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In a knowledge economy self-directedness in learning and career is becoming increasingly a key competence to keep up with continuous changes in work and career. This competence guarantees and strengthens their employability.   However, self-directedness in learning and career is a rather elitist idea. HRD-research focusing on self-directedness has focused until now mainly on higher-qualified workers and managers. In the present study the concept is studied in both lower-qualified and higher-qualified employees. A survey was set up involving 942 employees from 157 different organisations in the private and public sector. First, self-directedness in learning and career was compared of both lower-qualified and higher-qualified employees. Second, the influence of contextual and individual conditions on self-directedness in learning and career processes has been studied, in order to explain differences and to develop a preliminary theoretical model.

* Ghent University, Belgium; ** Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Self-directedness in learning processes and career processes. 
A study among lower- and higher-qualified employees in Flanders

Isabel Raemdonck (correspondence)
Ghent University
Department of Education
Henri Dunantlaan 2

9000 Gent

Belgium

e-mail: Isabel.Raemdonck@ugent.be
Tel: +3292648670

Fax: +3292648688
Jo Thijssen

Utrecht University 

Bijlhouwerstraat 6

3511 ZC Utrecht

The Netherlands

e-mail: J.Thijssen@usg.uu.nl
Tel: +3130 2538101
Fax: +31302537200

Martin Valcke
Ghent University
Department of Education
Henri Dunantlaan 2

9000 Gent

Belgium

e-mail: Martin.Valcke@ugent.be
Tel: +3292648675
Fax: +3292648688
Self-directedness in learning processes and career processes. 
A study among lower- and higher-qualified employees in Flanders

1. Introduction
During the last decade the economical context of organisations, has remarkably changed. The emergence of our knowledge economy influenced the types of labour, changed the predictability of careers and redefined the relationship between the worker and the organisation (Keursten, 1998). The newly defined relationship is characterized by mutual attraction. Workers are not employees that are dependent on employers but rather entrepreneurs regarding their own talents. This ownership of one’s own career and learning is accompanied by a higher degree of self-responsibility (Keursten). As a result, the need for self-directedness in learning processes and career processes is not only paramount from a theoretical, but also from a practical perspective.

However, self-directedness in learning and career processes seems to be a rather elitist idea. Available research mainly focuses on highly-qualified workers and highly ranked managers. There is lack of research focusing on lower-qualified workers. This is critical since especially this group is affected by the changes related to the knowledge economy. The aim of this study is to examine the extent to which lower-qualified employees self-direct their learning and career processes and to contrast these data with data obtained from more highly-qualified employees. Furthermore, the influence of individual conditions other than qualification level and contextual conditions will be examined to interpret differences in findings and to develop a preliminary theoretical model. 
2. Research questions
To what extent are lower- and higher-qualified employees self-directing in their learning and career activities? How and to what extent do contextual and individual factors influence the self-directed learning activities and career activities of lower- and higher-qualified employees?

3. Method
3.1 Determining the level of self-directedness
To study self-directedness in learning processes and career processes, two scales have been developed to measure someone’s intention, attitude and behaviour to take responsibility for the planning, executing and evaluating of the personal learning process/career process. The scales were developed on basis of literature and existing instruments (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Jackson, 1996; Knowles, 1975; Kuijpers, 2003; Lankhuijzen, 2002; Stockdale & Brockett, 2003). Attention was paid to the straightforward formulation of items and to include situations applicable to lower-qualified workers. The scale for self-directedness in learning processes comprises 15 items and the scale for self-directedness towards career processes consists of 19 items. Both scales reflect a unidimensional structure and a high reliability (α= .82 and α = .87). Respectively, the scores for each of the scales was determined by dividing the sum of the item scores by the number of items per scale.
3.2 Identification of contextual and personal factors
To identify factors that influence self-directedness, a variety of contextual conditions (such as job characteristics, or characteristics of the organisation) have been operationalized in a structured interview. These interview items help to determine the characteristics of the organisation, such as sector and size of the organisation. To measure job characteristics, items were selected from the ‘Job Diagnostic Survey’ developed by Hackman & Oldham (1975). The sub-selection examines the extent to which the following characteristics have an influence on self-directedness in learning and career processes: task variety (degree to which the job requires a variety of different activities, or entails a number of different skills and talents), autonomy (degree to which the job provides substantial freedom and judgment of the employee in scheduling work and determining the procedures to be used), feedback from others (degree to which the employee receives clear information about his/her performance from his/her supervisor or co-workers), task identity (degree to which the job requires completion of a “whole” and identifiable piece of work) and dealing with others (degree to which the job requires the employee to work closely with other people). Extra items were added by the researchers, focusing on opportunities to learn. This dimension was defined as ‘the degree to which the job provides opportunities to learn’.
Respondents were asked to reflect on the extent to which a statement was applicable to their job. Sub-scores for different dimensions were calculated by dividing the sum of the item scores by the number of items per scale.
Personal conditions indicate that, despite the potential impact of the context, it is still up to the employee to decide whether he/she wants to self-direct the learning process and the career process. Items again were selected from the ‘Job Diagnostic Survey’ by Hackman & Oldham (1975) to determine two dimensions: knowledge work (degree to which the employee would like to have a job that is stimulating and challenging and gives opportunities for personal development) and  promotion (degree to which the employee pursues fast promotion, a high salary, and extra benefits). The score for each participant was computed by dividing the sum of the item scores by the amount of items per scale. Two extra dimensions were added to the list of items: ‘past career success’ (the extent to which the respondent looks back on his/her career as being a success) and ‘mobility aspiration’ (how the employee would like his/her career to evolve in the future).  Finally, items checking background variables were added to the instrument: ‘age’, ‘work experience’, ‘gender’ and ‘qualification level’.

3.2 Procedure 
A survey was conducted involving employees from 157 organisations in the private and public sector. In each organisation six employees were selected at random. Three lower-qualified and three higher-qualified employees were interviewed. ‘Low-qualified’ was defined as a person who has no secondary education diploma. In total, 464 high-qualified employees and 476 low-qualified employees participated in this study. The interviewers were university students in Educational Sciences, trained to carry out the data collection. 
4. Results
4.1 The extent of self-directedness in learning processes and career processes
In general we found that employees are to a large extent self-directed in their learning and career processes (see table 1). Respondents exposed on average a higher degree of self-directedness in their career processes than in their self-directedness in learning processes
. 
Especially low-qualified employees reflect a higher self-directedness score in their career processes as compared to learning processes
. No such differences are reflected in the scores of the high-qualified workers. 

The scores of the high-qualified group were significantly higher than the scores of the low-qualified workers group as to self-directedness in learning processes
. No significant differences were found between both groups as to self-directedness in career processes.
Table 1
4.2    Influence of contextual factors on self-directedness in learning and career processes
As mentioned earlier, we expect that contextual factors stimulate or hinder the extent to which employees are self-directing their learning and career processes. The analysis focuses on the impact of the factor-dimensions: “getting feedback from others”, “getting opportunities to learn”, the presence of “task variety“ and finally “task identity”. Next to these job characteristics, also the differential impact was explored of the size and sector of the organisation. The dimensions ‘autonomy’ and ‘dealing with others’ were excluded from the analyses because of a low reliability at the level of these dimensions (α <.70). Figure 1 depicts the variables in the analysis
.
Figure 1
The results of the statistical analyses are summarized in the following table:
Table 2
Table 2 indicates which dimensions in the contextual factors have a significant influence on the level of self-directedness in learning and career processes. Especially “task variety” and “getting opportunities to learn” contribute in a significant way both self-directedness in learning and career processes. These dimensions seem to have the most consistent influence on self-directedness in learning processes as well as on self-directedness in career processes. The results do not indicate that job or organisational characteristics have a significant influence.
Additional analyses focused on studying the influence of the contextual factors on the self-directedness of either low- or high-qualified employees
. From table 1 it is clear that “getting opportunities to learn” consistently influences the self-directedness in career ànd learning processes of low-qualified employees. Receiving chances for learning seems to be an important condition to stimulate the self-directedness of low-qualified employees. “Task variety in the job” only influenced in a significant way self-directedness in learning processes. Apparently, the results suggest that for low-qualified workers, being able to perform a variety of tasks leads to more self-directedness in learning, but not to self-directedness in career processes.
For the high-qualified employees, “task variety” significantly influences both self-directedness in learning and career processes. The dimensions ‘opportunities to learn’ and ‘task identity’ only influence in a significant way self-directedness in learning processes. Apparently, getting opportunities for learning and being able to identify oneself with the task is not that important for self-directedness in career processes. A possible explanation is the small difference in learning opportunities that was observed for the high-qualified people. The degree to which the employee receives feedback from others influences in a significant way self-directedness in career processes of high-qualified employees.
In summary, one can conclude that “getting opportunities to learn” and “task variety in a job” have a significant influence on the self-directedness in learning processes of both low-qualified employees and high-qualified employees. There is a remarkable difference in the way the contextual factors “task variety” and “getting feedback from others” play a role. They have no significant influence on the self-directedness in career processes of low-qualified but do have a significant influence on high-qualified employees. “Getting opportunities to learn” has a significant influence on the self-directedness in career processes of low-qualified employees but not of high-qualified ones. Apparently getting opportunities for learning plays a more important role for low-qualified employees in order to take control of their own career processes.
4.3 
The influence of personal factors on self-directedness in learning and career processes.

Next to contextual factors, personal differences between employees are expected to determine the degree of self-directedness in learning and career processes. Figure 2 depicts the personal factors that have been operationalized in the present study: age, gender, qualification level, years of work experience, ambition to carry out knowledge work, ambition for promotion, past career success and mobility aspiration.
Figure 2
Results for the overall sample
 (table 3) indicate that pursuing “knowledge work” and the perception of “past career success” significantly influence both self-directedness in learning and career processes. Employees who pursue meaningful and challenging work, combined with possibilities for personal development are more self-directed in their learning and career processes. Likewise, it appears that employees who perceive their past career as mainly successful reflect a significantly higher score on self-directedness in learning and career processes than employees who perceived their past career as rather a disappointment or rather a success. Employees who perceive their past career as mainly successful or mainly a disappointment do not reflect significant differences in types of self-directedness. A possible explanation in relation to the latter is that these persons might be to a large extent self-directed in their learning and career processes but due to certain external obstructions they were not able to realise their career dreams or learning goals. This possible explanation was strengthened through qualitative interviews with low-qualified workers in a later research phase.
Gender also appears to be a key influencing variable in this study. ‘Gender’ explains to a large extent differences in self-directedness towards self-directedness in career processes. Males are more self-directed in their career than females.
Extra analyses focus on the influence of combinations of personal factors in the degree of self-directedness (see table 3). Some personal factors reinforce one another in a significant way to influence the degree of self-directedness. Significant effects were found between “gender” and “mobility aspiration”, and “gender” and “past career success” on self-directedness in learning and career processes. There was as well an effect of “qualification level” and “past career success” on self-directedness in learning processes and an effect of “qualification level”, “past career success” and “gender” on self-directedness in career processes.
Table 3
When we focus the analysis on low-qualified employees (see table 4), significant influences can be identified of the personal factors “pursuing knowledge work” and perception of “past career success” on both self-directedness in career and learning processes. The influence of “gender” is limited to self-directing in career processes.  Finally, the influence of “gender” in combination with “mobility aspirations” affects significantly self-directedness in learning processes. Being male and striving for a job on a higher level (versus wanting no changes) results in higher scores on self-directedness in learning processes.
The results for the high-qualified employees present a different picture. We can conclude that the degree to which the high-qualified employee pursues “knowledge work” is a key factor that significantly influences both self-directedness in learning and career processes. “Years of work experience” has a significant influence on self-directedness in learning processes. The more work experience the higher the score. Gender, only in combination with past career success, significantly influences both self-directedness in learning processes and career processes. Being male and striving for a job on a higher level (versus wanting no changes) results in higher scores.
Table 4
Comparing the low and the high-qualified employees, one can conclude that the degree to which employee pursue a stimulating and challenging job with opportunities for personal development is a significant factor when it comes to self-directedness in learning and career processes. Someone’s “perceived past career success” plays a significant role for the low-qualified employees, while this influence is only observable for high-qualified employees when this factor is combined with “gender”. Finally, there are significant indicators that “work experience” only plays a role in the self-directedness in learning processes of high-qualified employees but not of low-qualified employees.
4.4. What are the most influential factors?
In view of this question, both contextual and individual factors were entered in the statistical analyses
. The analyses are helpful to estimate the importance of each of the factors and to examine whether contextual and/or individual factors are responsible for differences in self-directedness in learning and career processes. 

The results in table 5 indicate the order in which three to four factors appear to influence in a dominant way the self-directedness in career or learning processes. The results show that the personal factor “pursuing knowledge work” has the largest influence. Next, the contextual factor “opportunities to learn” is consistently reported as the second largest influencing factor in both self-directedness in career and learning processes. 
The third and fourth largest influencing factors are again personal factors. In view of self-directedness in learning processes, these are “perception about past career success” and “future mobility aspirations” of the employees. In view of self-directedness in learning processes, the third significant influencing factor is “mobility aspirations”. 
Table 5
When we add an extra level of complicity to the former analysis and compare at the same time high- and low-qualified employees, the results of the analyses reveal significant differences (table 6). The highest influence of the personal factor “pursuing knowledge work” is apparent in both groups and for both types of self-directedness. When focusing self-directedness in learning processes, we see that the order in influencing factors is rather comparable. There is a significant difference in the nature of the personal factor that is considered as the second most influential one. Low-qualified employees seem to be more influenced by “past career success” and high-qualified employees are rather influenced by “work experience”. When focusing on self-directedness in career processes, in both groups the second largest influential factor is a contextual factor. Low-qualified employees seem to be rather influenced by: “opportunities to learn”. High-qualified employees rather seem to be influenced by “getting personal feedback” 



Table 6

5. Discussion
In this contribution, we studied (1) the level of self-directedness in learning and career processes of both low- and high-qualified employees and (2) the influence of contextual and individual conditions on self-directedness.
In general, the results of our analyses reveal that the self-directedness scores - both in learning and career processes - were rather high. A possible explanation for these high scores is that in job contexts employees are used to taking responsibility for their own tasks. During work, one is confronted with concrete problems which one has to solve and most often one is forced to monitor the work process by oneself. Possibly, employees take this responsibility as well when it concerns learning and career processes since they expect to do so. A second explanation for these high scores can be related to our research methodology. Data have been gathered through a self-reporting strategy. Although the instruments used in this study are very reliable, one can still raise questions about difference between reported levels of self-directedness and the degree of self-directedness in reality. The methodology can be affected by social desirable answers.
The high-qualified employees scores reflect somewhat higher scores as compared to the low-qualified group; but the differences are only significant for self-directedness in learning and not for self-directedness in career processes. Moreover, in multivariate analyses the influence of qualification level only counts when combined to other personal factors. This is an important finding in view of the limited number of empirical studies set up involving low-qualified employees. But other explanations can be put forward to explain the relatively low influence of qualification level. A first explanation is related to possible limited reflective skills of low-qualified employees. They might tend to overestimate themselves or refuse to report low scores. Again this might result in socially desirable answer patterns. A second explanation is related to our research sample. We asked the manager of the companies to select at random three low-qualified and three high-qualified employees. Although the criterion to differentiate between low- and high-qualified employees is an objective one; the selection process might have been marred by non-controlled variables, such as selection of low-qualified but highly experienced employees, employees they consider to be very self-directed, etc. This can result in an overestimation of the level of self-directedness in learning and career processes in the sample as compared to the population. 

A third and last possible explanation is that the criterion to distinguish between low- and high-qualified employees is of lesser importance. Our research results reveal that factors such as, “getting opportunities to learn” and “pursuing knowledge work” might be better independent variables to make distinctions between employees in view of studying self-directedness in learning and career processes. This hypothesizes a stronger relationship between self-directedness and “knowledge work”. Our results also point at the importance of creating possibilities for employees to carry out various tasks (factor “task variety”). This factor could clearly be identified as a very influential factor on both self-directedness in learning and career processes.
Despite we are able to detect some patterns in these results, we have to be careful. Next to the factors considered in this research, other factors can have an impact and result in significant differences in self-directedness. Further research is advisable from this perspective. 
6. Conclusions
In this study we wanted to move beyond the single sided focus on high-qualified employees in the research area of self-directedness in learning and career processes. In the present study, a heterogeneous sample of employees was involved in a survey. In addition, a large number of employees could be studied. Both methodological features have proven to be helpful to obtain significant results. In future research it is advisable to extend the present research methodology. Next to self-reported indices, we suggest to gather data from other actors sources for example colleagues, chiefs, subordinates in order to have multiple assessments of someone’s level of self-directedness in learning and career processes.  
A second suggestion is related to the timeline in the design of study. In the present study, data has been collected at one point in time. Studying the causal relation between levels of self-directedness and actual learning and career decisions and outcomes necessitate a longitudinal study. At present, such a studied has been set up to replicate the current findings and to add to the study a longitudinal perspective.
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Tables and figures

Table 1: Extent of self-directedness in learning and career processes

	
	Self-directedness in learning processes
	Self-directedness in career processes

	Total sample
	3.83
	3.88

	Low-qualified employees
	3.75
	3.86

	Higher qualified employees
	3.90
	3.90
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Figure 1: Contextual conditions

Table 2: Influence of contextual factors on self-directedness in learning processes and career processes 
___________________________________________________________________________

	MANOVA
	Self-directedness learning total
	Self-directedness 
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٭ This contextual factor has a significant influence 
Total = total sample

LQ = low-qualified
HQ = high-qualified

[image: image2.emf]Age

Gender

Qualification level

Years of work experience

Self-directedness in

learning processes

Self-directedness in

career processes

Knowledge work

Promotion

Past career success

Mobility aspiration


Figure 2: Individual conditions

Table 3: Influence of individual factors on self-directedness in learning processes and self-directedness in career processes (total sample)
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________






           Self-directedness  Self-directedness 

	MANOVA
	learning total
	career total

	Knowledge work
	٭
	٭

	Past career success 
	٭
	٭

	Gender
	 
	٭

	Gender x mobility aspiration
	٭
	٭

	Gender x past career success
	٭
	٭

	Qualification level x past career success

Qualification level  x gender x past career success
	٭


	٭


________________________________________________________________________

٭ This individual factor has a significant influence
Table 4: Influence of individual factors on self-directedness in learning processes and on self-directedness in career processes for low and higher qualified employees separately
___________________________________________________________________________

MANOVA

        Self-directedness
Self-directedness          Self-directedness
Self-directedness

	
	learning

LQ
	learning

HQ
	career

LQ
	career

HQ

	Knowledge work
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	٭
	        ٭
	            ٭

	Past career success
	٭
	
	 
	    ٭

	Gender
	 
	
	                                              
	    ٭

	Work experience
	 
	                   ٭
	
	 

	Gender x mobility aspiration
	٭
	 
	 
	 

	Gender x past career success 
	                           
	                     ٭             
	                                      
	                             ٭                   


______________________________________________________________________

٭ This individual factor has an influence 
LQ = low-qualified

HQ = high-qualified
Table 5: Influence of contextual and individual factors for the total sample
	Predictor 
	Self-directedness in learning processes
	Self-directedness in career processes

	Striving for knowledgework
	1
	1

	Opportunities for learning
	2
	2

	Satisfaction related to past career success
	3
	-

	Mobility aspiration
	4
	3


Table 6: Influence of contextual and individual factors for  the low-qualified and higher qualified group

	Predictor
	Self-directedness in learning processes

LQ
	Self-directedness in learning processes HQ
	Self-directedness in career processes LQ
	Self-directedness in career processes HQ

	Pursuing knowledge work
	1
	1
	1
	1

	Opportunities to learn
	3
	3
	2
	

	Satisfaction related to past career success
	2
	
	
	

	Work  experience
	
	2
	
	

	Getting feedback
	
	
	
	2


� Paired t-test (t=3,522, df= 911, p =.000, 2-tailed)


� Paired t-test (t=4.759, df=460, p =.000, 2-tailed)


� Independent t-test (t= -4,208, df= 918, p =.000, 2-tailed)


� A multivariate analysis of variance was executed


� Multivariate analyses of variance were carried out


� Multivariate analyses of variance


� A multiple regression analysis was executed
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