
Creating a Personal Development Plan for 
Career Advancement 
Most professionals wait for a promotion to start growing, when the smarter move is to plan the 
growth first.  

According to AIHR's 2026 L&D research, only about 36% of organizations qualify as "career 
development champions," so for most people, the job of mapping out the next step lands on 
their own desk. 

Career goals are shifting too. In the 2026 GMAC Prospective Students Survey, covering more 
than 4,200 candidates across 145 countries, interest in using graduate business education to 
change industries or job functions fell from 58% in 2022 to 42% in 2025.  

Meanwhile, nearly three-quarters of candidates said they wanted to gain business knowledge.  

In plain terms, people are focusing less on dramatic career resets and more on building specific, 
durable skills that move them up from where they already stand. 

A personal development plan (PDP) is how you do that on purpose. This guide walks through 
building one step by step, with a scorecard you can copy and a 90-day sprint to get moving. 

What a Personal Development Plan Is (and Isn't) 
A PDP is a short written document that links four things: where you want to go, what skills that 
destination requires, how you'll close the gaps, and when. It isn't a performance review, a 
resume, or a list of vague wishes. 

If you can't point to a deadline and a way to check whether you finished, it's still just an idea. 

Think of it as a working document. Plan to revise it every quarter, and keep it short enough (one 
to two pages) that you'll actually reread it.  

If professional development involves preparing for a graduate business exam or strengthening 
your quantitative skills, exploring Target Test Prep Black Friday deals may also help you find 
test-preparation resources that fit your learning goals and budget. 

Step 1: Define Your Destination 
Start with two time horizons. The first is 12 to 24 months out: the specific role, scope, or 
responsibility you want next.  

https://www.aihr.com/blog/learning-and-development-statistics/
https://testprepare.discount/black-friday/


The second is roughly five years out: the kind of work and level you're aiming at over the longer 
run. The second one can stay loose. The first needs to be specific. 

Good destination statements sound like this: 

●​ "Become a senior analyst leading my own client portfolio within 18 months" 
●​ "Move from individual contributor to team lead by the end of next year" 
●​ "Qualify for an MBA program starting in two intakes' time" 

Weak ones, like "grow in my career" or "get better at leadership," give you nothing to plan 
against. 

Step 2: Audit Your Skills With a Scorecard 
Next, compare what your target role demands with what you can actually do today. Find three or 
four job postings for the role you want, plus one person already doing it, and list the skills that 
show up repeatedly.  

You can also use the Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Outlook Handbook to research job 
duties, typical qualifications, and the skills employers expect across different careers. 

Then rate yourself honestly, and ask a manager or colleague to rate you too, since self-ratings 
tend to drift from reality. 

Skill Needed level 
(1-5) 

Current level 
(1-5) 

Evidence Gap 

Data analysis 4 2 One dashboard built, no 
stakeholder use 

2 

Presenting to senior 
leaders 

4 3 Team updates only 1 

Project leadership 3 1 Never led a cross-team 
project 

2 

Industry knowledge 4 4 Certification completed last 
year 

0 

The "evidence" column matters most. It forces you to ground each score in something you've 
actually done rather than something you feel confident about. 

Step 3: Pick Two or Three Priority Gaps 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/


Resist the urge to fix everything. Choose the two or three gaps that would make the biggest 
difference to your next move, and park the rest.  

Ask which gaps your manager or target-role peers would name first, and which ones block you 
from being considered at all. 

Employers and candidates don't always agree on what matters. In the same GMAC research, 
38% of employers ranked coachability as a top skill for business school to develop, compared 
with only 23% of candidates.  

If you're not sure what leaders in your field value, ask them directly. 

Step 4: Match the Learning Method to the Gap 
Different gaps need different fixes, and picking the wrong one is why many plans stall. 

Type of gap What it looks like Best fix 

Knowledge 
gap 

You haven't learned the 
concept yet 

Course, certification, structured reading 

Experience 
gap 

You know it but haven't 
applied it 

Stretch project, shadowing, volunteering for 
new work 

Visibility gap You have the skill but others 
don't know 

Presenting results, writing summaries, leading 
a visible initiative 

Confidence 
gap 

You hesitate to use the skill Practice with a mentor, low-stakes repetition, 
feedback 

Most careers need a mix, but experience gaps are the ones people most often try to solve with 
courses, and courses alone rarely close them. 

Step 5: Decide Whether a Formal Credential Belongs in 
Your Plan 
Some destinations require a credential: an MBA or business master's degree, a professional 
license, or a certification.  

If yours does, treat it as its own project inside the plan, with a budget, a timeline, and a test date 
where one applies. 

Many graduate business programs accept the GMAT or GRE, and your score is one of the few 
application inputs you can fully control.  



That makes exam preparation a good candidate for a dedicated block of your plan, scheduled 
backward from your application deadline. 

Several services can help, and Target Test Prep is one example for the GMAT and GRE. Before 
you commit to any course, decide how much time you can give it each week and how much you 
can spend.  

Plan prices change often and sources disagree on the exact figures, so look at the current 
Target Test Prep GMAT pricing and compare plan lengths against your test date rather than 
buying the longest option by default. 

Step 6: Turn Your Priorities Into a 90-Day Sprint 
A long-term plan feels abstract. A 90-day sprint feels doable. Pick one or two priority gaps and 
break them into weekly actions. 

Weeks Focus Example actions 

1-2 Set up Finalize destination, scorecard, and priority gaps; book a conversation 
with your manager 

3-6 Build Start the course or project; schedule two focused learning blocks per 
week 

7-10 Apply Use the new skill on a real task; ask for feedback from a colleague 

11-12 Revie
w 

Re-score your gaps, document wins, and plan the next sprint 

Protect the time by putting learning blocks on your calendar like any other meeting. Two 
90-minute sessions a week is more realistic than a plan that assumes five free evenings.  

If your learning goals include GMAT preparation or quantitative skill development, exploring the 
Target Test Prep free trial may help you evaluate its study materials before committing to a paid 
plan. 

https://testprepare.discount/gmat-pricing/
https://testprepare.discount/gmat-pricing/
https://testprepare.discount/free-trial/


Step 7: Build Accountability and Visibility 
A plan nobody knows about is easy to drop. Share the short version with your manager, and ask 
for two things: feedback on your priority gaps, and a chance to practice them on real work.  

A manager who knows your goal can steer relevant projects your way. 

Add one outside voice as well. A mentor in a role you admire, or a peer working toward a similar 
goal, can keep you honest between check-ins.  

Meet monthly, bring one specific question each time, and report back on what you did with the 
last piece of advice. 

Step 8: Track Progress and Revise Every Quarter 
Set a calendar reminder to review your PDP every three months. Re-score the scorecard, note 
what you finished, and ask three questions:  

Is the destination still right? Did my priority gaps change? What should the next 90 days 
include? 

Careers shift, and so should your plan. If your company reorganizes or a new opportunity 
appears, update the document instead of defending an old one. 

Also Read: Creating a Personal Development Plan for Career Advancement  

Common Mistakes to Avoid 
●​ Collecting courses instead of building skills. Completing a course without using the 

skill at work rarely changes how others see you. 
●​ Setting goals with no date. If there's no deadline, there's no plan. 
●​ Working in secret. Sharing your goals gives others a chance to help. 
●​ Aiming at everything at once. Two or three priorities beat ten. 
●​ Skipping the review. An unreviewed plan quietly becomes outdated. 

A One-Page PDP Template 
Copy this into your document and fill it in: 

1.​ Destination (12-24 months): ____ 
2.​ Longer-term direction (about 5 years): ____ 
3.​ Top 3 skill gaps: ____ 
4.​ How I'll close each gap (method and resource): ____ 

https://sites.google.com/view/webonline-deals/creating-a-personal-development-plan-for-career-advancement_1


5.​ Credential or exam involved, if any, and its date: ____ 
6.​ 90-day milestones: ____ 
7.​ Who I'll share this with (manager, mentor, peer): ____ 
8.​ Next review date: ____ 

Final Thoughts 
The professionals who move up fastest usually aren't the most talented people in the room.  

They're the ones who decide what they're working toward, measure honestly where they stand, 
and keep closing one gap at a time.  

Start with the scorecard this week, pick your top two gaps, and book that first conversation with 
your manager. A rough plan you act on beats a perfect one you never finish. 
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