A Personal Development Strategy for the Future

I often find it strange the contrast in the responsibilities we take, and levels of decisions we typically make, in our private lives compared to our working lives. The biggest and most expensive decisions in our lives we take by ourselves without much external guidance or support. We get married, we buy houses and cars, we start our families and these major events we consider our personal responsibility and our sole decision, or at least a decision made with a few close confidants. In general we are not particularly well trained or educated in the impact that these decisions have on our lives. As a parent I certainly know that the training books, even if you read them, don’t prepare you for the real experience. I also know having done it once experience does help second time round!! 

By contrast in the working environment we commonly expect the organisation we work for to care for our career development, or our boss to tell us what courses to go on and how to develop our skills. We have Training departments and HR departments that worry about our progress and our performance. We have formal review systems to make sure all this is dealt with regularly. How often do we stand back and take the view: 

“It is my job and my career – the only person who understands how I want to progress is me – I must take the responsibility myself”. 

Now I can hear you say: “That is all very well but I can’t take responsibility myself – my job keeps me busy 120% of the time and I have no time to go on courses unless my boss allows me the space. In addition I can’t access the funding needed to go on training courses”. 

True no doubt but also a great excuse for taking no action. Today there is a vast amount of learning material available free across the Internet. All the major search engine sites have links to job sites, to C.V. advice, to career advice or personal style testing programmes. You can access sites that check your stress levels or will recommend the jobs you are most suitable for. Indeed strangely some of these sites act like our organisations – they save you having to take decisions yourself - because the site, after you answer some questions, tells you the answer. Now isn’t that bizarre – a machine manipulating 1’s and 0’s can give you better advice than you can assess for yourself – and worse we believe it!!! Unfortunately the web with its vast amount of information can overwhelm us and finding a useful direction can be difficult. We may be able to access the resources but we are unsure how to implement anything we learn and real life context is often missing. 

Equally we know that the older training methods also remain flawed. Too often we have staff on training courses not properly prepared as to why they are attending and with a certainty that the new learning will have a very short half life when they re-enter the hubbub of the daily work routine. This is not to say that formal classroom training does not have its place – of course it does – but in my experience many organisations do not take the time and effort to prepare attendees prior to courses and then ensure that there are opportunities to put the learning into practice on return to the work environment. 

Inherently as humans we learn best from observation and doing. The phrase “we can act our way into a new way of thinking but we cannot think our way into a new way of acting” always rings true. So in today’s hectic business life how can we develop inherent in the organisation opportunities for observation and opportunities to practise learning?  I believe we need to connect better with that part of the individual that makes the complex decisions in their private lives and enable that self-capability in the work environment. We need to get our staff to understand that their career development and their current performance are their responsibility. The improvements in either are under their control. We need to teach staff to observe others in the organisation and learn from the observations – good and bad. We need to encourage staff to experiment with style and techniques – experimenting in meetings by deliberately altering style, experimenting with how to deal with their boss, try different methods of managing time etc.

The thesis that in today’s work environment we need to develop the individual’s desire to learn for them selves, coupled with the certainty that free time is often distinctly limited in the working day, has caused several companies to develop new in-house solutions. A company that I have been working closely with over the past few years has now developed a suite of modules that are directly targeted at encouraging self learning, self development and generating ideas about how to experiment with your individual style and approach. Key to the product is that each module is self contained and typically can be completed within an hour. So the training element is easily digestible in a lunch time or in a short period after work. Most modules will leave the individual with a set of self-generated ideas as to how to progress further and move the learning into experiment and practice. The suites of modules cover two distinct areas – performance development and career development. In the former, modules on “time management”; “leadership”; “performance assessment”;  “behaviour”; “mentoring”, “team working”; amongst others, promote awareness and improvement ideas on personal development in the individual’s current job. The latter modules focussing on “career direction”; “competencies”; “skills”; “lifestyle analysis”; “what do I enjoy” etc. lead the individual through assessment of their current career position and how they would like their career to develop. Again the modules result in self defined actions and proposals for experimentation. The whole process is reflective with the modules prompting question and challenge, encouraging the individual to reach their own conclusions and define their own action plans.

Whether or not you implement a similar modular learning programme into your organisation, or if you simply encourage staff to access the web regularly for different insights and ideas, it is essential that you engage each individual in the organisation and empower and encourage them to develop themselves. If we are to keep our organisations ahead in the competitive environments we all face, we need the people in our organisations to constantly develop and to learn new skills; I do not believe this is possible simply by following the old training paradigms. In today’s world this process is simply too slow and too uncertain in delivering results. 

We need to do a better job of engaging the part of the individual that is comfortable making huge personal decisions for them selves. We need to promote environments where staff can observe and experiment. Where individual learning happens every day and individual’s experience develops from experimentation and practice. 
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