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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a self-directed model for development that conceptualises self-development as a two
broad phased process. The first phase relates to actions associated with managerial self-understanding
and the second phase concerns actions associated with self-change. Underpinning the operation of the
model is a set of meta-skills — skills required for the development of other skills — managing self-
awareness reactions, self-reflection practice and self-management. It is argued that the intrapersonal
skills of managers should incorporate the skills these three meta-skills as they form the foundation for
continuous adjustment of behaviour and skills to dynamic complex environments.

INTRODUCTION

In response to the increasing attention given to the development needs of managers in recent years there
has been considerable advancement in the nature and extent of formal development activities, both
within university and organisational settings. Classroom based education, which have traditionally been
associated with management development, has been complemented by a variety of development
activities, such as coaching, mentoring, action learning, and use of 360 degree feedback that highlight
opportunities and support for reflection on action. A less researched approach for enhancing
development of managers is to emphasise the use of informal learning where managers take
responsibility for their learning and development and use work experiences as a vehicle for ongoing and
continuous development [7]. This paper argues for a greater role for this alternate approach and
articulates and explores a model of managerial self-development proposed as a guide to the underlying
processes of self-directed learning for managers.

Traditional-Formal Management Development

In recent years there has been a growing realisation that organisational and national prosperity is linked
to continuous development of managerial talent [1], [13]. In parallel, with this increasing attention to
management development, there have been. These criticisms focus on the view that management is
fundamentally about practice and behaviour within organisational settings and that formal class-based
learning, while providing for the learning of facts and theories, is deficient in preparing students for the
complexity of demands that they will experience as managers. Lecturing to would-be-managers about
the research evidence on increasing motivation or in providing effective team leadership can only
provide a pale reflection of the actual experiences of managers as they actively engage in the process of
motivating and leading teams of highly diverse and skilled employees.

In response to increasing concerns expressed about the appropriateness of formal management
development activities, especially the value of MBA programs [17], [19], many university-based
executive development programs [11] and internal organizational executive development programs [4]
have been restructured to make stronger links between theory and the practice of management [21].
While these development programs enhance the managerial relevance of the training, they require



expensive and extensive effort to develop and implement. Consequently, many organisations choose to
target these development programs to selected groups of “rising stars” [23] in order to leverage the
developmental benefits to those managers seen as occupying future leadership positions. However, the
targeted use of these sophisticated development approaches to those managers already displaying strong
performance may result in only limited impact on the overall managerial culture and operating potential
of the organisation’s management.

An additional problem for formal management development approaches arises from the continuous
dynamic environments confronting managers, which suggests managers’ development should also be
continuous and adjusting to environmental changes and demands. However, formal organisational
development programs, especially highly selective and expensive programs, are generally episodic.

Assisting managers to take control of their development to become self-directed learners is one way to
deal with the concerns listed above. Self-directed learning for managers means that managers would
seek to continuously assess their own capabilities and identify development needs, initiate their own
goals and engage in self-regulation of behaviour in order to establish new behaviours to enhance their
managerial performance [9].

The MSD model, discussed next, is presented as a conceptual map highlighting a sequence of processes
to guide the efforts of organisations and managers in promoting and enacting self-development.

THE MANAGERIAL SELF-DEVELOPMENT MODEL

MSD is a form of informal learning [16] in that it is learning that is typically outside institutional
sponsored and structured learning experiences. Unlike incidental learning, in which learning is a by-
product of other activities [16], MSD is a conscious and intentional process of learning by managers
within their work environments. As with the development of other skills, formal training programs may
be required for teaching the self-development model and its application, however, once learnt and
incorporated into one’s behavioural repertoire the operation of self-development strategies would
become self-guiding.

As with formal managerial development programs, the MSD model builds on a framework that seeks to
identify competency strengths and deficits to clarify manager’s performance gaps and then focuses
attention on efforts to overcome gaps [24]. Within the MSD model, identification of development needs
is associated with the self-understanding phase (see Figure 1) and requires managers to engage in self-
reflective practice as well as management of self-awareness reactions that arise within this reflective
processing. Self-reflection involves introspective analysis of feedback information [17] rising from a
variety of sources, including feedback by one’s immediate manager [2] and from other stakeholders as
provided in 360 degree feedback [22]. However, given the aim of self-development to proactively
engage in self-reflection and continuously examine and direct one’s learning it is envisioned that work
experiences would be the primary source of information about development needs.

Figure 1: An Integrated Model of Managerial Self-Development
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Self-reflective insights from feedback need to be accurate and accepted by managers in order to usefully
inform development efforts [2]. While one is always present during one’s actions, and can observe
events and consequences of events in which one participates, as well as being privy to inner thoughts
and affective states, accurate and accepted self-awareness is nevertheless difficult [5], [8]. A variety of
perceptual and cognitive causes have been identified that challenge the accuracy and acceptance of self-
awareness insights [2], [26]. A central issue underlying these perceptual and cognitive biases is the drive
for self-enhancement in that people generally value, seek, and readily accept positive feedback about
themselves but reject or distort feedback that are inconsistent with this self-concept [6], [14], [25].
Given that self-awareness for development is by its nature concerned with negative evaluation of
behaviour and skills the potential for distortion of feedback is ever present.

Even with acceptance of insights about one’s ‘performance gap’ managers need to institute corrective
actions for development. However, many people learn about gaps in their performance but choose either
not to deal with them or put relatively little effort into addressing the gap [3], [12]. Indeed, even if a
person feels compelled to act to remedy a gap it is often the case that a person loses momentum for the
change, especially if it relates to changing a deeply ingrained pattern of behaviour [20].

In traditional development programs within organizations managers are given opportunities to engage in
development activities and provided with support in order to nurture the learning process and aid the
transference of learning into their long-term behaviour [24]. In managerial self-development activities
and support must be built into self-constructed and initiated action plans and their implementation
reflects the manager’s skills in self-regulation both of the learning process and the behaviour change
process. However, even in traditional managerial development the effectiveness of development
activities depends critically on the manager’s self-regulatory capacity. While structured development
activities and coaching can provide significant environmental support for change efforts, behaviour
change ultimately reflects individual effort and the underlying self-regulatory knowledge and capacity to
mobilise that knowledge. Nevertheless, self-regulation knowledge and practice is rarely an explicit focus
in formal management development programs. Rather it is an assumed skill of participants and while



“people are natural self-regulators in that goal-directedness is inherent in the life process, they are not
innately effective self-regulators” [15, p.240]. In contrast to more formal approaches to development,
within the MSD model, the knowledge and practical actions associated with self-regulation are explicitly
highlighted.

In summary, the MSD model conceptualises self-directed learning within an integrated development
framework, emphasising a self-understanding phase and a self-change phase. Managerial self-
development competency is conceptualised to be dependent on the integrated operation of three meta-
skills: the management of reactions to self-awareness feedback, the practice of self-reflection, and the
use of self-regulation processes. The accomplished operation of these skills enable more refined and
productive self-development efforts allowing managers to respond to changing work environments in a
continuous and productive fashion.

REFERENCES

[1] Ahmed, S. (2005). Desired competencies and job duties of non-profit CEOs in relation to the current
challenges: Through the lens of CEOs' job advertisements. Journal of Management Development, 24(10),
913-928.

[2] Ashford, S. J., Blatt, R., & VandeWalle, D. (2003). Reflections on the looking glass: A review of research on
feedback-seeking behavior in organizations. Journal of Management 29(6), 773-799.

[3] Baumeister, R. F., & Heatherton, T. F. (1996). Self-regulation failure: An overview. Psychological Inquiry, 1-15.

[4] Blass, E. (2005). The rise and rise of the corporate university. Journal of European Industrial Training, 29(1),
58-74.

[5] Church, A. H. (1997). Managerial self-awareness in high-performing individuals in organizations. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 82(2), 281-291.

[6] Cope, j., & Watts, G. (2000). Learning by doing - An exploration of experience, critical incidents and reflection
in entrepreneurial learning. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research, 6(3), 104-
124.

[7] Daudelin, M. W. (1996). Learning from experience through reflection. Organizational Dynamics, Autumn, 36-
48.

[8] Duval, T. S., & Silvia, P. J. (2002). Self-awareness, probability of improvement, and the self-serving bias.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82(1), 49-61.

[9] Ellinger, A. D. (2004). The concept of self-directed learning and its implications for human resource
development. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 6(2), 158.

[10] Hardless, C., Nilsson, M., & Nulden, U. (2005). 'Copernicus': Experiencing a Failing Project for Reflection and
Learning. Management Learning, 36(2), 181-217.

[11] Kamath, S., Agrawal, J., & Krickx, G. (2008). Implementing Experiential Action Learning in International
Management Education: The Global Business Strategic (GLOBUSTRAT) Consulting Program. Journal of
Teaching in International Business, 19(4), 403-449.

[12] Karoly, P. (1993). Mechanisms of self-regulation: A systems view. Annual review of psychology, 44(1), 23-52.

[13] Karpin, D. (1995). Enterprising Nation: Reviewing Australia's Managers to meet the challenges of the Asia-
Pacific Century. Report of the Industry Task force on Leadership and Management Skills. . Canberra. (A.
G. P. Service o. Document Number)

[14] Kluger, A., & deNisi, A. (1996). Effects of feedback intervention on performance: A historical review, a meta-
analysis, and a preliminary feedback intervention theory. Psychological Bulletin, 119(2), 254-284.

[15] Latham, G. P., & Locke, E. A. (1991). Self-regulation through goal setting. Organizational behavior and
human decision processes, 50(2), 212-247.

[16] Marsick, V. J., & Watkins, K. E. (1990). Informal and incidental learning in the workplace: Taylor & Francis.



[17] Mintzberg, H. (2005). Managers Not MBAs A Hard Look at the Soft Practiceof Managing and Management
Development. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.

[18] Moon, J. A. (2004). A handbook of reflective and experiential learning: Theory and practice: Routledge.

[19] Pfeffer, J., & Fong, C. T. (2002). The End of Business Schools? Less Success Than Meets the Eye. Academy of
Management Learning and Education, 1(1), 78-95.

[20] Polivy, J., & Herman, C. P. (2002). If at first you don't succeed: False hopes of self-change. American
Psychologist, 57(9), 677-689.

[21] Rappe, C., & Zwick, T. (2007). Developing leadership competence of production unit managers. Journal of
Management Development, 26(5), 312-330.

[22] Ryan, A. M., Brutus, S., Greguras, G. J., & Hakel, M. D. (2000). Receptivity to assessment-based feedback for
management development. Journal of Management Development, 19(4), 252-276.

[23] Singh, R., Ragins, B. R., & Tharenou, P. (2009). Who gets a mentor? A longitudinal assessment of the rising
star hypothesis. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74(1), 11-17.

[24] Spreitzer, G. M. (2006). Leadership development lessons from posititive organizational studies.
Organizational Dynamics, 35(4), 305-315.

[25] Swann, W. B. (1992). Seeking "Truth," finding despair: Some unhappy consequences of a negative self-
concept. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 1(1), 15-18.

[26] VandeWalle, D., Ganesan, S., Challagalla, G. N., & Brown, S. P. (2000). An integrated model of feedback-
seeking behavior: Disposition, context, and cognition. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85(6), 996-1003.



