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Abstract: Many environmental factors currently challenge employees in man-
agement positions. Trends indicate an increasing role for a set of skills and abilities
that are less technical and more related to analytical thinking, collaboration, moti-
vation and continuous development of talents. This article proposes a conceptual
model consisting of four modules that allow for self-management and are relatively
easy to implement learning methods in HE. The model is based on the principles
of a systems approach and the desired outcomes for successful professional devel-
opment and is tailored to characteristics that promote the accumulation of knowl-
edge and confidence in the learning talents over time.
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ITPOI'PECUBHO PA3BUTUE HA TAAAHTHA
B MEHUA2KM'BHTA: IIEPCIIEKTUBHA 3A
CUCTEMATHYHO OBYYEHHUE
B KOMITAEKCHA CPEAA

gou. g-p Jumumep Tpengaduaob
Ho6 6sAreapcku yHuBepcumem
dtrendafilov@nbu.bg

Pe3lome: MHuozo0 pakmopu na okoannama cpega 8 Momenma omnpaBam npegu3-
BukameacmBo koM caykumeaume na menugskovpcku nozuuuu. Tengenuyuume
noka3zBam napacmBawa poas na Habop om yMeHUsd U cnocobnocmu, koumo ca
no-maako mexnuuecku u noBeue cB8bp3aHu c aHAAUMUYHO MUCAEHE, CbMPYgHU-
yecmBo, MomuBauus u HenpekbcHamo pazBumue Ha masanmume. Tagu cmamus
npegaaza konuenmyaaen Mogea, CbCImMoAW, Ce om yemupu Mogyaa, nozBoagBawu
camoynpaBaeHue u ca cpaBrumeAHO AeCHU 3a npusazaHe Memogu 3a obyueHue
868 Bucwemo o6pazoBanue. Mogeasm ce ocHoBaBa Ha npuHUUNUME HA cCUCMEM-
HU nogxog u skeaanume pe3yamamau 3a ycnewHo npodecuoHasHo pazBumue u e
cbobpaszen ¢ xapakmepucmuku, koumo nacepuaBam nampynBanemo na 3nanus u
yBepenocm B ooyuaBawume ce masranmu 8 meueHue Ha Bpememo.

KalouoBu gymu: obOpa3oBanue, ynpaBaencku ymeHnus, cucmeMHO MUCA€EHE,
ynpaBaenue Ha masanmu, n'bmua kapma 3a obyuenue

Introduction

Not only the pandemic period, but also the numerous local and global tremors,
partly caused by it, as well as the rise of the creation and application of artificial
intelligence (AI) in a wide field of activities, have made the dynamics of the envi-
ronment visible to everyone (Taleb 2010; see also WUI 2025'). In fact, Al can be seen
as a new digital revolution or at least a new powerful momentum in the digital
transition that began to unfold three decades ago. It is its catalytic power that raises
questions about the challenges and opportunities in different industries. Perhaps
the biggest myth that has been floating around was the loss of jobs. Considering
the fact that every significant technical leap in history has caused concerns about
the economic well-being of entire communities, but in the end the layers have ad-
justed, we can expect the soon formation of development directions that all stake-
holders will comply with. However, this does not mean that “waiting” for the rear-
rangement in the creation of added value through increased automation should be

! “World uncertainty index” covers 143 countries, and updates in every quarter following the data
available from the Economist Intelligent Unit reports; the latest data shows that the level of uncer-
tainty worldwide is among the highest in last 17 years (getting closer to the pandemic year of 2020).
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a passive process. On the contrary, in the last five years, predictions and proposals
about the formats and effects of combining the human and technical factors have
abounded against the general background of the slower adaptation of companies
around the world to the implementation of Al The turbulence of the environment
(Kotler & Caslione 2009) can be illustrated with a curious example. The rise of social
networks about two decades ago catalyzed the need for the position of a “digital
marketing” expert and it seemed unshakable. What is currently happening, how-
ever, is that the work of an entire team of such specialists is completely replaceable
by AI assistants that are capable of analyzing existing content and creating new
content (both text and images) for an advertising campaign for several media chan-
nels. This happens only in a few minutes and it is just one of many applications of
Al in the overall work of marketing activities in a company (Kantar, 2025).

In this train of thoughts, the article argues that in an increasingly complex en-
vironment, measures for the development of effective employees/workers should
not go through the prism of even more complex programs of education and profes-
sional training, but on the contrary - through simpler ones in terms of content, and
also open to modification and adaptation over time. In support of this, both studies
among professionals on the development of core skills over the past ten years is
used, and an attempt is made to form a conceptual model (structure) of what sus-
tainable complexes of skills and for what purposes they should be formed. Last but
not least, it is explained how they interact, since the strength of the individual in a
professional sense is based on openness to lifelong learning and in a sufficient “vol-
ume” and degree, according to the requirements of each of the proposed modules.
As will also be clarified, it is no coincidence that they are labeled “management”.
However, the latter refers to “self-management”. As Dracker pointed out (1999, 19),
“It’s up to you to carve out your place, to know when to change course, and to keep
yourself engaged and productive during a work life...”. Self-management training
(learning pathway) should take priority in colleges and universities, since knowl-
edge becomes obsolete too quickly to be the main focus of curricula. If the individ-
ual does not embrace the concept of constant openness to development, resilience
and adaptation to the needs of his professional environment, s/he will exhaust him/
herself or be lost too soon.

All of the above has a more general purpose, and that is to shed light on a more
systematic approach to talent development. On the one hand, HEIs are particular-
ly useful arenas for testing individual aptitudes and developing qualities, while,
on the other hand, industry organizations (in which the respective learner will be
formed as an “expert” later on) represent a breeding ground for the most effective
use of talent and its modification and enrichment in the long term (Gagné 2008;
Varkonyi 2014). In other words, talent should not only be sought as one specific
individual among many possible individuals, but should be encouraged in every
employee, otherwise HR programs could be inefficient and even counterproduc-
tive (W. Chan Kim & Mauborgne 2017; De BoecKk et al. 2018). Moreover, the aforemen-
tioned concepts of “self-management” and “encouragement” are not at all intended
as “wishful thinking”, as they are driven by the tendency to increasingly rely on
“self-awareness” from an emotional, educational, and cultural perspective (Manz &
Sims Jr., 1987; Goleman 1995; Meyer 2013; Erikson 2019; Landry 2019; WEF 2025). By
relying on knowledge and a mindset that opens the door to talent autonomy both
during university and internal training, retraining courses, etc., employers will
drastically reduce the need for micromanagement and efforts to provide adminis-
trative incentives for their employees when it comes to lifelong learning.
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Demand and development of skills.

The starting point for forming a new perspective on the system for flexible and
adaptive behavior of talents was the observations of the sought-after qualities and
skills by companies of different sizes and industries in Europe over the past few
years. In their job position announcements, the emphasis has eloquently shifted
from specific skills typical of the “specialist” to “atypical”, person-based require-
ments such as “proactive attitude”, “desire to learn”, “orientation towards results”
and “ability to maintain motivation”. For managerial positions, experience in “pro-
ject management” is frequently required as well. These observations were support-
ed by the results of the periodic surveys undertaken by the World Economic Fo-
rum regarding the workforce. This source was chosen not because it is the only one
available or most credible, rather because it offers, first, a global view and, second,
its regularity implies the derivation of significant trends, especially with regard to
the dynamic upheavals in the technological and hence in the business and educa-
tional environments in the last two decades. Even more specifically, we will refer
to the “Skills Score” charts available in the reports to trace specific movements and
predictions for the needs of professional development. Although it will be implied,
it is appropriate to explicitly state at the outset that the data reflected by the WEF
must be considered by the HEIs and relate directly to the way in which their curric-
ulums are designed.

Core Skills (in 2030)

Core now and expected to
increase in importance

Al and big data

Technological

Literacy
Curiosity and - I
lifelong learning . anﬁglléeg?lict?(’ flexibility
! Creatjve
Talent Thinking
management
Leadership and . Analytical
l social influence Thinking
: Motivation and
— | Systems____ & self-awareness
thinking

Empathy and
active listening

Service orientation
and customer service
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Fig. 1. The quadrant indicating the trend in the skill sets employers foresee will be both
important and increasing by 2030.
Source: WEF 2025, 41.
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The chart collects the responses of employers who consider certain skills es-
sential in 2025 and the share of employers who expect certain skills to increase in
importance by 2030 (WEF 2025, 40-42). Specifically, we are interested in the upper
right quadrant (fig. 1), as that is where they are focused skills that are already key to
organizations today and are expected to continue growing fast. While technological
skills in data and AI (dots in purple) are expectedly at the forefront, this quadrantis
actually dominated by “non-technical” skills. The “cognitive” (in blue) and “self-ef-
ficacy” (in dark red) groups have three representatives each, but the “working with
others” (in orange) group is also listed with two specific skills (“leadership and so-
cial influence” and “empathy and active listening”).

Core skill for workers in 2023

1. Il Analytical thinking 1

2.l Creative thinking I
3. Resilience, flexibility and agility | |
4. Motivation and self-awareness - ... I NI
5. Curiosity and lifelong learning - - | NN
6.l Technological literacy - e e
7. Dependability and attention to detail s ]
8. Empathy and active listening M
9. Leadership and social influence - ~ I
10. Quality control -« i R

Fig. 2. Top ten of the skills considered being “core” for workers.
Source: WEF 2023, 38.

By comparison, data from the WEF reports (2016, 2020, 2023) shows that this
trend has only intensified over the past decade, despite the nominal movement
over time. In 2016, the organization’s research captured the growing importance of
“cognitive” and “systems skills” for employers. In 2020, companies surveyed highly
ranked the skills in “critical thinking and analysis” and “problem solving” as in-
creasing in importance, but then also the “self-management” group emerged, as it
includes active learning, resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility (WEF 2020, 26-27). Two
years ago (2023), workers’ responses also indicated a reformulation of the set of
skills they considered important (fig. 2). “Analytical thinking” was leading their
ranking, but “resilience and flexibility,” “self-awareness” and “lifelong learning”
already took positions above “technical skills.” Curiously, “systems skills” was not
listed in the top ten of the ranking at that moment, although it was on the eleventh
position.

Systematic approach 1: basic managerial modules

Following what was stated in the above section, we can make an attempt to form
amodel of action for talent development in the conditions of dynamics and lifelong
learning. This model (structure) is conceptualized in a (road)map of the manage-
ment modules (fig. 3) driving the process - Project and Time management on the one
hand, and Learning and Communication management, on the other. Drucker’s point of
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view on the issue already mentioned concerns self-development as responsibility
of “knowledge workers”, but the concept proposed below applies to the “knowled-
gable worker”, insofar as everyone can take advantage of the guidelines of the map
to develop themselves regardless of the field of activity, the skills required and the
responsibilities assumed. This is so because it is based on two fundamental pro-
cesses - Professional and Personal development (the horizontal axis), which in turn
has two main and universal manifestations - at the Individual and Team level (the
vertical axis).

INDIVIDUAL
LEVEL
TIME LEARNING
MANAGEMENT MANAGEMENT
PRIOTIZING | GENERAL KNOWLEDGE
PLANNING | DEEP UNDERSTANDING
WORK-LIFEBALANCE | LIFE-LONG LEARNING
PROFESSIONAL MULTITASKING | UNLEARNING PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT DESIGN | INTERPERSONAL DEVELOPMENT
EXECUTION | INTERCULTURAL
FLEXIBILITY | LEADERSHIP
DIFFERENT ROLETAKING | PRESENTATION
PROJECT COMMUNICATION
MANAGEMENT MANAGEMENT

TEAM
LEVEL

Fig. 3. The four modules of talent development (road)map.
Source: the author.

In terms of content, the map, as indicated, also lists the characteristics of each
of the modules. It is appropriate to start with Time management, since time is the
only constant in the model and most often a main issues in organizing and per-
forming tasks in relation to the set goal. Its management is practically impossible
without prioritizing tasks, arranging their execution in a timeframe (Adair & Allen
2003; Forsyth 2007). It is the cause of the burnout effect, disappointment and avoid-
ance, and is related to the balance of personal and work life as well. In a certain
sense, 21t Century worker cannot completely avoid multitasking, since it includes
not only official tasks, but also personal obligations and those to communities, but
it should be bearable or short-term. Although we have “catch” time in calendars,
clocks, and fixed working hours, it is a highly subjective, but also culturally based
dimension (Hostede et al. 2010; Mayer 2013). In the first case, it is about one’s own
pace of learning, one’s own way of arranging actions to achieve goals and deal with
objective conditions (the presence or absence of the necessary means and dealing
with the space limits). In the second case, we have an imposed sense and handling
of time from the society in which we grew up (different degrees from mono- to poly-
chromic poles of the spectrum), but understanding this can make us highly flexible
and adaptable, to correct and modify our behavior, especially in contacts with col-
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leagues and clients from another culture. Lastly, time management also refers to
the ability to manage the effects of certain decisions and actions, either assessing
that they will manifest themselves further in time or, conversely, seeking to accel-
erate them.

Regarding Project management (bottom left), we do it anyway, to the extent that
at least every day of ours or the completion of some unimportant activity such as
shopping for dinner is already a project that we think about and plan in terms of in-
vesting energy, resources and time in order to be as efficient as possible. Learning the
principles and practices of project management as career growth driver is a neces-
sary and useful step for optimizing our work and confidently entering new projects,
which are still “unchartered territories” for us. Moreover, in most cases, projects are
an excellent opportunity to enter into different roles (regarding influencing results
and establishing relationships with other people), and to learn from activities, events
and other people’s professional experience (Kars-Unliioglu et al. 2024).

On the right side of the model, where professionalism is linked to personal develop-
ment, are the management modules responsible for Learning and acquiring Com-
munication competencies that we often mistakenly believe we have at birth. In
both modules, the scope of the profession, position, age, and the number and mag-
nitude of goals affect the desire (motivation) and the way in which knowledge and
skills are acquired. In the context of the model, it is important to emphasize that
we use “learning” here precisely in the meaning given by Senge - “expanding the
abhility to produce results” (2006, 130), which no organization can achieve if the in-
dividuals within it do not seek “mastery” (in their field, specific position and re-
sponsibilities). It is now clear that the awareness of how quickly both knowledge
and skills, sometimes applied for years, changes and becomes obsolete, is the key
to development and active, constant learning (albeit at different speed and in dif-
ferent ways), rather than sporadic and chaotic (unsystematic). All this is a driver of
both career-long learning and gaining expertise, as well as gaining confidence in
changing environment. It is no coincidence that “Unlearning” is listed also, since,
in fact, itis considered to be (probably) the most difficult action in the module. That
is why Bonchek (2016) not complements, rather overly corrects Senge’s concept of
the “learning organization”, indicating that it is not at all about knowledge per se,
but about the lack of awareness and/or unwillingness to change our mental models in the first
place. Precisely, he points out the following: “Unlearning is not about forgetting.
It’s about the ability to choose an alternative mental model or paradigm. When we
learn, we add new skills or knowledge to what we already know. When we unlearn,
we step outside the mental model in order to choose a different one.”

Communications are too broad a topic to go into detail here, and there is no ac-
tual need do to so. However, there is no doubt about two circumstances - first, they
are not in the sphere of “ownership” and actions of organizations, but of individu-
als, and, second, the individual learns to communicate throughout his/her life, as
in the hyper-connected world s/he has to communicate more and more, and trans-
mit and receive more and more information on a daily basis. In a professional re-
spective, even if one is the greatest expert in a field, without being able to share ide-
as, opinions and decisions, the usefulness or effectiveness of his/her expertise loses
its significance, and in managerial positions this is downright disastrous. By the
term “Communications” we should understand the entire spectrum of the concept -
from awareness and modification of style, channels, context (high and low) and
the characteristics of the recipients of information to specific skills such as com-
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mand of foreign languages, understanding and mastering professional terminolo-
gy, presentation skills, etiquette of communication in person, by phone, email or
in an online meeting. Also, intercultural communication is should not be perceived
as “easy” just because someone has knowledge of the specific language of commu-
nication, as communicating in an international context also involves knowledge of
values, time-consideration, hierarchies, body language and dress code, emotions,
temperaments, boundaries and taboos (Senge 2006; Hostede et al. 2010; Mayer 2013).

Systematic approach 2: synthesis

If we zoom up the map a little big, we will be able to give more arguments in favor
of the proposed approach to talent development. From what is presented here (Fig.
4), it is clear that two axes (built on four concepts) are combined. First of all, let us
look at the short- and long-term horizons and benefits of development (i.e. vertical
axis). The tags “Contextual” and “Intertextual” refer to the Individual level (the upper
two quadrants) the content of training and the framework (Time) are limited ac-
cording to the specific need (goal), opportunities, and capacity, while at the Team level
(below) we have a “multiple” situation, i.e. one in which employees with different
competencies and roles are expected to perform diverse tasks within a given project.
These two complementary concepts are taken from the literary analysis, but have
the same meaning, namely that in the first situation the learner finds him/herself in
his/her own (most often controlled by him/herself) situation, and in the second, s/
he learns and develops in a complex environment, including the factors set by the
characteristics and goals of the project and the competencies, roles and capacities of
the team members. It is understood that while the “project” sets the framework for
actions and interactions, the Communications quadrant comes into play to react and
work efficiently according to the set parameters (requirements) of the project.

On the other hand, the “Frames” (on the left) and the specific “Content” (on the
right) are located on the horizontal axis. They need less explanation, even more after
what has just been indicated. However, in order to avoid ambiguity, their role is to
define that there is a difference and mutual influence between what (content) and
in what parameters (in what relation and when) the learning/training takes place.

SHORT-TERM
[CONTEXTUAL]

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

TIME LEARNING

FRAME | orcssionaL personAL | CONTENT
MNGMT | peveLopmenT DEVELOPMENT | MINGMT

PROJECT CoOMMS

TEAM LEVEL

LONG-TERM
~._[INTERTEXTUAL]
\/,/

Fig. 4. Conceptual mapping of the managerial complex in talent development.
Source: the author.
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In view of the explanation of the model, its flexibility is demonstrated by sev-
eral hypothetical examples. Even if s/he does not work on a project in a team of
colleagues, the individual employee still enters into a “team mode” with the client
or clients for whom s/he performs the task. Also, s/he will not develop as an expert
and professional if a circle of competencies and knowledge (i.e. the framework)
are not outlined as useful and sought for updating and enrichment when neces-
sary. In other words, if s/he is a doctor, s/he will devote time and ways (projects)
to fill the framework as much as possible with “Content” (on the right) - active (in-
dependent) learning and/or through shared learning with others, which, however,
requires communication skills as well. The “Framework” can be compared to the
job description that we usually encounter for a given position, but without taking
away its dynamics. For example, a restaurateur (manager) may want to expand his/
her framework by increasing his/her knowledge of HR management, because in the
event of an expansion of the restaurant, there will be a need to hire more people
and therefore the manager’s responsibilities will expand. In different situation, s/
he wants to gain knowledge and applicable skills in digital marketing because this
will improve his/her expertise to make the organization more attractive for the cli-
ents and efficient in operations. To this end, s/he should spend time turning his/her
training into a “project”, but if in the long run the learning process and subsequent
activities to improve the online presence of his/her restaurant harm the quality of
his/her work as an operations manager, s/he will stop implementing them (instead,
an expert in the field should be hired, if this is really necessary to “balance the sys-
tem”, if we refer to the words of Senge 2006). Of course, there is also the opposite
possibility - the restaurateur may be interested in moving to the position of man-
ager of online advertising and communications of the restaurant completely, since
s/he knows the business well and can increase demand, and hand over his current
job to someone else.

In a more common example, the head chef of the restaurant decides to change
the menu to attract more or different visitors. This is a serious change for the entire
restaurant, so s/he enters into a “mode” as if starting a “project” that requires time,
finances and relevant research. The learner him/herself must first acquire new
knowledge, and then skills, with the help of consultants and written recipes (com-
munications), spend time and effort in researching the possibilities, then practice
and experiment (active learning), and gradually select the new menu to be offered
from a specific moment onwards.

HEIs application

The maps presented above are not drawn directly from the work of Senge (2006)
but they have a lot in common with his concept of the systems way of thinking.
Moreover, it was named by him a “discipline” [smth. that can be learned and applied] and
it concerns both an organization that wants to survive and progress in current con-
ditions, and at the individual level (Hill 2004; Cheese et al. 2008). However, the au-
thor’s influence is expressed in another key principle, which was already marked at
the beginning - “self-management”. Senge paid special attention to taking respon-
sibility and the negative effects of looking for an “enemy” or “stuck in one’s own
position” (or, put in other words, in one’s individual “context”). And since these
conceptual maps seem quite fixed, the question arises who is responsible for the
balance in the system? The answer is precisely the learning talent. Maps (diagrams)
are systems for approaching learning, adaptation, and advancement, and the inter-
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connections in them provide the feedback effects indicated by Senge, but first, the
learner (talent) must understand the principles of the system, as well as recognize
what are the “small” and “large leverage effects” in order to maintain balance and
meet the challenges of change while achieving the next goal (stage of balance).

While it is understandable that it is difficult for universities and colleges to ac-
cept their increasingly fading role as knowledge “hubs”, to which a limited part
of society has access, it is clear that the shift to “learning how to learning” is hap-
pening slowly. However, they are not a victim, but a very important catalyst in the
course of progress. Their role as an important environment for knowledge (sharing
and co-creation) and a testing ground for creating professional habits and an open
mindset is more than necessary (Koch et al. 2015). Moreover, they would help many
workers at the beginning and throughout their careers to cope with the increasing
demands of their professions and, above all, to know what to do to fit better into it.
In Europe at least, universities of applied sciences are taking steps in this direction
(examples in RUC.dk 2025; NH Stenden.com 2025), changing their focus regarding
the goals of higher and professional education and the way of teaching.

Although rigorous academic training and the subsequent career in theory and
fundamental science differ from the narrower professional training in universities
and colleges, the systematic approach is fully applicable to them too, because the
principles remain the same. As for the preparation of future professionals, universi-
ties and vocational collages can introduce them to self-management of their careers
through a set of already familiar tools for engaged learning - teamwork (including
entering into different roles), project-oriented learning, developing presentation
skills and habits for quick information search, flipped classroom, training in inter-
personal and intercultural communications, and the closest possible connection
with practice through internships and commitments to problems of a specific or-
ganization and profession (incl. job shadowing, hands-on experience/learning by
doing, and expert mentorship).

Conclusions

Being a professional is a set of behavioral skills that lead to growth over time, while
being an expert means possessing knowledge, but also sufficient ability of understand-
ing when and where to apply it, when to enrich it, or even exclude and abandon it
as irrelevant. Following the dynamics of the environment and the difficulties of
organizations to follow it, universities and colleges can increase their effectiveness
by taking the initiative to train in more flexible thinking and more active learning
behavior. The proposed conceptual model responds to the sought-after qualities
and skills of employees from various industries around the world, offering four
(self)management modules that increase both the motivation for learning and de-
velopment, as well as the skills of self-organization and collaboration.
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