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Abstract 

Purpose – Policy makers have called for more entrepreneurship throughout societies as a response to 

the digital transformation. This paper argues that the rapidly changing conditions of the digital age 

indeed mark a change in the bases of entrepreneurship. Specifically, as adaptivity becomes key, a 

learning capacity and general ability to adapt becomes a critical factor in entrepreneurial activity. The 

paper identifies self-directed learning as a fundamental competence in this regard and examines its role 

for entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial competence. 

Design/methodology/approach – The paper develops a theoretical framework for the role of self-

directed learning in entrepreneurship through a process of systematic review of previous studies that 

have linked self-directed learning to entrepreneurship. 

Findings – The formulated theoretical framework shows how self-directed learning competence 

combines with experiential learning in supporting the kind of adaptivity needed for entrepreneurial 

competence, especially under more rapidly changing conditions. Self-directed learning competence also 

gains wider importance through enabling individuals to meet the demands of organizational changes in 

our highly volatile world. 

Practical implications – Self-directed learning competence prepares individuals for entrepreneurship 

and resilience in face of rapid changes as well as for being more entrepreneurial in the conduct of their 

lives more generally. Fostering self-directed learning competence can thus be regarded as an important 

objective of entrepreneurship education. 

Originality/value – The described Self-directed Experiential Learning Cycle offers a novel perspective 

that clarifies how both self-directed and experiential learning competences are integral for understanding 

the basis of adaptiveness in entrepreneurial activity. 

 

Keywords 

Self-directed learning (SDL), Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle, adaptivity, meta-competence, 

entrepreneurial orientation, digital age 
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1. Introduction  

Education for entrepreneurship has received particular attention against the backdrop of a 

globalizing world marked by a growing fluidity, complexity, and uncertainty (Lackéus, 2015; 

Liguori et al., 2018). Entrepreneurial skills, it is held, can prepare individuals to prevail and 

succeed under these conditions; and policy makers have stressed the importance of 

entrepreneurship and an entrepreneurial culture throughout society (e.g. Lee et al., 2011; Olson 

and Wood, 2018). The kind of mentality or culture that policy makers envision with the 

diffusion of entrepreneurship concerns an attitudinal dimension that has commonly been dealt 

with under the heading of “entrepreneurial orientation” (Kreiser, 2011; Miller, 2011; Wang, 

2008). In this regard, a large part of entrepreneurship education has been directed at how to 

foster not just specific entrepreneurial skills but also an entrepreneurial attitude (for an overview 

see Mwasalwiba, 2010). 

However, common diagnoses of rapidly changing conditions emphasize a need for adaptivity 

and learning competence that goes beyond an entrepreneurial attitude and a set of 

entrepreneurship skills. Indeed, the importance of an ability to adapt arguably becomes 

especially palpable in times of sudden change and crisis that demand novel responses – 

exampled by the current COVID-19 pandemic. It is not surprising therefore that adaptivity, 

defined as “the ability to employ multiple ways to succeed and the capacity to move seamlessly 

among them” (Hofman et al., 2014, pp. 51–52), has recently been labelled as the conditio sine 

qua non of professional expertise and business success (Ward et al., 2018). Thus, in short, 

adaptivity – and the resilience that it fosters – is fundamental for short- and long-term 

professional and business success. 

In this respect, the business literature has emphasized that increasingly volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous conditions require businesses to not just adapt to new circumstances 

but to more generally develop an ability to adapt in face of constantly changing circumstances 
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and, importantly, to capitalize on a vastly increased number of entrepreneurial opportunities 

(Westerman et al., 2014; Finkle and Olsen, 2019; Lambin, 2014). It therefore seems necessary 

to consider that what is key to fostering entrepreneurial competence, especially under these 

rapidly changing conditions, is more than merely certain skills and expertise to deal with a fixed 

set of tasks. Rather, the need for adaptivity in entrepreneurship points to the importance of an 

ability to acquire and develop new knowledge and skills, to proactively identify a need to 

change and adapt, and to do things differently than before (Byrne et al., 2014). Furthermore, it 

is important to highlight key limitations in entrepreneurial literature that have not been fully 

addressed to date concern (1) a lack of attention toward the necessity and advantage gained for 

entrepreneurs when they hold the necessary learning competence to enable a proactive and 

competent process of acquiring and developing new knowledge and skills to meet the demands 

of their changing professional and/or business conditions and (2) a lack of clear understanding 

of the nature of this learning process – that leads to adaptivity to the changing conditions. 

The present paper deals with these concerns through addressing the question what kind of 

learning competence lies at the foundation of an entrepreneurial ability to cope with 

continuously and rapidly changing conditions and what benefits this competence may afford an 

entrepreneur. Specifically, given the importance of adaptivity outlined above, we argue below 

that a competence of self-directed learning (SDL) is key to a more comprehensive 

entrepreneurial competence. SDL has been defined as a “major, highly deliberate effort to gain 

certain knowledge and skill (or to change in some other way)” (Tough, 1971, p. 1; cf. also 

Knowles, 1975). Specifically, adult learning literature has highlighted SDL competence as 

fundamental to enabling a person to adapt to rapidly changing conditions: especially through 

providing the person with the competence to upskill proactively in order to meet the demands 

of changing situations (cf. Morris, 2019a). SDL thus can be viewed as a meta-competence: 

enabling the person to successfully and efficiently learn new knowledge and other skills that 
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are necessary to meet their demands within their entrepreneurial context (see also Pluskwik et 

al., 2018). 

As Ustav and Venesaar (2018) have remarked on a more general note, meta-competencies are 

essential for dealing with ambiguity and coping with changing situations in entrepreneurship. 

It has also been stated that an entrepreneurial orientation has to be combined with a learning 

orientation in order to foster entrepreneurship and ultimately business performance (Wang, 

2008). In a similar vein, some scholars have noted that a metacognitive ability and capability 

to learn from experience is an important basis for individuals’ adaptability (De Meuse et al., 

2010; Haynie et al., 2012). Yet, despite the relevance of a learning competence that undergirds 

individuals’ adaptability, it does not feature prominently in entrepreneurship education. 

By discussing and stressing the role of learning competence in the context of entrepreneurship 

the present paper advances the existing literature in several regards. First, starting from a 

description of SDL and its general relevance for adaptivity, we review research that has drawn 

a connection between SDL and entrepreneurship. Second, we make a theoretical contribution 

by synthesizing relevant insights from that literature and formulate an analytical framework to 

systematically connect learning competence with adaptivity in entrepreneurship. In doing so, 

we spell out why SDL competence is a fundamental component of entrepreneurial competence. 

Finally, we discuss how learning competence gains particular importance in view of the far-

reaching organizational changes in economy and society that mark the digital age. Specifically, 

we argue that it equips individuals for meeting the demands of organizational changes under 

highly volatile conditions. Based on this approach, the paper offers relevant insights on how to 

foster entrepreneurship that is marked by a high degree of adaptivity. This knowledge can help 

to inform the objectives and instruments that entrepreneurship policy makers need to prioritize. 
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2.  Self-directed learning as a fundamental competence for dealing with changing 

conditions  

In the literature on entrepreneurship and learning, “learning skills” are usually classified or 

counted as just one skill among others that are necessary for entrepreneurial competence. For 

instance, and significantly, an OECD report (Lackéus, 2015) lists 16 dimensions (each 

dimension is classified as knowledge, skill, or attitude) that comprise and contribute to 

cognitive and/or non-cognitive competence of an entrepreneur. The report views “learning 

skills” as of equal footing in comparison to other skills required for successful entrepreneurship 

(namely, marketing skills, resource skills, opportunity skills, interpersonal skills, and strategic 

skills). Importantly, and reflecting on the current entrepreneurial literature, in this regard, 

learning skills are not presently conceded a formidable role in comparison to the five skills that 

are outlined in the report as necessary for a competent entrepreneur (cf. Lackéus, 2015, p. 13). 

This perspective stands in stark contrast to adult learning literature that highlights that when an 

individual develops learning skills and becomes a competent self-directed learner then this 

affords them with the ability to successfully and effectively learn additional (and/or refine 

presently held) skills, knowledge, and attitudes that the individual learner deems necessary to 

meet the demands of their given social, economic, and contextual conditions (cf. Morris, 2019a, 

c). In other words, SDL competence could be viewed as a “meta-competence” that is important 

for, and is indeed fundamental for, proactively upskilling with an effective and efficient 

mannerism the necessary skills, knowledge, and attitudes to meet the changing challenges and 

demands they face. Consequently, SDL can be seen as a fundamental and higher-order 

competence for entrepreneurs to meet the demands of their ever-changing business world (see 

also Ustav and Venesaar, 2018). 

What makes SDL especially relevant for entrepreneurship is that it can sustain the kind of 

adaptability needed by entrepreneurs to competently deal with and react to problems that occur 
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and also, importantly, to competently make the most of opportunities that arise. Studies from 

adult learning literature have summarized that the benefits that can be gained from undertaking 

competent SDL are multiple, including providing the ability (1) to adapt proactively to changing 

social, economic, and contextual conditions and therefore enabling a person to avoid knowledge 

and skill obsolescence (e.g. Morrison and Premkumar, 2014) (2) to grow and develop in 

accordance to their specific conditions, providing a person with the adaptivity required under 

the conditions of rapid change and (3)  providing an individual with the capability to take 

appropriate actions to upskill accordingly (e.g. Morris, 2019c). 

Remarkably, to our knowledge, little attention has been given to the construct of SDL in 

entrepreneurial research to date. Rather, entrepreneurial research has strongly emphasized and 

focused on the importance of learning-by-doing – or “learning through entrepreneurship” – for 

the fostering of entrepreneurial competence (e.g. Cope, 2005). Learning through 

entrepreneurship can be classified as “experiential learning”; and indeed the literature in this 

regard often employs Kolb’s (1984, 2015) Experiential Learning Cycle as a guiding framework 

for understanding the learning process involved in entrepreneurship. In this regard, it has been 

argued that practical hands-on real-world entrepreneurial experience fosters the development 

of attitudes, such as self-efficacy and proactiveness, that characterize an entrepreneurial 

mindset and orientation likely to actuate successful entrepreneurship (see e.g. Schoonmaker et 

al., 2019). 

Nonetheless, in terms of adult learning theory, experiential learning is viewed as just one 

dimension of the adult learning process and, importantly, SDL is another key dimension of 

adult learning (cf. Merriam et al., 2020). The construct of SDL differs from other constructs 

and forms of learning in that it represents a learning process in which a learner takes 

responsibility to proactively direct their learning means and objectives in order to meet the 

specific demands determined by the conditions of their personal context (cf. Boyer et al., 2014, 
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Kranzow and Hyland, 2016). It is important to consider that the SDL construct has four key 

dimensions that are commonly emphasized by scholars and are commonly found within 

theoretical models of SDL: (1) the process/management of learning tasks (2) personality 

characteristics of persons likely to pursue SDL (3) factors within the persons context that might 

influence the likelihood of whether SDL is carried out and (4) the cognitive aspect of SDL: 

considering the process of how meaning is made during SDL (e.g. Beckers et al., 2018; 

Sawatsky et al., 2017). 

Empirical studies have highlighted the importance of personality characteristics in influencing 

a person’s tendency and propensity towards undertaking SDL (e.g. Alharbi, 2018; Kirwan et 

al., 2014; Slater et al., 2017). Also, it should be considered that contextual factors are likely to 

have a powerful influence on whether SDL is likely to be carried out (e.g. Merriam, 2018) and 

therefore it is important to point out that SDL does not occur in a societal vacuum. Indeed, what 

may seem somewhat paradoxical is that the process of SDL often does not involve the person 

learning in isolation. Quite to the contrary, empirical studies have highlighted how successful 

SDL often involves working with others, often in small working groups (e.g. Soares et al., 2018; 

Verzat et al., 2017). 

In sum, SDL is a complex construct and the ability to competently engage in SDL can be seen 

as fundamental to successful entrepreneurship as it affords a person with the ability to adapt to 

changing situations and demands. Having outlined major assumptions and insights from 

research on SDL we thus turn to the question how a link between entrepreneurship and SDL 

has been drawn in previous contributions. 

 

3. Review of literature on self-directed learning and entrepreneurship  

What is the role of SDL for entrepreneurs and, specifically, how is it related to the learning that 

entrepreneurs may undergo and the adaptivity they need to succeed under rapidly changing 
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conditions? Existing research that has dealt specifically with this question and has explicitly 

linked SDL to entrepreneurship is rather limited. For a systematic review of such contributions 

we conducted a targeted search of publications. We used the broad search terms “‘self-directed 

learning’ AND ‘entreprene*’” within the title, abstract, or keywords of traditional journal 

indexes (namely Web of Science and Scopus). The search was not limited to a given timeframe 

for the fact that, even given that the search terms used in the literature search were broad and 

were applied to all search fields within the advance search tools, at the time that the literature 

search was conducted (July, 2019) the search only retrieved 62 records. This low retrieval 

reflects upon the dearth of research to date that has been conducted in this very important 

scientific field of investigation. Inclusion criteria were that the record was (1) at least in part, 

focused on entrepreneurship and SDL and (2) that the work was published in the English 

language.1 An overview of the selection process can be seen in Annex I. In total 17 studies were 

identified as primarily relevant (for a complete and annotated list of the reviewed contributions 

see Annex II). 

In line with the guiding question formulated above, this set of contributions was screened for 

common themes concerning the role that SDL plays for entrepreneurship as well as adaptivity 

more generally. To provide a systematic overview of the reviewed research, the selected 

contributions were processed along the lines of a structured qualitative content analysis: 

identifying and coding relevant text segments in order to arrive at salient themes by following 

the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), where initial categories were gradually 

grouped and aggregated into larger themes.2 

                                                 
1 From 62 records 13 duplicates were removed. A further 11 records were excluded during the initial screening 

where (a) nine records were excluded because the title indicated that the record was not related to entrepreneurship 

or SDL (b) one record was excluded on the basis that it was not written in the English language and (c) one further 

paper was not accessible to the investigators and was therefore not included in the present review. The remaining 

38 articles were screened for eligibility by abstract, 33 of which were also examined in full-text, to assess whether 

the record, at least in part, focused on entrepreneurship and SDL. 
2 The coding was done using the MAXQDA10 software and can be obtained upon request from the authors. 
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As a result of this process, we arrived at four themes: (1) The process and outcomes of 

undertaking SDL (2) motivation for SDL (3) the role of pragmatic active experimentation in 

enabling contextually rich concrete experiences – learning through entrepreneurship and (4) the 

importance of critical reflective observation in forming contextual specific abstract 

conceptualizations. Figure 1 provides an overview and summary of the key insights derived 

from the literature review under those four themes. We elaborate on them in the following 

subsections. 

 

Figure 1. Overview of key themes in studies on SDL in entrepreneurship 

 

 

3.1. The process and outcomes of undertaking self-directed learning 

Looking at how SDL is taken up in the reviewed studies, it should be noted first that despite 

our narrow focus on studies that make reference to SDL in the context of entrepreneurship, they 

overall only rather marginally draw on the SDL construct. Sometimes, the term self-directed 

learning is used very loosely and with little to no theoretical foundation. Nonetheless, where 

the reviewed studies do elaborate on SDL, its role and outcomes in entrepreneurship education 

are described rather similarly. In several of the reviewed studies, the process of SDL is linked 

to entrepreneurial challenges or opportunities: SDL commonly represents a process of learners 

self-directing their learning means in order to meet the learning objectives identified (specific 

Process and outcomes of SDL

• Self-directed use of learning 
means

• Importance of support from 
others

• Fosters entrepreneurial 
orientation, creativity, and 
adaptivity

• SDL ability can itself be an 
outcome of entrepreneurship 
education 

Motivation for SDL

• Entrepreneurial challenges 
and opportunities

• Favorable social environment

• Concrete entrepreneurial 
experience

The role of active 
experimentation

• Emphasis on learning by 
doing/experiential learning 

• SDL as addition to or 
subsequent step after 
experiential learning

Importance of critical 
reflection

• Critical reflection is central to 
development of SDL 
competence

• Reflection in entrepreneurial 
practice motivates SDL

• Peer learning induces multiple 
perspectives
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to a problem or opportunity) in an entrepreneurial context. And, many of the studies reviewed 

are interested in how formal education can be designed to practice and facilitate SDL. 

In this regard, Lee et al. (2017) discuss that project-based learning is a popular pedagogical 

strategy that encourages students to engage in SDL. Täks et al. (2014) identify that students 

valued knowledge gained through self-directed and group learning activities involving 

reflection. However, the authors discuss that for students who are accustomed to a traditional 

teaching model, the transformation to SDL might cause considerable difficulties. While Young 

(2007) highlights the point that SDL can be accomplished either completely alone or with the 

cooperation of others, many of the reviewed studies point to a collaborative learning process 

(e.g. Lindberg et al., 2017; Pluskwik et al., 2018; Rasiah et al., 2019; Sze-yeng and Hussain, 

2012; Witt et al., 2006). Van Gelderen (2010) argues that students need their teachers to help 

them become self-directed (see also Sze-yeng and Hussain, 2012). In reference to the works of 

Grolnick and Ryan (1987) and Loyens et al. (2008), the author points out that allowing learners 

autonomy is not about undirected, unguided, learning. In addition, van Gelderen (2010) 

highlights that the educator, friends and other learners might be important learning resources in 

what may be described as a community of learning. 

An important distinction that can be made with respect to the reviewed studies is whether they 

are concerned with the consequences of SDL, e.g. for an entrepreneurial mindset, or with SDL 

forming a part of entrepreneurship. Belonging to the first group, several studies see SDL as an 

important way of generating a proactive or entrepreneurial attitude. In this regard, Witt et al. 

(2006) document an example of a new educational programme in which student teams grow 

from leader-directed teams in their first academic year to self-directed empowered teams in the 

fifth year of the curriculum. They argue that the more a student controls their change process 

from the initial goal-setting stage the higher the likelihood is that they will eventually take on 

personal responsibility to achieve their learning goals. Moreover, Lindberg et al. (2017) 
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highlight the point that students’ creativity can also be developed through SDL: as SDL 

involves students’ experimentation. They discussed that students became active, enhancing 

learners’ self-efficacy, experimentation, risk taking, innovation, and creativity. In addition, 

Verzat et al. (2017) describe how an SDL approach leads to positive emotions and development 

of a proactive attitude. Moreover, Rasiah et al. (2019) discuss how SDL can cultivate an 

entrepreneurial mindset. Likewise, even in the context of homeschooling it has been shown – 

based on participant interviews, surveys, and document analysis – that SDL can foster the desire 

to become an entrepreneur (Pannone, 2017). 

While this strand of studies refers to self-direction as a part of learning for entrepreneurship, 

they do not expressly cover SDL competence as a part of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial 

competence, nor do they link SDL explicitly with adaptivity. Only a few studies go in this 

direction. The contribution by Tseng (2013) most clearly sees SDL as a component of 

successful entrepreneurship and hints at its importance for dealing with constant change. Tseng 

discusses that SDL is often broadly conceived as self-learning in which entrepreneurs have the 

primary responsibility for planning, performing, and evaluating their learning experiences and 

identifies that SDL is an approach in which entrepreneurs carry personal responsibility and 

collaboratively control cognitive (self-monitoring) and contextual (self-management) processes 

in constructing and confirming meaningful and worthwhile learning outcomes. 

Placing greater weight on the notion of adaptivity under rapidly changing conditions, Soares et 

al. (2018) suggest that creativity, initiative, self-directedness, and problem solving are 

important skills for all students and that non-cognitive skills, such as teamwork and SDL, are 

key dimensions for a successful professional. Similarly, the studies by Sze-yeng and Hussain 

(2012) and by Rasiah et al. (2019) emphasize the importance of equipping students with a 

multitude of work-ready skills, including enhancing their innovative and self-directed 

capabilities in order to prepare them for their future workplace and for effectively dealing with 
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ill-structured life and work conditions. The contribution by Pluskwik et al. (2018) is arguably 

the one that stresses most clearly the importance of a learning capacity as a core component of 

entrepreneurial competence. In the author’s account, an ability of performing SDL emerges as 

a meta-competence that allows for developing and refining other competences and skills, and 

that is thus crucial for individuals’ adaptivity. In a similar vein, other contributions frame SDL 

as an ability of learning how to learn (Tseng, 2013; Young, 2017; Soares et al., 2018) and they 

thus, too, see it as a meta-competence that is crucial for individuals’ adaptivity. 

 

3.2. Motivation for self-directed learning 

What becomes clear from the review of the existing literature is that motivation for SDL is often 

stimulated through either problems that may occur through the entrepreneurial process 

(reactive) or consequentially from opportunities identified through interacting with an 

entrepreneurial experience (proactive). In particular, Young (2007) discusses that SDL 

typically occurs as entrepreneurs search for solutions to the problems they face and points out 

that most motives for entrepreneurs to engage in SDL will be reactive in nature, which might 

include reacting to environmental changes, self-development, organizational change, etc.  

Moreover, van Gelderen (2010) discusses the importance of considering self-determination 

theory and the notion that humans are innately motivated to learn and to develop as long as the 

social environment provides for the person’s basic psychological needs: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. 

Furthermore, Lindberg et al. (2017) point out that SDL, in the context of the supervision, was 

possible through feedback, and that reflection on success and failure was important in the 

process of identifying ways to improve. Thus, interactions with real-world entrepreneurial 

concrete experiences are potentially very important for providing a salient motive for 

commencement of entrepreneurs undertaking the process of SDL. 
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3.3. Pragmatic active experimentation enabling contextually rich concrete experiences 

While the reviewed contributions were selected for their reference to SDL, it is striking that 

most of them place considerable emphasis on Kolb’s (1984, 2015) experiential learning theory, 

upon which many of the courses of entrepreneurship education were also based. A common 

theme is that specific challenges or opportunities are identified through interaction with 

concrete and contextually rich entrepreneurial real-world experiences. 

All in all, proactively testing ideas (abstract conceptualizations, as per the Kolb model) in real-

world concrete entrepreneurial experience emerges as a vital part of entrepreneurial learning 

and entrepreneurial education. Many of the reviewed studies highlight that authentic 

experiential learning opportunities enable entrepreneurs to test their ideas against the real-world 

context, in an active, experiential, “learning by doing” process (e.g. Lindberg et al., 2017; 

Pluskwik et al., 2018; Rasiah et al., 2019). 

For instance, in the study by Lindberg et al. (2017), the authors describe a process-oriented 

pedagogical approach that resembles the experiential learning cycle by Kolb (1984). In this 

context, SDL is altogether mainly an additional element of learning besides experiential 

learning (cf. Wikoff and Carriere, 2012). Seikkula-Leino et al. (2015) furthermore identify that 

teachers may use a variety of pedagogical models and methods in entrepreneurship education, 

such as problem-based learning, experiential learning, and practical descriptions of situations. 

The study by Täks et al. (2014), in turn, sees entrepreneurship studies based on doing and 

experiencing as a first step for students toward performing SDL. 
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3.4. The importance of critical reflective observation in forming abstract conceptualizations 

A fourth theme regards the importance of critical reflection in the process of entrepreneurial 

learning. For instance, Kakouris et al. (2014) state that reflection is the key‐process for 

meaning‐making and that entrepreneurial courses are usually driven by business plan tasks 

which mimic the way that entrepreneurs run their own firms. Similarly, the study by Gerhart et 

al. (2014) emphasizes that critical reflection forms an important component of entrepreneurial 

competence and exemplifies how it can be integrated into education for entrepreneurship. Täks 

et al. (2014) furthermore discuss that reflection and raised self-awareness in education for 

entrepreneurship seem to be necessary for moving toward SDL competence. 

Finally, Pluskwik et al. (2018) come to an important overarching conclusion: that educational 

programmes designed to foster entrepreneurship should be based on continuous improvement 

through SDL; the motives for which might be stimulated by a critical reflective process upon 

problems or opportunities identified within real-world based entrepreneurial experiences. 

Following Kakouris et al. (2014), they suggest that undergoing such a process of critical 

reflection should not be seen as a solitary task. Rather, the authors highlight that peer‐learning 

is very important in the reflection process in that, ideally, the discussion within the learners’ 

group facilitates Socratic dialogue, enabling multiple points of views and opinions to be 

critically examined. 

 

4. Linking self-directed and experiential learning in entrepreneurship 

4.1 Self-directed and experiential learning as an interlocking process 

A major lesson to be drawn from the preceding section is that the role of SDL in 

entrepreneurship has to be seen in conjunction with learning-by-doing. From the reviewed 

literature, it altogether transpires that even in contributions that have been selected for referring 
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to SDL, experiential learning takes center stage. Moreover, some studies have, on the one hand, 

pointed to the importance of SDL not just in learning for entrepreneurship, but rather see it as 

an essential part of entrepreneurial competence besides technical knowledge and skills – 

especially for becoming more adaptive. On the other hand, existing research has not spelled out 

how SDL combines with experiential learning specifically to foster the kind of adaptivity 

demanded of entrepreneurship, particularly under rapidly changing conditions. 

In the following, we thus extend the existing literature by systematically linking SDL to 

experiential learning as a core element of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial competence. 

Building on and integrating recent theoretical developments in self-directed and experiential 

learning literature (e.g. Bergsteiner and Avery, 2014; Miettinen, 2000; Morris, 2019b), the 

framework presented in Figure 2 establishes a connection between these two concepts that 

evinces the fundamental role of SDL for sustaining adaptivity in entrepreneurial activity. 

 

Figure 2. Self-directed Experiential Learning Cycle 
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The larger cycle in the figure represents the experiential learning cycle in the form of an update 

(Morris, 2019b) of the Kolb model (1984, 2015). In this regard, pragmatic active 

experimentation involves “testing the fittingness of abstract conceptualizations formulated 

against new concrete experiences” (Morris, 2019b, p. 9, emphasis in original). For 

entrepreneurs, this may take the form of devising plans and strategies or decision taking. What 

is crucial for further learning from such experience is critical reflection: as the consideration of 

the specific present moment context conditions is necessary in order to formulate new fitting 

abstract conceptualizations (Morris, 2019b). It is at this stage of critical reflection where an 

important connection to SDL can be established. As we will argue in the following, this link 

follows two directions, with experiential learning catalyzing SDL, and SDL enhancing 

experiential learning in a way that fosters adaptivity. 

With regard to the first connection, the process of critical reflection targeted in many of the 

entrepreneurial education programmes found in the reviewed contributions (e.g. Gerhart et al., 

2014; Kakouris et al., 2014) can induce a motive for engaging in SDL. More specifically, as 
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discussed by Young (2007), the motive for SDL typically occurs as entrepreneurs search for 

solutions to the problems they face or to make plans for the opportunities they identify. Thus, 

the process of critical reflection may lead to identification of problems or opportunities (reactive 

or proactive, respectively). A likely outcome of this process – as per the self-determination 

theory of motivation – is “volitional, high-quality motivation” which is “energized directly by 

[…] needs, values, and interest” (Rigby and Ryan, 2018, p. 136). In sum, through critical 

reflection on concrete entrepreneurial experiences, the process of identification of problems or 

opportunities is very likely to be a potent driver of SDL – to the degree that entrepreneurs are 

capable of doing so. 

This SDL loop in Figure 2, in turn, is connected in a further second important way to the 

experiential learning process as it orients this process towards adaptiveness. Engaging in the 

SDL loop serves to take a reflective stance toward the overall learning process and to potentially 

re-orient its direction. Before devising new plans for action (abstract conceptualization) and 

engaging in active experimentation, SDL serves to identify and address a possible need for 

further information, knowledge or skill development. In doing so, it contributes to opening up 

new paths for development.  

This makes SDL competence a crucial asset in the context of entrepreneurship, which is held 

to require a reflection of the entrepreneur’s strengths and limitations (Joiner, 2018) – and which 

is exactly what the process of SDL entails. More importantly even, adaptiveness in 

entrepreneurial activity has been stated to involve processes of envisioning new options and 

scenarios that allow for revisiting and possible diverging from current practices. This is 

expected to lead to greater resilience as it allows not only for avoiding forms of lock-in, i.e. 

sticking to inadequate strategies and practices (cf. Hülsmann et al., 2017, p. 83), but also 

adapting to changes already through anticipation (Holbeche, 2018; Tsoukas, 2018). 
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Put simply, experiential learning running along the lines of established practices will often 

deliver inadequate results: without engaging in the SDL loop, experiential learning risks 

running in the wrong direction and entrepreneurs will not be able to plan effectively and make 

the most from opportunities that may present themselves. The kind of attentiveness that SDL 

fosters can generally enable entrepreneurs to detect relevant changes in the environment. This 

is central for the agility and adaptiveness needed in entrepreneurship as existing practices will 

hardly be suitable when environmental conditions change (Markides et al., 2018). 

All in all, the framework depicted in Figure 2 points to the importance of entrepreneurs 

competently undertaking SDL in order to enable adaptive solutions to problems, and to devise 

fitting plans for opportunities identified through the process of interacting with entrepreneurial 

experience (cf. Reeves et al., 2019). This makes SDL competence crucial for entrepreneurs to 

proactively adapt to the environment and to deal with uncertainty and change. Moreover, as a 

need for adaptivity becomes more widely important throughout society, a competence to engage 

in SDL, we will argue in the following section, gains importance beyond the scope of business 

leaders and entrepreneurs in a narrow sense. 

 

4.2 The importance of self-directed and experiential learning in the digital age 

At the outset, we began with the diagnosis that in view of constantly and rapidly changing 

conditions entrepreneurship requires a fundamental learning competence and ability to adapt. 

The preceding section has argued that SDL competence lends direction to experiential learning 

and sustains a kind of adaptivity that is generally important for entrepreneurship. Based on these 

considerations, we can now turn to discussing why SDL in combination with experiential 

learning become especially important vis-à-vis the increasing volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, and ambiguity characterizing information societies. 
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An important driver behind this broader trend are developments subsumed under the term 

digital transformation. Advances in digital technologies have increased the range of business 

models and raised the pace of innovation processes, often leading to disruptive changes in 

various markets and industries (Lambin, 2014; Teece, 2012). These developments engender 

far-reaching organizational changes as a reaction to increased adaptivity requirements. A lot of 

ink has been spilled on how the conditions of a business environment marked by high volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity translate into a need for businesses to adapt in terms of 

their organizations as well as their culture (Mack, 2016). These conditions, it is held, imply that 

business strategies and projects have to be updated more frequently and quickly, which 

increases the importance of experimentation and learning quickly from own experiences 

through trial and error. An important imperative in that context is that of “failing fast and cheap” 

– a credo that lends additional weight to the notion that learning-by-doing is tightly associated 

with entrepreneurship and developing entrepreneurial competence (cf. Hägg and Kurczewska, 

2019). Importantly, the ability to innovate and adapt is premised on the entire organization 

being imbued with a culture that emphasizes such an experiential learning. This means that 

greater scope for experimenting, taking risks, and learning-by-doing, concerns not only those 

in leading positions and entrepreneurs in a narrow sense, but also employees who similarly need 

to be able to engage in more agile, iterative, and flexible project work in order to meet the 

demands of higher uncertainty and complexity (Breu et al., 2002). 

Indeed, the idea of creating a learning culture in business organizations that emphasizes daring 

to make mistakes and learning from them has gained considerable traction in the management 

literature. However, such experiential learning by itself does not amount to an ability to regulate 

an ongoing learning process and remains insufficient to sustain the kind of adaptivity needed in 

agile organizations. Rather, SDL is additionally needed to meet increasing adaptivity 
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requirements. This important role of SDL is summed up in Figure 3 and will be elaborated upon 

in the following. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. How self-directed learning complements experiential learning for entrepreneurs in an 

environment marked by rapidly changing conditions 
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A competence of engaging in SDL becomes more important, first, to the extent that there is a 

greater decentralization of responsibility in contributing to an overall learning organization. A 

common theme in the literature on business and entrepreneurship is that in the digital age 

companies need to not just adapt to new conditions but establish a capacity for constantly 

adapting (e.g. Holbeche, 2015; Westerman et al., 2014). In this respect, it is argued that business 

organizations need to become agile, which entails not just more readiness to change but also 

being able to identify and reflect on appropriate change, in party already through its anticipation 

(Prange and Heracleous, 2018). In order to achieve this, scholars and practitioners argue that 

businesses have to become more agile specifically through a greater decentralization of their 

organizations and decision processes (e.g. Diefenbach and Deelmann, 2016). In agile 

organizations teams are given more leeway to make their own decisions. As organizations 

become more horizontal and fluid and responsibility becomes more widely spread, employees 
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need to become more entrepreneurial themselves and to engage in proactive learning to 

reevaluate the way things are done. 

At the same time, second, more rapidly changing conditions also affect the role of knowledge 

and skills as these become devaluated more quickly in the digital age. Consequently, employees 

and entrepreneurs alike need to more frequently engage in training and re-training as part of 

their job. In a larger perspective, they need to take more control over their own development in 

the long term and undertake learning for re- or upskilling in order to constantly meet changing 

demands in their organization and business environment. Indeed, political as much as economic 

elites have emphasized the importance of further education in the digital age. And various larger 

companies have made great efforts in establishing their own programmes for continuous 

education and upskilling of their employees. Beyond their current working contexts, individuals 

more generally are required to become more self-reliant in conducting lifelong learning: to re-

train and re-orient themselves vis à vis changes or breaks in their career paths and in order to 

meet new demands in terms of skills and knowledge (Day, 2020). 

Altogether, one can conclude that the organizational changes described above require 

individuals throughout business organizations to take more responsibility while becoming more 

proactive. They need to show a general ability to adapt to changing circumstances and regulate 

their own development as part of flexible and learning organizations. These conditions make 

SDL competence a crucial asset as it equips individuals with what they need to meet enhanced 

adaptivity requirements – and to accommodate organizational changes in reaction to a more 

volatile business environment. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Policy makers in various countries have called for fostering an entrepreneurial spirit in the 

digital age. They see it as a key to unlocking the opportunities that the digital transformation 
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holds but also as an important orientation in an economic environment that is marked by 

heightened volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity. However, being able to 

accommodate rapidly-changing conditions is not merely a question of a certain entrepreneurial 

mindset, acquiring specific skills or engaging in more learning-by-doing. Rather, as these 

conditions require a general ability to constantly adapt, individuals need to count on a 

corresponding learning competence that enables them to autonomously and proactively engage 

and re-engage in learning processes. 

The present paper has thus dealt with the question what kind of learning competence is needed 

to furnish entrepreneurship with the kind of adaptivity needed to cope with continuously and 

rapidly changing conditions. Based on a description of SDL competence as generally 

supporting adaptivity, we have examined the role that such a competence plays in 

entrepreneurship. Our review of the literature has shown that, even in contributions which refer 

to SDL in the context of entrepreneurship, experiential learning takes center-stage. At the same 

time, existing research has not systematically linked SDL to experiential learning in the context 

of entrepreneurship, nor does it encompass more recent knowledge about experiential learning. 

We have addressed this shortcoming by linking the state of the art in education research to the 

entrepreneurship literature and thereby discussed why SDL competence is central to 

entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial competence.  

The framework formulated above shows how SDL complements experiential learning in 

entrepreneurship to support a high degree of adaptiveness in entrepreneurial activity. The key 

role of SDL lies in enabling individuals to regulate their learning process, re-orient themselves, 

and acquire new knowledge and skills as needed. Specifically, SDL competence enhances the 

ability to critically reflect on concrete experiences and thereby serves to modulate the direction 

of experiential learning as a part of entrepreneurship. SDL competence supports ongoing 

development of the entrepreneur through aiding in the identification of relevant changes in the 
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environment as well as the management of new demands in terms of knowledge and skills. 

Importantly, without SDL competence learning-by-doing lacks the orientation that can guide it 

to new strategies and practices, thereby anticipating failing strategies and avoiding lock-in. At 

the same time, experiential learning can provide the motivational basis for SDL: what drives 

this motivation is identification of problems or opportunities when entrepreneurs are exposed 

to real-world concrete entrepreneurial experiences. 

All in all, SDL competence forms a fundamental element in entrepreneurship that is geared 

towards the kind of adaptivity needed particularly in times of change and uncertainty. It thus 

qualifies as an important source of resilience: preparing individuals to meet with the demands 

of sudden changes in their environment. The recent COVID-19 crisis has made palpable what 

it means if the parameters of peoples’ existences are rapidly changed and familiar habits no 

longer serve their purpose. A strong ability to adapt based on SDL competence can prepare 

individuals to deal with such incisive changes and changing demands. And this goes particularly 

for entrepreneurs who may have to devise new ways to cope with changed circumstances after 

an exogenous shock – as are many who are using digital means to try to deal with the various 

challenges of the COVID-19 crisis. 

Being able to engage in SDL as an element of an encompassing entrepreneurial competence 

also gains wider importance in the context of digital change due to organizational changes 

occurring in reaction to a more long-term development toward a more dynamic and rapidly 

changing environment. The increasing decentralization of responsibility in more horizontal and 

fluid organizations and a greater need for frequent re- and upskilling altogether imply that 

individuals throughout business organizations will in large part have to become more 

entrepreneurial. Under these conditions, SDL competence is important for properly equipping 

them to meet heightened adaptivity requirements in a more complex and volatile working life 

and business environments. 
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Through stressing this central role of SDL competence in entrepreneurship, the framework 

developed above has important practical implications. Specifically, it points to aspects which 

are critical for preparing future entrepreneurs for adaptivity and thus indicates what needs to be 

emphasized in entrepreneurial learning for that end. Trainees would need to learn how to 

regularly engage in SDL based on critical reflection on prevailing business practices by 

identifying and anticipating challenges and opportunities. This would then be followed by 

learning projects (cf. Tough, 1971), in which individuals proactively strive to close knowledge 

and/or skill gaps in order to meet the demands of challenges they face or in order to capitalize 

on novel opportunities, due to changing contextual conditions. With the ongoing digital 

transformation and rapid change in contextual conditions (e.g. the COVID-19 crisis), regularly 

undertaking SDL appears fundamental for entrepreneurs. Such occasions for change could be 

addressed in entrepreneurship education in ways expressly designed to foster SDL competence.  

Taking the example of a farmer (experienced, inexperienced, or trainee entrepreneur; cf. also 

Figure 2), through critical reflective observation on the present context of declining business 

and profit (contextual-specific concrete experience), she or he may identify that digital media 

would allow for establishing more direct relations with customers in ways that can sustainably 

and profitably change distribution channels (formation of a contextual-specific abstract 

conceptualization). In order to capitalize on this opportunity, for example, the farmer may have 

to proactively learn how to effectively manage a new website. If the farmer is not competent to 

do so then she or he would seemingly benefit from undertaking a learning project (enter a self-

directed learning loop) with the objective of learning how to effectively manage the new 

website. In the process, the entrepreneur may choose to undertake formal, non-formal or/and 

informal learning (cf. Council of Europe, 2020, for definitions) in order to fill this knowledge 

and skill gap before actively trying out (pragmatic active experimentation) their new 

distribution channels. Further critical reflective observation on the practical implementation of 
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the new distribution channels will enable the farmer to make a judgment on its relative success 

or failure: which may then or over time need refinement and change – as the entrepreneur enters 

another Self-directed Experiential Learning Cycle (Figure 2) – enabling a spiral in personal and 

business development. Similarly, other small businesses may find ways to partly reinvent 

themselves using new digital means – as necessitated in the COVID-19 crisis.   

Importantly, changing the ways of doing business will demand an identification of learning 

needs and adequate resources as a part of SDL. In entrepreneurship education this process could 

be supported and eased through adequate mentoring. As performing SDL projects can be very 

demanding, it also seems essential to provide individuals with strong incentives to 

autonomously engage in this process. These incentives could result from educational 

opportunities, such as business games, which involve practical problem-solving and real stakes. 

Furthermore, the experience that SDL pays off in such a context can reward individuals and 

motivate them to re-engage in SDL projects in the future. In this way, individuals can be trained 

to navigate the interlocking processes of experiential and self-directed learning that together 

sustain adaptivity. 

These insights gain special importance in view of current policy initiatives that aim at fostering 

re- and upskilling through further education and lifelong learning. Taking the importance of 

SDL for adaptivity and entrepreneurial competence seriously means going beyond merely 

adapting individuals to given skill requirements; and it means to employ SDL not just as a 

method to train them for entrepreneurship. Rather, individuals would need to be enabled to 

develop a competence of engaging in SDL. In other words, they would need to be equipped 

with a learning capacity that is crucial for adaptivity and dealing with uncertainty and changing 

demands. One cannot simply demand lifelong learning of individuals just as one cannot expect 

them to simply and competently put SDL into practice once it is needed. Rather, individuals 

must have developed this competence at some point. 
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The preceding considerations thus have important consequences for policy making and 

practical implications for entrepreneurship education. Strengthening further education and 

lifelong learning are without doubt important in view of a more rapid devaluation of skills and 

knowledge. Yet this would have to be complemented with a strengthening of an education – 

possibly already at an early age – that is designed to foster SDL competence. In any case, 

educational programmes aimed at fostering such a competence have to place greater emphasis 

on providing individuals with opportunities to take responsibility for their learning process and 

to critically reflect on learning needs and goals. 
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Verzat, C., O’Shea, N. and Jore, M. (2017), “Teaching 
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The results suggest that self-directed learning fosters a 
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emotions resulting from the freedom of and pride from 
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Wikoff, K.H. and Carriere, M.H. (2012), “Integrating 

entrepreneurship and innovation into an engineering 

curriculum through service learning and the liberal arts”, 

ASEE Annual Conference and Exposition, Conference 

Proceedings, American Society for Engineering 

Education, San Antonio, Texas, pp.1-14. 

2012 ASEE Annual Conference 

and Exposition, Conference 

Proceedings 

Description of how 

entrepreneurship has been 

integrated in an engineering 

curriculum 

Students in the described engineering curriculum has to 

engage in projects that were marked by self-directed 

learning. In this regard, the authors emphasize the 

ability to ask the right questions when dealing with new 

problems and challenges.  

Witt, H.-J., Alabart, J.R., Giralt, F., Herrero, J., Vernis, L. 

and Medir, M. (2006), “A competency-based educational 

model in a chemical engineering school”, International 

Journal of Engineering Education, Vol. 22 No. 2, pp.218-

235. 

2006 International Journal of 

Engineering Education 

Presentation of educational 

model in chemical engineering 

context 

The presented educational model is based on project-

based and collaborative learning. Students are supposed 

to grow into a level of competence on which they begin 

to take responsibility for their own learning and are 

empowered to operate in self-directed teams. It is 

presumed that the more students control their change 

process, including through critical reflection on their 

learning and progress, the more likely they are to take 

responsibility for and achieve their goals. 



 

 

 

Young, J.E. (2007), “Entrepreneurial learning and Deepak 

Chopra’s seven spiritual laws of success”, Journal of 

Human Values, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp.13-22. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/097168580601300103 

2007 Journal of Human Values Theoretical contribution linking 

Entrepreneurial Learning and 

Deepak Chopra’s Seven Spiritual 

Laws of Success 

Self-directed learning seen as occurring when 

entrepreneurs face novel problems and recognize a gap 

between their knowledge and skills and what is 

demanded of them to deal with given challenges. While 

these entrepreneurial challenges motivate learning 

processes, they gain entrepreneurial knowledge through 

self-directed learning. Successful entrepreneurship 

under conditions of constantly changing environments is 

held to depend on mastering the practice of learning 

how to learn. 
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