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Abstract

The purpose of this research
was to examine the career engage-
ment of Canadian Career Develop-
ment Practitioners (CDPs), a group
of professionals tasked with helping
Canadians with career and employ-
ment-related concerns.  Previous
studies with this participant sample
have not focused on engagement,
which is considered to be an impor-
tant metric for worker satisfaction
and productivity.  As a result, this
study established an important foun-
dation for ongoing work. 

A mixed-method approach,
using the newly developed quantita-
tive measure of career engagement
supported by some qualitative ques-
tions, was used for the study.  Find-
ings indicate that, overall, Canadian
CDPs are engaged with their ca-
reers; however, the sector’s
youngest and newest as well as old-
est and most senior workers are least
likely to be engaged.  

Although this study pro-
duced meaningful results, more re-
search is needed.  A larger sample
size, with better geographical repre-
sentation would help confirm work-
ers most at risk for lower
engagement.  In addition, it is likely

important to identify whether CDPs
with lower engagement levels are at
risk of providing a poorer quality of
service to clients and, perhaps, sub-
sequently impacting a client’s ability
to be successful.

Careers in the new millen-
nium are like nothing we have seen
before; the days of “one job for life”
from years past, and foundational to
many traditional career theories,
have largely disappeared.  The trend
is now towards multiple work roles
and/or employers, contract or proj-
ect-based work, or boundaryless ca-
reers.  The result is a growing need
for individuals to consider their ca-
reer paths, and manage their careers,
in the context of an ever-changing
labour market and complex global
economy (Barnett & Bradley, 2007;
Blustein, 2006; Herr, 2001; Inkson,
2004).

Organizations are also im-
pacted by this complex, post-mod-
ern world with global competition
for business and workers, the flat-
tening of organizational structures,
and anticipated skills shortages and
skills disconnects. As a result, or-
ganizations are paying close atten-
tion to employee engagement, a
relatively new construct that is re-
lated to employee satisfaction, moti-
vation, and commitment, but not
clearly defined within the literature
(Macey & Schneider, 2008; Martin,
Anderson, Cronin, Heinen, &
Swetharanyan, 2010).  Recent em-
ployee engagement studies have in-
dicated that 17-27% of the global
workforce is actively disengaged,
ranging from employees being dis-

satisfied, disinterested, frustrated,
and unproductive to them doing
“just enough,” hating their jobs, and
spreading their negative feelings
throughout the workplace (AON He-
witt, 2012; Gallup Consulting, 2010;
Macey & Schneider, 2008; Swin-
dall, 2007).  Given that, on average,
individuals spend approximately
25% of their lives engaged in work-
related activities (an estimated
90,000 to 100,000 hours; Bennett,
2009; Tomlinson, 2010), it could be
surmised that 17-27% of the work-
ing population may spend up to one-
quarter of their lives in jobs they
hate. 

Regardless of the specific
environment in which CDPs work
(e.g., government-funded agency,
post-secondary education, voca-
tional rehabilitation), their work is
similar; it focuses on helping clients
identify work that is a good fit for
who they are, understand the labour
market, prepare resumes and cover
letters, be successful in job inter-
views, and manage their careers
over the long term in order to maxi-
mize opportunities for engaging,
stimulating, and pleasing work.
When applying global workforce
disengagement numbers to Canadian
CDPs, the implication is that ap-
proximately 25% of CDPs are un-
productive, disinterested, and have
an overall lack of commitment to
their work.  Further, in a recent
study of Canadian CDPs, 50% of re-
spondents noted an intention to
leave the field (Canadian Education
and Research Institute for Coun-
selling, 2011).  Combined, this 
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could result in poorer quality of
service delivery.   

The focus of this study was
to examine the career engagement of
Canadian CDPs.  The career engage-
ment model was developed to “illus-
trate the dynamic interaction
between capacity and challenge that
is required to keep individuals fully
engaged in their work” (Neault &
Pickerell, 2011, p. 185).  Career en-
gagement, the core construct of the
model, is defined as the current
emotional and cognitive connection
to one’s career; it is a state in which
one is focused, energized, and able
to derive pleasure from activities
linked to work and other life roles.

Literature Review

In the sections that follow,
the separate constructs of career and
engagement are briefly explored,
helping to situate career engage-
ment in established areas of inquiry.
Next, the career engagement model
is introduced, its underlying theoret-
ical foundation is briefly discussed,
and the various elements that com-
prise the career engagement model
are presented. 

Exploring the Concept of Career

“Career” as a term in voca-
tional theory gained prominence in
the late 1950s with Super’s (1957)
The Psychology of Careers, despite
the fact that the literature exploring
how individuals make career deci-
sions, and how careers develop, can
be traced back 100 years.  Debate
continues on how careers should be
defined.  The European Lifelong
Guidance Partnership Network
(Jackson, 2012) defined career as
“the interaction of work roles and
other life roles over a person’s lifes-
pan, including how they balance
paid and unpaid work, and their in-
volvement in learning and educa-
tion” (p.3); this is the definition used

within the career engagement
model. 

Understanding
Employee/Work/Job Engagement

Within the literature, the
concept of engagement relates to the
state of being attracted and commit-
ted to, and fascinated, stimulated,
and absorbed by, something; it is
most commonly used with a preced-
ing descriptor such as employee en-
gagement, work engagement, or job
engagement (Attridge, 2009; Kular,
Gatenby, Rees, Soane, & Truss,
2008; Macey & Schneider, 2008;
Saks, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker,
2010).  

A challenge for almost any-
one researching engagement is that a
single, agreed-upon definition does
not exist (Gibbons, 2006; Macey &
Schneider, 2008; Saks, 2006;
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010; Swindall,
2007).  For Kahn (1990), engaged
workers are both physically and psy-
chologically present when perform-
ing tasks.  Rothbard (2001) also
used present but added attention
(i.e., thinking about the role) and ab-
sorption (i.e., depth of focus on the
role) as two critical components.  In
their review of the literature, Macey
and Schneider (2008) stated “the
term [engagement] is used at differ-
ent times to refer to psychological
states, traits, and behaviours” (p. 3);
Attridge (2009) came to a similar
conclusion in his literature review.
Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter
(2001), however, considered en-
gagement to be the opposite of
burnout; rather than exhaustion,
cynicism, and ineffectiveness, which
are noted to be the three dimensions
of burnout, engagement involves en-
ergy, involvement, and efficacy.

A further challenge through-
out the engagement literature is
identifying whether authors are
speaking about employee engage-
ment, work engagement, or job

engagement.  Regardless of their
specific approach, definition, and/or
label, each group of scholars and
practitioners are working with simi-
lar constructs.  In addition, most
seem to agree that engagement is
different from other constructs pres-
ent in the organizational literature
(e.g., organizational commitment,
organizational citizenship behav-
iour; Macey & Schneider, 2008;
Saks, 2006).  Lastly, most agree that
engagement is an important compo-
nent of an organization’s success
(Attridge, 2009; Gibbons, 2006;
Macey & Schneider, 2008).  As
noted by Macey and Schneider
(2008), however, both practitioners
and scholars are “saddled with com-
peting and inconsistent interpreta-
tions of the meaning of the
construct” (p. 3).  

Our interest is in career en-
gagement.  It brings together the
broad notion of career, which in-
cludes the multiple paid work roles
and other life roles (e.g., parent,
spouse, child, volunteer) individuals
have throughout their lives, and en-
gagement, which is the state where
one is focused, energized, and stim-
ulated.  As authors of the career en-
gagement model, our goal was not
to further complicate the engage-
ment literature but to address an im-
portant gap.  The existing
engagement literature focuses on the
relationship the worker has either
with his or her employer or with his
or her specific role; all of these
focus specifically on the context of
the work environment.  In our re-
views, nothing in the engagement
literature sufficiently addressed how
the roles outside of work impact an
individual’s ability to be engaged in
his/her work; nor did the literature
address how one might be commit-
ted to a career within an occupation
or sector but not necessarily to one
specific employer or organization.  
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Career Engagement

The career engagement
model demonstrates that a dynamic
interaction between the challenges
one is experiencing and the level of
individual and organizational capac-
ity to face those challenges con-
tributes to one’s experience of
engagement.  Insufficient challenge
results in movement out of the zone
of engagement towards feeling un-
derutilized; too much challenge re-
sults in feeling overwhelmed.  The
career engagement model (Figure 1)
is color-coded; drawing from traffic
lights, green for the zone of engage-
ment is a good place to be.  The dot-
ted line within this zone of
engagement is inspired by Vygot-
sky’s (1978) work on the Zone of
Proximal Development indicating
that learning and development is
continually occurring.  As one mas-
ters new challenges, capacity in-
creases; as capacity increases, so too
should the level of challenge to en-
sure individuals stay in the zone of
engagement. 

The model shifts to yellow,
representing caution, then orange as
individuals move towards either un-
derutilized, where challenge is too
low, or to overwhelmed, where chal-
lenge is too high; it ends at both ex-
tremes with red for disengagement.
This dynamic interaction of chal-
lenge and capacity is an important
addition to the literature; disengage-
ment is the same negative state re-
gardless of whether an individual
became disengaged through being
overwhelmed or underutilized.  The
route to disengagement, however, is
important.  An individual who is
overwhelmed will need different
supports than someone who is un-
derutilized.    

The career engagement
model is grounded in Csikszentmi-
halyi’s (1990) work on flow, “the
state in which people are so in-
volved in an activity that nothing

else seems to matter” (p. 4).  The ex-
perience of flow is akin to being
fully immersed in, focused on, and
energized by a specific task or activ-
ity; it is losing oneself in the mo-
ment.  As engaged workers are
psychologically present, fascinated
by, and attracted to their work (Gib-
bons, 2006; Kahn, 1990), the experi-
ence of being engaged and in flow
are quite similar. 

In seeking to explain flow,
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described
“the two theoretically most impor-
tant dimensions of the experience,
challenges and skills” (p. 74).  Es-
sentially, the level of challenge must
be in balance with the level of skill
for flow to occur.  Neault (2002)
added to the understanding of flow
by emphasizing the importance of
resources as well as skills, noting it
is possible that someone could have
sufficient skills for the level of chal-
lenge but be unable to access
enough of such resources as time,
people, equipment, materials, or
money.  Although Neault’s addition
of resources was important, it did
not adequately address those who
may be highly skilled and have ac-
cess to needed resources but, for
some other reason, are still unable to
achieve flow.  

Similar to Csikszentmiha-
lyi’s (1990) flow model, in the ca-
reer engagement model challenge
relates to level of difficulty and the
notions of stimulating, invigorating,
and interesting tasks.  With the right
amount of challenge, an individual
can become fully engaged; with a
mismatch, that same individual
could feel underutilized or over-
whelmed.  However, the level of
challenge alone is insufficient to ex-
plain career engagement; capacity
also has a crucial role to play.  An
individual’s capacity comprises
skills, as in Csikszentmihalyi’s
(1990) flow model, and also re-
sources, as added by Neault (2002).
However, capacity also includes
many of the elements impacting
today’s workers including life roles,
relationships with colleagues and su-
pervisors, work structure, work-to-
life conflicts, hours of work, fit,
optimism, and under- and over-qual-
ification.  There are also organiza-
tional factors that influence capacity
(e.g., staffing, equipment, supplies,
deadlines).  Although these tend to
reside outside of an individual’s
sphere of influence, and are there-
fore less useful as targets for indi-
vidual career interventions, they are
also important to acknowledge.  
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Interpreting the dynamic in-
teraction between challenge and ca-
pacity is key to working with the
career engagement model; balancing
these two components results in in-
dividuals experiencing engagement.
If these two components are unbal-
anced, however, individuals feel ei-
ther overwhelmed or underutilized.
Unlike many other types of engage-
ment (e.g., work, job, employee),
career engagement acknowledges
the influences of factors beyond the
current workplace.  Further, career
engagement identifies whether an
individual became disengaged
through becoming overwhelmed or
underutilized.  This understanding of
the route to disengagement is a key
component of the career engagement
model and something that is missing
from other engagement literature.
Only through identifying the route
to disengagement can targeted inter-
ventions be designed to help return
individuals to the zone of engage-
ment.

Research Method

The purpose of this research
was to examine the career engage-
ment of Canadian Career Develop-
ment Practitioners (CDPs).  To date,
no pan-Canadian studies of the en-
gagement level of this group of
workers has been conducted.  As
CDPs are tasked with helping unem-
ployed and underemployed Canadi-
ans find long term attachment to the
labour market it is important to as-
certain their engagement level.  Dis-
engaged CDPs may have similar
negative workplace behaviours as
other disengaged workers (e.g., be-
coming unproductive or disinter-
ested) and, therefore, be unable to
fully support the re-employment
goals of their clients. 

Research Design

This exploratory study uti-
lized a fixed mixed-method design
(i.e., both quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches; Creswell, 2003;
Rocco, Bliss, Gallagher, & Péres-
Prado, 2003).  The survey tool (i.e.,
Survey of Career Engagement) is a
quantitative measure of career en-
gagement comprising 35 questions.
Two additional quantitative ques-
tions and three open-ended qualita-
tive questions were added to “aid in
the interpretation of data in the core
project” (Morse, 2003, p. 192).  The
quantitative and qualitative data in-
teracted at multiple points and were
analyzed separately and together.

Participants

Study participants were
drawn from a nonprobability sample
(Creswell, 2003) of Career Develop-
ment Practitioners (CDPs).  Snow-
ball or chain sampling was used to
maximize the potential reach of the
survey invitation.  The demographic
information collected at the begin-
ning of the survey matched other
studies conducted with this same
participant sample (e.g., Bezanson,
O’Reilly, & Magnusson, 2009;
Canadian Education and Research
Institute for Counselling, 2011;
Pickerell & Neault, 2012) and in-
cluded type of agency, institution, or
organization; region, gender; age;
and number of years worked in the
career development sector.  

Of the 226 total usable re-
sponses, 52 (23%) were male and
174 (77%) were female.  The major-
ity of respondents (n=118, 52.2%)
were 48-65 years of age with the re-
maining indicating an age of 31-47
years (n=91, 40.3%), 30 years or
younger (n=9, 4.0%), or over 66
years (n=5, 2.2%); 3 respondents did
not answer this question.  The bulk
of respondents had been employed
in the career development sector for

10+ years (n=110, 48.7%) with the
remaining respondents employed in
the field 5-9 years (n=72, 31.6%), 1-
4 years (n=36, 15.9%), or less than 1
year (n=7, 3.1%); 1 respondent did
not answer this question.  Although
these numbers are disproportionate
(i.e., mostly older, female, and in the
sector for 10+years), they are repre-
sentative of the population of work-
ers as demonstrated in two recent
pan-Canadian surveys (e.g., Bezan-
son, O’Reilly, & Magnusson, 2009;
Canadian Education and Research
Institute for Counselling, 2011).  As
such, the cases were not weighted in
any of the analyses exploring the ca-
reer engagement level of the partici-
pants, broken down across various
demographic categories. 

The highest number of re-
spondents was from British Colum-
bia (n=108, 47.8%) with the
remaining from Alberta (n=43,
19%), Ontario (n=37, 16.4%), New
Brunswick (n=8, 3.5%), Nova Sco-
tia, (n=6, 2.7%), Saskatchewan
(n=5, 2.2%), Manitoba (n=4, 1.8%),
Northwest Territories (n=2, 0.9%),
Newfoundland, (n=1, 0.4%), and
Quebec, (n=1, 0.4%).  In addition,
four respondents (1.8%) did not
identify geographical region, two
were from the United States (.9%)
and five were international (2.2%)
from Australia, Saudi Arabia, and
the United Kingdom.  Given the un-
even distribution among regions, re-
spondents were grouped for all
analyses exploring career engage-
ment of participants.  Groups in-
cluded BC, comprising all British
Columbia respondents; Prairie com-
prising Alberta, Manitoba,
Saskatchewan, and Northwest Terri-
tories; Central, comprising Ontario
and Quebec; and Maritime compris-
ing New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
and Newfoundland.  US, interna-
tional, and respondents who did not
indicate a region were grouped into
an “other” category.  Respondents in
this latter category were removed
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for the purposes of this study. 
The final demographic

question focussed on where respon-
dents worked.  Most (n=129, 57%)
worked in private and/or non-profit
community based-agencies or organ-
izations, some of which would re-
ceive government funding.  The
remaining worked in post-secondary
college or university career/place-
ment services (n=47, 21%), career
services provided directly by gov-
ernment (n=14, 6%), the K-12
school system (n=11, 5%), and in a
career services/HR unit within a
company (n=9, 4%). 

Survey Instrument

This study used the Survey
of Career Engagement that was de-
veloped for the purpose of Pick-
erell’s (2013) doctoral research.
Several versions of the tool were de-
veloped and tested during a special-
ized doctoral studies seminar.  The
final version of the survey produced
meaningful and accurate results (i.e.,
if someone, during initial discus-
sions, self-reported as being over-
whelmed, completion of the survey
also resulted in an overwhelmed
score).   

Within the survey tool, there
are 10 questions related to challenge
and 25 questions related to capacity.
There are more capacity questions to
account for the variety of issues
being measured (e.g., skills, educa-
tion, available resources, life roles,
support network, approach to self-
care), whereas challenge focuses on
level of difficulty and opportunity to
perform stimulating, engaging, and
invigorating tasks.  

Responses follow a Likert
scale, from strongly disagree to
strongly agree, with reverse scoring
required on two of the challenge
questions and eight of the capacity
questions.  To get an overall indica-
tion of career engagement, raw
scores for challenge and capacity,

the two components of career en-
gagement, were converted to per-
centages.  The intersection of these
two scores, on the career engage-
ment diagram indicates an individ-
ual’s level of engagement.  For the
purposes of this study, additional
questions were included at the end
of the survey to give respondents an
opportunity to self-report their per-
ceived level of career engagement.

Data Collection Procedures

Data were collected using
SurveyMonkey®, an online survey
tool, allowing for respondents to re-
main anonymous; at no time were
respondents asked to provide names
or contact information.  A statement
of informed consent was posted as
the introduction, advising potential
participants that continuing with the
rest of the survey indicated their
consent to participate and include
their results in data analysis.

An invitation to participate
was sent to an extensive list of
CDPs throughout Canada and posted
through relevant social media sites
such as LinkedIn, Twitter, and the
CERIC Google Group.  The invita-
tion included a description of the
study, a rationale for participating,
instructions for accessing the online
survey, and a request to forward the
invitation to other colleagues/net-
works (i.e., snowball or chain sam-
pling; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). In
total it is estimated that the survey
invitation reached over 4,000 Cana-
dian CDPs. 

Results

The goal of this study was
to explore the career engagement of
Canadian Career Development Prac-
titioners (CDPs) and, where not en-
gaged, whether they were more
likely to be overwhelmed or under-
utilized.  In addition, the researchers
also explored how factors such as

age, gender, region, years in the sec-
tor, and type of work environment
impact career engagement.  

Career Engagement of Canadian
CDPs

Overall, Canadian CDPs are
engaged with their work, though
there is a slight trend toward being
more overwhelmed.  As shown in
Table 1, 25.1% of respondents fall
within the zone of engagement
whereas 56.8% can still be consid-
ered engaged, but moving out of the
zone of engagement towards being
overwhelmed (somewhat engaged:
n=78, 36.3% and slightly engaged:
n=44, 20.5%).  A further 5.1% are
slightly overwhelmed.  Some practi-
tioners’ scores indicate movement
towards feeling underutilized,
though these numbers are lower
with 9.8% at somewhat engaged and
2.3% at slightly engaged. 

In Figure 2, respondent
scores are plotted on the career en-
gagement model, showing that al-
though the majority of respondents
are within the zone of engagement
there are differences in the level of
challenge and capacity.  

Even though average scores,
overall, fall within the zone of en-
gagement, and the trend of move-
ment towards overwhelmed is
consistent regardless of the demo-
graphic breakdown, there are some
differences in the results worth ex-
ploring.  

More BC respondents
(29.6%) are in the zone of engage-
ment compared to their counterparts
in the Central regions at 26.3%,
Prairies at 18.5%, and Maritimes at
13.3%, indicating that respondents
in the Maritime regions are least
likely to fall within the zone of en-
gagement; further, they are more
likely to be overwhelmed than CDPs
in other regions.  Men are more
likely to be engaged than women
(i.e., 37.3% of men fall in the zone
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of engagement compared to 21.3%
of women).  Further, only 5.9% of
men show any movement towards
being underutilized compared to
14.0% of women.  

In considering age and en-
gagement scores, 11.1% of workers
30 years and under are within the
zone of engagement compared to
27.6% of workers aged 31-47 years
and 25.2% of workers aged 48-65;
no one in the 65+ age group fell
within the zone of engagement.  In-
stead, all of the workers in this latter
group were somewhat engaged, 

moving towards
feeling over-
whelmed. 

The number
of years employed
in the career devel-
opment sector also
impacted level of
career engagement.
Respondents who
are relatively new
to the field and the
most senior work-
ers are least likely
to fall in the zone
of engagement with
scores at 28.6% and
19.0% respectively. 

Also worth
noting is how en-
gagement differs
according to the
type of agency /
employer.  CDPs
working in private,
for-profit, career
services organiza-
tions and also those
working directly
for the government
are least likely to
fall in the zone of
engagement, fol-
lowed closely by
those working in
post-secondary in-
stitutions and the
self-employed.  

The survey also asked re-
spondents to self-rate their level of
engagement and whether they were
more likely to feel overwhelmed or
underutilized.  There are some dif-
ferences when comparing survey re-
sults to self-ratings of level of
engagement.  Over twice as many
respondents self-rated as very en-
gaged compared to the number of
respondents who fell into the zone
of engagement based on the survey
results.  In addition, 11 respondents
reported being very overwhelmed
and 7 reported being very underuti-

lized, yet the survey did not result in
any respondents being at either ex-
treme.  Possible reasons for this dis-
connect between self-ratings and
survey results are explored in the
Study Limitations and Recommen-
dations section.  

Respondents were also
asked what contributed to them feel-
ing overwhelmed and underutilized.
A wide range of factors were listed
including heavy work / client loads,
unwieldy case management soft-
ware, and lack of supervisory / man-
agement support.  Another common
theme related to an inability to es-
tablish work-life balance.  Factors
relating to feeling underutilized
were dominated by management
and/or the service delivery model
not making effective use of skills
and talents.  There was a sense that
practitioners are spending more time
writing case notes or entering infor-
mation into client files rather than
working directly with clients. 

Many participants, when re-
sponding to the statement “I am op-
timistic about my career
opportunities,” were not optimistic.
Less than 1% strongly agreed with
the item, only 6% agreed, and, con-
versely, 44.7% disagreed and 33%
strongly disagreed.  

Respondents were also
asked to identify whether they found
one or more of their life roles over-
whelming and, for those selecting
“yes,” to list those roles.  Of those
who responded to this question, a
specific role was not typically iden-
tified.  Instead, participants com-
mented that it is not any particular
role but, rather, trying to balance
multiple roles that can be most over-
whelming.  However, of the individ-
ual roles mentioned, the work role
was selected almost twice as often
as any other single role (n=19,
24.6%).  

According to this study,
Canadian CDPs are, overall, en-
gaged with their work, although

Table 1 

Engagement Level of Participants 

 Frequency Percent 

Slightly Underutilized 1 .5 

Slightly Engaged (U) 5 2.3 

Somewhat Engaged (U) 21 9.8 

Zone of Engagement (Very Engaged) 54 25.1 

Somewhat Engaged (O) 78 36.3 

Slightly Engaged (O) 44 20.5 

Slightly Overwhelmed 11 5.1 

Somewhat Overwhelmed 1 .5 

Total 215 100.0 

 

Figure 2: Respondent Scores Plotted on Career Engagement Model 
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some differences in career engage-
ment level do exist.  Geographically,
workers in the Maritimes are less
likely to be within the zone of en-
gagement than those from other re-
gions.  Conversely, workers in BC
are more likely to be within the zone
of engagement.  Age also seems to
impact career engagement, with
youth and older workers less likely
to be engaged than those 31-65
years of age.  This latter finding may
have broader implications to the sec-
tor; the majority of workers are
older and, if the trend is for the sec-
tor’s oldest workers to be less en-
gaged, then that may begin to reduce
overall engagement levels.  Lack of
engagement for younger workers is
also concerning; the sector needs to
attract youth but this could be diffi-
cult if there are fewer opportunities
for this cohort to be fully engaged. 

Discussion

Canadian CDPs are, in gen-
eral, engaged with their work with
25% of study respondents falling
within the zone of engagement (i.e.,
very engaged).  However, combin-
ing the zone of engagement scores
with the two somewhat engaged cat-
egories, one on the overwhelmed
side and one on underutilized and
this figure jumps to over 2/3 of re-
spondents being somewhat or very
engaged (n=153; 68%).  Unfortu-
nately, where not engaged, CDPs are
more likely to feel overwhelmed.

Although only a small num-
ber of CDPs were feeling underuti-
lized, even this slight trend should
not be ignored.  Underutilized CDPs
could be a valuable resource to those
who are overwhelmed, offering to
take on additional tasks to help ease
their burden.  Colleagues are an im-
portant resource when considering a
need to reduce challenge or build ca-
pacity.  In addition, underutilized
employees can become bored and,
without intervention, apathetic – re-

sulting in employees no longer car-
ing about their work (Csikszentmi-
halyi, 1990; Rothlin & Werder,
2008).  The implication of this po-
tential lack of caring within Cana-
dian CDPs goes beyond the
individual workers to the clients
they serve; underutilized workers
may begin to care less about their
clients and give less energy to con-
tributing to those clients’ success. 

The trend towards being
overwhelmed is similar across de-
mographic categories, demonstrat-
ing that CDPs as a broad group are
more likely to be overwhelmed re-
gardless of age, gender, years in the
sector, or geographic region.  Work-
ers in the Maritimes are slightly less
engaged / more overwhelmed than
workers in any other region in the
country, with just 13.3% of respon-
dents in the zone of engagement,
and 73.4% either somewhat or
slightly engaged, towards being
overwhelmed.  Conversely, workers
in British Columbia and the Central
region are almost twice as likely to
fall in the zone of engagement.  This
is somewhat surprising with the
launch of a new service delivery
model in British Columbia as, anec-
dotally at the time of the study,
British Columbia’s CDPs reported
being overwhelmed with difficulties
adjusting to the new model.  It was
interesting, as well, to find that
CDPs in British Columbia were al-
most twice as likely as practitioners
in any other region to move out of
the zone of engagement towards
feeling underutilized.  This trend
may indicate that some CDPs are in
roles that are not making effective
use of their expertise.  It could also
indicate a potentially biased sample;
those practitioners who are feeling
engaged may have wanted to con-
tribute to the study, whereas those
feeling overwhelmed may have felt
they already had too many tasks pil-
ing up, resulting in lower 

participation rates by overwhelmed
practitioners. 

Only 11.1% of younger
workers (i.e., 30 years and under)
are in the zone of engagement.
When not in this zone, younger
workers are just as likely to be over-
whelmed as underutilized.  The ma-
jority of Canada’s CDPs are not in
this younger age group; studies con-
sistently show that workers in this
sector are more likely to be older
and in their second or third career,
implying that becoming a CDP is
not a career of choice for youth.  If
younger workers are not likely to be
engaged, this could be a possible
reason why fewer youth are in the
field.  In future research, it may be
helpful to examine why youth are
not as engaged in their work in this
sector, leading to interventions that
more effectively engage and retain
younger workers.  

CDPs who have been in the
field for 10 or more years are less
likely than any other cohort to be in
the zone of engagement; they are
more likely to be slightly engaged,
towards becoming overwhelmed.
As many Canadian CDPs have been
in the field for 10 or more years,
these findings are important.  The
trend implies that the longer one
works in the field, the less likely it is
that he or she will be engaged.  This
trend holds true when looking at this
cohort by age; older workers are
also less likely to be engaged.  Com-
bined, these trends indicate that the
field has a problem engaging both
youth and older workers.

Study findings indicated
that, although generally engaged
with their careers, there is a ten-
dency for CDPs to be overwhelmed.
Within the career engagement
model, being overwhelmed is the re-
sult of too much challenge for the
available capacity.  This state can
lead to increased levels of stress and
anxiety, putting CDPs at risk of
burnout and other stress-related ill-
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nesses (Csikszentmihaly, 1990; De-
merouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, &
Schaufeli, 2001; Jawahar, Stone, &
Kisamore, 2007).  Without reducing
challenge or increasing capacity,
CDPs could become increasingly
overwhelmed and, ultimately, disen-
gaged, bringing the problem behav-
iours associated with disengagement
into their workplaces.  In turn, this
could result in poorer quality of
service given to clients, perhaps re-
ducing the clients’ ability to be suc-
cessful.  As the majority of CDPs
work in funded settings, where
client success is at least in part tied
to funding dollars, poorer client out-
comes could ultimately result in a
loss of revenue. 

As it is easier to correct only
a slight imbalance between chal-
lenge and capacity, now is the time
for those CDPs feeling even just a
small sense of being overwhelmed
to take action.  Within the career en-
gagement model, there are two ap-
proaches CDPs can take; one would
be to reduce the level of challenge
and the other would be to increase
their capacity. 

When indicating reasons for
being overwhelmed, respondents
listed a wide range of items includ-
ing unwieldy case management soft-
ware, heavy caseloads, increased
complexity of individual cases, pol-
icy changes, and lack of support
from managers and supervisors.
With many of these factors, it may
be difficult to reduce the level of
challenge; CDPs cannot turn away
or refuse to see clients, cannot re-
fuse to use required case manage-
ment software, and may have little
ability to influence changes in pol-
icy.  Instead, CDPs may need to
focus on increasing both individual
and organizational capacity.  

Professional development,
or skills upgrading, is one way to in-
crease capacity, thereby helping
CDPs better understand how to
manage complex client cases, use

case management software, or un-
derstand new policies.  Access to ad-
ditional resources, such as staff,
community partners, and job aids,
can also increase capacity.  Unfortu-
nately, a potential problem with any
attempt at increasing capacity is the
limited optimism reported by Cana-
dian CDPs (i.e., less than 7% agreed
or strongly agreed that they were op-
timistic about their career opportuni-
ties). Within the career engagement
model, being optimistic helps to
boost one’s capacity for coping with
challenging situations and times
and, in previous research, optimism
was the single best predictor of both
career success and job satisfaction
(Neault, 2002).  Although most are
at least somewhat engaged with
their careers, at the moment almost
none of the Canadian CDPs re-
sponding to the survey were hopeful
about their future career opportuni-
ties within the sector.  However, it is
important not to over-interpret this
finding; general optimism, as ex-
plored by Neault (2002) was not a
focus of this study; instead, there
was only one optimism-related ques-
tion specific to future career oppor-
tunities.  Therefore, the lack of
optimism amongst study participants
may simply represent a realistic
view of the labour market or work-
ing conditions within the sector at
the time of the study.  As such, this
finding is presented as something to
be further explored. 

Within flow theory, which
influenced the development of the
career engagement model, Csik-
szentmihalyi (1990) does not ignore
the role the employer plays but does
emphasize the individual’s responsi-
bility for achieving flow.  The career
engagement model, however,
stresses the key role that organiza-
tions play in fostering career en-
gagement, both in providing
sufficient challenges for their work-
ers’ capacity and also in ensuring
access to appropriate supports (e.g.,

time, money, resources, and family-
friendly workplace policies). 

Within this study, lack of
support from managers/supervisors
was listed as one reason Canadian
CDPs feel overwhelmed.  There is a
lack of sector-specific management
training through most parts of
Canada; many supervisors and man-
agers move through the ranks, end-
ing up in supervisory roles with
extensive front-line experience, but
limited awareness of management-
related skills and competencies.
Others are recruited directly into su-
pervisory roles, coming into the
field with the required management
skills and education (e.g., MBA),
but with little to no knowledge or
understanding of the day-to-day
work.  Insufficient management
and/or career development skills and
knowledge will likely result in su-
pervisors/managers having insuffi-
cient capacity, resulting in them, as
well as those they supervise, becom-
ing overwhelmed.  As engagement
begets engagement (Swindall,
2007), it is crucial that managers
and supervisors reflect on their own
level of career engagement.  Man-
agers and supervisors who are over-
whelmed may struggle to find the
time, energy, or resources (i.e., the
capacity) to support the engagement
of their subordinates.  

Although the preceding sec-
tions shared strategies for supporting
CDPs who are feeling even slightly
overwhelmed or underutilized to re-
turn to the zone of engagement, it is
important to note that results were
positive overall; most Canadian
CDPs were engaged with their work.
Therefore, it is important to take a
strengths-based approach and main-
tain what is currently working well,
continuing to ensure an appropriate
balance between challenge and ca-
pacity.  
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Study Limitations and 
Recommendations

The findings will make a
meaningful contribution to ongoing
discussions both within, and outside
of, the career development commu-
nity, in Canada and internationally.
However, it is important to acknowl-
edge the limitations of this study and
also present recommendations for
further research.  

It is interesting to examine
the apparent disconnect between the
survey results and some respon-
dents’ self-rating of their level of en-
gagement and whether they are
more likely to become overwhelmed
or underutilized.  In response to a di-
rect question, twice as many respon-
dents self-rated as very engaged
compared to their results from the
survey of career engagement. There
are several possible explanations for
this which future research could ex-
amine. It is possible that the raw
scores used to calculate percentages
would convert to different per-
centiles if standardized; such stan-
dardization and norming can occur
once more data has been collected,
ideally across a more diverse group
of participants. Another challenge
with self-ratings vs. survey results is
that, for the self-ratings, respondents
were not provided with a definition
of career engagement, leading to the
possibility of a different understand-
ing of career engagement both be-
tween respondents and also between
respondents and the authors of the
model.  A definition would have
helped provide the context for the
questions and, perhaps, resulted in a
different set of responses.  

Response pattern bias may
also have contributed to a difference
between self-ratings and survey re-
sults.  The zone of engagement is
likely perceived as a good place to
be; respondents may have chosen
“very engaged” as it looks and feels
better.  This would have biased re-

sults, indicating practitioners are
more engaged than they actually are. 

Although there were suffi-
cient participants to run the various
analyses, the participant sample was
small (n=226) and, therefore, study
results cannot be generalized across
the full Canadian CDP workforce.
Data collection was completed in
early December (i.e., close to Christ-
mas) and the survey period was rela-
tively short.  In addition, we heard
from many people in the field who
did not receive an invitation to com-
plete the survey despite what was
believed to be a very active cam-
paign to generate responses.  Both
of these could have contributed to
the low response rate.  

In addition, 50% of respon-
dents were from British Columbia, a
region that had recently experienced
a complete redesign of the service
delivery model for those working in
government-funded employment
programming.  The impact of this
transition on career engagement re-
mains unclear; it is impossible to
predict whether or not British Co-
lumbia’s CDPs would have been
more or less engaged within the old
model and/or if engagement levels
will be different once they are com-
fortable working within the new sys-
tem.  

Most of Canada’s career de-
velopment practitioners are women
and this uneven gender representa-
tion was replicated in the study.  It is
unclear how, or if, a more equal dis-
tribution of gender may have im-
pacted the results of this study. 

In addition to a relatively
small sample size, there was little
variability in the data; the majority
of respondents were engaged with
their careers.  Although this is good
news, it may also be indicative of
those who chose to respond to the
survey.  It is possible that those in-
terested in the study were the en-
gaged CDPs, inspired to give back
to their professional community.

However, overwhelmed CDPs may
have chosen to not participate, de-
ciding that they couldn’t manage
one more task.  Those with low fit
within the sector or limited commit-
ment to their careers may have also
self-selected out, choosing not to re-
spond. 

Response pattern bias may
have also contributed to higher en-
gagement scores; in another recent
study mapping the skills profile of
British Columbia CDPs, CDPs
tended to rate themselves as highly
skilled yet rate their colleagues as
only somewhat skilled (Neault &
Pickerell, 2013).  It is possible this
pattern held true when completing
the survey (e.g., respondents rating
themselves as having high capacity),
resulting in higher capacity scores
and, therefore, more scores falling in
the zone of engagement than if, for
example, capacity was being rated
by their colleagues. 

Using the broad definition
of “career” may be adding a layer of
complexity that, perhaps, would not
be there if another term was used
(e.g., work engagement).  Although
CDPs are generally aware of the
broader focus of career, it is possible
many still feel career is synonymous
with work.  In addition, a definition
of career engagement was not pro-
vided to study participants; a defini-
tion would have added clarity when
participants were asked to self-rate
their level of engagement.  

To further explore the career
engagement of Canadian CDPs a
larger sample, with more equal rep-
resentation across various demo-
graphic categories, is required.  The
workforce may benefit from a fol-
low-up study with the goal of in-
creasing the sample size.  To
accomplish this, we would recom-
mend aligning data collection with
the sector’s annual conferences; this
approach would help ensure Cana-
dian CDPs are aware of the study
and provide industry leaders, and the
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researchers, an opportunity to en-
courage participation. 

The tendency for CDPs to
self-rate as highly skilled while rat-
ing colleagues as only somewhat
skilled is likely to impact any future
study of this kind with this popula-
tion.  Research to explore this ten-
dency may be necessary to assess
how widespread this response pat-
tern is within the workforce.  Rather
than a separate study, it would be
possible to add two questions in any
follow-up research about career en-
gagement of Canadian CDPs.  These
two questions, (1) “How engaged
are you with your career?” and (2)
“How engaged do you think the av-
erage CDP is with his/her career?”
would allow researchers to see if
this tendency to rate oneself as
higher or better than colleagues
holds true, and to consider how that
response pattern may impact study
results.  

The chosen participant sam-
ple (i.e., CDPs) could be expected to
have better career management
skills than average workers, result-
ing in career choices that would
maximize their engagement.  Intu-
itively, we would expect this popula-
tion to have high levels of
engagement and this study demon-
strated this to be the case. Additional
research with random samples of
workers would provide clearer in-
sight into level of career engage-
ment that could be extrapolated
across a broader population.  In ad-
dition, targeting specific groups
could also help identify where, and
what types of, interventions may be
required to maximize and/or restore
engagement.  We would be espe-
cially interested in such research
with internationally trained profes-
sionals (ITPs), youth, individuals in
the trades, and aboriginals.  The
benefit, and uniqueness, of the ca-
reer engagement model is with the
directionality.  Although other stud-
ies may indicate, for example, that

ITPs are disengaged, knowing if that
was due to being overwhelmed or
underutilized is crucial in designing
appropriate interventions.  
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