
Whiteley, 2010; Beattie, 2006; Campbell & Evans, 2016; Coetzer et al., 2023; Cohen,
2013; Csillag et al., 2019; Drago-Severson, 2012; Wallo, 2017; Wallo et al., 2022; Yen
et al., 2016), or leaders arranging specific events such as workshops where employees
made presentations to each other and seminars for knowledge exchange to occur (Lloyd
et al., 2014; van Schaik et al., 2020; Smeets et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021).

In sum, results of the studies indicate that the activities were not mutually exclusive
and occurred in parallel. The degree of planning in the activities could also be seen as
fluid rather than as clearly defined categories. However, it was also clear that in terms of
frequency of use, spontaneous activities constituted the largest part of learning. It was
ongoing and did not require dedicated resources to the same extent as partially planned
and planned activities.

The foregoing findings provide nuanced, rich descriptions and illustrations of three
patterns of behaviors associated with learning-oriented leadership. Next, we embed the
findings in wider literature, generate a theoretical framework to guide future research,
and identify research gaps that emanate from the framework.

Discussion

Results of this review suggests that there are several different ways in which a leader
can facilitate employee learning. Four types of direct behavior were identified: pro-
viding support, educating, making demands, and leading by example. Overall, these
four types resemble the leadership behaviors in the FRLM model (Bass & Riggio,
2006). For instance, providing support is similar to transformational behaviors such as
individualized consideration and inspirational motivation. Similarly, the category of
educating has some similarities to what Bass and Riggio (2006) call intellectual
stimulation. The category of making demands contains behaviors that are also found in
the FRLM model, but in relation to the transactional leadership style, and more
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specifically, so-called contingent reward. This was previously thought not to be related
to employee learning. There are also some similarities with transactional behaviors that
focus on active or passive management by exception. Lastly, leading by example is
similar to the transformational behavior called idealized influence, albeit without the
need for the leader to be charismatic.

Although these findings relating to learning-oriented leadership bear some simi-
larities to FRLM, there are also significant differences. For instance, the charismatic
elements often highlighted in transformational leadership do not seem to be very
pronounced. Therefore, research in the field should strive for new thinking to not limit
theoretical development to existing leadership models and reproduce generic leadership
ideals. Learning-oriented leadership should thus be treated as a theory of its own, not
just as another outcome in a generic grand leadership theory.

Reviews of quantitative studies have tended to focus on the body of research that has
examined relations between transformational leadership and learning at the organi-
zational level (Asif, 2019, 2020; Mohamed & Otman, 2021). By contrast, a handful of
reviews have recently been published that attempt to map the area more compre-
hensively (Do & Mai, 2020; Lundqvist et al., 2022; Xie, 2019). These have found that
different leadership styles, with diverse theoretical origins, are related to learning at the
individual, group and organizational levels. These reviews also found that previous
studies used several mediators of the leadership-learning relationships. Furthermore,
these reviews revealed that a limitation of the body of research is that several types of
learning-oriented leadership behaviors are often merged in studies, which makes it
problematic to distinguish effective behaviors from ineffective ones. These reviews
also identified the need for studies that evaluate different leadership styles and be-
haviors against each other to determine their relative explanatory contributions.
Compared to previous quantitative investigations (e.g., Berson et al., 2006; Loon et al.,
2012; Matsuo, 2012), the contribution of qualitative studies lies in the detailed accounts
of how leaders enact leadership in their daily work context. The quotes and thick
descriptions in the studies make learning-oriented leadership more tangible and easier
to understand. Additionally, the four indirect behaviors identified from the studies are
vital additions that have received little attention in quantitative studies.

In sum, the qualitative studies also showed that it is not a simple matter of one
leadership style (e.g., transformational) being better than another (e.g., transactional).
Instead the leadership style must be adapted to the situation and surrounding factors
(Hersey & Blanchard, 1969; Oc, 2018). This includes considerations such as the
employees’, leaders’, and top management’s attitudes to learning, resources for
learning, external pressures for change, the introduction of new technology and the
design of the work organization. The analysis also revealed that the type of learning
activity used by leaders can also affect how learning-oriented leadership is enacted.

Based on results of the present literature review and previous reviews in the area, we
propose a tentative theoretical framework to guide future research. In the model
(Figure 2), the contextual and individual factors will help set the scene for learning-
oriented leadership. Future studies could add other factors, for instance, by drawing on

246 Human Resource Development Review 23(2)



the literature on expansive and restrictive learning environments (Fuller &Unwin, 2004).
In the middle section of the model, we find the indirect and direct leadership behaviors
involved in enacting learning-oriented leadership (i.e., how it is done). The behaviors are
combined with the activities used to facilitate learning (i.e., what is done). We argue that
the analytical separation between ‘how’ and ‘what’ will provide a more nuanced un-
derstanding that can be operationalized in measurements used for future quantitative
research. We display the activities as a pyramid to signal that most workplace learning
happens informally, outside of formal learning situations (cf. Tannenbaum & Wolfson,
2022). In the last third of the model, we have placed learning outcomes and highlight the
distinction between different types of learning, as proposed by Ellström (2001).

A strength of our review of qualitative studies, which relates to its originality and
contribution, is that it afforded the opportunity to synthesis data derived from a body of
research with distinctive features. These features include that the studies: are emergent
as opposed to strictly predetermined; focus on context; may use multiple methods; and
emphasize holistic accounts and multiple realities (Liamputtong, 2020). Analysis of
such studies are more likely to lead to serendipitous findings and new integrations and
move beyond initial conceptions to generate novel conceptual frameworks (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). Thus, complexities and subtleties about the study participants and
research topic are discovered, which are often missed by positivistic studies. Ac-
cordingly, our review of qualitative studies has the potential to provide more clarity and
depth into future research areas. Next, we discuss some of the research gaps that
emanate from the framework for learning-oriented leadership.

Figure 2. Framework for Learning-Oriented Leadership.
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We need more knowledge about how the entire system fits together. Therefore,
the first question we propose for future research is, what leadership styles can be
linked to specific learning outcomes under different contextual conditions? In-
vestigating this question requires a sophisticated research design. Such a design
should be longitudinal and require an initial study of the context, that is, the existing
learning environment and how it creates conditions for the exercise of
leadership. Subsequently, the leader’s leadership style and the direct reporting
employees’ self-leadership (Goldsby et al., 2021) should be investigated. Capturing
this relationship is vital, as leadership is created jointly by leaders and employees
(Northouse, 2022). To study the relationship between leader and employees, the
employee respondents must be direct reporting. The next step should be to explore
how leaders facilitate learning, that is, the activities and behaviors used in their
daily work. Here, methods that come close to practice are required, such as ob-
servations of leaders and employees. Finally, the measurement of learning as an
outcome is needed, to determine whether leadership and self-leadership lead to
employee learning and what type of learning is facilitated. Based on previous
conceptualizations, we suggest distinguishing between learning that refines existing
knowledge (adaptive) and learning that transforms existing frameworks (devel-
opmental) (Ellström, 2001). Learning could potentially also be measured at dif-
ferent levels (i.e., individual, group, and organizational), which would further
develop an understanding of the effects of learning-oriented leadership (Berson
et al., 2006). A baseline is needed when the project starts and then a follow-up at the
end of the project. Both quantitative and qualitative methods may be appropriate for
establishing the baseline.

A second research gap concerns recent changes to leader and employee relations
brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent increase in remote and
hybrid work. Because of the mindset that the “new normal” working life will be
characterized by alternation between on-site and remote work, so-called hybrid
work, several questions arise about what happens to employees’ opportunities for
learning. Therefore, a second future research question is: How should leadership
that facilitates learning be conducted during hybrid work? Planned activities may be
more easily sustained during hybrid work, but as our model highlights, most
learning occurs during spontaneous activities, which may require a different
leadership approach.

The third and last research gap concerns research contexts in the reviewed studies.
At first, the coverage between public and private organizations seems balanced.
However, on closer inspection, we see that most of the studies from the public sector
have been conducted in school contexts or within healthcare contexts. There is a need to
broaden the research contexts to include other public organizations. More importantly,
we can also see that while studies of SMEs are represented in the material, these are in
the minority and thus need more attention in future studies. Distinctive characteristics
of SMEs, such as financial and personnel resource constraints, may constitute barriers
to facilitation of learning. On the other hand, the SME owner/manager’s physical and
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social proximity to employees may be a key facilitating factor. Understanding the
challenges and opportunities afforded by distinctive characteristics of SMEs can offer
insights into how the SME owner/managers can be supported in enactment of learning-
oriented leadership (Coetzer et al., 2019, 2023; Short, 2019). In line with this gap, a
research question would be: What factors related to firm smallness can enable or
constrain learning-oriented leadership?

The discussion has helped to develop a better, more refined understanding of the
phenomena of learning-oriented leadership, revealed the theoretical insights afforded
by the review, and laid the groundwork for future research. Before we conclude the
paper, we outline limitations of the study and then move on to practical implications of
the results.

Limitations

Our integrative review is based on results that were reported in 38 studies and the
synthesis process generated comprehensive insights into learning-oriented
leadership. To mitigate contagion by existing theories of leadership, codes and
categories were generated inductively. Nevertheless, several limitations should be
acknowledged. First, while the breadth of our literature search was extensive, there
remains the possibility that certain terms were inadvertently omitted, potentially
leading to exclusion of pertinent studies. This potential limitation arises from the
multiple relevant terms prevalent in the research field. This challenge for re-
searchers working in the field suggests a need for more consistent use of termi-
nologies and frameworks across future studies. Second, a difficulty was navigating
the variance in abstract lengths across journals. Some journals require very brief
abstracts, which might not encapsulate all relevant search terms. Consequently,
certain studies might have been unintentionally overlooked due to these very brief
abstracts. Third, while qualitative insights are rich and detailed, they might not
always echo the broader sentiments across all organizational settings. Quantitative
studies, on the other hand, potentially offer a more representative and generalizable
overview, but might miss the subtleties inherent to qualitative explorations. Ac-
cordingly, the conscious choice to spotlight qualitative studies stemmed from their
inherent strength in capturing context-sensitive nuances. Fourth, qualitative studies
exhibit considerable diversity in their methodologies and reporting quality. Such
variability complicates assessment of the reliability and validity of studies within
the synthesis. To mitigate individual study limitations and present a well-rounded
perspective, our review synthesizes insights from 38 qualitative studies. Finally,
ensuring the quality and rigor of the qualitative synthesis process is challenging
when dealing with diverse and complex sources of data. Further, the potential for
bias and subjectivity must be avoided in the qualitative synthesis. In our research,
measures such as reflexivity and having members of the research team participate in
the analysis helped mitigate these potential limitations.
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Implications for Practice

We offer five actionable recommendations for leaders. First, leaders who value learning
should actively identify and leverage everyday work situations that present oppor-
tunities for employee learning. This involves recognizing and exploiting learning
opportunities as employees engage in their everyday goal-directed work activities. We
encourage leaders to experiment with various leadership behaviors and activities,
assessing their effectiveness in different organizational contexts. This could involve
trials of new leadership approaches, followed by employee feedback sessions on the
efficacy of the approaches.

Second, as the conceptual framework illustrates, leadership that facilitates learning is
context dependent. Therefore, to enhance learning, leaders should assess their organiza-
tional environment and tailor their behaviors and activities to suit the specific conditions.

Third, from an HRD perspective, understanding the specific leadership behaviors
that foster learning is crucial for developing management education and training
programs. Such programs can enhance leaders’ skills in recognizing learning op-
portunities within daily tasks and establishing a workplace environment that supports
employee learning. Incorporating case studies and real-world examples into these
training programs can demonstrate practical techniques for facilitating learning across
diverse situations.

Fourth, the insights gleaned from this review can guide the creation of compre-
hensive evaluation frameworks to assess leaders’ effectiveness in facilitating learning.
Such frameworks should encompass a blend of qualitative and quantitative perfor-
mance indicators, incorporating elements like employee feedback and measurable
learning outcomes, to provide a well-rounded evaluation of leadership performance in
this domain.

Fifth, the findings of this review offer organizations valuable perspectives on es-
tablishing conducive environments for learning and strategically enhancing learning
facilitation. For instance, it prompts senior management to conduct thorough as-
sessments of the resources dedicated to learning facilitation, such as budget allocations,
availability of learning materials, and time devoted to training activities. Moreover, it is
vital to examine the administrative load of line managers and the size of their employee
groups, ensuring that they are adequately equipped and not overburdened to support
learning initiatives effectively.

Conclusions

This study synthesized qualitative research-based knowledge on leadership that can
facilitate employee learning in the workplace. The findings revealed that learning-
oriented leadership is composed of two main elements:

1. Direct leadership. This dimension underscores leadership’s active role in
shaping the learning trajectory of employees. It manifests in the direct involvement
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of leaders in facilitating learning by providing requisite support, engaging in ed-
ucative interventions, setting aspirational demands, or exemplifying learning
through personal behavior and actions.
2. Indirect leadership: This is a subtler approach, emphasizing the environment
and ecosystem that leaders create. This involves building a favorable learning
climate, allocating resources for learning facilitation, enabling the flow and ab-
sorption of knowledge, and organizing tasks in a way that embeds learning in task
performance.

While traditional leadership models might emphasize decision-making, au-
thority, and, sometimes, a more hands-off approach, learning-oriented leadership
is intrinsically hands-on, adaptive, and participative. By juggling direct and in-
direct leadership, learning-oriented leadership recognizes the multifaceted nature
of learning, where employees learn from directed guidance and from the envi-
ronment they operate within. Furthermore, our findings highlighted the adaptive
nature of learning-oriented leadership. Learning-oriented leadership behaviors
oscillate in response to situational dynamics, such as the prevailing context or
individual employee nuances. This adaptable characteristic of learning-oriented
leadership reinforces its contemporary relevance in today’s ever-evolving
workplaces.

While this integrative review has provided pivotal insights into the nature and
implications of learning-oriented leadership, it has also unveiled critical gaps in our
understanding. We are merely scratching the surface of its full potential and the
mechanisms through which it transforms organizational climates. We encourage
scholars, practitioners, and thought leaders in the field of HRD to delve deeper into
this paradigm. There is a need for empirical studies that uncover the nuanced
practices of learning-oriented leaders in diverse settings and the multifaceted
outcomes of their leadership. Longitudinal studies could illuminate long-term
effects and evolution of such leadership styles, and case studies might offer rich
narratives about the challenges faced and successes achieved by leaders in different
professional contexts. Moreover, as the global landscape becomes more inter-
twined, cross-cultural studies on learning-oriented leadership could offer insights
into how learning and leadership intertwine across various cultural, social, and
economic contexts.
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ORCID iDs

Andreas Wallo  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0041-9624
Daniel Lundqvist  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9722-178X

References

Ahlgren, L., & Engel, L. C. (2011). Lifelong learning through SMEs: Exploring workplace
learning in the UK. Journal of Workplace Learning, 23(5), 331–348. https://doi.org/10.
1108/13665621111141920

Amy, A. H. (2005). Leaders as facilitators of organizational learning [Unpublished doctoral
dissertation]. Regent University.

Amy, A. H. (2008). Leaders as facilitators of individual and organizational learning. The
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 29(3), 212–234. https://doi.org/10.1108/
01437730810861281

Ardichvili, A. (2022). The impact of artificial intelligence on expertise development: Impli-
cations for HRD. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 24(2), 78–98. https://doi.org/
10.1177/15234223221077304

Argyris, C., & Schön, D. A. (1978). Organizational learning. Addison-Wesley Pub. Co.

Armson, G., & Whiteley, A. (2010). Employees’ and managers’ accounts of interactive
workplace learning: A grounded theory of “complex integrative learning”. Journal of
Workplace Learning, 22(7), 409–427. https://doi.org/10.1108/13665621011071091

Asif, M. (2019). Exploring the role of exploration/exploitation and strategic leadership in or-
ganizational learning. International Journal of Quality and Service Sciences, 11(3),
409–423. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQSS-04-2018-0038

Asif, M. (2020). Strategic leadership and ambidextrous learning: Exploring the role of dynamic
capabilities and intellectual capital. International Journal of Quality and Service Sciences,
12(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQSS-03-2019-0034

Bass, B. M., & Riggio, R. E. (2006). Transformational leadership (2nd ed.). L. Erlbaum
Associates.

Beattie, R. (2002). Line managers as facilitators of workplace learning in voluntary organi-
sations [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. University of Glasgow.

268 Human Resource Development Review 23(2)

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0041-9624
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0041-9624
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9722-178X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9722-178X
https://doi.org/10.1108/13665621111141920
https://doi.org/10.1108/13665621111141920
https://doi.org/10.1108/01437730810861281
https://doi.org/10.1108/01437730810861281
https://doi.org/10.1177/15234223221077304
https://doi.org/10.1177/15234223221077304
https://doi.org/10.1108/13665621011071091
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQSS-04-2018-0038
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQSS-03-2019-0034


Beattie, R. (2006). Line managers and workplace learning: Learning from the voluntary sector.
Human Resource Development International, 9(1), 99–119. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13678860600563366

Benton, T., & Craib, I. (2001). Philosophy of social science: The philosophical foundations of
social thought. Palgrave.

Berson, Y., Nemanich, L. A., Waldman, D. A., Galvin, B. M., & Keller, R. T. (2006). Leadership
and organizational learning: Amultiple levels perspective. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(6),
577–594. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.003

Bocken, N. M. P., & Geradts, T. H. J. (2020). Barriers and drivers to sustainable business model
innovation: Organization design and dynamic capabilities. Long Range Planning, 53(4),
101950. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2019.101950

Booth, A., Sutton, A., Clowes, M., & Martyn-St James, M. (2022). Systematic approaches to a
successful literature review (3rd ed.). Sage.

Callahan, J. L. (2010). Constructing a manuscript: Distinguishing integrative literature reviews
and conceptual and theory articles. Human Resource Development Review, 9(3), 300–304.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484310371492

Campbell, P., & Evans, P. (2016). Reciprocal benefits, legacy and risk: Applying Ellinger and
Bostrom’s model of line manager role identity as facilitators of learning. European Journal
of Training and Development, 40(2), 74–89. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-01-2015-0007

Chuang, E., Jason, K., & Morgan, J. C. (2011). Implementing complex innovations: Factors
influencing middle manager support. Health Care Management Review, 36(4), 369–379.
https://doi.org/10.1097/HMR.0b013e3182100cc2

Coetzer, A. (2005). The effects of managers on employees’ learning in selected New Zealand
small manufacturing firms [Doctoral dissertation]. Massey University.

Coetzer, A. (2006a). Employee learning in New Zealand small manufacturing firms. Employee
Relations, 28(4), 311–325. https://doi.org/10.1108/01425450610673385

Coetzer, A. (2006b). Managers as learning facilitators in small manufacturing firms. Journal of
Small Business and Enterprise Development, 13(3), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1108/
14626000610680244

Coetzer, A., & Perry, M. (2008). Factors influencing employee learning in small businesses.
Education + Training, 50(8/9), 648–660. https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910810917037

Coetzer, A., Redmond, J., Sharafizad, J., & Lundy, J. (2023). Enhancing learning in small
businesses. Human Resource Management Journal, 33(2), 470–490. https://doi.org/10.
1111/1748-8583.12438

Coetzer, A., Wallo, A., & Kock, H. (2019). The owner-manager’s role as a facilitator of informal
learning in small businesses. Human Resource Development International, 22(5), 420–452.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2019.1585695

Cohen, J. (2013). The nature of learning being facilitated by frontline managers. Human Re-
source Development International, 16(5), 502–518. https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.
2013.825143

Crans, S., Bude, V., Beausaert, S., & Segers, M. (2021). Social informal learning and the role of
learning climate: Toward a better understanding of the social side of learning among

Wallo et al. 269

https://doi.org/10.1080/13678860600563366
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678860600563366
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2019.101950
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484310371492
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-01-2015-0007
https://doi.org/10.1097/HMR.0b013e3182100cc2
https://doi.org/10.1108/01425450610673385
https://doi.org/10.1108/14626000610680244
https://doi.org/10.1108/14626000610680244
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910810917037
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12438
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12438
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2019.1585695
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2013.825143
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2013.825143


consultants. Human Resource Development Quarterly, 32(4), 507–535. https://doi.org/10.
1002/hrdq.21429

Csillag, S., Csizmadia, P., Hidegh, A. L., & Szászvári, K. (2019). What makes small beautiful?
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