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In 2011, Norman Amundson
received the Etta St. John Wileman
Award for his career development
leadership in research, counsellor
education, and practitioner training.

He is a Professor in Coun-
selling Psychology at the University
of British Columbia, Canada. His re-
search focuses on counselling meth-
ods, unemployment, and changes in
working life, while his numerous
lectures, articles, workshops and
seminars emphasize the importance
of imagination, creativity, cultural
awareness, hope, and active engage-
ment in the career counselling
process. His publications include
numerous journal articles, training
DVDs, books, and several career
workbooks.

Norman takes an active
leadership role not only within the
career development sector in Canada
but also internationally. He has also
been the recipient of numerous pres-
tigious awards in addition to the Etta
St. Johns Wileman Award.  

~

CJCD: Thank you for agreeing to
talk with the Journal. Starting off,
can you tell us a little about your
own career development? 

Norman:  There are so many stories
to tell about my personal career de-
velopment. No one in my family had
ever gone to university and I guess
that is a starting point. My parents

played key roles in terms of their
support for higher education. They
didn’t have much information but
they did believe that the key to suc-
cess was further education.

As someone with a rela-
tively poor family I took full advan-
tage of the opportunity to get
scholarships. I had a general idea
that I wanted to do something in-
volving people and held on to that
vision despite suggestions from a
number of educators that I should be
working in mathematics or the sci-
ences. I completed an MA degree in
Psychology from the University of
Saskatchewan and worked as a pa-
role officer. I went on to do my doc-
torate at the University of Alberta, 
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shifting my focus to working with
children.

After graduating with my
doctorate I was hired at UBC and
went on to work with adolescents
and adults. I started my foray into
career development in the early
1980s with some federally funded
research on the dynamics of unem-
ployment with my colleague Dr. Bill
Borgen. This research expanded to
include work with groups and the
development of programs such as
Starting Points. At that time the fed-
eral government was creating some
training modules for practitioners
and a group of us became actively
involved in the creation of the
Group Training Module. This train-
ing was done throughout Canada
and was picked up by several Euro-
pean countries. 

In the mid 90s I began to
question some of the conventions
underlying traditional career coun-
selling. This led to the publication of
my book “Active Engagement” and
laid the foundation for a series of
national and international presenta-
tions. I had the opportunity to speak
in a short period of time in thirty dif-
ferent countries and the books I was
writing were being translated into
many different languages.

All this activity was good
for my career, but not necessarily for
my health. In 2010 I had a heart at-
tack and that led to a further period
of reassessment. I decided at that

point to cut back on some of my
extra work and focus exclusively on
those projects that were the most in-
teresting. I expanded my collabora-
tion with Dr. Spencer Niles and
together we focused our efforts on
‘career flow’ and an action-oriented,
hope-centered career development
model. To further this project we de-
veloped a hope-centered inventory
(the HCCI) and also engaged in a
series of research projects (two of
the projects funded by CERIC) in-
volving interventions with profes-
sionally trained immigrants and
unemployed clients.

In addition to the Hope
work I started to focus more on
metaphors and their use as interven-
tion measures. I am a firm believer
in creativity and the power of imagi-
nation. Metaphors are one of the
ways in which we learn and expand
perspective. Having access to multi-
ple metaphors enhances creativity
and problem solving.

Even though I am now offi-
cially classified as a “senior citizen”
I continue my work at UBC. I also
have a 16-acre farm on Saturna is-
land where I get away and create
some life balance. I am very inter-
ested in learning more about the
possibilities within this ‘Third Age’.
I see myself as a lifelong learner and
live by the maxim “Learning Every
Day (LED)”.

CJCD: Taking a step back, you said
in the 90s you began to question
some of the conventions underlying
traditional career counselling. What
lead to your questioning these con-
ventions? 

Norman: I realized that we were
just repeating the patterns from ear-
lier years. Even though there were
many societal changes we kept fol-
lowing the same structures and con-
ventions as before. 

CJCD: Sometimes people do not
like when the status quo is ques-
tioned. Did you encounter any road-
blocks or negative responses to your
questioning these conventions?

Norman: People were actually quite
accepting of the new Active Engage-
ment framework that I was propos-
ing. I won the best book award from
the Canadian Counselling Associa-
tion and many people were excited
about this work. I remember Vance
Peavy telling me that I should keep
developing my ideas about
metaphors. 

CJCD: Do you have any advice for
others who may be questioning con-
ventions of their own but unsure
what to do?

Norman: I think it is important to
follow your own path, and to not be
afraid to do something different. It is
really about having self-confidence
and risk taking.

CJCD: You also mentioned life bal-
ance. Many professionals new to the
field and even some long-time ones
believe that they need to work long
hours and take on as much work as
they can. Can you talk to the reason-
ing behind why you started life bal-
ance and how it has influenced your
career? 

Norman: Some of my early
thoughts about life balance were sig-
nificant and helped to frame some of
the ideas I was developing. I even
wrote a book about it at one point –
“The Physics of Living”. However,
as I mentioned earlier I slid away
from some of these early insights
over time. When I had my heart at-
tack in 2010 I went back to the book
I had written and recommitted to
some of these ideas.

CJCD: It sounds like you have en-
countered and interacted with many
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individuals in your years. Have there
been mentors in your life that have
influenced your career develop-
ment? 

Norman: The most significant
mentor in my life has been Dr. Ed
Herr from Penn State University. He
encouraged the work I was doing
and wrote numerous letters of sup-
port to research funding agencies. I
found his work inspiring and on one
occasion we even had the opportu-
nity to do a conference presentation
together on the theme of career flex-
ibility. Ed was a very generous man
in every respect. I admired his depth
of knowledge, his integrity, and his
commitment to the field of career
development.

CJCD: Did you originally seek out
Dr. Ed Herr specifically as a mentor
or did he become one over time? 

Norman: My first connection with
Dr. Herr was in Sweden where we
both were speaking and ended up
doing some shopping together. Dr.
Herr was very encouraging about
the work we are doing and it seemed
natural to begin discussing our re-
search projects with him. We never
had a formal conversation about him
becoming a mentor, it just naturally
started to happen.

CJCD: Having a mentor appears to
have been very beneficial to you.
Would you recommend that career
practitioners find a mentor for them-
selves?

Norman: It is very helpful to have
someone that can serve as both a
mentor and coach. Career decision
making is a lifelong process and

having someone to consult along the
way is a definite plus.

CJCD: Thank you for that. Moving
onto my next question for you, what
would you consider to be some of
the milestones in Canadian career
development? 

Norman: I think there have been
many milestones in Canadian career
development. Certainly there was
the foundational work of career de-
velopment pioneers such as Donald
Lawson and Stu Conger. Through
their efforts, and the work of others,
career development as a discipline
has flourished in Canada. There has
been exciting work done at the com-
munity level, within government
and within the education system.
Our national conference on career
development (now called Cannexus
and supported by The Counselling
Foundation of Canada) is a good il-
lustration of how career develop-
ment continues to be relevant in our
current context.

CJCD: From your perspective as a
professor and researcher, what is
some of the current career develop-
ment thinking and research being
done in Canada today? 

Norman: I think current career the-
ory and practice is issuing in a new
paradigm of understanding with a
focus on themes such as designing,
crafting, active engagement, uncer-
tainty, chaos, paradox, metaphor,
happenstance, mattering, and hope.
Some career agencies are also start-
ing to join together under a broad
umbrella using the term “career lit-
eracy.” There is greater awareness of

the need for advocacy and joint ef-
fort. 

CJCD: Joining forces, that is fan-
tastic! Is there anything practition-
ers-who are not in a research
position-can do assist with career
development thinking and research
in Canada? 

Norman: I would love to see a more
active partnership between academ-
ics and the practitioner community. I
have been focusing many of my re-
cent efforts on small research proj-
ects with practitioners in the field
and the results have been very prom-
ising. Many of these projects started
with brief conversations at Can-
nexus

CJCD: I would now like to ask you,
in your opinion, what are some of
the challenges facing career devel-
opment in Canada? 

Norman: There are many chal-
lenges facing career development.
At a foundational level, there still
are many communication difficulties
due to a misunderstanding of terms.
The very definition of the field still
is confusing. Many people are stuck
in a time warp, believing that career
development is just a matter of find-
ing out which job they should pur-
sue. While this is an important
component of career development,
there is so much more to be consid-
ered and developed. Career develop-
ment is a lifelong process that
involves self-understanding, aware-
ness of the labour market, critical
analysis, decision making, strategic
action, and adaptability. 

It is interesting for me to be
now in the third age of life and find
myself rediscovering the relevance
of career development for myself
and for many others who were born
in the “baby boom” era. Career de-
velopment is truly a lifelong
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challenge and needs to be fully em-
braced. 

CJCD: When you say ‘communica-
tion difficulties due to misunder-
standing of terms,’ do you mean a
misunderstanding on the side of the
public or within the field itself?

Norman: I think there is often a dis-
connect between the public and the
people working in the field. Career
development has evolved to a higher
level of complexity, but many of
those outside the area are still oper-
ating on more limited paradigms. 

CJCD: How do you see this possi-
bly being fixed? 

Norman: I think career practitioners
need to recognize that they need to
be communicating to people at
many different levels. There are the
“clients” but often there is a need to
go broader. For example, running
career development programs for
parents would be a good place to
make a difference. 

CJCD: This has all been very in-
sightful and it gives us much to
think about.  If you could look into a
crystal ball and see what the future
holds for career development in
Canada, what would that future look
like? 

Norman: My hope for the future is
that the full capacity of career devel-
opment is incorporated into Cana-
dian society. Career development
has much to offer to people of all

ages and from all cultures. It also
can play a significant positive role in
organizational functioning. As peo-
ple adjust to a rapidly changing
world there is a real need for career
development awareness and compe-
tency.

CJCD: Before we finish up, I am
sure our readers would like to hear
any advice you have for up-and-
coming career development practi-
tioners and researchers. 

Norman: I think people need to
learn from the past, but at the same
time keep an eye on what lies ahead.
This means paying attention to the
way in which career development
theory and practice is evolving. It is
very easy to get locked into old par-
adigms and miss how the times are
indeed “a-changing.” Staying up-to-
date requires ongoing professional
development and this can be
achieved through reading current
materials and attending professional
conferences. Ongoing professional
development is essential in a world
where change is happening so
quickly.

CJCD: Important words to take
into consideration. Thank you again
for taking time out of your busy
schedule to talk with us. I have
learned a lot from hearing of your
experiences, and I will be taking a
few things away to ponder on over
the next few weeks. I am sure our
readers will find words of wisdom
and tips that will benefit them as
well.  


