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a b s t r a c t
Leader self-development enables leaders to adapt to the continually changing environment
both within and outside of the organization. The purpose of this paper is to describe the
construct of leader self-development and the processes by which it can serve as an
organizational leadership development strategy. We framed the paper around a multi-level
model of leader self-development linking organizational level constructs such as human
resources practices and resources with group level phenomena of norms, supervisor style, and
social networks with the individual leader self-development process. Leader self-development
is a cost-effective way for organizations to develop leaders resulting in competitive edge.
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Inc.

1. Introduction
In times of changes, learners inherit the earth, while the learned ﬁnd themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that
no longer exists. Eric Hoffer
In today's ever-increasing high-tech, global environment, organizations must constantly adapt in order to succeed and survive.
Many organizations have turned to formal leader development programs to meet this challenge, budgeting $51.1 billion for formal
organizational training (Training, 2005) with over $30 billion aimed toward managerial training (Training, 2000). However, the
return on investment of formal leader development programs may not adequately prepare leaders for tomorrow's challenges
(Avolio et al., 2009). A study by Hewitt Associates (2003) suggests that organizations that fail to align their leader development
programs with their business goals and objectives lag behind the “Top 20 Companies for Leaders” in effective leadership programs,
high-potential leader development, and senior-level support. In the time it takes to design and implement a formal contentspeciﬁc leader development program, the needs of the organization may have changed due to dynamic environmental factors.
Thus, even those organizations with well-developed leader development programs are at risk of falling behind the curve in
preparing leaders.
Although investing in human resources is likely a key to success (Pfeffer, 1994), organizations need different, more cost effective,
and adaptive strategies for developing leaders. One approach is to implement leader self-development as organizational strategy. Selfdevelopment translates into an enhanced ability to solve problems quickly and generate creative ideas that support organizational
adaptability and growth (Phillips, 1993). Thus, learning organizations composed of self-directed learners who are inclined to selfdevelop have an edge over the competition (Antonacopoulou, 2000). Not only does leader self-development enable organizations to
keep up with the dynamics of a changing environment (Antonacopoulou, 2000), but it is also a cost-effective way of developing human
resources (Temporal, 1984). However, for leader self-development to be a successful organizational strategy, it must be aligned with
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multiple organizational and group level practices. This paper adds to previous research on leadership development and organizational
strategy by clearly deﬁning the construct of leader self-development and discussing the inﬂuences on leader self-development at three
levels of analyses (the target individual, the individual's group, and the organization as a whole).
1.1. Leader self-development model
The proposed theoretical model describes how individuals are transformed into continuous self-developers (Fig. 1). Speciﬁcally,
this process is inﬂuenced by factors operating at the individual, group, and organizational levels of analysis. By examining all three of
these levels of analyses, we offer a comprehensive model for understanding how individuals can be transformed into continuous
learners within the organizational context. Further, such an examination provides leverage points at the organization and group levels
for eliciting such behaviors. We begin this paper by deﬁning leader self-development and then exploring the individual-level
characteristics that may predispose one to self-development. In addition, we will describe the individual-level outcomes of selfdevelopment behaviors and motivation to develop. Next, we describe the group-level and organization-level antecedents of leader
self-development, and how these interact with each other, and the leader's characteristics to achieve self-development outcomes.
Finally, we conclude with a discussion of how these individual leader development outcomes can result in overall leadership
development for the organization in terms of organizational adaptability or absorptive capacity.
2. Leader self-development
In deﬁning leader self development, Day's (2000) distinction between the concepts of leader development and leadership
development is important because we argue that when an organization's strategy supports leader self-development the result is
not only an increase in individual leader capacity but also the organization's leadership capacity as a whole. As Day noted, leader
development focuses on individual-level development, such as the knowledge, skills, and abilities required by formal leadership
roles. Leader development usually takes the form of formal training, job rotation, or off-site workshops where the instructor or
coordinator of the program determines what and how the leader will learn. In contrast, leadership development involves building
social capital, including networked relationships among employees. Leadership development emphasizes building and using
interpersonal competence. To sum up, while leader development focuses on an individual level process of building human capital,
leadership development expands the collective capacity of employees and the building of social capital. Using this framework, the
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current paper describes the individual process of leader self-development as an organizational leadership development strategy in
which both the organizational and group level processes must ﬁrst be established. Following this, organizations must implement
strategies to enable individual self-development of human capital of an individual leader, which, when systematically in place, is
argued to result in an increase in the collective leadership capacity, or social capital, of the organization.
Another key component of the deﬁnition of leader self-development that distinguishes it from other types of leader
development is that leaders have control over learning. Rather than being guided by an instructor's syllabus or following the
designated sequences of job rotation, in self-development the leader determines which developmental activities to engage in, if
any at all. Furthermore, while leader self-development might include self-management and self-leadership behaviors (e.g.,
strategies inﬂuencing one's own performance), those strategies are speciﬁcally focused on developing one's leadership in leader
self-development. For example, Frayne and Latham (1987) and Latham and Frayne (1989) demonstrated that job attendance can
be improved by training employees on self-leadership strategies of self-assessment, goal-setting, self-monitoring, and
reinforcement and punishment; and Manz (1986) expanded the view of self-leadership to include self-inﬂuence of tasks that
are both naturally and unnaturally motivating. Leader self-development, on the other hand, focuses speciﬁcally on the selfdevelopment of leadership capacities. While an effective self-developer may need the ability to self-manage or self-lead, he or she
must also focus that regulation toward developing further leadership abilities. Therefore, self-leadership or self-management, is
conceptualized here as a subset of leader self-development.
In sum, leader self-development can be deﬁned as any self-initiated behaviors focused on developing leadership capacities.
Boyce, Zaccaro, and Wisecarver (2007, p. 7) extend this deﬁnition stating that leader self-development includes the leader
“initiating, sustaining, and evaluating grown in their own leadership capacities and in their conceptual frames about the conduct
about leadership.” Learning is centered on the leader, who directs and is responsible for the what, where, why, and how of learning
(Murphy & Young, 1995). These concepts reﬂect a focus on the leader's needs, the leader becoming an active participant in the
learning process, and the leader determining which needs are most important.
2.1. Individual level inﬂuences
2.1.1. Leader characteristics
The limited work on leader self-development has focused on identifying the individual characteristics that predict one's
propensity toward and engagement in self-development (Boyce et al., 2007; Cortina & Zaccaro, 2003; Cortina et al., 2004).
Characteristics that relate to one's propensity for development are those characteristics which predict the likelihood that one will
become motivated to develop leadership. Some of these characteristics are largely stable (e.g., conscientiousness, intelligence),
whereas others are most likely inﬂuenced by organizational and group factors (e.g., perceived organizational and supervisor
support, and organizational commitment). As we move forward, we will discuss the role of the organization in selecting for these
characteristics or working to create them through training and performance management.
In the most comprehensive study on leader self-development, Boyce et al. (2007) identiﬁed ﬁve categories of individual
characteristics that should relate to self-development. These are general intelligence, achievement striving (need for achievement,
internal locus of control, and energy), mastery orientation (self-efﬁcacy, conscientiousness, openness to experience, learning goal
orientation, intellectual maturity, and meta-cognition), career growth (career experience, feedback seeking), and work
orientation (career motivation, job involvement, and organizational commitment). They found that mastery orientation, work,
career growth, and work orientation related to self-development, highlighting the importance of both stable and mutable
individual characteristics. Needless to say, there are likely to be many other individual characteristics that relate to selfdevelopment such as adaptability, self-regulation and self-awareness (Cortina et al., 2004).
Proposition 1. Leader characteristics (e.g., work orientation, mastery orientation, and career growth) will inﬂuence the extent to which
leaders become motivated to develop leadership, and therefore, the extent to which they participate in self-development activities.
2.1.2. Leader self-development behaviors
The individual differences described above should predict the extent to which one engages in self-development behaviors.
Although the list of self-development behaviors is endless, we will put forth three main categories of self-development behaviors:
engaging in stretch assignments, self-reﬂection and self-awareness, and learning from others. Arguably, the most important
strategy for leader self-development is seeking out and engaging in challenging leadership experiences on a routine basis. Referred
to as “stretch assignments” (McCauley, Eastman, & Ohlott, 1995), self-developing leaders accept and pursue leadership challenges
that push them beyond their natural comfort levels. Such leadership challenges need not be limited to one's occupation, but rather
may be even more inﬂuential when existing outside the leader's speciﬁc job domain. Leadership experience is a key ingredient for
the occurrence of learning and development.
Engaging in leadership challenges is an important and necessary ﬁrst step in leader self-development, yet it is also essential
that the leader reﬂects on the meaningfulness of such experiences. Two leaders experiencing the same leadership challenge may
come away with vastly different perspectives as one may learn and develop competencies and skills from the experience while the
other does not. Ellis, Mendel, and Nir (2006) suggest that whether the experience was a success or failure, self-reﬂection is
essential to development. Reﬂection allows the leader to make sense out of his or her experience and apply what is learned in the
future. Therefore, leader self-development behavior involves conducting self-assessments of one's preferences, strengths, and
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areas for improvement. The result of such reﬂection is an increase in self-awareness, which is essential for leader self-development
(see also Parry, 1998 for a review).
Lastly, leader self-development is maximized when the leader learns from the individuals in his or her environment, including
other leaders, mentors, peers, and followers. In addition to learning from trial-and-error experiences, leaders can also learn
socially through observation of effective and ineffective leaders around him or her. Furthermore, leader self-development is most
effective when the leader is provided strong social support, especially from signiﬁcant others, peers, and family members. For
example, ﬁnding and working with a mentor, including step-ahead and peer mentors, can aid in a leader's development.
2.1.3. Leader self-development process
As important as the individual characteristics and behaviors related to self-development are the psychological processes that
accompany leader self-development. Speciﬁcally, leaders must become motivated to develop their leadership capability. In general,
motivation to develop refers to the desire to learn the content of training and development activities (Noe & Wilk, 1993). More speciﬁcally,
motivation to develop leadership capability is deﬁned as “the desire to develop or improve leadership skills and attributes through effort”
(Maurer & Lippstreu, 2005, p. 5). Not only has it been shown to be related to learning and completion of formal training (Baldwin,
Magjuka, & Loher, 1991), but motivation to develop has also been shown to be a signiﬁcant, unique predictor of both development activity
(Noe & Wilk, 1993) and participation in leader development activities such as leadership training (Maurer & Lippstreu, 2005).
Motivation to develop leadership capability can be distinguished from motivation to lead. Motivation to lead was deﬁned by
Chan and Drasgow (2001, p. 482) as “an individual differences construct that affects a leader's or leader-to-be's decisions to
assume leadership training, roles, and responsibilities and that affect his or her intensity of effort at leading and persistence as a
leader.” In their model, Chan and Drasgow portrayed motivation to lead as an immediate precursor to participation in both
leadership roles and leadership training. However, while it is conceivable that a person may be both motivated to lead and develop
leadership, it is equally plausible that an individual would be solely motivated to lead or solely motivated to develop. For example,
a leader may perceive him/herself to already possess the necessary qualities of an excellent leader and therefore does not see any
need to develop his/her leadership capacities, despite motivation to engage in leadership roles. On the other hand, an individual
may be motivated to develop into a better leader because of the self-perception of the need for acquiring leadership skills before
engaging in leadership behaviors/positions. Therefore, motivation to lead and motivation to develop leadership are related, but
distinct, concepts with motivation to develop leadership having particularly important implications for leader self-development.
In sum, a leader with high motivation to develop expends large amounts of energy on development and persists in the face of
failure. Reichard (2006) found that motivation to develop leadership was the best predictor of the quality of leader development
self-set goals in terms of challenge and speciﬁcity. Therefore, we expect motivation to develop to result in higher levels of
participation in self-development behavior.
Proposition 2. Leader motivation to develop leadership will predict the extent to which leaders participate in self-development
behaviors.
3. Levels of analysis
The linkages in the current model of leader self-development as organizational strategy inherently cross multiple levels of analysis
as well as multiple levels of the organization. Over the last decade, organizational researchers have been urged to “think multilevel” by
specifying relationships between constructs at two or more levels of analysis (Kozlowksi & Klein, 2000). Identifying the appropriate
level of analysis for a given research effort is a topic of great interest to organizational and leadership scholars (e.g., Avolio & Bass, 1995;
Dansereau, Yammarino, & Markham, 1995; Klein, Tosi, & Cannella, 1999; Yammarino, Dionne, Chun, & Dansereau, 2005), and has been
suggested as critical to the advancement of the study of organizations (Avolio & Yammarino, 1990; Waldman & Yammarino, 1999).
While knowledge and interest in multiple levels of analysis are growing, recent leadership research has failed to incorporate a
levels framework. Yammarino et al. (2005) conducted a comprehensive, qualitative, narrative review of the last ten years of
leadership research that included 348 conceptual and empirical publications from major leadership, management, and
psychological periodicals and books. Of these, fewer than 30% explicitly addressed levels of analysis issues. Furthermore,
Yammarino et al. (2005) found that all four of the conceptual papers on self-management and self-leadership speciﬁcally
addressed the appropriate level of analysis while neither of the two empirical studies on the topic explicitly discussed levels of
analysis or used multilevel analysis techniques. Given the importance of the levels of theory, the level of analysis of the constructs
described in this theory of leader self-development as organizational strategy was explicitly speciﬁed.
Given the “self” in self-leadership, self-management, and leader self-development, one may assume these to be individual level
phenomena. On the contrary, Markham and Markham (1995) clearly described the importance of conceptualizing self-leadership and
self-management using a level of analysis perspective. Speciﬁcally, they discussed the importance of multilevel relationships such as
the ﬁt between organizational culture and self-management practices; the role of superleadership (Manz & Sims, 1991), which refers
to the direct supervisors inﬂuence on the self-management of employees; and the existence of group norms that support selfmanagement. Similarly, we argue that a number of organizational and group levels of analysis variables can support or impede the
individual level leader self-development process.
Because organizational level, or the point at the organizational hierarchy where leadership occurs, also plays an important role in
leader self-development; we discuss leadership at three levels of the organization — top level leadership, mid-level leadership, and low
level leadership. The strategic leadership team is at the highest level of the hierarchy. The role of the strategic leadership team is to provide
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the organizational conditions needed to enhance self-development behavior of all leaders in the organization. At the mid-level of the
organization, we discuss the leadership style of the direct supervisor of the targeted leader. Speciﬁcally, we argue that direct supervisor
support mediates the impact of the organizational level variables on the individual level leader self-development process. To clarify, we do
not speciﬁcally address the development of strategic leaders or mid-level leaders themselves, per se, but instead focuses on the impact of
the organizational strategy established and support for development given by these leaders on individual level leader self-development.
3.1. Organization level inﬂuences: Strategy
Embedded within an organization, is its strategic leadership team and the organizational strategy which that team directs. The
strategic leadership of an organization, who can be distinguished from other organizational leaders in terms of their position in the
organization and their inﬂuence and responsibilities, includes the top management team and at times the CEO. According to Senge
(1992) strategic leaders have three main tasks. First, they must build a foundation of purpose and core values for the organization.
Second, strategic leaders should develop the policies, strategies, and structures that transform the guiding ideas into business
initiatives. This idea is in sync with a basic premise of strategic HR management which states that different organizational
strategies require different HR practices (Delery & Doty, 1996). Third, they must create effective learning processes through which
the policies, strategies, and structures can be continuously improved (Jackson, 2000). Strategic leaders are those who align the
organization's principles and practices and are assigned the task of balancing the needs of a broad set of multiple constituencies
(e.g., stockholders, employees, and communities). As opposed to leaders at mid-levels of the organization, who often have a direct
inﬂuence on their followers, strategic leaders rely on indirect inﬂuences to guide constituents toward idealized objectives across
time. Strategic leadership involves formulation, implementation, and execution of organizational strategy. While the strategic
leadership of an organization can occur at the individual (e.g., CEO) or group (e.g., board, leadership team, and top management
team) level of analysis, the organizational strategy itself exists at the organization level of analysis.
Strategic leaders must establish leader self-development as an organizational strategy if deemed appropriate and then align the
leader self-development strategy with the organizational processes and available resources. A key assumption of this model is that
leader self-development behavior leads to important business outcomes (e.g., adaptability, performance). Strategic initiatives must
focus on the critical factors that result in competitive advantage for the organization. The success of leader self-development as
organizational strategy may be contingent upon the organizational culture within which the strategy is embedded. Therefore, it is
necessary for the strategic leadership to determine if leader self-development is one of the core strengths of the organization. As
Michaelson (2001) suggests, “the ultimate success of the organization is dependent on the inspiration and leadership of the executive
at the highest level. Using the authority the position commands, the senior leader can set in motion a chain of events that will cascade
changes throughout the entire organization” (p. 33). Without such top management support, strategic initiatives often fail. Because of
the key role of strategic leadership in setting the direction of the organizational systems, the following proposition was put forth.
Proposition 3. Organizational strategy has a positive and direct impact on the organizational level of analysis constructs of human
resources processes (selection, training, and performance appraisal) and resources available (informational technology, direct
supervisor leadership style, and social networks) to support leader self-development.
3.2. Group level inﬂuences
3.2.1. HR processes and group level norms
The organizational strategy put in place inﬂuences group norms through HR processes. Speciﬁcally, the HR processes of selection,
training, and performance appraisal inﬂuence group norms by informing leaders how to behave and by modeling, teaching, and
rewarding appropriate behavior. Norms refer to the formal and informal rules that emerge and shape patterns of interaction and are
conceptualized at the group level of analysis. As discussed below, key norms resulting from leader self-development as organizational
strategy and supporting motivation to develop and leader self-development include (1) learning, (2) responsibility, and (3) openness.
Together, these norms support self-development by reinforcing a learning culture in the organization and setting the expectation of
accountability for one's own development through the desire to seek out new experiences.
The selection system is the leader's ﬁrst exposure to what is expected in the organization. By using selection criteria that are
focused on leader self-development (developmental readiness), the organization is modeling self-development norms. More
speciﬁcally, when applicants are asked about their learning goal orientation, conscientiousness, and openness, as part of the
selection criteria, they can infer that learning, responsibility, and openness are important norms for the organization. Similarly,
mandatory training practices, including meta-cognitive skills, needs analysis, goal setting, self-management, and progress
evaluation provide target leaders with the cues that learning is their personal responsibility. The institutionalization of such
practices also stresses the importance of openness and learning. In essence, selection and training provide the leader with selfdevelopment skills and model the behavioral norms that are appropriate and expected of the leader.
Finally, but perhaps most importantly, the performance appraisal system should reward self-development and thereby crystallize
the self-development norms. The performance appraisal system can emphasize the importance of speciﬁc leadership behaviors by
linking these expected behaviors to their ﬁnancial compensation. Changes in leader self-development behavior will be continuous to
the extent that the performance appraisal evaluates, reinforces, and rewards self-development behavior (Avolio, 2004). Therefore,
organizational strategy of leader self-development impacts workgroup norms through the HR processes put in place.
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Proposition 4. The organizational level HR processes of selection (developmental readiness), training (meta-cognitive skills, needs
analysis, goal setting, self-management, and progress evaluation), and performance appraisal (360-degree feedback followed by setting
developmental goals) mediate the relationship between organizational strategy and group level norms (learning, responsibility, and
openness). Organizational strategy impacts group norms through HR processes.

3.2.2. HR processes and leader characteristics
In addition to its effects on group norms, we expect that organizational strategy has the potential to inﬂuence leader characteristics
through the organization's HR practices. As previously discussed, the most inﬂuential HR processes focus on selection, training, and
performance appraisal to equip leaders with necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities required for effective leader self-development.
Stable traits, such as conscientiousness and intelligence, should be targeted through the selection process to insure that leaders in the
organization have a higher propensity to self-develop. Avolio (2004) referred to this propensity as developmental readiness, which he
conceptualized as a function of the leader's self-perceptions and other challenges competing for the leader's attention. By ﬁrst selecting
those leaders with a propensity to self-develop (Boyce et al., 2007; Cortina & Zaccaro, 2003; Cortina et al., 2004), the organization is
preparing for successful implementation of leader self-development as organizational strategy. Therefore, selection criteria should be
based on those stable traits that increase the leader's propensity to become an effective self-developer.
Developable leader characteristics, such as goal setting, self-regulation, and meta-cognitive skills should be targeted through the
organization's training programs. Stansﬁeld highlights the potential effectiveness of reﬂective learning and journaling as method
leaders can utilize to reﬂect on his or her thinking, feeling, and doing (Suar, 2001). More speciﬁcally, leaders can be trained to reﬂect
when a learning opportunity arises, a process referred as “reﬂection in action” (Avolio, 2004; Schon, 1987). Other self-development
strategies that can be trained include periodic competency mapping, keeping up with technology and trends in the ﬁeld, reading and
writing, mind-stilling exercises, and self-persuasion exercises (Suar, 2001). Yet, the same methods cannot be employed across all
circumstances by all leaders (Michaelson, 2001). Garrison (1997) pointed out that leaders will not succeed and persist in their learning
without a variety of strategies and skills. Therefore, multiple strategies may help leaders become more resilient learners, a positive
psychological capacity that arguably can be developed through training (Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006).
Third, the performance appraisal system must support leader self-development. Murphy and Young (1996) suggest that the
process of leader self-development moves from awareness of strengths and weaknesses, to the creation of a plan to address
them, to a ﬁnal evaluation of the learning outcomes. Performance appraisal systems that focus solely on performance
outcomes may not be conducive to measuring self-development because learning is ignored. Instead, the performance
appraisal system should integrate both performance and learning outcomes and processes. Take for example the identiﬁcation
of “communication” as an important criterion in performance appraisal. Within this single dimension both learning and
performance outcomes and processes should be assessed and combined to form the overall composite of the communication
evaluation. A performance outcome may be peer ratings of communication behavior. A learning process outcome may be the
facilitation of group discussions as part of involvement in the local Parent–Teacher Association or Toastmasters club.
Performance appraisals that include 360-degree feedback assessments provide target leaders a foundation on which they can
set developmental goals (Atwater & Waldman, 1998; Brutus, London, & Martineau, 1999; Yammarino & Atwater, 1997). This type
of performance appraisal includes feedback from the target leader's supervisor, peers, and followers and self-ratings on important
dimensions of leadership. Dimensions should be determined by the respective organization; however, some examples include
motivating, developing, building, teamwork, and learning (ARI, 2003). Supporting the use of 360 degree feedback, Noe and Wilk
(1993) found little convergence between different measures of development activity. They concluded that data from personnel
ﬁles may not be the most objective source and that there is a need to collect information regarding development activity from
different sources. Research has shown that leaders use 360-degree feedback strategically by setting developmental goals focused
on those dimensions rated as low (Brutus et al., 1999). A performance appraisal system incorporating leader self-development is
predicted to result in the expansion of leader self-development capacities.
Given the importance of selection, training, and performance appraisal, we propose that organizational strategy impacts
individual level leader characteristics required for leader self-development through these organizational level HR processes.
Proposition 5. The organizational level HR processes of selection (developmental readiness), training (meta-cognitive skills, needs
analysis, goal setting, self-management, and progress evaluation), and performance appraisal (360-degree feedback followed by setting
developmental goals) mediate the relationship between organizational strategy and individual level leader characteristics.
Organizational strategy has an indirect positive impact on individual leader characteristics through its effect on HR processes.
Proposition 6. The group level variable of norms moderates the relationship between individual level leader characteristics and leader
engagement. Leader characteristics (developmental readiness) have a stronger positive effect on motivation to develop, when group
norms (learning, responsibility, and openness) support leader self-development.

3.2.3. Organizational resources and leader behavior
If the target leader is motivated to develop, the leader is likely to exhibit continuous self-development behavior when
organizational resources are available. Michaelson (2001) explains that when implementing a strategy, “you must apply full
resources to the effort. We need to be efﬁcient, but not at the expense of the resources needed to achieve success” (p. 100). The
most important organizational resources include technology, direct supervisor leadership style, and social networks. Not
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discussed due to limited space are other organizational resources that may aid leader self-development such as extraorganizational learning resources such as professional conferences, workshops and continuing education.
First, technology can play an important role in converting the leader's engagement in learning into actual self-development
behavior. Technology can refer to information technology, such as the Internet or Intranet. For example, in the U.S. Army, leaders
have access to a website (www.companycommand.com), which supplies an abundance of information and links to other sites
with information about leadership. Technology can also refer to the availability of accelerated training programs geared toward
various aspects of leader behavior. For example, the leader may be motivated to learn about transformational leadership; however,
the leader's ability to actually develop transformational leadership behaviors will depend on the availability of quality technology.
If the available technology related to transformational leadership is outdated, then despite the leader's motivation to develop, the
leader's development will be limited. If utilized properly, technology can augment and accelerate leader self-development.
Second, the target leader's direct supervisor should also be a prime factor in development (Birdi, Allan, & Warr, 1997; Maurer &
Tarulli, 1994). We propose that the leadership style of the one's direct supervisor moderates the relationship between motivation
to develop and self-development behavior. When the supervisor supports the leader's self-development, self-development
behavior is more likely to occur and to occur continuously. In a study of learner-controlled training, Bell and Kozlowski (2002)
found that adaptive guidance had a substantial effect on the nature of trainees' study and practice, self-regulation, knowledge
acquired, and performance. Additionally, London (1993) found that leader career motivation was associated with the support and
empowerment received from the direct supervisor. Finally, Noe and Wilk (1993) found that social support from the direct
supervisor (and peers) for development activity positively inﬂuenced development activity.
Furthermore, longitudinal research on transformational leadership has shown that leaders trained in this leadership style had a
more positive impact on direct follower's development than those in a control group (Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & Shamir, 2002). Direct
supervisors high in individualized consideration, one component of transformational leadership, go beyond understanding and
satisfying the leader's needs and expectations to challenging and motivating the leader to perform at a higher level (Avolio, 2004).
Bass and Avolio (1990) stated that transformational leaders empower followers to think on their own, come up with new ideas, and
question unneeded rules. The target leader needs the support of the direct supervisor to implement leader self-development.
(Garrison, 1997). Because self-development involves setting goals that are relevant and meaningful, establishing cognitive strategies
to enable development, and taking opportunities to question accepted beliefs (Garrison, 1997), the target leader's direct supervisor
can provide this support by meeting frequently with the leader to negotiate and evaluate progress toward developmental goals. A
supportive supervisor with a transformational leadership style enables the leader to actualize self-development behavior.
Because meaning and knowledge are both personally and socially constructed (Garrison, 1997), a third resource that can assist in
continuous leader self-development is the richness of the target leader's social networks. Social networks refer to the formal and informal
linkages of relationships between individuals within and outside the organization. The direct supervisor can leverage the target leader's
social networks and thereby indirectly impact the target leader's self-development. Through role-modeling and continuous
reinforcement, the direct supervisor can develop peers of the target leader creating a climate emphasizing the leader's development
(Avolio, 2004).
Learning is a highly interpersonal experience often carried out through a formal network of professional advisors, informal business
contacts, or an informal network of friends (Murphy & Young, 1995). A formal network can be established through a non-evaluative 360degree performance appraisal that initiates dialogue among the target leader and his or her formal relationships in the organization (e.g.,
supervisor, peers, and subordinates). Other examples of formal networks include formal mentoring programs and professional
organizational afﬁliations. Informal networks, which develop over time through interactions with others focusing on people rather than
things, can also be supportive of leader self-development. Leaders rely heavily on others in their personal and professional networks to
obtain information, support, or advice (Murphy & Young, 1995). By creating opportunities for interaction among target leaders,
supervisors can leverage informal social networks to increase leader self-development. Learning may be a result of indirect processes (i.e.,
casual discussions) or direct processes (i.e., posing questions) (Murphy & Young, 1995). Leaders learn by talking about leadership with
other leaders in an informal, non-evaluative setting. Day, Gronn, and Salas (2004) discussed the possibility of ‘team learning’ to build the
leadership capacity within a team. Coaching or mentoring may provide the type of feedback that is especially helpful for learning through
providing advice on how to make sense of complicated interpersonal situations or by allowing the self-developing leader to see the
beneﬁt of his or her social networks in a broader context (Day & Lance, 2001; Ensher & Murphy, 2005).
While the basic tenets of self-development state that the individual leader is in control of his or her own development, learning
does not occur in a vacuum. While other organizational resources may also be important, due to limited space, we focused here on
technology, group level or dyadic level inﬂuence of the direct supervisor leadership style, and the group level phenomena of social
networks, which we argue each play a signiﬁcant role in moving an engaged leader into a continuous self-developer.
Proposition 7. Organizational resources moderate the relationship between motivation to develop and leader self-development
behavior. Motivation to develop has a stronger positive impact on self-development behavior when resources (technology, direct
supervisor leadership style, and social networks) support leader self-development.
4. Discussion
In this paper, a clear deﬁnition of what constitutes leader self-development was presented and differentiated from selfmanagement/self-leadership. While giving special attention to levels of analysis issues, we proposed a multi-level model of leader
self-development which incorporates both organizational level (strategy, HR processes, and resources) and group level (norms,
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direct supervisor leadership style, and social networks) phenomena. It is our belief that such a multi-level model provides a helpful
tool in predicting and implementing leader self-development as organizational strategy.
We have stressed the key role of strategic leaders in creating conditions necessary for leaders to engage in and beneﬁt from
continuous self-development behavior. Strategic leaders can use the framework presented in this research to help identify and
align points of leverage within the organization when implementing such a strategy. As mentioned, it is important for strategic
leaders to have an accurate picture of the current organizational culture (i.e., institutionalized policies, processes and structures)
and how it supports or hinders the realization of a leader self-development strategy. It is also important to note that when a selfdevelopment strategy is implemented, this does not imply that development occurs in isolation, and left completely to the
individual leaders in the organization. The success of a leader self-development organizational strategy requires an organizational
wide effort. While the target leader determines the how, what, where, and when of development, the strategic leaders play a key
role in implementing the appropriate HR processes, norms, and resources necessary to support the said development.
Strategic leaders can impact leader self-development by making available important technological and learning resources. For
example, leadership libraries including various forms of media are one resource that strategic leaders can provide to promote the
development of leader self-development. Videos, books, books on tape, CD-ROMs, DVDs, and internet sources should be available
on a wide variety of leadership areas. In this way, the leader can determine their personal how, what, where, and when to learn.
Social networks and technology can be combined to further aid leader self-development. For example, the Army website (www.
companycommand.com) utilizes interactive discussion boards and chat rooms to help leaders meet and interact with other
leaders on-line to discuss leadership experiences and form social networks. When a leader faces a particular leadership challenge,
he/she can log-on to the website and post a message soliciting advice from other leaders. This open dialogue between leaders
changes the quality of interactions that leaders have with their peers and supervisors and provides a prime way in which leaders
can engage in self-development that can be reinforced and sustained over time.
4.1. Future research
Future research should extend this model to include outcomes of leader self-development behavior at multiple levels of
analysis. As previously deﬁned, leader self-development behavior refers to any self-initiated or self-structured developmental
behavior focused on developing leadership capabilities. According to Chinese strategist Sun Tzu, “No plan can see beyond the ﬁrst
engagement. Although it is important to follow the plan, it is equally important to know when and how to modify the plan”
(Michaelson, 2001, p. 70). Although not included in the current model, we believe that both adaptability and ﬂexibility are
important individual level outcomes of leader self-development behavior. Adaptability is deﬁned as a functional change in
response to altered environmental and situational contingencies (Zaccaro & Banks, 2003). Flexibility is composed of cognitive
ﬂexibility, social ﬂexibility, and a ﬂexibly-oriented disposition. Through leader self-development, the leader is able to react to a
changing environment by quickly developing the necessary knowledge and skills. Because all leaders' needs are different, the
strategy of leader self-development allows the ﬂexibility of each individual leader to adapt as necessary. Adaptability and
ﬂexibility result in the leader's and organization's long-term and continuous performance impact. Future research should consider
the individual level outcomes of adaptability and ﬂexibility.
Furthermore, going back to Day's (2000) distinction between leader and leadership development, the individual leader
development outcome of adaptability may become, in turn, a important organizational leadership development outcome as well.
In other words, adaptability can also be conceptualized at the organizational level. When an organization promotes leader selfdevelopment as organizational strategy, the organization itself should be more capable of adapting to environmental changes.
Absorptive capacity could also be assessed as an organizational outcome of the leader self-development model (Boal & Hooijberg,
2001). Absorptive capacity refers to the organization's ability to learn. Boal and Hooijberg (2001, p. 517) stated that it “involves
processes used offensively and defensively to improve ﬁts between the organization and its environment.” In essence, this is the
ultimate criterion of the proposed model. Can an organization adapt and thrive in the turbulent global environment? Future
research should examine the veracity of this claim.
The model presented in this paper utilizes a conceptually theoretical approach to understanding how organizational and group
factors inﬂuence individual level leader self-development. This model must be evaluated empirically to support the propositions
supported by theory. The ﬁrst step in empirical veriﬁcation is accurate operationalization of constructs. More speciﬁcally, future
research needs to contribute to the valid measurement of leader self-development behavior. As Yammarino et al. (2005) emphasized,
it is essential that measures reﬂect the multilevel nature of the constructs discussed in this paper at the organizational, group, and
individual levels of analysis in operationalization, measurement, analyses, and interpretation. Data techniques, including hierarchical
linear modeling are prime statistical tools for analyzing cross-level models such as the one presented here (Bliese, Halverson, &
Schriesheim, 2002; Castro, 2002; Gavin & Hofmann, 2002). Other important areas for future research include testing the validity of the
selection battery for self-development propensity, developing self-development strategies from an in-depth qualitative study, and
testing the relative effectiveness of those strategies through a training intervention study.
5. Conclusion
Implementing an organizational strategy that promotes leader self-development may pay ﬁnancial, attitudinal, and relational
dividends to the organization over time. Pfeffer (1994) demonstrated the positive ﬁnancial impact for organizations that pay
special attention to monitoring the effectiveness of their management practices. By creating an organizational strategy which
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supports leader self-development, return on investments previously spent on managerial training may increase exponentially. The
advantages behind leader self-development mirror the saying: ‘Give a man a ﬁsh, you feed him for a day; Teach a man to ﬁsh, you
feed him for a lifetime.’ Applied to leader development, when you send a leader to a speciﬁc type of training, for example,
communication training, the leader learns how to communicate. However, if one can teach a leader how to self-develop and
provide an organizational environment supportive of self-development, the leader will then be able to continuously develop over
a lifetime and in a variety of areas, resulting in a long-term sustainable growth strategy. Therefore, not only should we teach the
man how to ﬁsh, but we must also provide him with an environment conducive to ﬁshing. To maximize dollars spent on leadership
development, instead of focusing leader development programs on a certain competency, the organizational strategy should focus
on improving and supporting leader self-development.

References
Antonacopoulou, E. P. (2000). Employee development through self-development in three retail banks. Personnel Review, 29, 491−509.
ARI (2003). Leader AZIMUTH check: Self-assessment for self-development. Version 2.5: KFOR.
Atwater, L. E., & Waldman, D. (1998). 360 degree feedback and leadership development. The Leadership Quarterly, 9, 423−426.
Avolio, B. J. (2004). Examining the full range model of leadership: Looking back to transform forward. In D. V. Day, S. J. Zaccaro, & S. M. Halpin (Eds.), Leader
development for transforming organizations: Grow leaders for tomorrow (pp. 71−98). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Avolio, B. J., & Bass, B. M. (1995). Individual consideration viewed at multiple levels of analysis: A multi-level framework for examining the diffusion of
transformational leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 6, 199−218.
Avolio, B. J., & Yammarino, F. J. (1990). Operationalizing charismatic leadership using a levels-of-analysis framework. The Leadership Quarterly, 1, 193−208.
Avolio, B. J., Reichard, R. J., Hannah, S., Walumbwa, F. O., & Chan, A. (2009). A meta-analytic review of leadership impact research: Experimental and quasiexperimental studies. The Leadership Quarterly, 20, 764−784.
Baldwin, T. T., Magjuka, R. J., & Loher, B. T. (1991). The perils of participation: Effects of choice of training on trainee motivation and learning. Personnel Psychology,
44, 51−65.
Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1990). The implications of transactional and transformational leadership for individual, team, and organizational development. In R. W.
Woodman, & W. A. Pasmore (Eds.), Research in organizational change and development (pp. 231−272). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.
Bell, B. S., & Kozlowski, S. J. (2002). Adaptive guidance: Enhancing self-regulation, knowledge, and performance in technology-based training. Personnel Psychology,
55, 267−303.
Birdi, K., Allan, C., & Warr, P. (1997). Correlates and perceived outcomes of four types of employee development activity. Journal of Applied Psychology, 82,
845−857.
Bliese, P. D., Halverson, R. R., & Schriesheim, C. A. (2002). Benchmarking multilevel methods in leadership: The articles, the model, and the data set. The Leadership
Quarterly, 13, 3−14.
Boal, K. B., & Hooijberg, R. (2001). Strategic leadership research: Moving on. The Leadership Quarterly, 11, 515−549.
Boyce, L. A., Zaccaro, S. J., & Wisecarver, M. (2007). Propensity for self-development of leadership attributes: Understanding, predicting, and supporting performance of
leader self-development. Unpublished manuscript.
Brutus, S., London, M., & Martineau, J. (1999). The impact of 360-degree feedback on planning for career development. Journal of Management Development, 18,
676−693.
Castro, S. L. (2002). Data analytic methods for the analysis of multilevel questions: A comparison of intraclass correlation coefﬁcients, rwg(j), hierarchical linear
modeling, within- and between-analysis, and random group resampling. The Leadership Quarterly, 13, 69−93.
Chan, K., & Drasgow, F. (2001). Toward a theory of individual differences and leadership: Understanding the motivation to lead. Journal of Applied Psychology, 86,
481−498.
Cortina, J., & Zaccaro, S. (2003). Promoting realistic self-assessment as the basis for effective leader self-development. Army Phase we STTR Final Report.
Cortina, J., Zaccaro, S., McFarland, L., Baughman, K., Wood, G., & Odin, E. (2004). Promoting realistic self-assessment as the basis for effective leader self-development.
ARI Research Note 2004–5. Leader Development Research Unit, ARI.
Dansereau, F., Yammarino, F. J., & Markham, S. E. (1995). Leadership: The multiple-level approaches. The Leadership Quarterly, 6, 97−109.
Day, D. V. (2000). Leadership development: A review in context. The Leadership Quarterly, 11, 581−613.
Day, D. V., Gronn, P., & Salas, E. (2004). Leadership capacity in teams. The Leadership Quarterly, 15, 857−880.
Day, D. V., & Lance, C. E. (2001). Understanding the development of leadership complexity through latent growth modeling. U.S. Army Research Institute's Consortium
Research Fellows Program (Work Package no. DEVCOM 1141).
Delery, J. E., & Doty, D. H. (1996). Modes of theorizing in strategic human resource management: Tests of universalistic, contingency, and conﬁgurational
performance predictions. Academy of Management Journal, 39, 802−835.
Dvir, T., Eden, D., Avolio, B. J., & Shamir, B. (2002). Impact of transformational leadership on follower development and performance: A ﬁeld experiment. Academy
of Management Journal, 45, 735−744.
Ellis, S., Mendel, R., & Nir, M. (2006). Learning from successful and failed experience: The moderating role of kind of after-event review. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 91, 669−680.
Ensher, E. A., & Murphy, S. E. (2005). Power mentoring: How successful mentors and protégés get the most out of their relationships. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Frayne, C. A., & Latham, G. P. (1987). Application of social learning theory to employee self-management of attendance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 72(3),
387−392.
Garrison, D. R. (1997). Self-directed learning: Toward a comprehensive model. Adult Education Quarterly, 48, 18−33.
Gavin, M. B., & Hofmann, D. A. (2002). Using hierarchical linear modeling to investigate the moderating inﬂuence of leadership climate. The Leadership Quarterly,
13, 15−33.
Hewitt Associates. (2003). Hewitt study: Companies not effectively developing leaders.Business Wirehttp://www.businesswire.com Retrieved on 9/30/03 from.
Jackson, B. G. (2000). A fantasy theme analysis of Peter Senge's learning organization. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 36, 193−209.
Klein, K. J., Tosi, H., & Cannella, A. A. (1999). Multilevel theory building: Beneﬁts, barriers and new developments. Academy of Management Review, 24, 243−248.
Kozlowksi, S. W. J., & Klein, K. J. (2000). A multilevel approach to theory and research in organizations: Contextual, temporal, and emergent processes. In K. J. Klein,
& S. W. J. Kozlowski (Eds.), Multilevel theory, research and methods in organizations: Foundations, extensions, and new directions (pp. 3−90). Jossey-Bass: San
Francisco.
Latham, G. P., & Frayne, C. A. (1989). Self-management training for increasing job attendance: A follow-up and replication. Journal of Applied Psychology, 74,
411−416.
London, M. (1993). Relationships between career motivation, empowerment, and support for career development. Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 66, 55−69.
Luthans, F., Vogelgesang, G. R., & Lester, P. B. (2006). Developing the psychological capital of resiliency. Human Resource Development Review, 5, 25−44.
Manz, C. C. (1986). Self-leadership: Toward an expanded theory of self-inﬂuence processes in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 11, 585−600.
Manz, C. C., & Sims, H. P. (1991). Superleadership: Beyond the myth of heroic leadership. Organizational Dynamics, 19, 18−35.
Markham, S. E., & Markham, I. S. (1995). Self-management and self-leadership reexamined: A levels-of-analysis perspective. The Leadership Quarterly, 6, 343−359.

42

R.J. Reichard, S.K. Johnson / The Leadership Quarterly 22 (2011) 33–42

Maurer, T. J., & Lippstreu, M. (2005). Differentiating motivation to lead from motivation to develop leadership capability: Relevance of ‘born vs. made’ beliefs.Paper
presented at the meeting of the Academy of Management, Honolulu, HI August.
Maurer, T. J., & Tarulli, B. A. (1994). Investigation of perceived environment, perceived outcome, and person variables in relationship to voluntary development
activity by employees. Journal of Applied Psychology, 79, 3−14.
McCauley, C. D., Eastman, L. J., & Ohlott, P. J. (1995). Linking management selection and development through stretch assignments. Human Resource Management,
34, 93−115.
Michaelson, G. A. (2001). Sun Tzu the art of war for managers: 50 strategic rules. Avon, Massachusetts: Adams Media Corporation.
Murphy, H. J., & Young, J. D. (1995). Management self-development and small business: Exploring emergent issues. Management Learning, 26, 319−330.
Murphy, H. J., & Young, J. D. (1996). Owners of small businesses: Learning stances and self-development of management skills. Psychological Reports, 79, 867−872.
Noe, R. A., & Wilk, S. L. (1993). Investigation of the factors that inﬂuence employees' participation in developmental activities. Journal of Applied Psychology, 78,
291−302.
Parry, K. W. (1998). Grounded theory and social process: A new direction for leadership research. The Leadership Quarterly, 9, 85−105.
Pfeffer, J. (1994). Competitive advantage through people. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
Phillips, K. (1993). Self-development in organizations: Issues and actions. Journal of European Industrial Training, 17, 3−6.
Reichard, R. J. (2006). Leader self-development intervention study: The impact of self-discrepancy and feedback. (Doctoral dissertation, University of Nebraska-Lincoln,
2006). Dissertation Abstracts International, 67, 1434.
Schon, D. A. (1987). Educating the reﬂective practitioner: Toward a new design for teaching and learning in the professions. San Francisco, CA, US: Jossey-Bass.
Senge, P. M. (1992). The ﬁfth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. Doubleday: Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Suar, D. (2001). Professionals' self-development through self-renewal. Psychological Studies, 46, 210−221.
Temporal, P. (1984). Helping self development to happen. In C. Cox, & J. Beck (Eds.), Management development: Advances in practice and theory. Manchester: Wiley.
Training (2000). Industry report 2000. Training, 37, 45−95.
Training (2005). Industry report 2005.Training, 14−28 December.
Waldman, D. A., & Yammarino, F. J. (1999). CEO charismatic leadership: Levels-of-management and levels-of-analysis effects. Academy of Management Review, 24,
266−285.
Yammarino, F. J., & Atwater, L. E. (1997). Do managers see themselves as others see them? Implications of self-other rating agreement for human resources
management. Organizational Dynamics, 25, 35−44.
Yammarino, F. J., Dionne, S. D., Chun, J. A., & Dansereau, F. (2005). Leadership and levels of analysis: A state-of-the-science review. The Leadership Quarterly, 16,
879−919.
Zaccaro, S. J., & Banks, D. (2003). Leader visioning and adaptability: Bridging the gap between research and practice on developing the ability to manage change.
Human Resource Management, 43, 367−380.

