DIY Development
First published in Infomatics, April 2001.
You know how to manage your accounts, territory and pipeline. But how are you managing your
own learning and development? Sales coach and Infomatics columnist Anna Britnor Guest gives
some hands-on advice.

As a sales coach I am beginning to see a change in attitude towards staff development. Not an
overnight revolution, but a gradual shift influenced by a number of diverse forces.
The pace of business life today, combined with flatter management structures and greater
employee empowerment, has resulted in a more frenetic and reactive working environment. At
the same time, employers generally acknowledge that while salespeople rarely stay in one job for
more than a few years, this hardly rules out two-way loyalty during that time.
In such a climate, most employers are willing to invest money in training as a means of ensuring
they achieve maximum productivity from their people. As Mike Maynard, channel partner sales
director for Ikon Technology Services, explains "I'm firmly committed to looking after my people. If
I can show them a career path, give them a structure and provide them with the opportunities to
develop then they themselves can progress towards the goal. There's a mutual commitment - if
they are developing their skills and their career they will be more motivated and, in turn, will
develop the business".
Many managers share this sentiment but respond that the major hurdle to developing their team
is not money but time.
As a result, they are more able to support staff who can identify their own training requirements,
set personal objectives and manage their own learning. Smart salespeople also recognise that
taking control of their own development helps to significantly enhance their career progression
opportunities.
This approach is not, however, an opportunity for companies to abdicate responsibility. As
Pauline Willis of the Coaching & Mentoring Network explains "To manage one's own learning
within an organisation requires a higher degree of independence and maturity than relying on a
manager to deliver. It also requires a creative approach towards training options. The company
has a responsibility to ensure that employees develop these competencies and are made aware
of potential development opportunities".
Willis argues that, in order for individuals to manage their own learning successfully, there must
be real buy-in at every level on the employer's side. "Transitioning from traditional to selfmanaged learning takes commitment from the organisation in terms of skills, culture, time and
support systems such as might be accessed through the intranet".
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Sean McGovern, VP of Strategy at Mediapps, Internet portal specialists, agrees that the Intranet
offers a basis for supporting this self-managed learning culture. "HR Managers increasingly want
to delegate certain training needs to a self-service platform on the intranet. Enterprise-based
learning portals are an excellent way of reaping the benefits and creating 'homogenous' groups of
learners across the organisation".
As Willis notes, developing such an infrastructure "allows development needs to be addressed in
'real time' through a much more dynamic network of supportive colleagues, tools and information
services, leading to increased effectiveness, motivation and improved working environment".
Clearly, these various factors present an opportunity for forward-thinking companies and
salespeople to integrate ongoing professional and personal development into the heart of the
working culture even within the busiest sales environment.
Creating your own development plan
Self-managed learning takes discipline but with a few tools and techniques the process becomes
easier.
Taking a 'self-coaching' approach means asking yourself open, sometimes tough, questions and
being truly honest about your responses.
Start by creating your own documented personal development plan. This should take into
account the following.
Goals
If you have clear goals, write them down. If not, consider
Where do I want to be in 3, 6, 12 months?,




Where do I want to be in 5 years?,
What aspects of my life do I want to be the same?,
What do I want to be different?

It is important to view your life holistically, rather than rigidly separating work and home life.
Remind yourself that through the life of this plan, your goals may subtly shift or radically change.
Values and principles
We all have values, ethics and principles which underpin our actions and decisions.




What are yours?
How do they compare with those of your organisation?
How well does your role reflect and support your values?
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Motivation and attitude to change
Wanting things to be different is only a small part of being open to change.





What evidence is there that you are committed to stepping outside your comfort zone in
order to move forward?
How open are you to gaining greater personal insight?
What will make you persevere when the going gets tough?
Who can help by supporting you?

Skills and knowledge
For a sales or sales management role we might define the following as core competencies







Relationship building and communication
Sales process skills
Self-organisation
Technical knowledge
Business/market knowledge
People management

For each of these areas consider









How do I feel about this aspect of the role?
What skills do I need?
Which am I good at?
Which do I need to develop?
What difference will it make if I develop this skill?
What will I do to make this change and who can help me?
How will I measure my progress?
When will I achieve this by?

Work through each area in detail, considering both your current role and next career step.
Imagine or observe yourself in specific situations, for instance presenting to your top prospect's
board of directors. Examine every minute detail and be truly honest about what your strengths
and weaknesses are.
Having defined your development needs in this way, work out the best way of acquiring the
relevant skills or knowledge. The self-coaching approach to managing your development allows
you to integrate this development into your everyday life.
You may choose to learn informally by reading books, joining on-line discussion forums or
sharing experiences with colleagues over a pint. No matter: you have committed to taking action
in the real day-to-day working environment and this is where you can expect to gain true and
lasting change.
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Where to acquire new skills












Training courses
Finding a mentor
Books, journals
The Internet / Intranet
E-learning solutions
Colleagues, peers and managers
1-2-1 coaching from manager or an 'expert'
Observing others
Networking organisations
Professional institutes/ associations
On-line discussion forums
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