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Abstract. – Coaching provides a clear competitive advantage in today’s workplace for
achieving and maintaining high performance. A state-of-the-art skills assessment can be
the basis for self-directed coaching, which is an effective approach for those without
ready access to a professional coach. To this end, a coaching pathway is presented to help
professionals assess, evaluate and leverage their current skill set on their own initiative.
                                                                                                                                                

People tend to have one of two general outlooks on the world.  They believe either life
events are due to their own behavior and attributes, or they believe that life events happen
because of uncontrollable circumstances like chance or the actions of others. Social
scientists refer to these mindsets as an “internal locus of control” versus an “external
locus of control,” respectively. Which mindset best describes you? Carefully read these
three statements:

“When I need assistance, I find it difficult to get others to help me”
“Bad luck has often prevented me from achieving things”

“What happens in my career is mostly beyond my own control”

Those who strongly agree with these statements tend to have a greater “external locus of
control” 2,3.  In our experience, employees in this category do not respond well to
coaching or constructive criticism. However, candid feedback about professional
performance can greatly benefit those who have an “internal locus of control” – that is,
those who value knowledge as power and thereby strive for greater power over their
professional images and careers. You are in the “internal locus of control” group if you
strongly agree with statements like these 2,3:

“Once I make plans, it is almost certain that I can make them work”
“My major accomplishments are entirely due to my own hard work and abilities”

“I can learn almost anything if I really set my mind to it”

Individuals with a strong internal locus of control routinely seek out opportunities for
personal and professional development. Sometimes this means enlisting the services of a
professional coach, while other times it means exploring possible “blind-spots” and areas
of growth privately in the spirit of self-reflection. This latter approach to professional
development is referred to as self-directed coaching.

Self-Directed Coaching

When grounded in sound standardized assessment, self-directed coaching is a convenient,
private, cost-effective and valid way to invest in your personal and professional
development. The type of standardized assessment that is the best “secret weapon” in this
context focuses on a person’s Attitude and Skill Set, not simply one’s personality
structure. It is also crucial to use a normative instrument based in advanced test theory



3

(i.e., Item Response Theory: IRT) so the results are guaranteed to be of the highest
reliability and validity1. Of course, IRT is preferable for reasons beyond psychometric
grounds. Advanced test theory methods of constructing assessments yield new and
surprising ways to look at test takers’ response patterns. In particular, when tests are
computerized or Web-based, IRT can be used to find “outliers” among the responses, and
such outliers can be exploited for diagnostic purposes. For instance, in addition to
knowing that you score “high” on “leadership,” is it not also valuable to know that you
seem to avoid all forms of conflict or that you lack decisiveness? These are the kinds of
questions that can now be answered – and they are exactly the types of insights and
information that are central to self-directed coaching. In our experience, professionals
actually value such detailed information as much as (and often more than) the typical
information provided by most standardized assessments. This is because the diagnostic
feedback points to individuals’ specific strengths and blind-spots with any eye for future
training and development purposes.

Six reasons for self-directed coaching

Self-directed coaching – when grounded in legitimate online assessment – helps people
navigate in today’s business environment:

• A rapidly evolving business environment. The ability to learn and adapt is
quickly becoming an essential skill in today’s environment of change. Online
testing can be conducted when it fits your schedule, and the results are available
immediately.

• The features of modern organizations. Organizations with broader management
roles, lower job security or without clear structures have contributed to the need
for self-guided coaching. Newly promoted individuals often have to make large
changes in skills, responsibilities and performance. Assessment identifies hidden
strengths you can use to build on and “blind-spots” of which you need to be aware
in order to maintain peak performance.

• Individual responsibility for development. Self-directed coaching encourages
professionals to identify development needs, plan development activities and
support personal problem-solving. Accordingly, individuals are in control of
when and how they learn.

• The need for targeted, individualized, just-in-time development. Testing can
provide highly customized and specific performance feedback, as opposed to
“cookie-cutter” statements that plague most assessments on the market today1.

• The financial costs of the poor performance. Coaching allows people to
undertake pre-emptive and proactive interventions to improve their performance.
Most coaching happens at the junior and middle management levels, but all
employment levels can use it. To be sure, studies have shown that even for low-
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level positions a failed hire costs a company double the person’s salary. At higher
levels, the cost can be six times the salary.

• Employee demand for different types of training. Research demonstrates that
people are more motivated and learn best when they know that training is relevant
to their job. Skills testing and self-directed coaching, with its constructive focus
on work issues and improving job performance, fits in well with this scope.

The mechanics of self-directed coaching

The “Coaching Pathway” presented below is a structured set of steps to facilitate self-
discovery and the start of a professional development plan. Of course, one does not need
to be on the fast track to benefit from this process. Candidates preparing or updating
their resumes or prepping for job interviews can gain considerable advantages as well.

The pathway begins with the completion of a legitimate skills assessment in order to take
an impartial inventory of your skill set. We recommend assessing competencies that
predict job performance in the service industry – Leadership, Creativity, Team-Building,
Sensitivity to Diversity, Ethical Awareness, Sense of Humor, Service Orientation,
Problem Solving, Self-Efficacy and Loyalty to Company.

Personality assessments can complement – but not replace – this process by providing
insight into your interpersonal style.  There are several well-constructed personality
inventories, and we invite you to contact us for more information about these and they
should be used for professional development purposes.

Donald Trump stated, “You must love what you do or you will not try as hard to gain
knowledge.” To be in the right job, you must be clear on your passion, skills,
competencies, values, cultural fit and personality. You must examine your strengths and
identify the sources of intrinsic satisfaction. Learn to assess what is important in your life
and what you value most on a given day, and then establish reasonable expectations using
our “Coaching Pathway.”
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Relevant to current job?

NOYES

Do I have time, energy
and ability to learn or

hone the skill?

NOYES

Relevant to current job?

YESNO

Where to Look:
◊ Professional

organizations.
◊ Text books and trade

publications.
◊ Company experts.
◊ Faculty at local

college.
◊ Classes and

workshops by local
colleges.

◊ Speakers series &
seminars.

◊ Conferences, podcasts
or webinars.

◊ Websites and
handbooks of leading
companies in the field.

◊ Professional coach.

A SPECIFIC SKILL OR

COMPETENCY

(You Lack It) (You Have It)

Assess when you
will need to have
this skill ready-to-
go and plan to earn
it in good time.

SELF-DIRECTED COACHING PATHWAY

Learn the new skills via
self-learning, skills
training, continuing
education or with a

mentor.

1. Identify your current
closest traits.

2. Define an evolution of
the trait(s) until it looks
like the one you need.

3. Find your bridge to each
step of the evolution.

Is this relevant to higher
or more attractive jobs?

◊ Get noticed for this
trait now! Use it as
icing on the cake in
your current job.

◊ Perfect your execution
during this downtime.

◊ Show off in a parallel
professional arena.
Take a noticeable role
as a volunteer that
showcases or at least
practices this trait in a
professional
organization.

1. Influence! Write for
publication or
presentation about how
to or when to use this
trait.

2. Use your gift to lead!
Teach, Coach or Train
co-workers and others
how to gain it, how to
use it and how it helps
them.

3. Join organizations that
need your gift and use it
there too!  Word will get
back.

4. Volunteer for projects
and assignments where
use of your gift is
necessary or beneficial.

5. Use this gift to enhance
your other traits; giving
everything you do a
certain sophistication.

6. Use your gift to best
prepare your boss or
their boss.

Capitalize further on
skill.

Sense of Humor
Service Orientation

Problem Solving
Self-Efficacy

Loyalty to Company

Build on skill to lay
foundation for

promotion, cross-
training.

Leadership
Creativity

Team-Building
Sensitivity to Direction

Ethical Awareness

Build on skill to lay
foundation for

promotion, cross-
training.

Compensate for the
“blind-spot” via new
habits and structured

techniques

No action needed
immediately.
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…Following-through

Self-directed coaching does not wholly replace a professional coach. Our “Coaching
Pathway” instead lays the foundation for a developmental plan, which professional
coaches can assist with implementing to the have the greatest impact. When used
judiciously, self-directed coaching can offer considerable benefits to both the individual
and the employer.

For instance, individuals benefit by:

• Learning to solve their own problems
• Learning to identify and act on development needs or goals
• Building greater confidence
• Having greater self-awareness and gaining new perspectives
• Fostering greater adaptability to change
• Improving work-life balance
• Reducing stress levels by reinforcing a sense of control and mastery

These individual benefits also directly affect a company’s bottom line by improving work
quality and productivity, increasing employee commitment and satisfaction (which can
lead to improved retention) and supporting other training and development initiatives
within the company.

Ideally all companies would invest in training, coaching and professional development
for its workforce. However, savvy and forward-thinking professionals who possess that
“internal locus of control” do not wait for opportunities to come to them. Rather, they
take the initiative. And the process of self-directed coaching and professional coaching
offers a competitive edge to driven individuals who want the opportunity to better define
and meet their short-term and long-term goals in their careers… and indeed in across
other aspects of their lives.
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