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institutional sponsored and structured learning experiences. Unlike incidental learn-
ing, in which learning is a by-product of other activities (Marsick & Watkins, 1990), 
self-directed learning is a conscious and intentional process of learning by leaders 
within their work environments. The aim of SDLD is for leaders to take greater control 
of their knowledge acquisition and skill development, to increase their behavioral rep-
ertoire and leadership flexibility (De Meuse, Dai, & Hallenbeck, 2010; Denison et al., 
1995), and consequently enhance their leadership performance.

Given the dynamic environment facing leaders in contemporary organizations, it 
can be argued that a leader’s capacity for continuous learning and adaptability is 
becoming a critical leadership competency. Furthermore, given the continuous change 
pressures facing all organizations, this need for self-development is likely to be 
endemic to leaders, irrespective of industry or culture. Since self-development can be 
applied to the development of a range of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and conceptual 
skills, enhancing self-development skills should, paradoxically, constitute a funda-
mental focus in formal leadership-development programs. However, despite the ben-
efits of a self-directed learning approach to leadership development, there are a number 
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environments provide substantial opportunities for experiential learning and feedback 
on performance, two critical factors for self-directed learning. Thus, SDLD aligns 
with the contemporary organizational zeitgeist.

The third challenge for an increasing role for SDLD relates to the need for concep-
tual guidance both for HRD practitioners and for individual leaders to direct self-
development practice. Many of the issues related to traditional formal learning, such 
as preparedness to learn (Bell & Ford, 2007; Harris & Cole, 2007), the enactment of 
and engagement with learning activities (Zimmerman, 2000), cognitive processing of 
experiences (Reynolds, 1998), transference of learning (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; 
Cormier & Hagman, 1987), and maintenance of new behaviors (Marx, 1982), are also 
of concern in SDLD. However, SDLD also involves a variety of unique learning chal-
lenges as the learner must initiate and construct their learning experiences and must 
self-motivate ongoing learning outside of formal organizational support. In the section 
that follows, the nature of these learning challenges are discussed and particular skills 
required for SDLD are highlighted and integrated into a framework to guide efforts for 
SDLD.

SDLD
Given that leadership development implies a change, evolution, or growth from a cur-
rent level of performance to a capacity for more complex and sophisticated perfor-
mance, gaining insight into the nature of a leader’s development needs is a key 
process within the development process (Spreitzer, 2006). Specifically, performance 
is judged relative to a valued standard, and these judgments result in discrepancy 
assessments (Carver & Scheier, 1998). In development processes, negative discrep-
ancy (below standard) results in identification of development needs, which direct 
attention to the nature of development strategies and contributes to motivation to 
engage with development actions (Kanfer, 2005). Thus systematic development needs 
analysis plays a central role in both the design of developmental experiences and 
motivating preparedness to engage and learn (Baumeister, 1997; Karoly, 1993).

As with formal managerial-development programs, SDLD requires developing 
self-awareness of competency strengths and deficits as a primary focus in a leader’s 
self-development. This process requires self-initiated obtainment of performance 
feedback and the self-reflective analysis of this feedback in terms of its implications 
for one’s self-development (Day, 2001; Moon, 2004). Self-reflection involves intro-
spective analysis of feedback information (Moon, 2004) arising from a variety of 
sources, including formal or informal feedback from one’s immediate manager 
(Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003), from other stakeholders such as provided in 
360-degree feedback (Ryan, Brutus, Greguras, & Hakel, 2000), as well as self-observation 
of one’s work related experiences (Kolb, 1984). Given the need within SDLD to pro-
actively 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.

JP


JP




Nesbit	 207

In organizationally initiated development programs, participants are aided in 
reflecting on the nature of their development needs. One problem in using self-reflection 
for development is that although leaders regularly engage in self-reflection in conduct-
ing their work, they rarely examine the quality of their reflections. Reflection for 
development requires more than just casual introspective thinking about events and 
experiences (Day, 2001) but needs systematic thinking leading to deep-level analysis 
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development needs is associated with a self-understanding phase that requires leaders 
to skillfully engage both in self-reflective practice and in management of any emo-
tional reactions that arise within this reflective processing.

In formal development programs within organizations, once accurate and accepted 
insights about one’s development needs are established, leaders are given opportuni-
ties to engage in appropriate development activities. They are also provided with sup-
port to nurture the learning process and aid in the transference of learning back to the 
workplace and for the long-term maintenance of new behaviors (Spreitzer, 2006). For 
example, Alldredge, Johnson, Stolzfuz, and Vicere (2003) describe a development 
program targeting high-potential leaders that uses 360-degree feedback to aid develop-
ment insights, and a combination of lectures, action learning strategies, and coaching 
to encourage and support sought after developmental changes.

However, even when leaders receive considerable support in the design of learning 
strategies and ongoing development plans, transference of learning and maintenance 
of new skills remain a concern (Cormier & Hagman, 1987). The demands and pressures 
of work may hinder the transfer and ongoing enactment of new behaviors, especially 
when changing a deeply ingrained pattern of leadership behavior (Polivy & Herman, 
2002). Thus, in development processes, a capacity for self-regulation to guide learning 
goal-directed activities over time and adapt to the demands across changing circum-
stances (Karoly, 1993) are critically important. However, self-regulation knowledge 
and practice is rarely an explicit focus in formal development programs. Rather the 

Figure 1. The self-directed leadership-development framework
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self-regulatory skills of leaders are often assumed but while “people are natural self-
regulators in that goal-directedness is inherent in the life process, they are not innately 
effective self-regulators” (Latham & Locke, 1991, p. 240).

In SDLD, self-regulatory skills play an even greater role since action strategies for 
development and ongoing maintenance of new behaviors must be built into self-
constructed and self-initiated action plans. The design and implementation of these 
plans reflects the leader’s capacity in self-change (see figure 1) and highlights a lead-
er’s skill for self-regulation.

In summary, SDLD is conceptualized within a framework emphasizing a self-
understanding phase and a self-change phase that are dependent on the integrated 
operation of three skills concerning one’s ability to manage emotional reactions to 
feedback, to carry out effectively the practice of self-reflection, and to enact self-
regulatory processes for development. It is suggested that the accomplished operation 
of these skills enable more refined and effective self-development efforts allowing 
leaders to respond to changing work environments in a continuous and productive 
fashion. As with the development of other skills, HRD practitioners may institute for-
mal training programs for teaching the self-development skills identified within the 
framework; however, once learned and incorporated into one’s behavioral repertoire, 
the operation of self-development strategies would become self-guiding. Given that 
self-development capacity is underpinned by these critical skills and that one’s self-
development capacity will determine self-directed learning of other leadership skills, the 
three skills for self-development can be considered as metaskills—skills that allow for the 
development of other skills. In the sections that follow, each of these self-development 
metaskills is examined further to draw out prescriptive insights to assist HRD practi-
tioners and leaders in advancing SDLD practice as well as to identify implications for 
future HRD research.

Metaskill: Self-Reflective Practice
Dewey (1933), who provided the seminal foundation for research on reflection, espe-
cially within the field of education (Moon, 2004), considered reflection as an “active, 
persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in 
the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” 
(p. 118). These further conclusions of reflection, referred to by Dewey, draw attention 
to the intent of reflection which as noted by Daudelin (1996) and Kolb (1984), is to 
analyze one’s past and current experiences to operate more effectively in the future. 
This aim distinguishes reflective thinking from other forms of mental processing of 
experiences, such as rumination, which relates to cyclic thought patterns where expe-
riences are repeatedly examined but adaptive action plans are not developed (Jones, 
Papadakis, Hogan, & Strauman, 2009; Silvia, Eichstaedt, & Phillips, 2005).

Although experience and associated reflective thinking is undertaken as a continu-
ous stream of mental effort, a number of researchers have drawn attention to qualita-
tive distinctions associated within reflective thinking (Daudelin, 1996; Duffy, 2008; 
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2007). For example, Lyubomirsky, Sousa, and Dickerhoof (2006) assessed the costs 
and benefits of thinking, writing, and talking on capturing and processing positive and 
traumatic experiences. They found that for traumatic experiences, writing and talking 
into a tape led to improved subjective reports of well-being and health relative to par-
ticipants who thought about the experience privately to themselves. The authors pro-
posed that negative events benefit from the organizing and gaining a sense of 
understanding and that writing and talking aid in this process of organizing and struc-
turing of one’s reflections. In contrast, thinking about negative events may lead to 
rumination and “easily degrade into negative repetitive cognitions that are relatively 
more difficult to integrate, condemning the person to the re-experience and mainte-
nance of painful memories” (p. 705).

Daudelin (1996) sought to explore different dimensions of reflective practice, 
focusing on which of three approaches to reflection—reflecting alone, reflecting with 
one other, or reflecting in a group—was most effective in “helping managers enhance 
learning from challenging work experiences?” (p. 43). Forty-eight managers were 
divided into groups focusing on each of these approaches to reflection. All groups 
were asked to follow a four-stage reflection questioning process (as discussed earlier). 
A postreflection-session questionnaire measured the number and nature of insights or 
lessons that were produced by each group. A follow-up questionnaire 10 days later 
collected information on subsequent learning. Both the individual and dyad approaches 
were seen as superior to groups in terms of the number of learning insights. Also, the 
nature of learning by individuals and in dyads tended to be of an intrapersonal type, relat-
ing to personal development insights such as needing to work more with details or to 
engage in more coaching behavior when interacting with staff. In contrast, group-level 

Figure 2. Reflective process
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reflections tended to produce mostly interpersonal learning, such as recognizing the 
need for diversity among teams or insights about organizational contexts, such as rec-
ognizing the cultural dynamics of reward systems and so forth.

These research findings suggest that reflection using writing and talking carried out 
alone or in dyadic arrangements may contribute to more effective reflective practice. 
Writing a reflective journal provides discipline to the process of reflection by helping 
to organize and structure the sensemaking process. Also, writing helps to distance 
events and actions, thus reducing biases related to protecting one’s self-concept. A reflec-
tive journal also provides a record of the outcomes of the reflection process and, over 
time, provides a rich source of material to use in identifying patterns of behavior that 
reveal one’s dispositional nature and performance issues to deal with. Finally, writing 
and the disciplined self-development process that is developed helps in the production 
of detailed action plans.

The use of a reflective journal may present as an unlikely activity for a busy leader 
who already struggles to find time to carry out reflective analysis of events experi-
enced, let alone engage in a disciplined approach to journal writing. Like most actions, 
journal use or nonuse is related to one’s value about the activity. A well-known example 
of a business leader who regularly uses a journal is Richard Branson, as highlighted in his 
book Losing my Virginity
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is evaluated as a problem with effort or existing strategies and one has self-efficacy 
beliefs for goal attainment (Bandura, 1982), then problem-solving analysis is engaged 
to reduce the discrepancy (Carver & Scheier, 1998). Consequently, a person may 
decide to put greater effort into pursuing a goal, and/or reflect on and develop or 
modify goal pursuit strategies, including developing new or existing skills. However, 
when negative feedback is interpreted as questioning one’s self-concept, there is typi-
cally heightened salience of the self (Hoyt et al., 2007) and cognitive processing and 
behavior are directed to protection of the self-concept rather than to goal attainment 
(Swann, 1992). In this case, feedback may be rejected or distorted (Guenther & 
Alicke, 2008; Kluger & deNisi, 1996) and future performance standards reduced 
(Ilies & Judge, 2005) or avoided by withdrawing from pursuit of the goal (Ilgen & 
Davis, 2000).

Emotional reactions may also limit the extent that leaders are willing to put them-
selves into positions where they will acquire experiences and where they may learn 
about their skills and deficit areas. As argued by DeRue and Wellman (2009), develop-
mental challenges activate arousal and interest but at very challenging levels they can 
induce anxiety related to task uncertainty and the potential for performance failure. 
These emotional responses “can hinder the learning processes and ultimately threaten 
the developmental value of experience” (p. 859).

Emotional reactions also play a role in the quality of ongoing reflective processing 
because emotional processing may undermine the limited conscious resources avail-
able for reflection (De Rue & Wellman, 2009; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000; 
Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998; van Woerkom, 2008). Therefore, even for 
experiential self-observation, accompanying emotional reactions (Steelman & 
Rutkowski, 2004; Swann, 1992) may adversely affect cognitive processing and retard 
the quality of reflection and the employment of effective self-regulation (Cron, 
Slocum, VandeWalle, & Fu, 2005; Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Tyson, Linnenbrink-
Garcia, & Hill, 2009). Thus from the perspective of SDLD, the subsequent engage-
ment and quality of reflective analysis and development efforts following feedback is 
related to the nature and intensity of emotional reactions engendered by that feedback 
(Ilgen & Davis, 2000; Swann, 1992) and the capacity of the leader to regulate those 
reactions. Fortunately, as noted by Gross and Oliver (2002), “People are by no means 
passive as emotions come and go. Individuals actively regulate their emotions, shap-
ing them in an attempt to capitalize on their good features while minimizing their bad 
features” (p. 297).

Gross and Oliver (2002) propose that specific strategies for emotional regulation 
“can be differentiated along the time line of the unfolding emotional response” (p. 301). 
These strategies can be broadly classified as antecedent-focused strategies that are 
adopted before the emotion response tendencies are fully activated and response-
focused strategies that are engaged once emotion response tendencies are underway.

Gross and Oliver’s (2002) research showed the benefits of cognitive reappraisal, an 
antecedent emotional regulation strategy, where one actively seeks to construe a situ-
ation to reduce the emotions associated with one’s previous interpretation of the 
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situation. As noted by Gross and Oliver (2002), “the personal meaning you assign to 
the situation is crucial, because it powerfully influences which experiential, behavioral 
and physiological response tendencies will be generated in the particular situation” 
(p. 303). In contrast to response-focused strategies where emotions are generated and 
felt but suppressed, reappraisal was seen to involve less cognitive effort and allowed 
more attention to other features of events experienced. Reappraisal was also seen to be 
more effective in dampening negative feelings and emotional expression while allow-
ing positive feelings to be felt as well. Given the aim in SDLD is to use negative feed-
back for developmental aims, the use of reappraisal or reframing of feedback so that it is 
perceived as less negatively emotional provides a potentially useful emotional-regulation 
strategy.

Work by Dweck and colleagues (Dweck, 1986; Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; 
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self-regulation. Thus, the nature of task strategies used in the goal striving stage will 
vary considerably depending of the nature of goals, the personal and organizational con-
text, as well as the cognitive and affective responses to self-evaluations of goal-striving 
actions. For this reason, action plans need to give prominence to the monitoring and 
evaluation of action strategies and be adaptive to changing circumstances and perfor-
mance outcomes. In addition, leaders need to recognize and deal with changing affective 
and cognitive motivations that arise during the goal striving efforts that play such a criti-
cal role in persisting with ongoing efforts (Lord et al., 2010; Zimmerman, 2000).

For a leader wishing to develop an action plan for his or her development, the 
plan should focus on actions related, to reaching specific goal-related tasks, to tasks 
associated with developing supportive social and physical environments, and to 
tasks dealing with cognitive and affective states that arise during the enactment and 
in response to evaluations of goal-striving actions. Although goal-related tasks are 
uniquely tied to personal and contextual features encountered by the leader, they 
would typically include development tasks associated with increasing knowledge 
about the subject matter of the development goal. In this sense, action-plan strate-
gies may include increasing awareness of explicit knowledge through reading 
(books, Internet, etc.) as well as learning from and observing those already display-
ing the desired behavior (reference on modeling as a learning strategy). A typical 
environmental-focused task strategy is to negotiate support from significant others, 
such as one’s direct manager or work colleagues or mentor or coach (Day, 2001) to 
support one’s efforts in the change process. Thus, HRD professionals can play an 
important role in SDLD through ensuring supportive environments aligned to 
development plans of leaders. Cognitive strategies, within action plans, can include 
the use of self-talk and imagery, as well as challenging dysfunctional thinking that 
can arise in the course of change processes (Godwin, Neck, & Houghton, 1999; 
Manz, 1986).

In summary, the phases associated with the SDLD framework are consistent with 
social cognitive perspectives of development, highlighting a cyclic process of continu-
ous development efforts cycling between self-awareness and self-change and drawing 
on the skills of self-reflection, managing emotional reactions, and engaging in self-
regulatory behaviors.

Implications for HRD Practice
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One practical implication for HRD is that the SDLD framework provides insight 
into the design of training that would seek to enhance leaders’ self-development capac-
ity. Training in self-reflection that highlights the systematic questioning process of 
reflection is likely to deepen the quality of self-understanding that can arise from 
reflections on performance feedback. Given that research finds reflection is more 
effective in stimulating insights when it involves either talking or writing (Daudelin, 
1996), HRD professionals seeking to encourage self-development of leaders could 
develop training for the use of reflective journals (Bolton, 2010; Thorpe, 2004), as 
well as institute ongoing coaching arrangements (Grant et al., 2009).

A course to enhance self-development would also draw attention to the role that 
emotions play in influencing reflections. Taking a lead from training that seeks to help 
address the negative influences of perceptual biases (Ruggs, Martinez, & Hebl, 2011), 
and programs designed to enhance emotional intelligence (Groves, McEnrue, & Shen, 
2008), leaders could be trained to recognize their own emotions as well as understand 
the potential distorting effects of emotions on self-reflective insights. Helping leaders 
to manage their emotions could emphasize techniques such as perceptually reframing 
emotionally sensitive feedback to focus on its learning insights for one’s behavior 
(Dweck, 1986; Gross & Oliver, 2002).

Another significant dimension of a self-development course derived from the 
SDLD framework would be to focus on developing self-regulation skills. Such train-
ing would involve educating leaders about social cognitive perspectives of behavior 
(Bandura, 1991) and how these perspectives can be incorporated into self-development 
action plans (Gollwitzer, 1990; Zimmerman, 2002).

Insights from the SDLD framework could also be incorporated into existing formal 
leadership-development programs. In particular, the discussion of reflective processes and 
its role in self-development highlight the need for a closer examination of self-reflection 
practices and skills of organizational leaders. Given the importance of self-reflection for 
learning generally, HRD practitioners could seek to enhance the learning experiences of 
leaders within existing organizational programs. For example, action-learning strategies 
often used in formal leadership programs, could be combined with specific training in the 
-

nizational systems currently encourage reflection by leaders. For example, HRD prac-
titioners might consider the extent that engagement in reflection is promoted among 
leaders within the work systems and processes of the organization and how insights 
developed are incorporated into organizational change initiatives (Franz, 2010). By 
helping to institutionalize reflective systems and processes, HRD practitioners can 
assist organizations to respond more appropriately to dynamic environmental demands.

Implications for HRD Research
Boyce et al. (2010) have recently argued that despite the clear and growing need for 
self-development among leaders, there are few studies focused on this approach to 
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but their role in leadership development has been limited. One suggested avenue for 
HRD research, arising from the SDLD framework, would be to examine the develop-
ment and learning consequence of designing development action plans according to 
the precepts of social cognitive theory.

In addition to research addressing each of the metaskills of self-development, HRD 
research could be advanced by research that examined the integrated operation of 
these three metaskills. An obvious focus for research is to examine the validity of the 
proposed framework for effective self-development. For example, does commitment 
for development-related goals increase with focused attention on self-reflection and 
management of emotional reactions?

Another HRD research implication from the conceptual representation of three meta-
skills of self-development presented in this article would relate to the development of a 
measurement scale for self-development capacity. In the same way that research on self-
regulatory academic learning was advanced by the development of appropriate measure-
ment scales (Zimmerman, 2008), developing a valid and reliable assessment tool for a 
leader’s self-development capacity would promote exploration of a range of interesting 
HRD research issues. Research to examine the relationship between self-development 
capacity and the behavior of leaders in a range of critical development challenges, such as 
in expatriate assignments, action-learning assignments, change management scenarios, and 
the like, would open up considerable research opportunities and enhance the understanding 
of these research domains. For example, the relationship between self-development capac-
ity and leadership performance and more broadly the impact on career progression would 
be interesting areas for research attention and would link in with increasing attention to 
vocational research associated with self-career management (King, 2004).

Research on derailing executives (Hogan, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2011; Lombardo, 
Ruderman, & McCauley, 1988) would be another area where self-development capac-
ity might present opportunities. Derailment, where leaders find themselves either 
unable to rise further or in fact removed from their leadership roles, has been linked 
with a range of issues including the inability to adapt to changing circumstances. 
Research could be carried out to explore whether self-development capacity is related 
to career derailment (Capretta, Clark, & Dai, 2008). Research on whether derailment 
relates more to underlying personal characteristics, such as one’s learning and devel-
opment orientation (Maurer, 2002) or development capacity, may provide further 
insight into this important HRD issue.

At a broad HRD organizational development level, the relationship between self-
developmental capacity among the organization’s leaders and organizational change 
can be explored. For example, an individual’s readiness for organizational change 
(Armenakis, Harris, & Mossholder, 1993; Choi & Ruona, 2011) has implications for 
engagement and success of change efforts. Research could explore whether there are 
linkages between the collective capacity of the organizations change, by summing 
individual leaders change capacity and macro change behaviors. These suggestions 
highlight just some of the opportunity for an active and engaging research agenda 
associated with the SDLD framework outlined in this article.
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Summary

In this article, the nature of SDLD has been explored. The discussion has focused on 
highlighting three metaskills of self-development—one’s ability to manage emotional 
reactions to feedback, to carry out effectively the practice of self-reflection, and to 
enact self-regulatory processes for leadership development. Although each of these 
areas have been the subject of active research efforts, they have remained relatively 
isolated from each other in terms of their significance for the development of leaders 
in organizations. As this article has argued, there is significant practical and theoreti-
cal utility within HRD in exploring the role of these three metaskills in supporting a 
self-development approach to leadership development.
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Note

1.	 Although many scholars distinguish leadership and management, the perspective taken 
in this article is that many managers carry out leadership responsibilities and that those in 
leadership roles are typically referred to as managers. However, throughout this article the 
term leaders is used to emphasize the focus on leadership development.
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