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Abstract 

Using Kolb’s experiential learning theory, this study aimed to explore how learning style differed among four cohorts: 

undergraduate management majors, master’s of business administration (MBA) students, nonmanagement workers, 

and managers. The research context was Japan, with 1080 participants from two universities, one business school, 

and two different firms focused on sales and production. To compare the four cohors, this study applied a 

cross-sectional study. Results indicated that managers showed the strongest preference for active over reflective 

learning, followed by MBA students, nonmanagement workers, and undergraduates. Managers’ active learning 

orientation did not statistically differ from that of MBA students, but did statistically differ from the groups of 

nonmanagement employees and undergraduates. With regard to the learning dimension of thinking versus feeling, 

MBA students were the most abstract learners, while the other three groups exhibited concrete learning orientations. 

The present research was the first to empirically compare groups according to career transitions from undergraduates 

towards management positions. This study provides insight on how individuals differ in learning styles as their 

careers develop. 

Keywords: Career transitions, Salient roles, Learning style, Management development, Higher education, Japan 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Career Development and Learning Style 

Several variables related to individual differences have been examined in relation to career development. A large 

segment of career research has addressed core self-evaluations (Ballout, 2009; Fort, Jacquet, & Leroy, 2011), 

cognitive styles and abilities (Grimm & Nachmias, 1977; Volodina, Nagy, & Koller, 2015), and, above all, 

personality traits (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2007; Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999; Zacher, 2014). Although 

learning style is also an important differentiating variable (DuBrin, 2007), a very limited number of studies of 

learning style have been conducted related to career decision (Austin, 2004) and career planning (Moore, 1980). As a 

consequence, our understanding of how learning style relates to various aspects of career development remains 

inadequate. 

Learning is an element of career development, particularly when individuals change roles in the workplace. Hall and 

Mirvis (1995) discussed how individuals’ continuous learning affects their career adaptability and development. 

Those views suggest that individuals’ learning leads them to acquire knowledge and skills to deal with new roles. 

Furthermore, if a new role is salient and different from a previous one, learning is believed to involve not only the 

acquisition of new knowledge and skills specific for the new role but also development of an adequate way of 

learning for the new role. Studying transition from the perspective of role identity, Ng and Feldman (2007) pointed 

out that students are expected to learn in a relatively passive fashion to gain knowledge in a class, while workers are 

expected to learn in a proactive manner in organizational contexts. If organizational workers were continuously 

passive learners like students, they might have more difficulty adjusting to their work roles.  

Careers are thought to consist of a sequence of transitions between organizational roles (Trice & Morand, 1989). 

Individuals must adjust to and engage with each work role transition (Ashforth & Saks, 1995). The stage models (see 

Levinson, 1978; Schein, 1978; Super, 1957) describes a series of career events beginning with an individual’s early 

work and lasting through retirement (Greenhaus & Callanan, 2006). Because job roles during a career entail shaping 
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a certain learning style in learning situations (Kolb, 1984), role shifts in transitions may require individuals to have 

certain learning styles. How individuals are inclined to particular learning styles appropriate to new roles caused by 

transitions is considered a critical issue, in that learning style relates to individuals’ effectiveness in working 

situations (MacArthur, 1991). Since the career development literature does not address how learning style relates to 

salient work role, the present study aimed to fill this gap, specifically highlighting four career-stage cohorts: 

undergraduates, master’s of business administration (MBA) students, nonmanagement workers, and managers. 

1.2 Salient Roles in Career Transition and Stages 

Individuals hold multiple positions in social networks and perform various roles in connection with the positions 

(Stets & Harrod, 2004). Although individuals usually possess diverse role identities, research has indicated that they 

prioritize the role identities in a salience hierarchy according to the personal importance of each (Callero, 1985; 

Thoits, 1992). In accordance with the views of Super and Nevill (1986), Ng and Feldman (2007) documented that a 

role becomes salient compared to others based on three conditions: (1) the time spent in the role, (2) the 

psychological attachment to the role, and (3) the display of subjective values within the role. Based on this notion, 

the four roles examined in this study were thought to be salient or central in careers. 

With regard to undergraduate student roles, Ng and Feldman (2007) indicated that the roles are salient in comparison 

with worker roles in organizations, and these two roles become mutually exclusive. As discussed earlier, students are 

expected to learn passively, whereas workers are more proactive learners. As a result, the first challenging transition 

occurs from school to work (Ng & Feldman, 2007; Perrone & Vickers, 2003), including the transition faced by those 

who complete their undergraduate degree and begin to work for organizations (Polach, 2004). Such individuals can 

experience a reality shock as they face unexpected organizational life and work (Okubo, 2006). For survival and 

adaptation, they need to learn how to react to work realities that include irrational or political elements (Schein, 

1990). 

It can be assumed that most workers have a nonmanagerial position, whose role, like that of undergraduate students, 

can be regarded as salient. Levinson’s (1978) model showed that this phase of work is applied to the stage of early 

adulthood (ages 22 to 45 years), which includes a focus on not only pursuing and achieving career goals but also 

nonwork issues such as marriage and lifestyle and preparation for the next transition (Sullivan & Crocitto, 2007). 

Schein’s (1978) model of career anchors, which is complex but well cited in the literature (Sullivan & Crocitto, 

2007), has five stages from entry into the work role situation (Stage 2) to a period of mid-career crisis (Stage 6). 

Those stages require individuals to learn how to obtain full membership in the organization, subsequently organizing 

long-term career goals and managing the mid-career transition and crisis (Sullivan & Crocitto, 2007). 

According to Schein’s (1978) model, Stage 6 has two career paths: becoming either a leader or a nonleader. A new 

manager or leader would experience work role transition within the organization and face challenges because the 

skills and knowledge required for management positions bear no resemblance to those for nonmanagement positions 

(Hill, 2007). As a result, new managers must strive to learn from experience (McCall, Lombardo, & Morrison, 1988). 

When individuals become general managers as management specialists by way of experiencing junior and 

middle-level management positions, it is believed, particularly in North America, that they can run and manage 

various types of businesses (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2004). All of these views suggest that management 

roles are salient and distinct from nonmanagement roles within the organization, requiring managers to learn 

leadership and management competencies by applying effective learning strategies. 

There is another career path towards management positions in the boundaryless age: that of an MBA degree (Kelan 

& Jones, 2009). Over the past several decades, studying for an MBA degree has become an increasingly popular way 

of career development through learning about management and leadership in business schools, yielding individual 

career opportunities (Sturges, Simpson, & Altman, 2003). Completion of an MBA program typically requires 1 to 2 

years of full-time study or several years of part-time study. Although MBA students spend a limited period in 

business school, they have the unique experience of work role transitions, going back to school from organizational 

work settings. Indeed, Kelan and Jones (2009) reported that MBA students developed a sense of community with 

their peers, holding unique identities and reflecting on the MBA value for forthcoming careers. Accordingly, the role 

of MBA students can be regarded as salient. As they seek to become managers in the future, MBA students actively 

learn in a class setting but are not like organizational workers or new managers who tend to learn from actual 

management experiences. 

In summary, this study was intended to contribute to the literature on career development, focusing on the relatively 

broad career-stage cohort differences in learning style between undergraduates, nonmanagement workers, MBA 

students, and managers based on their salient work roles across career transitions. To address the research question of 
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how learning style differs among those four cohorts, the study applied a learning model that encompasses learning 

styles. Finally, this study is composed of the present introduction followed by the explanation of learning style, 

methods, results, and discussion. 

2. Learning Style and Experiential Learning Theories 

The term “learning style” reflects a perspective that individuals differ in their preferred approaches to learning (Price, 

2004). Although individuals have different styles of learning, groups with similar norms and common behaviors 

required from the environment tend to hold similar learning styles (Kolb, 1984) or common learning style traits 

(Hawk & Shah, 2007). Learning styles have been theorized in several different ways (Peterson, Stephen, & 

Armstrong, 2009; Richardson, 2011). Although variations exist in the learning style definitions and models, the 

intentions and approaches of researchers seem similar (Demirbas & Demirkan, 2007). Among learning style models, 

this study chose Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory. His learning theory, built upon intellectual methods for 

the processing of information (Cassidy, 2004), has been highly influential (Duff, 2004). More importantly, 

experiential-based learning theory is characterized as possessing developmental outcomes that focus on people’s 

growth and change (Kayes, 2007). Accordingly, it seemed appropriate to apply Kolb’s learning model for this study.  

Building on the work of prominent scholars, including Dewey, Lewin, Piaget, James, Jung, and Freire (Kolb & Kolb, 

2005), Kolb (1984) developed a holistic model of individuals’ learning processes. In his learning model, experience 

plays an important role as the basis for four learning modes: concrete experience (CE, feeling), reflective observation 

(RO, reflecting), abstract conceptualization (AC, thinking), and active experimentation (AE, acting). 

To learn effectively, people must use all four learning modes (Kolb, 1984). The CE (feeling) mode involves feelings, 

sensing, and using intuition and sensitivities. In contrast, the AC (thinking) mode requires applying logical reasoning 

and conceptual analysis. The CE mode is dialectically opposed to the AC mode, so that the strength in one mode is a 

weakness in the other. The RO (reflecting) mode calls for perceiving the meaning of experiences and situations by 

carefully observing, listening, and reflecting. In contrast, the AE (acting) mode requires doing. The emphasis of the 

AE mode is to actively connect the external environment and world. Similar to the relationship between the CE and 

AC modes, the RO (reflecting) mode is dialectically opposed to the AE (acting) mode, so that there is a conflicting 

relationship between them. Thus, in Kolb’s (1984) theory, two kinds of learning dimensions are present: the AC vs. 

CE dimension and the AE vs. RO dimension, both of which describe a bipolar continuum. 

A combination of two learning modes from each of the two dialectical learning dimensions generates the four 

fundamental learning styles (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). The diverging learning style specializes in the two 

modes of CE (feeling) and RO (reflecting). Conversely, the converging learning style specializes in the AC (thinking) 

and AE (acting) modes. The assimilating learning style emphasizes the two modes of AC (thinking) and RO 

(reflecting). In contrast, the accommodating learning style emphasizes the CE (feeling) and AE (acting) modes. 

Figure 1 presents Kolb’s learning model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Kolb’s Learning Model 
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3. Methods 

3.1 Research Sites 

This study selected Japan as a research context. Individuals’ career development has become more important in Asia, 

particularly Japan, where employment systems have been changing dramatically. Although Japanese organizations 

still use lump-sum hiring of new undergraduates based on long-term employment practices (Kaino, Ouchi, Owan, & 

Hirano, 2011), they have begun to adopt a performance-based employment system, especially at the management 

level (Nannichi & Ohira, 2014). As the seniority system is replaced, a performance-based employment system may 

also be implemented for nonmanagerial employees in the future and would then affect how they work in their 

lifelong career. In the changing employment system, both individuals and organizations need to more actively 

manage individuals’ career development in a way that reflects their career wishes. It is believed that results of this 

study could be beneficial for career development seekers, human resources professionals, as well as career 

counselors in higher education and professional institutions when employment systems change. 

3.2 Research Procedures and Participants 

To examine the learning style of undergraduates, MBA students, nonmanagement workers, and managers, this study 

selected two universities for undergraduates, one business school, and two firms with two different lines of business: 

sales and production. The two types of career choices were used since Holland’s (1992) theory indicates that 

personality factors relate to individuals’ vocational choice. 

At the two universities, University A and University B, the study focused on students majoring in business 

administration or management, most of whom will likely work for corporations after graduation. University A is 

located near Tokyo, while University B is near Chubu, between Tokyo and Osaka. Potential subjects were recruited 

from classes. At University A, 223 questionnaires were distributed, and 206 completed questionnaires were usable. 

Similarly, at University B, 400 survey packets were distributed, and 336 completed questionnaires were usable. MBA 

students at a business school, all of whom were full-time students, were also invited to participate in this research. 

Because of a detailed explanation of the questionnaires during classes, all of the questionnaires that were collected 

were valid, yielding 102 usable questionnaires for this study. 

Two Japanese firms participated in this research. Firm A manufactures electronic communication goods in a rural 

area of Japan, while Firm B markets and sells office machines to organizations in a metropolitan area. Both firms are 

well known and successful multinational organizations in Japan. After receiving permission from these firms, survey 

packets were distributed to employees through the human resources department of each firm. At Firm A, of the 330 

surveys sent, 229 completed surveys were usable, providing data from individuals working on production lines. Firm 

B received 420 surveys, and 258 questionnaires were completed and usable in order to analyze data involving 

sales-focused employees. Table 1 describes the demographic characteristics of all participants. 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Japanese Participants 
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3.3 Measures 

To investigate participants’ learning styles, this study applied Kolb’s (1999) Learning Style Inventory (LSI) that was 

developed based on experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984). The LSI is designed to reflect the dialectical nature of 

concrete experience (CE = feeling) vs. abstract conceptualization (AC = thinking) and reflective observation (RO = 

reflecting) vs. active experimentation (AE = acting). The third version of the LSI, with the revised psychometrics 

suggested by Veres, Sims, and Locklear (1991), resulted in improved reliability (Veres et al., 1991; Kayes, 2005). 

This study used a Japanese translation of this LSI version that had been applied in past investigations for Japanese 

learning styles (see Yamazaki & Kayes, 2007). 

The LSI has 12 questions, each of which requires prioritizing four statements—from 4, you learn most, to 1, you 

learn least—as a forced-choice method based on individual preference for learning. The four statements correspond 

to the four learning modes: CE (feeling), AC (thinking), RO (reflecting), and AE (acting), describing “I trust my 

hunches and feelings,” “I rely on logical thinking,” “I listen and watch carefully,” and “I work hard to get things 

done,” respectively. The total score for one learning mode shows the extent to which an individual prefers to use that 

mode in his or her learning process. Furthermore, the value gained by subtracting the total score of one learning 

mode from that of the other in the same learning dimension—the value of AC – CE or AE – RO—represents how an 

individual prefers to learn by using one learning mode over the other in each of the dialectical dimensions. The value 

describes a relative preference for individual learning, which becomes a basis to determine four learning styles.  

A value of AC – CE that approaches 36 represents a specialization in AC, whereas a value approaching –36 

represents a specialization in CE. Similarly, a value of AE – RO that approaches 36 represents a specialization in AE 

(acting), whereas a value approaching –36 indicates a specialization in RO. According to normative scores proposed 

by Kolb (1999) for the third version of the LSI, the cut-off point for the value of AC – CE is 4.30, whereas the 

cut-off point for the value of AE – RO is 5.9. The combination of these two values determines the choice of one of 

four learning styles. 

4. Results 

Before examining how learning style varies with four different cohorts—undergraduates, MBA students, 

nonmanagement workers, and managers—the present study checked whether participants of the two universities 

possessed the same learning modes and styles, as well as participants of the two different firms. Results of the 

independent t-test showed no significant differences between University A students and University B students 

regarding the six learning style variables of CE (feeling), AC (thinking), RO (reflecting), AE (acting), AC – CE 

(relative preference for AC vs. CE), and AE – RO (relative preference for AE vs. RO) (all six variables, p > 0.05). 

Furthermore, results of the analysis of variance also showed no significant difference in these six learning style 

variables between freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors (all six variables, p > 0.05). Thus, the undergraduate 

students of those two universities were assumed to be the same cohort of a career-stage group for this study. With 

regard to the two firms, there were significant differences in the CE and RO modes (p < 0.05), but no significant 

differences for the other four learning variables (AC, AE, AC – CE, and AE – RO variables, p > 0.05). Thus, the 

participants of Firm A with a production career focus were distinct from those of Firm B with a sales career 

orientation, so this study analyzed learning style differences between the cohorts in three iterations: (1) considering 

all employees of Firms A and B; (2) considering production career-focused employees from Firm A; and (3) 

considering sales career-focused employees from Firm B. 

4.1 Six Learning Style Variables 

4.1.1 Analyses Involving All Employees of Firms A and B 

This study applied analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine differences in six learning style variables between the 

four cohorts. First, concerning employees of both firms, results of ANOVA showed that the four cohorts differed 

significantly in all six learning style variables: CE (feeling, F = 17.50, p < 0.01), AC (thinking, F = 22.98, p < 0.01), 

RO (reflecting, F = 10.73, p < 0.01), AE (acting, F = 6.36, p < 0.01), AC – CE (F = 24.47, p < 0.01), and AE – RO (F 

= 8.58, p < 0.01). Undergraduates used CE modes most, followed in turn by managers, nonmanagement workers, and 

MBA students. Results of the Bonferroni test showed a significant difference between undergraduates and MBA 

students (mean difference [M.D.] = 5.12, p < 0.01), between undergraduates and nonmanagement employees (M.D. 

= 1.66, p < 0.01), between MBA students and nonmanagement employees (M.D. = –3.46, p < 0.01), and between 

MBA students and managers (M.D. = –3.72, p < 0.01). In contrast, MBA students applied the AC mode the most, 

followed by managers, nonmanagement workers, and undergraduates. Results of the Bonferroni test showed 

significant differences between MBA students and each of the three cohorts: undergraduates (M.D. = –7.52, p < 0.01), 
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nonmanagement employees (M.D. = 7.41, p < 0.01), and managers (M.D. = 7.29, p < 0.01); however, there was no 

statistically significant difference among those three cohorts. 

Undergraduates and nonmanagement workers showed similar values for RO (reflecting, 30.71 and 30.85 for 

undergraduates and nonmanagement, respectively), as did MBA students and nonmanagers (27.27 and 28.77, 

respectively). Based on the Bonferroni test, the former two cohorts (undergraduates and nonmanagement) differed 

significantly from the latter two cohorts (MBA students and managers): that is, there was a difference between 

undergraduates and MBA students (M.D. = 3.43, p < 0.01), between undergraduates and managers (M.D. = 1.94, p < 

0.05), between MBA students and nonmanagement (M.D. = –3.57, p < 0.01), and between nonmanagement and 

managers (M.D. = 2.08, p < 0.05). For the AE (acting) mode, there was only a significant difference between 

undergraduates and managers (M.D. = –3.11, p < 0.05). 

The variables of AC – CE and AE – RO indicate a relative preference for one learning mode over the other. There 

was a statistically significant difference in the value of AC – CE between MBA students and each of the other three 

cohorts—undergraduates (M.D. = –12.64, p < 0.01), nonmanagement (M.D. = 10.90, p < 0.01), and managers (M.D. 

= 11.01, p < 0.01). The MBA students strongly preferred to learn by using the AC rather than CE mode, but the other 

three cohorts preferred the CE mode. Finally, results of the Bonferroni test of AE – RO showed significant 

differences between undergraduates and MBA students (M.D. = –4.47, p < 0.01), between undergraduates and 

managers (M.D. = –5.05, p < 0.01), and between nonmanagement workers and managers (M.D. = –3.75, p < 0.05). 

Managers were the most active and least reflective learners, followed by MBA students, nonmanagement workers, 

and undergraduates. 

Table 2 summarizes results of the ANOVA with the Bonferroni tests. In addition, Figure 2a depicts learning style 

differences between the four career-stage cohorts, indicating the different learning styles over the career stages, and 

Figure 3a shows different degrees of four learning modes between these four cohorts. 

Table 2. Results of the Analysis of Variance and Bonferroni Tests of Learning Style Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✝p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.  

Note on Table 2. Statistics for undergraduates and master’s of business administration (MBA) students are used for 
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all three comparative analyses: all employees, production firm employees, and sales firm employees. A greater value 

of AC – CE indicates that the specialization in AC (thinking) is stronger than that in CE (feeling). A greater value of 

AE – RO indicates that specialization in AE (acting) is stronger than that in RO (reflecting). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Learning style differences between undergraduates, MBA students, nonmanagement employees, and 

management employees—with employees from (a) both firms, (b) only a production firm, and (c) only a sales firm 

4.1.3 Analyses Involving Sales-Focused Employees (Firm B) 

The significant differences between groups for the six learning style variables continued when the comparison was 

only with employees from Firm B (Table 2). In this analysis, MBA students continued to have the lowest CE score 

and the highest AE score (p < 0.01). The RO mode values ranged from a high of 30.71 for undergraduates to a low of 

27.27 for MBA students, with significant differences between undergraduates and managers, between MBA students 

and nonmanagement employees, and between undergraduates and MBA students. For the AE mode, the only 

significant difference was between undergraduates and managers; managers applied AE modes the most. 

As shown in Table 2, despite some differences in the statistical significance of various comparisons, MBA students 

had significantly higher AC – CE values than the other cohorts for all analyses, including that of the sales employees. 

The sales firm managers had the highest value of all the groups for AE – RO (6.62 compared with 5.13 for MBA 

students, 2.54 for nonmanagers, and 0.66 for undergraduates, as well as 4.66 for production managers and 1.32 for 

production nonmanagers). Figure 2c describes learning style differences between the four career-stage cohorts, 

whereas Figure 3c depicts different degrees of four learning modes between these four cohorts. 
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Figure 3. Learning mode differences between undergraduates, MBA students, nonmanagement employees, and 

management employees—with employees from (a) both firms, (b) only a production firm, and (c) only a sales firm 

4.2 Learning Styles Distribution 

4.2.1 Analyses Involving All Employees of Firms A and B 

A chi-square test between four learning styles and the four cohorts showed a significant relationship between them 

(χ2 = 115.14, p < 0.01), suggesting that learning styles change with the cohorts (Table 3(A)). The biggest change of 

adjusted standard residuals was a difference in the diverging learning style, which specializes in CE (feeling) and RO 

(reflecting) modes (5.57, –4.72, –1.61, and –2.20 for undergraduates, MBA students, nonmanagement employees, 

and managers, respectively) as well as a difference in the converging learning style, which specializes in AC 

(thinking) and AE (acting) modes (–4.37, 8.62, –1.81, and 1.81 in the same order). Additionally, it should be noted 
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that the most dominant learning style varied with the four cohorts: for undergraduates, it was a diverging learning 

style (46%); for MBA students, a converging style (30%); and for nonmanagement workers and managers, an 

accommodating style (37% and 41%, respectively). 

Table 3. Results of the Chi-Square Test of Independence by Learning Styles and Four Cohorts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

**p < 0.01 

4.2.2 Analyses Involving Production-Focused Employees (Firm A) 

As depicted in Table 3(B), results of a chi-square test showed a significant relationship between the four learning 

styles and the four cohorts (χ2 = 97.61, p < 0.01). Similar to the results with all employees, the biggest change of 

adjusted standard residuals occurred in the diverging and converging learning styles. However, the most dominant 

learning style of nonmanagement workers in this production-oriented firm was a diverging learning style (40%), 

while that of managers was an accommodating style (36%). 

4.2.3 Analyses Involving Sales-Focused Employees (Firm B) 

Again, there was a significant association between the four learning styles and the four cohorts (χ2 = 118.82, p < 0.01) 

(Table 3(C)). The pattern of the change of adjusted standard residuals with these sales-oriented employees resembled 



www.sciedupress.com/jbar Journal of Business Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 1; 2017 

Published by Sciedu Press                         10                         ISSN 1927-9507   E-ISSN 1927-9515 

that of the production-oriented employees, with differences in the diverging and converging learning styles. As with 

the overall analysis, the most dominant learning style for nonmanagement workers and managers was an 

accommodating learning style (41% and 46%, respectively), which suggests that learning style orientation from 

nonmanagement workers towards management positions may tend to vary with individuals’ different career focus. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Relationships between Learning Style and Careers 

This study provides insight on how individuals differ in learning styles as their careers develop. Results showed that 

among the cohorts studied, managers had the strongest preference for active over reflective modes. Further, MBA 

students were the most abstract learners, while the other three cohorts exhibited a concrete learning orientation. 

Based on the research findings, this section discusses three main points, yielding two conclusions. It then offers 

theoretical and practical implications and addresses study limitations. 

First, regarding the relationship between learning style and career stage, this study found that the four distinct 

career-stage cohorts possessed different learning modes and styles. For example, when comparing employees from 

both firms, undergraduate students used CE modes the most, followed by managers, nonmanagement workers, and 

MBA students. Results that considered only the production- or sales-focused employees had a slightly different order. 

In contrast, MBA students were more strongly oriented to an AC mode than the other three cohorts. As another 

example, the highest percentage of undergraduates had a diverging learning style, whereas MBA students had a 

converging style and managers and nonmanagement workers tended to have an accommodating learning style. A 

handful of learning style difference studies have documented distinction of learning styles and modes according to 

work differences. For example, Brown and Burke (1987) showed a difference in learning styles between accounting 

major undergraduates and professional accountants who had a few years of work experience, suggesting that the 

undergraduates typically had a diverging learning style, while the accountants had a converging learning style as a 

dominant one. Accordingly, the empirical evidence provided in this study along with that in past studies leads to the 

first conclusion: Individuals are likely to differ in learning styles according to their career stages that encompass 

salient work roles such as undergraduate, MBA student, nonmanagement worker, and manager. 

The second element of discussion involves a unique feature of MBA student learning styles. MBA students in this 

study had a strong skewness towards the AC (thinking) mode and a relative orientation towards the AE (acting) mode. 

Thus, the most common learning style of MBA students was the converging style, which was the least represented in 

the other cohorts. When looking at other MBA learning styles, Boyatzis and Mainemelis (2000) reported that 

American full-time MBA students also lean toward a converging learning style, with a value of AC – CE of 7.48 and 

AE – RO of 4.82. Those values are almost identical to those of the Japanese MBA students examined for this study 

(with values of AC – CE = 7.91 and AE – RO = 5.13). MBA educational environments may, in general, require 

applying strong AC modes with a relative shift to AE modes. However, the learning style of the converging 

orientation seems to be very unique among career stages and transitions of Japanese firm employees. Thus, the 

second conclusion is made: Learning styles of MBA students are heavily inclined toward an AC (thinking) mode and 

relatively directed to an AE (acting) mode, which is typical of MBA learning styles. Those who graduate from 

business school may struggle with adapting to organizational environments strongly requiring CE (feeling) modes. 

Work transition after business school may be a critical issue, particularly in Japan. 

The third point for discussion concerns vocational choices to be considered when studying learning style differences 

with career development. Although the present study examined learning style differences in career stages from 

undergraduates towards management, it also found that learning styles varied with vocational differences between a 

production career focus and a sales career focus. Ng and Feldman (2007) argued that work role identity—the focus 

of this study—differs from vocational identity. Vocational identity involves self-perceptions against lasting skills, 

capabilities, and motives that individuals hold across jobs in their career (Holland, Gottfredson, & Power, 1980) and 

considers an individual’s vocational choice (Holland, 1992). According to the Holland hexagon model, production 

employees might belong to the Realistic category, while sales employees seem to belong to the Enterprising category. 

Because of learning style differences in vocational choices based on the study results, it is important to research how 

learning styles relate to other vocational choices, which may affect the relationship between career stages with a 

salient work role and learning styles. 

5.2 Implications 

The results of this study offer important theoretical and practical implications in the area of career development. 

Kolb (1984) argued that learning style is determined by the interaction between the person and the environment 
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(Kolb & Kolb, 2005), which can be considered as work roles in career development. Similarly, learning style remains 

malleable as individuals respond to learning tasks that vary according to the environment (Peterson et al., 2009). The 

present research has provided empirical evidence of learning style differences according to career stages and 

transitions in the context of production as well as sales-focused employees. To explain why learning style differences 

occur, a more thorough and detailed analysis of each salient work role would be necessary, including the norm and 

expectation of the work role, the skills and capabilities it demands, and its shared motives. An endeavor to make a 

theoretical connection between learning styles and salient work roles would be an important and promising next step. 

Knowledge workers’ experience in their first job has an enduring impact on their career development (Greenhaus & 

Callanan, 2006). To make a smooth transition, individuals must acquire the knowledge and skills demanded for their 

next job, including occupation-specific skills (Greene & Staff, 2012), and executive skills (Boyatzis & Kolb, 1995), 

depending on the career stage entered. To effectively learn those skills and others required for work adaptation, this 

study suggests that individuals need to become more active learners than in the past, especially in the transition from 

undergraduates to nonmanagement workers, and then from nonmanagement workers to managers as well. 

Additionally, those who reenter work with an MBA degree may face challenges due to the gap between MBA 

learning contexts and management learning situations. In this regard, it may be useful for career counselors in 

undergraduate and business schools as well as human resources specialists in organizations to provide guidance or an 

orientation that includes learning style differences and changes over these transitions. 

5.3 Limitations 

This study had several limitations. The first limitation is the cross-sectional research design that examined learning 

style differences in cohorts from undergraduates to managers. Although the study provided useful results regarding 

individuals’ career development, a longitudinal research design should be used to confirm how the same persons 

differ with their career. The second limitation is the Japanese research context used for this study. Although Japanese 

MBA students’ learning styles in this study were similar to those of Americans, the learning styles of the other three 

cohorts that emphasized CE (feeling) modes seem to be a characteristic of Japanese culture (Yamazaki, 2005). In 

order to generalize learning style differences and change from undergraduate study through management positions, 

studies in other countries would be beneficial, providing insight on how students and workers develop their career 

towards management across countries. 
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