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Abstract  Self-development resources are a popular billion-dollar industry worldwide used to improve individuals quality 
of lives. However, there are insufficient studies for a contemporary conceptualization, especially when it comes to live 
self-development programs. This paper provides a literature review about current self-development definitions, ideology, 
concepts, and themes; quality of material provided; quality and characteristics of self-development providers; and the 
features of the participants who seek such programs. The paper will also discuss the relationship between self-development 
and related disciplines including coaching, training, mentoring, and motivational speaking. Finally, a new definition will be 
proposed for self-development coaching programs. Gaps of knowledge are highlighted for further research. 
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1. Introduction 
The emergence of self-development books and live 

programs has been documented since the 1950s [1]. The 
spreading of this industry is still documented in recent 
publications [2], but has not yet been investigated in-depth [3, 
4]. Self-development is often presented as face-to-face 
course which can be called self-development live programs 
(SDLP). Despite the low number of research studies on 
SDLP, they merit being investigated because of the 
following. The magnitude of the growing self-development 
industry has been estimated to be worth billions of dollars [5, 
6, 7]. SDLP providers are phenomenally popular and their 
SDLP course fees range between $1,200 to up to $3,990 U.S. 
per person [8]. Anthony Robbins, as an example of SDLP 
providers, today conducts his programs world-wide [9, 10] 
and has influenced high-ranking, authoritative leaders such 
as former U.S. president Bill Clinton and the last president of 
the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev [9, 11]. Furthermore, 
promotional claims accompanying SDLP require critical 
evaluation. For example, Grant critiqued Robbins’ claims 
[12] that promise immediate individual’s life improvement 
as being unproven, psychologically unethical, and perhaps 
not effective for different population types [13]. More 
importantly, some catastrophic documented cases of  
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self-development practices should be taken into 
consideration-for instance, the suicidal case in Sydney 
Australia of a participant after attending SDLP [14]. Also 
such case is in the U.S. with a famous SDLP that ended with 
three participants dying and eighteen being hospitalized [7].  

Thus, it is crucial to present this literature review on 
self-development practices, its effect on quality of life, and 
identify the gaps in knowledge for future scientific 
contribution. This paper discusses current definitions, 
content, providers, main target populations, and impact of 
SDLP. Any other forms of self-development such as 
self-development via electronic media or video are beyond 
the scope of this paper. Furthermore, a brief discussion will 
try to position self-development among coaching, training, 
mentoring, and motivational speaking contexts. Finally, a 
proposed definition for SDLP corresponding with the 
literature review will be presented as an attempt to 
understand SDLP. 

2. Methodology  
This review was done by searching electronic databases to 

find relative literature. We searched Queensland University 
of Technology electronic library, Science Direct, PubMed, 
and Google scholar for peer-reviewed articles and books on 
self-development programs since January 1990 up to January 
2014. The reference lists in primary sources were also 
searched for relevant articles. Other commercial websites of 
self-development and newspaper articles on 
self-development were only used to provide examples of 
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support. Searched terms used combinations of 
self-development, self-improvement, self-help, coaching, 
mentoring, training, motivational speaking, course, program, 
books, psychological health, mental health, quality of life, 
and improvement. Due to scarcity of scientific articles, all 
resources on self-development written in English were 
eligible in this review, but only relevant literature were 
included. The articles investigated self-help activities 
administrated by psychologists or psychiatrists were 
excluded. Self-development via electronic media or videos 
were also excluded. 

3. What is Self-development? 
There is variability among self-development terms and 

definitions in the literature along with an overlap with other 
disciplines. The term “self-development” is not the common 
used in literature. Instead, self-development has been 
expressed by different terms such as self-help, 
self-improvement [5], self-help resources [15], self-help, 
self-guided improvement [16], public self-help [17], and 
self-development [18]. All these terms were used in the 
literature without an agreement on a unified term. 

Self-development also has different definitions. For 
instance, the APA Dictionary of Psychology defines 
self-help as "a self-guided improvement economically, 
intellectually, or emotionally often with a substantial 
psychological basis" and explains that self-development 
activities aim to improve aspects of life that professionals do 
not typically apply themselves to, such as: friendship, 
identity, and life skills [16]. This definition illustrates that 
self-development aims to improve individuals in different 
areas, but fails to distinguish self-development from other 
disciplines by providing details on ways of delivery or the 
providers.  

Another definition is "adopting book or computer 
CD-ROM formats…based upon many of the principles and 
techniques incorporated within conventional psychological 
therapies, with many of the more recent self-help resources 
adopting a cognitive-behavioral or problem-solving 
approach" [19]. This definition extends the scope of 
self-development into a psychological therapeutic spectrum 
resulting in an overlap between self-development and 
bibliotherapy, which is a psychological treatment approach 
using guided reading as a therapy and written by 
psychologists.  

In fact, a number of authors illustrate the necessity of 
differentiating the commercial self-development books and 
materials from other psychological treatment terms [20, 21] 
and other disciplines such as coaching [22] so as not to 
mislead clients. These limitations raise the need to review 
literatures upon different aspects of SDLP and to compare it 
with similar disciplines for better conceptualization as the 
following.  

4. Self-development Content 
To understand self-development, its ideology and concept, 

themes and the quality of materials provided should be 
discussed. In 2004, a study investigated a self-development 
book, If Life is a Game These are the Rules [23], and found 
that self-development books use a combination of holistic 
life view and spiritual ideology characterized by secular 
spiritual attitudes that tend to make individuals concentrate 
on "the self" [24]. Other studies indicated that some 
self-development materials were derived from cognitive 
behavioral therapy concepts [13], Neuro-Linguistic 
Programming (NLP; Robbins, 1997), and positive 
psychology [25]. Accordingly, self-development multiplies 
suggested to have variable ideologies and conceptual 
frameworks, which makes the researcher’s task more 
difficult to investigate in depth. However, and though the 
diversity of these concepts and ideologies, they all aim to 
promote personal improvement to the client.  

A qualitative study of 57 best-selling self-development 
books identified five main themes—personal growth, 
personal relationships, coping with stress, identity and 
miscellaneous—that included different topics such as study 
skills for students, hypnosis, communication skills, and 
dealing with depression [25]. In another study, 134 
self-development readers in Canada were found to use 
self-development mainly to improve their health and 
well-being in addition to interpersonal skills and 
personal-career [26]. This study’s findings coincide with the 
overall earlier definitions of self-development as both used a 
wide range of life areas to improve individuals' lives 
including the health aspects. Nevertheless, these studies did 
not specify very precisely how this improvement takes place, 
the attitude of each theme, or even provide a unified model. 
It is rather suggested that each self-development book or 
program adopt the writer or the provider’s perspective.   

From another perspective, the validity of the materials 
presented as scientific evidence in SDLP are questionable 
[27]. There is some literature that indicates a mixture of 
intact and quality information, unproven or misleading 
content. For example, Grant (2001a) investigated the 
scientific background of the six steps of Neuro-Associative 
Conditioning (NAC) which is a technique used by Anthony 
Robbins. Grant found that four steps have roots in 
philosophical or cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) 
concepts. However, the other two steps are not yet proven. 
An example of misleading information is when The National 
Council Against Health Fraud critiqued the 10th chapter of 
Robbins's book [12] and argued that it contained many 
misconceptions and half-facts about diet, eating, and food 
[28]. This indicated that the material presented within 
self-development books or SDLP to improve lives or health 
are not critically evaluated, and need further research 
investigation especially for the other books and programs 
than might have influence on population levels. 
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It is also important to emphasize that the previous 
examples are derived from literature about self-development 
books whereas such investigations on SDLP were not 
specifically found. Nevertheless, it can be suggested that 
SDLP shares the above-mentioned features for the following 
reasons. It can be observed from famous self-development 
coaches' websites, brochures and advertisements that the 
content of self-development books and live programs are 
alike because the books' authors are the coaches/trainers of 
their own self-development courses such [12] who used the 
content of his books in his self-development programs [13]. 
Thus, it is suggested that self-development books and live 
programs have the same structure. However, there is a need 
for more structural qualitative and qualitative studies to 
investigate SDLP contents specifically.  

5. Self-development Providers 
The following section will discuss self-development 

providers' backgrounds and their characteristics. An analysis 
of the literature indicates that self-development providers' 
backgrounds and qualifications are not clearly discussed by 
authors and are sometimes deceptive. Fernros's describes the 
self-development program provider in his study in Sweden 
as a specialist according to the provider’s reputation and 
life-long expertise only in facilitating this program [29]. In 
another study on another program in Australia, the authors 
neglect to illustrate the local leader’s credential or 
characteristics [30]. 

It is also reported that commercial self-development 
authors use irrelevant Dr. and PhD titles to situate 
themselves as experts and to add credibility to their works [4]. 
These examples indicate the presence of self-development 
writers, coaches, or providers with questionable 
qualifications in relation to the materials they present.  

Moreover, SDLP provider characteristics are highlighted 
as an important factor for the program's effectiveness [27]. 
This was indicated by Several authors indicated for a number 
of these characteristics includes being famous, having a good 
reputation, and being seen as an authority brands 
self-development providers as experts in their field [31], 
even if that is not true [32]. In addition, empathy [33, 34], 
confidence, using the provider's personal experience [34], 
persuasiveness [7, 25], the ability to get the audience’s 
attention [35, 36] and the ability to influence clients' 
emotions [37] are all highlighted as characteristics for 
successful self-development providers. Two other factors 
were highlighted by the coaching literature which are acting 
as a role model and increasing the motivational level for 
participants [38], which can also be included as important 
features.  

Other characteristics of the SDLP itself can influence the 
program's outcomes such as the program's relevance to the 
coachee [39], the coachees having experience with the 
programs contents [40], and their level of satisfaction [41]. 
These characteristics, were reported scatteredly in the 

previous studies and did not receive valuable attention as 
susceptible contributing factors to such programs’ outcomes, 
and have only investigated empirically in one solo pilot 
study where the author indicated that self-development 
coach characteristics rating, by participates, was above the 
normal average rating of the normal population [42]. This 
encourages to investigate theoretically and empirically the 
different characteristics that may play a vital role in such 
programs’ effects. 

The role of SDLP providers constitutes a knowledge gap 
of in that it is not significantly discussed in literature. 
However, it is observed that SDLP providers teach the 
program materials, facilitate the exercises, and interact with 
participants employing the discussed characteristics to 
achieve individual development and improvement. 

6. Self-development Participants 
Reviewing the literature indicates a number of specific 

features of people who attend SDLP. Fernros et al. (2005) 
found that people who attend the program score poorer in all 
quality of life and emotional well-being subclasses when 
compared to the general population. Moreover, the authors 
found a significant association between emotional health and 
program enrolment, implying that the lower the emotional 
health, the greater people intention to attend and fund 
themselves for these programs. This association can be 
explained by attendees’ desire to improve their well-being, 
which flows logically with the self-development’s main 
intention —to improve an individual's life.   

However, this finding might not apply to everyone 
attending such programs. For instance, people might attend 
as part of a luxurious lifestyle as has been found on an 
organizational scale in relation to developmental programs 
[43]. Such contradictory information widens the horizon to 
conduct more research on clients' intentions and motives for 
attending and paying for such programs.  

On the other hand, other literature revealed some concrete 
demographic features of people attending self-development 
programs. In relation to gender, females have a more positive 
attitude toward self-development books [44] and programs 
[7, 45] in the U.S and Australia. This finding is coincidence 
with the previous statement of clients with low quality of life, 
as females usually have a poorer quality of life compared to 
males [46, 47]. 

From an educational point of view, Fernros et al. (2005) 
also found that the programs' attendee were at twice the 
national educational level of the population. Conversely, a 
recent study in Austria found that educated people are less 
prone to take action from self-development to improve their 
lives [2]. This controversial finding might be explained by 
the diversity of self-development programs and providers’ 
characteristics whereby each program and provider can 
target a specific type of population and reflect another gap in 
knowledge. 
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7. The Empirical Impact of SDLP on 
Quality of Life 

According to our knowledge, only two studies 
investigated the commercial SDLP empirically whereas 
some investigated other SDLP that were designed for 
research purposes only. Fernros (2008) investigated the 
effect of a SDLP which has been presented since 1985 
empirically with control group in Sweden. The program 
included exclusive techniques, bodily exercises, reflection, 
meditation, birth exercise, death exercise, freedom exercise, 
and bully-victim roles. Fernros found a significant 
improvement in the sense of coherence and in most of the 
health related quality of life domains including emotional 
well-being, emotion, pain and sleep.  

The other one was a pilot study that was conducted on 17 
medical students in Saudi Arabia empirically using SDLP of 
study skills that has been used since 2008. The study found 
significant improvement in depression, self-efficacy, and life 
satisfaction [42]. These results encourage for more 
investigation for the other programs because these results are 
not enough to validate such programs especially when there 
are a wide varieties of SDLP.  

8. Self-Development Live Program in relation to other 
research constructs 

When investigating self-development, it is very important 
to discuss self-development in comparison to other terms in 
the literature for better understanding and to avoid overlap 
with other disciplines. The second section of the paper will 
discuss briefly the relation between SDLP and coaching, 
training, mentoring, and motivational speaking. Coaching 
will be discussed in more detail as it is most similar to 
self-development in regard to its definition, aims, approaches, 
types, and content, and its relation to self-development. 
Training, mentoring and motivational speaking will be 
discussed briefly in terms of self-development. It should be 
highlighted that there is a great overlap between coaching, 
training, and mentoring [48]. Despite differentiation efforts, 
the boundaries are still hazy and part of an ongoing argument. 
Moreover, training, coaching, and mentoring share the same 
concepts and are typically seen as interchangeable elements 
of a learning process [49]. This might make the comparison 
more complex, but the discussion in this paper will try to 
position self-development in the arena of research with more 
comparable manner.  

8.1. Self-development versus Coaching 

8.1.1. Definition 

Coaching could be the field closest to live 
self-development programs. To illustrate that, it is important 
first to provide a brief overview. Coaching is a term that has 
emerged recently in the research arena with consistent efforts 
to develop a related body of knowledge [48, 50].  

Coaching definitions varies from author to author with 
some variability [48, 49, 51]. Cox and colleagues in their 
seminal work, The Complete Handbook of Coaching, 

defined coaching as "a human development process that 
involves structured, focused interaction and the use of 
appropriate strategies, tools and techniques to promote 
desirable and sustainable change for the benefit of the 
coachee and potentially for other stakeholders" [48]. Though 
Cox and colleagues explained that their definition is not 
completed yet, it can be considered the best-published 
definition. Other definitions, in table 1, add that coaching 
also aims for immediate change or improvement in the 
performance, development, learning, life experience, and 
personal or professional growth. Thus, SDLP apparently 
coincides with coaching’s aim to improve and develop 
individuals multidimensionally. 

Table 1.  Coaching Definitions 

Coaching definition author 

"Unlocking a person’s potential to maximize their own 
performance. It is helping them to learn rather than teaching 
them.” 

[52] 
(p.8) 

"Directly concerned with the immediate improvement of 
performance and development of skills by a form of tutoring 
or instruction." 

[53] 
(p.18) 

"The art of facilitating the performance, learning and 
development of another." 

[54] 
(p.15) 

"A solution-focused, resulted-oriented systemic process in 
which the coach facilitates the enhancement of the coachee's 
life experience and performance in a domain determined by 
the coachees, and fosters the self-directed learning and 
personal growth of the coachee." 

[55] 

"A human development process that involves structured, 
focused interaction and the use of appropriate strategies, 
tools and techniques to promote desirable and sustainable 
change for the benefit of the coachee and potentially for 
other stakeholders." 

[48] 
(p.8) 

"A collaborative relationship formed between coach and 
coachees for the purpose of attaining professional or 
personal development outcomes which are valued by the 
coachee." 

[50] 
(p.126) 

8.1.2. The Coach and SDLP Provider 

The coach’s role is considered an integral core value of the 
coaching process as the coach facilitates, guides, and helps 
the coachee toward self-direct learning [52, 55]. However, 
other authors in table 1 mentioned different roles and 
approaches including "tutoring," "instructing," "helping," 
"interaction," and "collaborative relationship." These roles 
reflect that coaching is a broader concept than just 
facilitation, and reveal an unresolved argument on the 
coach’s role by different key authors. 

An interesting explanation for this agreement is proposed 
by Cavanagh, Grant and Kemp [56], who indicate that the 
coach facilitates self-directed learning but can also move into 
a "teaching" mood when appropriate. This notion 
corresponds with a number of interventional studies where 
coaching involves informative sessions in addition to the 
facilitation process [42, 55, 57, 58]. In contrast, SDLP can be 
considered mainly informative and teaching conjugated with 
facilitation process, i.e., both coaching and self-development 
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take the approach of facilitating and informing, but with 
different grades as in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1.  The overlap between self-development live program and 
coaching approaches 

Another comparable point to discuss is that the coach is 
not required to be an expert in the field in which he/she helps 
the coachee to improve [50]. On the other hand, while 
self-development providers share the same flexible 
requirements, the providers are recognized by participants as 
expert, trusted, and successful. 

Moreover, Grant O'Hara [59] stated that "qualification," 
"accreditation," and "certification" terms are used frequently 
in the coaching industry without clarity in Australia.  In fact, 
the coaching industry has been criticized by being full of 
pseudo-qualifications and pseudo-accreditation or 
self-accreditation [60, 61]. Community ignorance about 
misleading titles underpins the deception process in the 
coaching industry [60], where coaches vary in degree of 
openness about their qualifications [59]. Grant stated that 
only half of the coaches are in fields possess qualifications 
directly relevant to coaching [59]. However, this is an 
overestimated percentage as Grant considered any PhD 
(regardless of field) and arts qualifications as direct 
academically relevant qualifications for coaching.  

This picture reflects the current unclear and chaotic status 
of coaches that is similar to that of SDLP providers. It is 
suggested that these two studies by Grant and his colleagues 
in Australia describe the overlap among self-development, 
coaching, and training activities. This overlap is fostered 
when considering that “coach” is a common term used by 
SDLP providers internationally such as Anthony Robbins 
[62] and Les Brown [63]. This similarity indicates a common 
entity between self-development and coaching in real 
practice in the world.  

8.1.3. Content 

There are three aspects that will be discussed here to 
further compare between coaching and self-development: 
concepts, themes, and the quality of material provided. 
Coaching ideology is seen to be derived from the Western 
culture in the process of pursuing self-centered goals and 
values [64], while some self-development also has a 
self-centered attitude in addition to holistic life ideation as 
discussed earlier by Fernros et al. This reflects that 
self-development tend to conjugate somewhere in the 
spiritual dimension regardless of its being subject to science.  

Moreover, Cox and colleagues discussed 13 concepts used 
in coaching, which are: psychodynamic, cognitive 
behavioral, solution-focused, person-centered, gestalt, 

existential, ontological, narrative, cognitive-developmental, 
transpersonal, positive psychology, transactional analysis, 
and Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) approaches [48]. 
The authors illustrated that these are not the only concepts or 
approaches and critiqued other authors who exclude some 
approaches that they are not familiar with.  

In this context, the standard self-development live 
program approach is not very clear, as it rather depends on 
the provider’s style in conducting the program. However, 
NLP, positive psychology and CBT concepts have been 
reported to be used within SDLP. This ambiguous 
information results from the fact that coaching research tends 
to outline and articulate its theoretical frameworks and 
approaches, while the self-development field is seen as being 
more chaotic and commercial practice. 

In 2010, Grant indicated that the principles of coaching 
allow it to be applied to any field desired by the client in 
order to achieve goals in any field. However, this notion does 
not correspond with the classifications of skills and 
performance, developmental, executive and leadership, 
managerial, team, peer, career, and life coaching as themes 
of improvement [48]. This classification shows how 
coaching is directed into specific fields more than being 
applied to any field. Furthermore, authors in the field explain 
that coaching concepts come from other disciplines such as 
psychology, education, behavioral sciences, clinical 
counseling, teaching, workplace training, learning and 
development, management and economics because coaching 
is a new field that uses other disciplines' concepts [56]. 
Indeed, this indicates that coaching might be directed within 
different contexts and themes. On the other hand, 
self-development themes, as discussed before, have different 
nature of classification into specific topics that focuses more 
on individual perspectives.  

Nevertheless, the life coaching concept is more similar to 
SDLP, as life coaching concerns with the individual to 
improve performance, well-being, and to achieve goals [22]. 
It is also interesting to note also that life coaching started as a 
commercial coaching in the 70s and 80s [22]. However, 
some observed that SDLP is directed toward other themes of 
coaching such as leadership and management, which 
indicates that SDLP and coaching are not contradicting in 
this point. 

From another perspective, and despite the rigorous efforts 
done by some author to move coaching into evidence-based 
practices [51, 56, 65, 66], achieving evidence-based 
coaching has a very long way to go and needs efforts to adopt 
from other disciplines [22]. For instance, NLP has been 
highlighted as a very popular approach used by coaches [67]. 
Grimley discussed NLP as a model that emerge from 
Richard Bandler and John Grinder and their observations, 
where a current effort is conducted to find the scientific 
frameworks behind it and to evaluate it more critically. 
However, a recent systemic review concluded that there is 
only little evidence to support the effectiveness of NLP [68]. 
In other words, it is common to find un-evidence based 
approaches in coaching and not all coaching in practice are 
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evidence-based.  
In the same manner, self-development contains 

knowledge from other disciplines and not all the information 
provided is scientifically proven as discussed before. It is 
relevant to remind that SDLP use also NLP concepts as well. 
Thus, the main difference here might be that coaching 
scholars are conducting rigorous efforts to move coaching to 
be an evidence-based practice, while self-development 
providers are not so concerned with this.  

It can be concluded that self-development and coaching 
sharing many aspects, though researcher try to distinguish 
coaching with a number of boundaries. Coaching can be 
viewed as the new scientific movement of the current 
unorganized practices in the commercial world of SDLP, as 
coaching is sharing multiple aspect and root within SDLP. 
Thus, this paper proposes considering SDLP as a theme with 
specific features among the coaching themes and call it 
self-development coaching. 

8.2. Self-development versus Training 

Self-development shares some features with training, but 
some of these features overlap with coaching as well. The 
following part will discuss briefly the main points.  

Training is defined as "learning that is provided in order to 
improve performance on the present job" [69]. Another 
definition is "any organized activity that is designed to bring 
about change in an employee's on-the-job-skills, knowledge, 
or attitudes to meet a specific need of the organization" [70]. 
Training is considered as a part of technical vocation or as an 
organizational-developmental process for employees [71]. 
Also, the main aim of training is inducing an organizational 
change by improving an individual’s competency to the 
required level [72]. This illustrates that training is more 
organizational-centered, through this is achieved by 
changing individuals to develop the organization 
competency. On the other hand, self-development is 
client-centered mainly, even if that extended secondary to 
the organization benefit as explained earlier. This can result 
in different individual desires, attitudes, relevance and scope 
of change between trainee and self-development 
participants. 

From another perspective, Grant (2001b) tried to 
differentiate between coaching, mentoring, and training. He 
stated that training is more rigid and demands trainees to 
adjust themselves to the training process and the course, 
whereas coaching is more flexible and could be adjusted to 
coachee interest. According to the previous statement, 
self-development is considered more relevant to training as 
self-development usually has a pre-designed program 
concerning specific topics to which the participants need to 
adjust themselves. 

However, it is very important to notice that this 
explanation by Grant does not mean that the current 
coaching approach is isolated from the training approach. As 
explained earlier, coaching empirical studies involved 
"informative" fixed activities besides coaching [57, 58]. This 

can be understood in the context of the overlap between 
coaching and training [48, 49]. In addition, self-development 
usually has more room for freedom for the participants to use 
the provided material or not, and usually is not followed by 
assessments such as in training [73]. Thus SDLP is in the 
middle of the rigidity of training and the flexibility of 
coaching.  

Another interesting point is that SDLP outcomes can be 
categorized into knowledge, skills, and attitude according to 
McArdle's definition of training and Kraiger’s model of 
training outcomes [73]. This is because SDLP provides 
information (such the importance of goal setting), strategies 
(such as SMART technique for goal setting), and values 
(such as being proactive). However, this does not mean that 
SDLP is exclusively a training concept, because many 
educational processes, including coaching and mentoring, 
can include these outcomes. In fact, these outcomes are the 
same as those of Bloom’s Taxonomy [74] of the general 
educational activities which are cognitive, affective, and 
psychomotor. Nevertheless, this addition could be useful to 
understanding SDLP, because training is a more mature 
discipline than SDLP that needs to develop strong theoretical 
frameworks.  

The previous section illustrates that SDLP shares the 
program's pre-designed feature with training and can be 
explained by Kraiger's model of training. However, this 
feature is sometimes seen as overlapping with coaching as 
well. SDLP has both coaching and training features, yet is 
more liable to be categorized under the coaching umbrella 
due to the several common factors.  

8.3. Self-development versus Mentoring 

Mentoring is defined as "an interaction between at least 
two people, in which the knowledge, experience and skills of 
one or both are shared, leading to growth and 
self-understanding" [49]. In addition, mentoring can be 
characterized as informal relationship between two person 
where the mentor is more knowledgeable than the mentee 
[75]. This does not follow with the general self-development 
practice where SDLP is not one to one relationship 
occasionally. 

Furthermore, Law and colleagues (2007) illustrated that 
mentoring is a long-term relationship with the mentee [49]. 
When it comes to self-development it is more likely to be a 
short-term relationship that varies from days with famous 
providers up to months in some programs [18, 29]. This is 
considered to be the second major difference between 
self-development and mentoring, and is seen as another 
shared feature with coaching as coaching is also a short-term 
relationship [49] 

Nevertheless, a mentor is required to be a senior or a very 
experienced and knowledgeable person in the selected field 
[55, 76]. This point is similar to self-development providers 
who are recognized or acknowledged in the field. Therefore, 
self-development provider is closer to mentoring in this 
point.  
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Thus, it is suggested that self-development again shares 
some features with mentoring but does not follow mentoring 
notions in general, fostering the idea that SDLP is more 
relevant to a coaching concept. It is worth mentioning that 
SDLP is observed to sometimes transfer into a one-to-one 
mentoring relationship, but not as a common trend. 

8.4. Self-development versus Motivational Speaking 

Motivational speaking is another common commercial 
description to SDLP. However, motivational speaking as a 
term is barely mentioned in scientific literature. Instead, 
public speaking is the term commonly used, which is defined 
as "a sustained formal presentation made by a speaker to an 
Audience"[77]. In fact, motivation is seen as one feature of 
an effective public speaking when combined with informing, 
influencing, persuasion, leadership, mass communication, 
and customer service [78]. Thus, it is better to discuss SDLP 
in relation to public speaking as a term rather than the 
common, but incomprehensive term of motivational 
speaking.  

As previously mentioned, public speaking and SDLP 
share some features but differ in others. SDLP’s 
implementation aligns with public speaking's definition in 
general. However, the formal presenting style of public 
speaking can be extended in SDLP into interactive activities 
and exercises during the program. Also, public speaking and 
SDLP share some features such as motivation, informing, 
influencing and persuasion, while not sharing other features. 
For example, SDLP does not always necessitate mass 
communication as the program can be conducted on small 
number of participants.  

Furthermore, SDLP has an integral aim of improving 
individuals' lives, whereas public speaking can be employed 
for other aims such as politics or marketing speeches. SDLP 
also, can include more detailed knowledge and skills, such as 
goal setting strategies and exercises, to help the client induce 
change in contrast to public speaking. In fact, public 
speaking is seen as a skill or a form of communication rather 
than a discipline in comparison to SDLP or coaching. Thus, 
SDLP can include the features of public speaking fully or 
partially during the SDLP program, but SDLP is a larger 
interactive process than merely public speaking.  

8.5. A Proposed Definition for Self-development 
Coaching Program 

According to this review of the self-development literature, 
we suggested a new definition of self-development and used 
it in a recent interventional study [42]. The self-development 
coaching program can be defined as a "short term interactive 
human developmental process, between coachees and a 
recognized and featured coach. This process aims to 
facilitate individuals' life improvement in knowledge, skill or 
attitude in fields valued by the coachee, which potentially 
extend to the organization. This is achieved by a mixture of 
concept and techniques derived from other disciplines and 
from the coach's personal experience delivered in a 

semi-rigid structured program." It should also be noted also 
that the word "self" in the term self-improvement indicates 
the flexibility and freedom of the coachee to use the material 
provided or not. This definition is characterized by flexibility 
in terms of the number of participants, program concepts, 
and coach's characteristics as these factors can vary from one 
program to another. Nevertheless, this definition can be used 
as a starting point for a further qualitative research to refine 
the conceptual identity of self-development coaching 
program when future literatures and theories are conducted 
and developed. 

Adopting this proposed definition has three advantages. 
First, using the unified term of self-development coaching 
program amidst other disciplines' definitions will reduce the 
overlap while conducting research on these fields. This term 
aligns with the previous self-development definitions in 
addition to including more details about the aim, provider, 
topics, approach, and participants. The definition in this form 
also does not overlap with that of psychologist-led 
bibliotherapy. Further, the definition is similar to other 
coaching definitions [48; 50] but illustrates the importance of 
the coach’s characteristics, as discussed earlier, and 
highlights the variable quality of material provided in this 
type of coaching. This definition is differentiated from that 
of training as this type of coaching is client-centered and the 
structure of the program is not completely rigid. Finally, this 
definition shows that the self-development coaching 
program is a short-term process in contrast with mentoring.   

Second, this definition will help coaching researchers to 
prevent overlapping research data between evidence-based 
coaching and the commercial self-development coaching 
program. This is important in view of the explicit efforts of 
coaching research to build a body of knowledge with 
scientific conceptual theories about coaching and tendency 
to avoid the commercial self-development coaching program. 
Third, this definition highlights this type of coaching in the 
research area as a knowledge gap that needs researchers' 
evaluation and critiques in light of its wide-spread use and 
market share.  

9. Conclusions 
Despite self-development's popularity and large industry, 

high costs, un-evidenced claims, and case-reports of its 
hazards insufficient publications and resources are found for 
comprehensive understanding and evaluating of the field. 
Current definitions were insufficient to provide an accurate 
description of self-development live programs (SDLP). The 
review indicated that some SDLP featured secular-spiritual 
ideation while some borrowed concepts from other 
disciplines. SDLP themes vary but aim to improve and 
develop individuals in different fields. The contents are a 
mixture of proven, unproven and sometimes misleading 
information. Providers are not always academically qualified, 
but rather are recognized by the clients and characterized by 
special characteristics that facilitate participants’ 
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improvement. Moreover, people who attend SDLP might be 
characterized as having a poor quality of life or poor 
psychological health, or may simply aim to have luxurious 
experiences. Females have been found to be more open to 
self-development, whereas the findings on education level in 
relation to clients were inconclusive. Moreover, very few 
empirical evidences was found indicated to the significant 
improvement of participants’ quality of life, however, not 
enough to draw a firm conclusion. 

When comparing SDLP with other disciplines, it is found 
that SDLP shares a number of features with coaching, 
training, mentoring, and motivational speaking. However, 
self-development can be considered a coaching category 
because both self-development and coaching are mainly 
client-centered and share the same aim of improving and 
developing individuals by facilitating and informing, they 
sometimes uses the same concepts, and are both short term 
processes. Though SDLP is a more rigid and fixed program 
such as in training, conducted by a knowledgeable provider 
such as in mentoring, and using the skills of public and 
motivational speakers, the concept of self-development is 
closer to coaching’s main features and suggested to be 
termed self-development coaching. Therefore, a new 
definition of self-development coaching program was 
proposed based on the previous findings. Nevertheless, and 
because of the scarcity of literature and the diversity of the 
self-development genre, this definition can act only as an 
initial attempt to define self-development coaching program 
as the definition need a critical evaluation when more 
literatures are developed.  

The literature review reveals from the common and 
overlapping information that the self-development coaching 
program is the pre-research phase of the commercial 
coaching-training-mentoring mixture. It is crucial not to 
isolate the current practice of self-development from the 
research arena. It is necessary to assess self-development 
coaching programs’ effectiveness and validity to be able to 
incorporate useful practices and omit pseudo or ineffective 
practices. This can provide vital practical data to help people 
attain a healthier and more satisfied life, which will in turn 
develop coaching science and also promote public health 
awareness and public policy development for eliminating 
deceptive and inaccurate practices in future.  

The self-development coaching program also has room for 
flexibility to combine coaching, training, mentoring, and 
public speaking to improve individuals. This synergetic and 
realistic view of current practices can resolve the dilemma of 
the failed efforts to isolate these terms in research.  

The major limitation of this paper is the scarcity of 
scientific publications on self-development coaching 
programs. This limited our attempt to provide an integrated 
discussion between different studies results. In fact, the 
current quantity and quality of literature in addition to the 
highlighted research gaps indicated for immature and 
insufficient body of knowledge to have considerable 
understanding to self-development coaching programs, and 
urge for further qualitative and quantitative research. 
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