
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUPPORTING RURAL AND NORTHERN EMPLOYMENT COUNSELLORS 


by 


LOUISE NICHOL
 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of  
the requirements for the degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS
 

In 


LEADERSHIP AND TRAINING 


We accept this thesis as conforming
 to the required standard 

……………………………………………………………………. 
Project Sponsor, Doug Bartlett 

……………………………………………………………………. 
Faculty Project Supervisor: Marilyn Hamilton, PhD 

……………………………………………………………………. 
Committee Chair, P. Gerry Nixon, PhD 

ROYAL ROADS UNIVERSITY 


March 2007 


© Louise Nichol, 2007 




 

 

Supporting Rural and northern Employment Counsellors  ii 

ABSTRACT 

This action research project set about to determine current practices for providing 

Employment counselling across rural and northern Manitoba. Research has indicated the rural 

and northern worker providing these services does not have equal access to supports, resources, 

referral agencies, or training opportunities available in more urban centres.  

Utilizing an Appreciative Inquiry approach, rural and northern Manitoba employment 

counsellors working for First Nations reserves, and the Manitoba government, discussed job and 

system supports they felt were necessary to their jobs. Key stakeholders worked collaboratively 

with participants establishing conclusions and recommendations for action. The group 

determined human resource supports needed and discovered a gap in overall responsibility for 

pre-employment literacy. Recommendations suggest a nation wide campaign to address the 

needs of Aboriginal Job Seekers along with partnership strategies to address the absence of a 

labour market and a provincial strategy to address training and job guidelines  for ECs across 

Manitoba.  
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CHAPTER 1: FOCUS AND FRAMING 

The process of finding and keeping employment is not easy for everyone. In Canada we 

have large communities of people who, for one reason or another, have not attained success in 

the job market. Those who struggle with finding and keeping jobs often have multiple barriers 

that limit their success. The Government of Canada’s Social Assistance Statistical Report: 2004 

(Human Resources and Social Development Canada [HRSDC], 2006b) stated, “Persons with 

multiple barriers to employment require intensive interventions to address their personal 

circumstances in order to be able to find and maintain employment” (sec. 3.5.4, ¶ 2). This major 

project focussed on the pathway to employment for persons who face multiple barriers, through 

the experience of the person charged with helping in the process. More specifically, the focus 

was on the role of the Employment Counsellor (EC) where their involvement is key to successful 

transition to employment.  

Transition into employment is a process where success depends on a complex set of 

factors, including the characteristics of the current labour market and the skills, life conditions, 

and abilities of the individuals looking for work. The concept of employability captures what is 

at stake in the transition process. The Canadian Labour Force Development Board (1994) 

defined employability as “the relative capacity of an individual to achieve meaningful 

employment, given the interaction between personal characteristics and the labour market” 

(p. viii). 

Research participants in this study were the people who manage the employment 

counselling functions of intake, assessment, and referral in rural and northern environments in 

Manitoba. Some participants work on First Nations reserves where their funding flows from 

Indian and Northern Affairs branch of the Federal Government, and some participants work as 
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provincial employees where salaries and programs are funded through Employment and Training 

Services, Manitoba Advanced Education and Training. 

Currently, I hold the position of President and owner, OARS training Inc. OARS 

specializes in creating systems approaches to workforce skill-development issues. Over the last 

15 years, I have had many opportunities to travel into rural and northern regions across Canada, 

where the work has involved research and capacity building in workplace literacy and 

employability skills for the many Aboriginal people who live in these sparsely populated and 

hard-to-reach places. I have witnessed firsthand the many failures of these Northerners to 

complete programs and succeed in finding employment. There is virtually no new employment 

available for workers with lower-level entry skills in the north. Mendelson (2004), from the 

Caledon Institute of Social Policy, told us that unemployment rates in Canada are “far and away 

highest on reserves” (p. 31).  

Throughout 2002 and 2003, OARS developed and delivered Prior Learning Assessment 

and Recognition training for nearly 200 Manitoba Government employees. These employees 

primarily work in employment-advisory services. Here I witnessed again the lack of available 

resources and services in rural and northern regions, including external government-funded 

service providers. The idea that ECs are able to guide people towards employment that does not 

exist made me realize that the intake and assessment process are critical factors in leading the job 

seeker down the right path. I was personally troubled by the lack of progress being made in the 

development of a labour market and skills training in northern Manitoba. In his article that 

compared data over a five-year period, Mendelson (2004) confirmed my fears: “This means that 

we have not made progress in five years in improving the labour market position of Aboriginal 

peoples relative to the general population” (p. 18). 
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People are very familiar with the unemployment rate in Canada and quickly look to it as 

an indicator of how easy it is to find work. This is not always representative of the experiences of 

the job seeker in rural and northern Manitoba. Statistics Canada (2005) explained that “the 

Labour Force Survey (LFS) is the household survey which produces Canada’s official 

unemployment rate” (p. 19). This report described the LFS in relationship to Aboriginals on and 

off reserves in Canada and explained that only since April of 2004 has the Manitoba government 

“added two questions to allow Aboriginal people living off reserve to identify themselves” 

(p. 19). However, it must be noted that the LFS excludes “Aboriginal peoples living on reserve 

and on Métis settlements” (p. 19). 

It appeared these ECs’ client group are not even included in the statistical data, so I went 

seeking the parameters of the unemployment rate. The Government of Canada’s (2007) 

information pages produced an important definition: 

The unemployment rate is the percentage of the labour force that actively seeks work but 
is unable to find work at a given time. Discouraged workers—persons who are not 
seeking work because they believe the prospects of finding it are extremely poor—are not 
counted. (¶ 1)  

This was further evidence that we really do not have a picture of how bad the situation might be 

for job seekers in rural and northern Manitoba. Jones and Riddell (1999) provided a way of 

seeing employment as attachment to the labour market that might better describe the situation for 

the rural and northern Aboriginal job seeker. The report explained, 

The central idea being that individuals in one group are classified as being more attached 
to the labour force state than those in another group if they display a greater likelihood of 
being employed in some future period, and a lower probability of labour force 
withdrawal. (p. 24) 

The EC deals with many factors while matching individuals to jobs, and often their clients need 

referral to training or other services before they are ready to work. Peruniak (2004) presented a 

summary of rural ECs’ discussion about meeting the needs of clients: “Meeting basic needs was 
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a precondition to employment.… Those who were preoccupied with food, shelter and security 

concerns were not ready to talk to a career practitioner unless it was about these worries” (p. 3).  

OARS training Inc. has developed a labour market attachment model from many years of 

consulting and teaching projects that deal with the matching of individuals to jobs. To better 

understand how people get connected to jobs, the Toby Model (Nichol, 2004) illustrated the 

appropriate steps in the labour force attachment process. This model illustrated the criticality of 

the intake and assessment process to the successful matching of individuals to jobs. Toby is a 

nickname and is intended to reflect any and all Manitobans who desire to find work. The Toby 

Model (see Figure 1) illustrates how ECs can have significant impact on the individual and their 

journey to health and prosperity in the job market.  

Individual Employment Process 

Figure 1. The Toby model is a client-centred model of workforce development. Its purpose is to 
identify job finding services that link potential workers skills with labour market needs. The 
individual, with his or her skills, needs, and goals is the central focus of the model. 
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Steps toward Labour Market Attachment 

Counselling and goal setting are key to job-finding success, and the EC must consider the 

skills and abilities of the client and refer them appropriately. There are six steps in the Toby 

model (Nichol, 2004): (a) self-assessment and advising, (b) assessment of essential and technical 

skills, (c) counselling and goal setting, (d) referral, (e) essential or technical skills training, or 

both, and (f) recognition (see Figure 1).  

Self-assessment and Advising 

Finding a job begins with providing information and self-assessment tools. Potential 

workers need up-to-date labour market information that addresses the skills, knowledge, and 

abilities employers are asking for. The potential worker needs a chance to compare themselves to 

opportunities, beginning with a personal self-assessment comparative to current marketable 

skills. 

Assessment of Essential and Technical Skills 

Once individuals have decided on a career path, they need to be provided with 

assessments of those essential and employability skills that relate to their occupational goals. 

Essential skills in this model (see Figure 1) relate to the nine essential skills as defined by 

HRSDC (2006a) and employability skills refers to the those listed by the Conference Board of 

Canada (McLaughlin, 1995) and includes the key employer-requested skills such as personal 

management, i.e., the ability to show up on time consistently.  

Counselling and Goal Setting 

Once assessed, individuals need to be given their assessment results, and only then are 

they really ready for job counselling. Based on this information, they can be guided in making 

informed decisions about their learning needs. Through counselling and goal setting, they should 
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be provided with: (a) advising services to assist in developing learning plans related to gaps in 

skills, knowledge, and abilities; and (b) opportunities to review their occupational goals, 

considering actual skill levels and the amount of personal training or education that may be 

required to achieve their job goal.  

Referral 

Individuals can now be referred to appropriate training services once they have developed 

learning plans. There is likely to be a wide range of learning needs, depending on each 

individual’s employment goals and current skill level. This step is clearly impacted by the 

number of referral services available to the EC. 

Essential or Technical Skills Training, or Both 

Some individuals will need to participate in essential, employability, occupational, or any 

combination of skill training that directly addresses their learning needs and leads to their 

personal employment goals. The individual’s ability to succeed in academic training or job 

internships must be carefully considered so development occurs in the appropriate stages. 

Recognition 

In this phase, people whose skills and knowledge meet occupational standards will 

receive recognition of their skills. Recognition may take the form of certification or academic 

credit, or employers may recognize skills by hiring and promoting employees.  

The Toby Model (Nichol, 2004) and process illustrate the importance of the other factors 

and stakeholders in the employment finding process. Add to this the issues of isolation and 

multiple barriers, and we begin to see the difficulty finding meaningful work in rural and 

northern regions. With a sense of optimism, I presented the research question: “How can 

Employment Counsellors [ECs] in rural and northern regions best be supported to enhance their 
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effectiveness in helping clients with multiple barriers achieve job success?” Sub-questions 

included: 

1. 	 What stories do ECs in rural and northern regions tell about their successes with 

clients? 

2.	 What employers and community agencies are available and most often effective in 

providing the needed services for Aboriginal employment seekers in rural and 

northern regions? 

3. 	 What elements of the employment systems for rural and northern ECs are the most 

helpful in making the Counsellor feel more effective? 

Opportunity 

This research opportunity came to me as a result of relationships I have made over the 

years working in the area of labour-force development with Aboriginal people. Over the past 

three years, one of my associations has been with the National Indigenous Literacy Association 

(NILA). NILA’s main clients are Aboriginal literacy learners, practitioners, and delivery 

agencies across Canada. According to NILA’s Business Plan (Anderson, 2003), “These clients 

require services that prepare them for survival in the modern economy” (p. 5). Literacy is a key 

aspect of successful employment, and, as NILA pointed out, “Literacy issues cross into many 

areas, including employment, health, business, social work, and public and post secondary 

education” (p. 12). My support of NILA’s work, and their connection to the low-literacy 

communities, made NILA a suitable organizational sponsor for my major project. Literacy and 

essential skills are often the starting point in an employment intake interview, so the research 

results in this project have had major significance for NILA. 
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To address the specific issues relating to Employment Counselling services in rural and 

northern areas, this project sought to connect with people in this role in Manitoba. It is important 

to note, however, the application of the learning’s from this project can be applied across 

Canada. NILA is an important partner in applying the results of the research. The northern 

communities in Manitoba represent primarily Aboriginal people, and my relationship with NILA 

led to credibility and support in addition to helping create a focus on Aboriginal people and their 

relationship to employment.  

There is a critical need for effective employment counselling services, as seen in the 

statistics from Manitoba Aboriginal and Northern Affairs (n.d.): “Aboriginal people in Manitoba 

have an unemployment rate of four times the non Aboriginal rate” (¶ 5). High unemployment, 

coupled with booming northern construction for Hydro and a massive floodway expansion 

around the city of Winnipeg, is driving a skills-shortage agenda in Manitoba that many see as an 

opportunity for Aboriginal training and employment. According to Ben Brunnen (2004a), from 

Canada West Foundation, “Skill shortages are occurring in employment sectors that may easily 

be filled by Aboriginal Canadians” (¶ 5). This seemingly simple solution is not accurate for 

people in the north. According to Manitoba Aboriginal and Northern Affairs, challenges for 

northern and Aboriginal communities include: “geographic isolation, transportation, 

communication, networking, access to basic essential services, employment opportunities, 

infrastructure, social conditions, access to education” (¶ 18). 

Significance of the Opportunity 

There is no doubt that Canada’s Aboriginal population plays an extremely important role 

in our labour market. The Canada West Foundation (Brunnen, 2004b) has completed extensive 

research related to Aboriginal human resource strategies. Brunnen stated, “There is a great 
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opportunity—indeed a great need—to more fully engage Aboriginal people in addressing labour 

supply challenges” (p. 2). Now, more than ever, there exists a need in remote regions for ECs 

supporting the employment of Aboriginals. Aboriginals entering the labour market are seen as a 

viable source of workers in the high-demand labour market of all Canadian communities (p. 2). 

The opportunity for action following this research has been optimized, as NILA provided an 

excellent vehicle for the distribution of the report and for implementation and action based on 

recommendations. 

This project provided an opportunity for participating ECs to take action on their personal 

development and training needs, as they continually improve their personal practice for guiding 

people in the employment process. I also hope that the ECs will continue to take action in 

multiple ways to improve their working conditions and the intake process for their clients. 

This project offered significant opportunity for my own personal growth as a social 

leader. Helping to build the leadership skills of the ECs in this project was a leadership stretch 

and challenge for me, as I tried to understand the cultural importance of living and working with 

high-need clients in rural and northern regions. I learned a great deal about the kind of 

transformation required to support the employment and health of these individuals and their 

communities. Yukl (2002) presented a definition that best described my personal view of 

transformational leadership. Yukl stated, “The essence of transformational leadership appears to 

be inspiring, developing and empowering followers” (p. 139).  

There are ECs on or near most of the reserves in rural and northern Manitoba 

communities. These rural and northern ECs often do not have sufficient resources, training, or 

other supports to properly assess and refer a high-needs client. The list of services to which 

clients may be referred is very small and geographically difficult to access in rural and northern 
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regions. This project provided a systemic intervention that can have far-reaching impacts on 

Aboriginal peoples’ success in the labour market in rural and northern regions. From this group 

of participants, a few transformational leaders emerged through this research process. 

Systems Analysis 

No research project is done in isolation, so it was important to see all the key 

stakeholders and the roles they might play when addressing the research questions. Stringer 

(1999) clearly explained the job of the researcher when he said, “Research facilitators, in 

particular, will need to construct systematically a picture of the situation in which they are 

working to locate the individuals and groups with whom they will work” (p. 44). To begin 

putting the picture together, it was necessary to see where the project sponsor, NILA, was placed 

in relationship to all other key players. 

Similar to any non-profit organization in Canada, NILA has a mandate and mission that 

responds to the policies and responsibilities of the Canadian Government. To see the 

organizational systems that impacted on this project, you can look at the root of the processes for 

public spending in Canada. 

There is an intricate relationship between NILA and Federal Departments that fund social 

policy organizations and programs. The Government of Canada has issued many statements and 

policies in support of Aboriginal self-governance, and subsequently NILA has been able to apply 

for funding to support their issues. This type of support can be seen in the Auditor General of 

Canada’s report from 2000. Chapter four of that report included the quote: “The Department, 

with the active engagement and participation of all partners, is committed to securing meaningful 

and ongoing improvements in First Nations education” (sec. 4.99, ¶ 5). It is important to note 

that, at the time of this project, there was uncertainty about Aboriginal programming with a 
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newly elected government. It was not yet clear where the Conservative Party policies and 

funding would impact NILA and other stakeholders in this research project. NILA’s ongoing 

sustainability has become a great basic need for their organization. I hope this project will 

positively impact their ability to establish mainstay credibility with the new government and 

receive the core funding they desperately deserve. 

A second consideration was in the larger system and the process whereby Aboriginal 

communities are funded for the development of their social and adult education programs. The 

Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada funds most of the programs and 

organizations through Aboriginal Human Resource Development Agreements (AHRDA). 

Funding on reserves is sometimes accomplished through an elaborate system of allocation that is 

based on old ideas of how Aboriginal people should be governed. Selection of new programming 

is difficult if the program has not already been approved by an AHRDA agreement. This lack of 

direct connection to Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada funding has made it 

difficult for NILA to connect and get their message to the communities and people who need 

them. The spending choices are not easy in many northern communities. How do communities 

measure their needs for literacy when there are high demands for clean drinking water and safe 

housing? Typically, each provincial government also has a department devoted to Aboriginal 

concerns, but they primarily consider NILA a national organization and only fund activities on a 

project basis versus core funding. NILA saw their role as moving the literacy issue further up the 

wish list of needs in remote communities.  

NILA has been the middle player stuck between tops and bottoms, as described by Barry 

Oshry (1996). Oshry described the plight of the middles as living in a tearing world. He said, 

“What you want from them, they don’t have; they need to go to others to get it. And what others 
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want from them, they need to come to you to get” (p. 15). This project presented an opportunity 

for NILA to develop leadership strategies on how they deal with the tops, or program funders, 

and the bottoms, or organizations and individuals who need the information, referrals, and 

resources offered by NILA. 

NILA was originally funded through Human Resources and Social Development Canada, 

specifically from the National Literacy Secretariat, through funding programs linked to Literacy 

and Essential Skills. Being initially funded as a research project presented a serious challenge for 

NILA and their ability to secure on-going funds. It costs money to continue bringing together a 

Board of Directors that is scattered across the country, and so, NILA continues to seek funding, 

donations, and grants to support their offices and activities. One opportunity that this research 

project presented was the opportunity to present findings that will help NILA in presenting 

information supportive of their cause, as the reports will continue to garner government interest 

in funding. 

To visually present how NILA gets funded, Figure 2 illustrates the flow of funds from the 

federal government departments of Human Resources and Social Development Canada and 

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. This illustration is based on my experience helping groups 

develop and submit proposals. The diagram flows downward and shows Human Resources and 

Social Development Canada funding on the left side. This funding typically flows through a 

variety of federal and provincial departments and is allocated on a project-by-project basis for 

many community-based organizations. NILA has primarily been, and continues to be, funded 

through the National Literacy Secretariat. 
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Figure 2. Flow of funding: from government to community to job seeker. 

The right-hand side of the diagram illustrates the flow of funds from Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada. Aboriginal communities are individually funded through Department of Indian 

and Northern Affairs Canada. Each community decides where and how to support the social 

agencies and programs they feel they need in their communities. Communities autonomously 

dictate the amount of money they spend on literacy programs, and NILA is moving towards 

advising and supporting these communities to make good decisions regarding literacy and 

employability training. The relationship between the ECs and the lower-literacy residents in rural 

and northern regions has been a key element of this major project. With much of the authority for 

funding at the top of the graphic, NILA and the ECs are finding creative ways to approach the 
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communities and other potential funding partners. This fractured approach to funding has 

seriously impacted all key stakeholders, most notably the low-literate job hunter in a rural or 

northern region.  

Organizational Context 

Participants in this research project work directly for organizations funded by Cree 

Nation Reserves and the rural and northern areas for Employment and Training Services, 

Manitoba Government. All participants work in the position of Employment Support Providers 

directly responsible for the frontline staff offering services in these rural and northern 

communities. These are the people who really know how bad the problem is, and they are the 

first ones to begin assessing and recording the skills and abilities of the job seeker. The intake 

process in a counselling situation is the first opportunity to provide literacy assessments and to 

refer individuals to appropriate educational or employment programming. With guidance from 

the participants NILA can promote appropriate Aboriginal literacy assessments and advocate for 

these types of solutions—not only in communities, but also, to various levels of government. 

NILA’s mission is to create holistic approaches to literacy education for all Aboriginals 

in Canada and beyond. The core areas that NILA hopes to impact can be found in their Business 

Plan (Anderson, 2003). Two of NILA’s key goals fit very closely with the direction of this 

project: goal number four, “To promote autonomous Aboriginal learning environments” (p. 10); 

and goal number six, “To support quality in Aboriginal literacy education” (p. 10). 

I struggled for some time with the decision to focus this project primarily on Aboriginal 

lives and well-being. I am aware of the cultural differences between myself and many of the 

research participants and between myself and NILA’s staff and Board. I relied on my past 

experiences to present myself always in a safe and culturally appropriate way. I believe the 



 

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  15 

previous time I spent working in Aboriginal communities has been a huge benefit towards my 

understanding their way of life. To maintain an ethical project, boundaries were established early 

in the research development process. I primarily followed the guidelines and definition from The 

Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of Women (1996). Culturally appropriate and 

sensitive research behaviour was described as: 

Conducting research in a way that is comfortable for the participants and is always 
sensitive to difference, such as ability, age, class, culture, ethnicity, family status, gender, 
income, language, location, race, and sexuality. Ensuring we do not assume that everyone 
shares the same values, ideas and ways of being. (p. 15) 

ECs in rural and northern Manitoba were given an opportunity to reveal their voices and 

shared experiences to benefit their profession. This small focus on the role of the first person to 

address an individual’s ability to work will have a ripple effect that impacts on all the 

stakeholders. NILA, the Provincial and Federal governments, and the rural and northern First 

Nations Communities all stand to benefit from improved efficiencies in the employment process 

for Aboriginal job seekers in Canada. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Over the course of several months the literature review uncovered the inter-connecting 

elements surrounding the rural and northern Employment Counsellor (EC). The Research 

Question for this study was: “How can Employment Counsellors [ECs] in rural and northern 

regions best be supported to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with multiple barriers 

achieve job success?” Much of the information available came from statistical government 

documents and scholarly papers that have been published from previous research. Overall, I 

found limited access to research regarding the employment of First Nations, Inuit, Aboriginal, 

and Métis in Canada. Studies revealed that many reserves and settlements in Canada have been 

incompletely enumerated (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada [INAC], 2004a). The study 

examined the work and environment of the EC to know how to best support them to succeed. 

When examining the literature it became evident that there were four distinct topic areas in the 

life and work for a rural and northern EC: (a) employment counselling, (b) employment systems, 

(c) rural and northern work–life conditions, and (d) aboriginal employment seekers. 

Before we look at the literature related to each of these topics, it is important to 

understand a framework that allows us to link employment to life conditions. 

Framework for Linking Employment to Life Conditions 

The context map represented in Figure 3 is based on information from a variety of 

authors and resources and illustrates the connections between the scope of the EC’s role and the 

topics in the literature review. There is one arrow for each of the key players in the employment 

process. Starting from the left, the arrow labelled Support Providers represents the position of the 

EC who is trying to provide support on the other side of the spiral as indicated by the arrow for 

the Individual Job Seeker. The EC must try to provide support within the current life conditions 
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of the Job Seeker and these life conditions can be mapped by looking at the health and well

being of all the arrows trying to move upward through the spiral. This means that the EC must 

simultaneously look at the health and well-being of the individual seeking employment, their 

place in their family of origin, the community they live in and the labour market that is available, 

and what it might offer them. The spiral illustrates the path of higher order development as 

presented by Beck and Cowan in Spiral Dynamics. 

In order to understand unique and individual life conditions, there are two basic 

underlying theories that I felt were important in understanding the integrated nature of the EC’s 

job. First I felt it important to understand the idea that humans progress and evolve as individuals 

and this can be observed. Kiesling (2001) described the stages of human consciousness. He 

linked Maslow, Graves, Beck, and Wilber and quoted Graves as stating that human development 

is more like “a spiral process marked by progressive subordination of older, lower order 

behaviour to newer, higher-order systems as man’s existential problems change” (p. 56). This 

theory is critical to understanding the supports necessary for ECs is rural and northern Manitoba, 

as it illustrates the vast area of development required for successful labour force attachment of 

Aboriginal job seekers. 
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Figure 3. Evolutionary development and path for all stakeholders. 
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Secondly, I felt it was critical to understand that the EC must look at multiple elements 

affecting the job seeker as they try to move forward and understand how these elements work 

together. The Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres (2005) published a report on 

literacy as a barrier to employment. This report explained the relationship of foundational skills 

to success for Aboriginals and their communities. The report explained, “In fact, literacy is 

connected to some of the key challenges our communities and society face at this point in time: 

employment, poverty, further or higher education, health, child and family well being, as well as 

many other socio-cultural issues” (p. 6). The EC in this situation simply must examine a much 

broader perspective of limiting factors to help the Aboriginal job seeker succeed. 

Kiesling’s (2001) article also described how Beck and Cowan expanded Graves’ work 

and added the colours and spiral dimension: “The spirals nest together like Russian dolls: We 

don’t leave one stage for another; instead, each new spiral envelops all those levels that were 

already there” (Beck, as cited in Kiesling, p. 56).  

Personal Growth through Employment 

Employment is a key link to a person’s human development, as it helps them to be 

productive members of society. Development of workers for the labour market goes as far back 

as the early 1800s as seen in Robert Owen’s (1816/2002) writings. Owen, a social and 

educational reformer, used his own factories as examples of how to fairly treat and educate 

workers. Owen believed that the effects of their environment form a person’s character; he was 

convinced that if he created the right environment, he could produce rational, good and humane 

people.  

Train any population rationally, and they will be rational. Furnish honest and useful 
employments to those so trained, and such employments they will greatly prefer to 
dishonest or injurious occupations. It is beyond all calculation the interest of every 
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government to provide that training and that employment; and to provide both is easily 
practicable. (¶ 15) 

Abraham Maslow (1998) spent time studying workers in factories in the early 1950s, and 

in his published diary he agreed with Owen, “Proper management of the work lives of human 

beings, of the way in which they earn their living, can improve them and improve the world and 

in this sense be a utopian or evolutionary technique” (p. 1). The research of Clare Graves (1974), 

on the levels of existence, supported Maslow and Owen in the claim that people need to have 

their basic physiological needs met before they can evolve to higher levels. Beck and Cowan 

(1996) built on Graves’ research by expanding the biological-psychological-social life conditions 

that provide the context for any worker’s work life. Graves sought to understand why some 

people were able to navigate change and human chaos with relative ease, while others struggled. 

In his own words, “The psychology of the mature human being is an unfolding, emergent, 

oscillating spiralling process marked by progressive subordination of older, lower-order 

behaviour” (p. 28).  

The spirals and charts used throughout the research paper are meant to present an 

integrated and dynamic look at the research findings. Cacioppe and Edwards (2005) presented an 

interesting synthesis of spiral dynamics and integral theory. Their article quotes Ken Wilber, the 

creator of integral theory, and explained, “Integral theory is an over-arching model of human and 

social development that attempts to incorporate as many approaches to development as possible 

into its explanatory framework” (p. 3). These theories are the basis for seeing the complex 

challenge ECs have in helping people find and keep employment under harsh economic, social, 

and living conditions. The first topic in the literature review presents a view of the EC 

occupation. 
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Examples of levels on the spiral 

While analysing the resources and quotes for the final chapters, I began to see a pattern 

where the recommendations could be categorized in a progression of development on the 

Integral Spiral (Beck and Cowan, 1996). The following examples from the literature are 

representative of the signs of health and well being at each level in relationship to the steps in the 

spiral map in Figure 4. 

Beige: Safety and Basic Needs 

Signs of gaps in safety and basic needs for Aboriginal job seekers is evident and seen as a 

barrier to successful employment. The NATCON papers (Peruniak, 2004) presented a report 

from ECs in rural settings where participants discussed the difficulty supporting employment 

activities for clients who did not have their basic needs met. The report told us, “It is not 

surprising that those who were preoccupied with food, shelter and security concerns were not 

ready to talk to a career practitioner unless it was about these worries” (p. 3). The Government of 

Manitoba (n.d.a) presented a profile of Aboriginal and northern communities in Manitoba as 

“some of the most disadvantaged in the province as illustrated by numerous social and economic 

indicators” (¶ 1). 

Purple: Group Belonging 

The basis of a strong home and a strong sense of family and community are often seen as 

success factors in labour market attachment. Wihalk and Price (2006) integrated their separate 

studies about dealing with Aboriginal clients and presented some of the skills they felt are 

necessary for an EC to assess and help the Aboriginal job seeker become aware of their place in 

community. These authors claimed the ECs 

must have a wide-ranging knowledge of Aboriginal history, as described by Aboriginal 
writers, have developed familiarity with cultural traditions, both past and present, have an 
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appreciation of Aboriginal collectivistic worldview and be able to integrate “other ways 
of knowing” into their counselling repertoire to increase cultural empathy and 
understanding. (p. 5) 

Red: Respect and Self-Awareness 

This level is a difficult place for young people to be on their developmental path, and 

signs of health at this level are not very positive for the Aboriginal job seeker. Ibbitson (2006) 

quoted research from Mendelson and told the reader, “If you’re an Indian in your 20’s living on a 

reserve, you need to leave right now.… Do not head for Winnipeg or Regina or Saskatoon. Move 

to Toronto or Ottawa or Montreal. Find a job, any job” (¶ 1). 

Blue: Authority and Order 

There are many indicators of authority and structure related to employment systems, and 

perhaps that is the problem. The federal government has responsibilities, as do the provincial 

governments, for programs and services related to the development of a skilled workforce. There 

has been acknowledgement of a need to work together more effectively, as seen in the 

Government of Manitoba’s (n.d.b) report on their approach to order and structure for the 

northern communities. In this report the government described the Northern Development 

Strategy and told us that it  

includes a commitment to work in partnership with northern people to improve their 
quality of life. It continues to build on the significant steps the province has taken to 
reduce the cost of living and increase access to important services, including employment 
and training opportunities. (p. 2) 

Orange: Money and Strategy 

This level looks at the system in relationship to a sustainable employment process and 

whether there is a clear plan that is affordable and achievable. Mendelson (2004) made the 

current situation clear in his discussion of relative unemployment rates. Mendelson told us, “We 

have not made progress in five years in improving the labour market position of Aboriginal 
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peoples relative to the general population” (p. 18). Philip Jarvis (2006), from the National 

Life/Work Centre, has had a long and impressive history impacting the career development 

process in Canada and has recently claimed that current processes are inefficient. Jarvis’s report 

presented an analysis of government spending related to employment and has this to say about 

money related to Social Services in Canada. “Almost $155 billion is invested by Canadians each 

year on social services, including social assistance and welfare. Fewer recipients would need 

assistance if more had the skills to find and keep work they love. A modest 1 percent 

improvement would save over $1.5 billion annually” (p. 3). 

Green: Environment Awareness 

This level looks for indicators of an awareness of the environment and demonstrates the  

critical need for balance that can be seen in an eco system. The National Adult Literacy Database  

houses a document developed by the National Advisory Committee on Literacy and Essential 

Skills. The group was brought together for three meetings in November of 2005, and the  

Committee had this to say to the Minister responsible for Human Resources Development: 

All Canadians have the right to develop the literacy and essential skill they need in order 
to participate fully in our social, cultural, economic and political life. Every person must 
have an equal opportunity to acquire, develop, maintain and enhance their literacy skill 
regardless of their circumstances. Literacy is at the heart of learning. A commitment to 
learning throughout life leads to a society characterized by literate, healthy and 
productive individuals, families, communities and workplaces. (Advisory Committee on 
Literacy and Essential Skills, 2005, p. 4) 

Yellow: Self and System Integration 

Canada is at a critical time in the development of an employment system that can meet 

the country’s growing economic needs. There are few indicators of leadership emerging in this 

area, so I am hopeful we will see signs of integration from the new government. During the 

course of this research, I contacted the Minister of Human Resources and Social Development 
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for Canada, Monte Solberg, P.C., M. P. Mr Solberg replied to my inquiry concerning federal 

support for literacy programs: “With a budget of $81 million over two years, Human Resources 

and Social Development Canada’s Adult Learning, Literacy and Essential Skills Programs will 

support adult learning and literacy activities that provide measurable outcomes and tangible 

benefits to learners” (personal communication, February 16, 2007). Mr Solberg further stated, 

“The federal government is committed to working collaboratively with all stakeholders to ensure 

that Canadians have the opportunity to acquire the skills they need to meet the challenges of a 

knowledge-based economy” (personal communication, February 16, 2007). I will be watching 

for opportunities in the future, because no one needs the chance to acquire new skills more than 

the Aboriginal job seeker in rural and northern Manitoba. 

Employment Counselling 

The first topic explores the job expectations of ECs. In Canada today, the government has 

developed intricate systems to support individuals with multiple barriers to labour market 

attachment. Human Resources and Skills Development Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs 

Canada represent the critical federal departments that financially maintain Aboriginal programs 

and services across Canada. These two departments readily agree there is a need for 

complimentary systems when dealing with income assistance recipients on reserves. In 2004, 

these two departments produced a discussion paper about income assistance and skills 

development working together (McDonald, 2004). McDonald concluded, “There is a need for 

more services for IA [income assistance] recipients on reserves to improve employability and 

access to skills and training opportunities” (p. 29). This need for integrated employment services 

in remote communities was a root element of the four literature topics reviewed. To further 
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illustrate the systems involved in the world of the EC, the four core topics integral to the process 

are shown in Figure 4.  

1. 	 Box (a), employment counselling, represents where the action research process 

begins. Here the EC starts the process of looking at their role as Employment Support 

Providers and what the job entails. 

2. 	 Box (b), employment systems, illustrates the topic of the employment systems at 

work and where the literature review explored the organizational human resources 

and supports for the EC. 

3.	 Box (c), rural and northern work–life conditions, represents the place the ECs live and 

work. An important part of the picture included a look at the lives and jobs of the EC as 

they relate to living in isolated places. 

4.	 Box (d), aboriginal employment seekers, is representative of the typical client group 

served by these EC’s. Here the research focussed on the multiple needs of the 

Aboriginal Job Seeker. 
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Figure 4. The employment systems of the employment counsellor. 

ECs living and working in rural and northern regions were the research participants for 

this major project. The research strives to clearly understand how counsellors accomplish their 

jobs, despite many barriers. To understand the roles and responsibilities of ECs, the literature 

review examined expected standards and employment systems within which the counsellor 

works. This research project looked at the labour-market information available to these workers, 

as they try to service the needs of their clients.  

The topic of counselling is broad and encompasses many different perspectives. One of 

the first areas of inquiry was the actual process or task of helping an individual find employment. 

The literature called this process a transition and explained that the transition difficulty relates 

directly to an individual’s relative capability to work. The Canadian Labour Force Development 

Board’s (1994) Task Force on Transition into Employment described job finding as:  
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Transition into employment is a process. Its success depends on a complex set of factors, 
including characteristics of the labour market as well as those of individuals. The concept 
of employability captures what is at stake in the transition process. The Task Force 
defines employability as: the relative capacity of an individual to achieve meaningful 
employment, given the interaction between personal characteristics and the labour 
market. (p. viii) 

The significance of this definition was the suggestion that the more barriers faced in the 

employment process, the less ability to achieve meaningful employment. For many residents in 

rural and northern regions, this sadly describes what they are up against when looking for work. 

The EC has a difficult job to do, based on the current life conditions on most Northern reserves; 

nevertheless, there are some people who have been successful in the job market. Some rural and 

northern ECs are doing a wonderful job with few resources. To really understand the role of the 

EC, this literature review compared information from an international, national, provincial, and 

local level. This review helped identify a range of roles and the standards expected for ECs in 

rural and northern regions, including a glimpse at some of the barriers. 

Beginning with the broad perspective, we can see that career counselling is an important 

role in the labour-market progression, as every developed nation has a strategy and process to 

address unemployment and employment. Goodman and Hansen (2005) provided some initial 

comparisons between countries. Their report discussed “the wide range of ways that nations are 

approaching the challenge of helping their citizens prepare for, find, and manage the transitions 

and decisions necessary in today’s global world of work” (p. 58). This quote fit with the 

transitional nature of finding a job and supported that basically ECs help people prepare for, find, 

and manage the transitions and decisions needed to be employable. Goodman and Hansen’s 

article introduced a presentation by Wendy Patton. Patton described the career development 

system in Australia and the Career Counselling occupation as: “Career development work, as a 

term applied across a spectrum of career-related processes, including the provision of 
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information, counselling, curriculum, and program interventions, such as work experiences, and 

the coordination of events, such as career markets” (p. 58). This role definition nicely described 

the ECs in rural and northern regions, who tend to perform multiple functions within a smaller 

community.  

I also noted that the counselling process, in all realms, was very much like the cycle of 

action research. Stringer (1999) presented the basic action research routine as: “Gather relevant 

information, build a picture, explore and analyse, interpret and explain, plan, implement, and 

evaluate” (p. 18). Similarly, the basic steps in the counselling process, as defined by the Career 

Counselling and Planning Department of Concordia University (2005), were: self-assessment, 

generate options, narrow down options, research options, decide on career goal, set an action 

plan, and evaluate (¶ 5-11). Lalande, Hiebert, Magnusson, Bezanson, and Borgen (2006) talked 

about the impact of career services in Canada and described the relationship of employment to 

the broader social impacts. Their report began by stating, 

It is commonly accepted that career development services help people manage and make 
effective decisions about education, training and work. They are able to act upon their 
passions and talents to become more motivated learners/workers, stay in the workforce 
longer, have reduced levels of workplace stress, and be less marginalized in society. 
These services contribute to social and economic outcomes related to increased 
employment opportunities, improved quality of life, social inclusion, and a more vibrant 
dynamic economy. (p. 2) 

The Canadian model of career counselling appears to be the Canadian Standards and 

Guidelines for Career Development Practitioners (n.d.). There has been movement in Canada to 

define the occupation of career development work, and this work was defined in the introduction 

section of Phase 1: 

Career development encompasses a broad range of programs and services that help 
people explore self and career options, understand labour market information and how to 
access it, acquire critical employability skills, and make transitions between periods of 
employment, education, unemployment, unpaid work and leisure. (¶ 2)  
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These descriptions more closely fit the role of ECs in rural and northern regions, as it is 

critical that they understand labour-market conditions that often are a barrier, such as high 

unemployment rates. The work to define employment counselling standards in Canada is 

ongoing. Background information was found in reviewing the Canadian Standards and 

Guidelines for Career Development Practitioners (2004) “Standards and Guidelines, Snapshot” 

under history of the initiative: “In the fall of 1996, career development practitioners from across 

Canada gathered for a national assembly to explore the possibility of establishing standards and 

guidelines specific to Canada’s career development community” (p. 4). This was significant as 

standards earmark an occupation as being worthy of professional practice and help to develop a 

degree of organization around the profession itself. Often ethical standards are included. For 

ECs, what they do is important and requires deliberate and thoughtful practice, as well as 

education. To evaluate this statement, ASPECT (n.d.) has developed an assessment tool for the 

Canadian Standards and Guidelines for Career Development. This assessment tool provided an 

excellent step forward for the Canadian career counselling profession.  

Employment Systems 

The second topic in the lit review relates to the employment systems within which the EC 

works. Participants primarily work in different communities, offices, job environments, and with 

a variety of supporting programs and agencies. The primary purpose of this research was to hear 

the voices of the ECs and, specifically, the job enhancements and supports that will be most 

helpful to them in being more effective in their jobs. It is important to note ECs are members of 

the same labour market to which they are trying to attach their clients.  

The research followed a human resources framework, as described in Essentials of 

Managing Human Resources (Stewart, Belcourt, Bohlander, Snell, & Sherman, 2003). This 
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common Canadian University text book described the management of people in all organizations 

as “an integrated set of processes, programs and systems in an organization that focus on the 

effective deployment and development of its employees” (p. 4). Again, we see the action, 

reflection, research process, as the ECs examine themselves in their own jobs, while they try to 

help others get into jobs. Their own workplace experiences have tremendous impact on their 

personal practice. The EC’s effectiveness and ability to do their job must also be seen on the 

evolutionary scale. Does the EC have their basic needs met in the work environment? Is there a 

sense of belonging and community with the people they work with? Are they given clear systems 

and instructions in their work environment? Do they make sufficient salaries and have sufficient 

program funds to live and work properly? I was not able to find any good sources of information 

that address the role of ECs in rural and northern regions in Canada or specifically in Manitoba. 

What the research did uncover was the imbalance of employment services available to persons in 

rural and northern locations. 

Three participants work for the Provincial government, and the employment services 

offered through the Federal and Provincial governments are easily defined and available at 16 

provincial centres. The Manitoba Government provides a full description of the provincial 

Employment and Training Services through web sources on the Government of Manitoba, 

Manitoba Competitiveness, Training and Trade (n.d.a) website. Manitoba employment centres 

typically offer the following services: (a) employment needs assessment, (b) employment and 

career counselling, (c) referrals to other agencies, (d) prior learning advisory services, (e) job 

information, (f) job search assistance, and (g) access to computers. The province also offers 

services through external service providers. Small communities may have one person offering all 

of the above listed services. Participants work in larger centres in The Pas, Thompson, and 
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Selkirk regional offices where they coordinate, train, and fund services as required outside the 

city centre. The reserve services offered in the non-governmental organizations, e.g., Fisher 

River and Opaskwayak Cree Nation, are less extensive and sometimes different than their 

government counter parts. Both Cree Nations have building space dedicated to the employment 

services they provide, and while they work in offices, there is less structure and fewer workers 

than the government offices. Opaskwayak Cree Nation (n.d.) is a jewel in the north in relation to 

providing employment and training services for their members. Their website offers the 

following services: (a) job placements, (b) funding for training expenses, (c) college 

programming, (d) employment transportation, and (e) youth programs, in addition to regular job 

finding services. Fisher River is far smaller and employment services were more difficult to 

locate on the web. A good outline of services was published as part of a best-practice 

presentation on their ARHDA agreement (Fisher River Cree Nation, n.d.). The list of past 

services from that agreement included: (a) child care, (b) apprenticeship, (c) Verna J Kirkness 

Higher Learning Institute, (d) single seat training, (e) computer training, (f) targeted wage 

subsidy, (g) summer student employment, (h) youth work experience, (i) youth drop in centre, 

and (j) outreach services. Despite this rather impressive list of services, the Canadian Centre for 

Policy Alternative–Manitoba (2006) claimed, “Many programs in Manitoba provide only a 

portion of the supports that a job-seeker needs to become competitive for employment” (p. 2).  

One study (Peruniak, 2004) was helpful as it looked specifically at the needs of the EC in 

rural settings. Peruniak presented findings from the National Consultation on Career 

Development in Rural Settings. In the report’s conclusions Peruniak depicted, a strong message 

from the sample of practitioners:  

Some of the major challenges facing them are short-term solutions to unemployment on 
the part of employment agencies, a narrow definition to “career”, trouble getting out of 
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the office to develop collaborations in the local community, and a role that reacts to 
problems rather than prevents them. (p. 5) 

A fairly current view of EC standards is presented in Snapshot (Canadian Standards and 

Guidelines for Career Development Practitioners [CSGCDP], 2004) and reminded us, “The main 

goal of the Canadian Standards and Guidelines for Career Development initiative is to spell out 

the competencies that service providers need in order to deliver comprehensive career services to 

clients across the lifespan” (p. 4).The gap in employment standards and training support for ECs 

was highlighted in the Phase one Introduction where the report stated, “There is a growing 

demand for career services and currently there is little regulation of the nature, quality, and 

accessibility of services or of providers” (p. 2). With the criticality of the western skills shortage, 

it is becoming increasingly important that appropriate steps are taken to ensure solid attachment 

to jobs. 

Another view is seen by Audrey Stechynsky (1999), who presented a holistic view of the 

EC who is trying to bring hope to the job seeker. Stechynsky illustrates that counsellors are 

caring people who try to maintain their own boundaries, while determining how to help or refer 

the individual to a more appropriate service. No doubt, the EC hopes to help individuals, or they 

would not have been attracted to this type of a career. The point to consider, though, is that these 

ECs are working against the odds in communities where the labour market statistics and worker 

employment demographics are two to four times worse than in other parts of the province. 

Mendelson (2004) punctuated this fact in summarizing his report: “The increasing importance of 

the Aboriginal workforce to Manitoba and Saskatchewan cannot be exaggerated” (p. 38). 

Jarvis (2006) is co-author of The Blueprint for Life/Work Design, which “identifies core 

career management competencies with associated performance indicators at four developmental 

levels across the lifespan” (p. 8). Jarvis talked about the impact of an inefficient process of 
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matching workers to workforce skill gaps and stated, “Canada invests heavily to support 

individual, groups and regions in need … even minimal losses on these huge investments can 

cost government, corporations and communities dearly” (p. 2). Jarvis further stated, 

“Increasingly, the Blueprint and the Standards and Guidelines are being adopted across a broad 

spectrum of agencies, from educational and training institutions, public and private, through 

government, business and community-based organizations across Canada” (p. 8). Information 

was not readily apparent to distinguish where the stakeholders in Manitoba are involved for 

implementing either Blueprint or the Standards and Guidelines. 

Table 1 is the first in a series that are presented as a summary at the end of each literature 

review topic. Table 1 shows the potential EC’s work conditions and looks at how well 

organizations provide for their employees. The tables are modeled upon the colours presented in 

Beck and Cowan’s (1996) integral spiral and are offered in the same developmental order as seen 

in Figure 4. The spiral levels are key to understanding the tables, as each shows a progressive 

movement up the developmental scale and captures a current picture of conditions. The 

employment systems spiral presents a framework for the discussion of the health and well being 

of the organizations within which the ECs work. The level of human resource activity in each of 

the participant’s workplaces will undoubtedly be an indicator of the ability for the rural and 

northern EC to do their job.  

The primary resource for the tables in this paper has been Spiral Dynamics Integral 

(SDi). The vision for the tables first happened during conversations with Dr Hamilton about the 

application of the spiral to a northern Manitoba reserve (personal communication, March 6, 

2007). The information in Table 1 was also strongly influenced by my own work and 

background in Human Resource Management. I utilized the concepts from Stewart et al. (2003) 
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to develop the other three columns in the table. I believe an individuals ability to be fully and 

productively employed are inextricably connected to their current life conditions.  

Table 1. Summary of Employment Counsellor’s Workplace System Conditions 

Development and 
Deployment of Human Resource How healthy is your 

Workers Spiral Level activity organization? 

Occupational Health 

 

and Safety 
Beige:   
safety and basic
needs 

Clear job information: 
occupational health and 
wellness standards 

Is your job injurious
to your health? Do 
you have supports 
available to you?  

 

Recruitment and  
Selection Processes 

Purple:   
group belonging

Recruitment, selection, 
placement, orientation &
retention 

Are you a good fit 
for your job?   

Organization and 
Work Design  

Red:   
respect and self-
awareness  

Employee and labour 
relations 

Do you have voice  
and autonomy in 
your job?  

Training and 
Development 

Blue: 
authority and 
order 

Assessment, training 
and feedback 

Do you know what  
your job is?  Do you 
get the training you 
need?  

Compensation and 
Benefits 

Orange:   
money and 
strategy 

Personnel and project
finance decisions  

 Are you adequately 
paid? Are project 
budgets supportive?  

Performance 
Management  

Green:   
environment  
awareness  

Sustainability, 
organizational inclusion,
holistic planning 

Are you informed on 
the organizations and 
your performance?   

Planning Yellow: Leadership and growth Are you given 
self and system opportunities integral 
integration opportunities? 

Rural and northern Work–Life Conditions 

It is not possible to fully understand the issues facing the rural and northern EC without 

looking at the communities in which they live and work. First Nations reserves are not the only 
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communities in northern Manitoba, but make up the majority by far. The political structure and 

governance on reserves is an age old questions and something currently under review. Minister 

of Government Services (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2005) presented a special report 

of the Canadian Human Rights Commission on the repeal of Section 67 of the Canadian Human 

Rights Act. This paper claimed that “As a result of section 67, some First Nations people living 

on reserve are denied full access to the human rights complaint resolution system available to 

other people in Canada” (p. 1). The report further explained that “As a result of section 67, some 

actions carried out by the Government of Canada or a First Nation government (or by a related 

agency, such as a school board) can be exempt from human rights scrutiny” (p. 2). The history of 

development and governance on First Nations reserves is far too broad a topic for this literature 

review. However, because I followed an integral approach to the research, I quickly discovered 

some of the major resources and services missing in these small rural and northern First Nations 

communities. Manitobans not having equal human rights protection struck a chord with me. 

More specifically, Manitoba Aboriginal and Northern Affairs (n.d.) added to the picture 

of the rural and northern communities: “The Aboriginal and northern communities [in Manitoba] 

include some of the most disadvantaged in the province” (¶ 1). Hirsch (2005) inserted another 

view of the rural and northern Manitoba community, by telling us that “Most of the growth in the 

province will be focused in Winnipeg” (p. 1), leading us to wonder what kind of labour market 

will be available outside the city. 

The awareness of life conditions is a critical key to the job of the EC in rural and northern 

Manitoba. An INAC (2007) publication explains how community well being is determined: “The 

Registered Indian HDI was developed by INAC in 2004 to compare the average level of well

being of Registered Indians and other Canadians” (¶ 1). INAC adapted the United Nations 
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Human Development Index (HDI) into the Registered Indian HDI, and then developed a 

complementary index called the First Nations Community Well-Being Index (CWB). As shown 

in the comparison chart, the widest gap is in the prairie provinces of Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba, pinpointing the geographical area of this research project (INAC, 2004b, p. 1). Cooke 

(2005) provided a conceptual review of the CWB and reported “Aboriginal people have not 

experienced the same high levels of human development” (p. 2). 

Brunnen (2004a ) emphasized the lack of work through looking at the labour market 

participation rates on-reserve: “The on-reserve participation rate slightly decreased between 1996 

and 2001, and the unemployment rate slightly increased—both of which indicate the presence of 

declining labour force conditions on-reserve in the West” (p. 7). To illustrate the labour-market 

barriers in small northern communities the Government of Manitoba, Manitoba Competitiveness, 

Training and Trade (2005) published Aboriginal Manitobans, which summarized the regional 

employment differences. The report claimed, “The North Central and North had the lowest 

proportion of Aboriginal persons reporting earnings” (p. 2).  

Mendelson (2004) shared many facts that help us to understand the Aboriginal population 

in northern Manitoba and the growing need for a stronger labour market. For example, he 

illustrated that there has been no noticeable decrease or increase in the Aboriginal identity 

population on reserves or in urban centres in the last five years (p. 18). Mendelson also pointed 

out that Manitoba and Saskatchewan score among the worst in Canada in almost all indicators of 

labour market status, yet these two provinces have the highest overall Aboriginal population in 

the country (p. 40). Mendelson’s report stated that nearly 30% of Aboriginals live on reserves, 

while over 40% of Manitoba’s Aboriginals live in rural or small urban centres (p. 7).  
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It is important to look at the future of the labour market in the rural and northern 

community in Manitoba, and the Government of Manitoba is noted for its willingness to enter 

into partnerships and creative programs to help enhance the employment of Aboriginals. The 

Northern Development Strategy (Government of Manitoba, n.d.b) has a goal to create self-reliant 

communities in which families can prosper. The government has long-term plans in five priority 

areas including Employment and Training (p. 8). The government has also announced that major 

hydro development projects will produce significant economic and social benefits for residents 

of northern Manitoba (p. 2). 

The following are important rural and northern labour market indicators from the 

Government of Manitoba’s (n.d.a) Aboriginal and Northern Profile and are 

issues of access to basic community infrastructure and service, adequate housing, formal 
education, and skilled labour are common; 14 Northern Affairs communities are not 
served by all-weather roads; a large number of these residents are not served by water 
and sewer lines. (¶ 14–16) 

To wrap up the cheerless picture, we can add one more point from Mendelson (2004), where he 

pointed out: “On reserve and in the west, the Aboriginal labour market is much worse than the 

Canadian norm” (p. 32). Mendelson also noted that, unfortunately, there has been a very poor 

understanding of the labour market impact based on the gender of the Aboriginal job seeker 

(p. 42). 

Table 2 presents the spiral steps of development toward a healthy community in rural and 

northern locations. Once again, the spiral levels follow SDi and, in fact, Dr Marilyn Hamilton 

heavily influenced this table. Over the last two years, I have been working in Fisher River, 

Manitoba, to help determine approaches to labour market attachment for their residents. Dr 

Hamilton (2006) and the information from her work in application of the spiral to communities 

was the basis for columns one and three. Hamilton stated “capacity and human conditions 
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combined allow emergence” (personal communication, March 6, 2007). It was this information 

that convinced me of the importance of the community to the job seeker. Dr Hamilton explained 

“Graves identified that life conditions are the context in which intelligences arise” (personal 

communication, March 6, 2007). Individual capacity to work has little impact if one’s life 

conditions prohibit access to jobs.  

Table 2. Summary of Rural and Northern Work–Life Conditions 

Community 
Resources

How healthy is your 
community?  Spiral Level Community Activity 

Housing, clean 
water, sewage, 
healthy food, health 
care, education, 
employment 

Beige: 
safety and basic  
needs 

Community needs 
awareness, sufficient
infrastructure  

Does your 
community provide  
for your basic needs?  

 

Tribal belonging, 
church, traditional 
ceremony, healthy 
families 

Purple: 
group belonging

Inclusive community
activities, rituals 

Do you feel like you
belong?  

 
 

Peaceful society that
empowers members 

 Red:  
respect and self-
awareness  

Open communication 
and action to solve  
problems 

Do you feel safe? 

Fair and democratic  
leadership process 

Blue:  
authority and order 

Fair elections and 
legislative process  

Do you feel 
informed?  

Financially stable
community 

 Orange:  
money and strategy

Solid economic 
planning 

Is your community 
prosperous?  

Clean and healthy
environment  

 Green: 
environment  
awareness  

Land fill, fishing, 
resource planning 

Is your land healthy 
for many 
generations?  

Process for outreach 
to others 

Yellow: 
self and system  
integration 

Planned community 
giving, volunteers 

Does your 
community share 
with others? 
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There were many books and articles over the past year that influenced the rural and 

northern spiral chart seen next page. Cacioppe and Edwards (2005) presented a synthesis of 

several integral theories that influenced my thinking. A key quote for me was: “Integral theory is 

a map, a method and a conceptual framework that may provide direction” (p. 10). The National 

Institute for Literacy (Stein, 2000) published a guide book that presents a map for adults who are 

hoping to prepare for the future and presents a community map (p. 9), which also influenced the 

spiral chart for rural and northern communities as seen in Table 2. Column four in Table 2 relates 

to the types of questions that could lead the individual members of the community to begin 

reflecting on their own current life conditions. 

Aboriginal Employment Seekers 

The client, or end user of the counselling service, was an important focus of the literature 

review. Aboriginals in Canada have special considerations relating to the labour-market—no 

matter if they are in urban, rural, northern, or remote areas. The recently-defunct Canadian 

Labour and Business Centre published a commentary titled, “The Aboriginal Workforce: What 

lies ahead?” (Lamontagne, 2004), which suggested, “literacy levels might be a better predictor of 

labour market outcomes” (p. 7). Lamontagne also pointed out that “little is known about literacy 

levels of the Aboriginal labour force” (p. 7). This article reported that “the employment record of 

Aboriginal people continues to lag behind that of non-Aboriginal people” (p. 3). Lendsay (2007), 

President and CEO of the Aboriginal Human Resource Development Council of Canada, stated, 

“Canada is experiencing an Aboriginal baby boom … the nation’s youngest and fastest growing 

human resource” (p. 1). If the Aboriginal job seeker is a fast-growing resource, the rural and 

northern EC has significant work to do in preparing the client for the job market. The EC’s 

relationship to the job seeker is a critical factor in their daily work.  
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The Manitoba Aboriginal Affairs Secretariat (2006) published Aboriginal People of 

Manitoba, and, in relation to labour and income, the document revealed: “All three prairie 

provinces have exhibited a long-standing, structural inability to integrate sufficient numbers of 

Aboriginal people into their economies” (p. 56). Mendelson (2004) discussed the status of 

employment for Aboriginal people in Canada and began with the introduction: “Employment is 

the cornerstone of participation in modern Canadian Society. Employment is not only a source of 

income: It is also the basis for self-respect and autonomy” (p. 1).  

I chose to add research on literacy and its relationship to the Aboriginal job seeker to this 

research topic area. Again, I found extensive research describing how bad the literacy problem is 

for Aboriginals in Canada. Six Nations Mohawk (Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship 

Centres, 2005) described literacy as a barrier to employment for Aboriginals: “Literacy is 

connected to some of the key challenges our communities and society face at this point in time: 

employment, poverty, further or higher education, health, child and family well being” (p. 5). 

George (1998) stated, “Native literacy fosters and promotes achievement and a sense of purpose, 

which are both central to self-determination” (p. 6). It is clear that literacy is a set of foundational 

skills that many Canadians struggle with on a daily basis. Quigley, Folinsbee, and Kraglund-

Gauthier (2006) reported on the literacy research that has been done in relation to Aboriginals in 

Canada. The report told us, “Further study is needed to understand how effectively such research 

is being disseminated within the Aboriginal community, and it is recommended that much more 

focus and support should be given to this growing body of knowledge in the Canadian context” 

(p. 20). 
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Employment attainment is blatantly more difficult for Aboriginals than any other 

population group in our country. Mendelson (2004) confirmed this in his claim that “Canada 

cannot have a high quality of life if there is a significant minority forming an impoverished 

underclass” (p. 1). Mendelson suggested serious policy considerations for the governing of 

Aboriginal policies with a “prairie lens” (p. 38), and he suggested investment in children, as he 

believed “literacy and numeracy are essential for employment in today’s economy and will be 

still more important in the future” (p. 38). Aboriginal children are more likely to live in poverty 

and are more likely to be in the child welfare system. They are also more likely to be victims of 

crime and represent a significant proportion of those involved with the justice system at all levels 

(Manitoba Aboriginal Affairs Secretariat, 2006, pp. 9–10). 

Another link between literacy and employability was found in Westell (2005), where she  

quoted three conclusions from Beder’s 1999 study: 

a)  In general, it is likely that participants in adult literacy education receive gains in 
employment. 

b) In general, participants in adult literacy education believe their jobs improve over 
time. 

c)  In general, it is likely that participation in adult literacy education results in earnings 
gain. (p. 1) 

It would take another research project to address the education of Aboriginal Canadians in any 

depth. Mendelson (2006) reported on the post-secondary education of Aboriginals and told us, 

“Aboriginal educational achievement is highest in the cities, second highest in towns, third in the 

rural areas and least of all on reserve. On reserve, at least 59 percent of the Aboriginal population 

is not completing high school” (p. 15). 

I am not of Aboriginal ancestry, I do not identify as Aboriginal, and I have not lived an 

Aboriginal lifestyle. Because of these factors, I do not consider myself an expert on the cultural 

impacts of being Aboriginal and seeking employment. I have, however, visited more than 30 
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Aboriginal, First Nations, Dené, Cree, Ojibway, Inuit, and Métis communities in Canada’s north. 

I have seen the difficulties of workplace integration for traditional Aboriginals, and I have seen 

many failures caused by low literacy. Battiste and McLean (2005), in their report on the state of 

First Nation learning, agreed with me when quoting, “Educators and the literature agree that 

literacy is a key issue for the success of First Nation” (p. 11). 

Retaining Aboriginal employees in the workforce will require more than human resource 

policies; it will involve making systemic changes and finding creative ways to make the 

workplace comfortable. The EC cannot make the workplace accept anyone, but they can work to 

encourage the individual to adapt to the workplace culture and to understand the differences. 

INAC (1996) introduced the Aboriginal Workforce Participation Initiative and the backgrounder 

document provided a good description of the employment issues of Aboriginals:  

Barriers to Aboriginal employment come in two categories, commonly referred to as 
systemic and attitudinal. Systemic barriers are issues such as human resource practices 
that inhibit the participation of Aboriginal people such as: pre-screening and/or 
assessment tools that are not culturally sensitive; dispute resolution mechanisms that are 
not inclusive; and job qualifications that do not reflect real employment requirements 
thereby limiting potential applicants. Attitudinal barriers are usually more overt. 
Misconceptions about Aboriginal people are based on stereotypes and a lack of 
information. In extreme cases, misconceptions can manifest themselves as discrimination 
and racism. In the workplace, these conditions can adversely impact Aboriginal 
employment and retention initiatives. (p. 2) 

The profile of the client is astoundingly clear, and the job is a difficult one for the rural and 

northern EC. 

An individual’s capacity for employment is looked at in Table 3, which presents the 

spiral steps from the point-of-view of the individual job seeker, pointing out the areas where they 

need more support. This is another overview for the EC, as they try to help their clients create a 

picture of their futures with a solid understanding of their past. Once again the levels in column 

three relate to SDi training from Dr Hamilton (personal communication, April 3, 2006). Dr 
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Hamilton described the development of the individual in relationship to the spiral, “The 

developmental level of a person is a way of describing a person’s capacity. At any given level of 

development, or capacity a person will be equipped to respond to life conditions more or less 

appropriately” (personal conversation, November 21, 2006). McGovern and Jones (2004) were 

also an influence on columns three and four. Their report identified a comprehensive list of main 

barriers to employment that are strikingly similar to the early stages of growth in the spiral 

Several of the main barriers identified included: (a) personal and family problems, (b) low 

literacy, (c) poor social capital networks, (d) low self-esteem, (e) money, (f) safe affordable 

housing, and (g) child care (pp. v–vi).  

I must also mention the impact of Abraham Maslow (1998) on the development of the 

individual Job Seeker spiral chart. Warren Bennis wrote the introduction to Maslow’s work and 

talked about Malsow’s dream that each man can become “the best himself … [and that] to give 

man ownership over his human potentials rather than have them arrogated by the temporal 

nonhuman institutions which at times science, business, and the church have been” (p. xii). 

Malsow’s dream is the task of the EC as the Aboriginal job seekers try to better themselves and 

reach their potential through productive employment. 

Summary 

The literature review provided a clear picture of the tasks associated with the role of 

supporting individuals through a transition process linked to employment. Information revealed 

the complex environment of the EC including their work place and the communities they live in. 

The services and supports available for the EC are progressively less available in communities as 

one looks farther north. Client barriers to employment are also seen more frequently outside of 
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urban centres. The literature review created a solid base of information from which to tell the EC 

stories. 

Table 3. Summary of Aboriginal Job Seekers’ Life Conditions  

Personal Resources Spiral Level Job Seeker Activity How healthy are you? 

Shelter, food and 
healthcare 

Beige: 
safety and basic 
needs 

Access to 
affordable housing 
and healthcare 

Are your basic needs 
being met? 

Family and 
Community support 

Purple: 
group belonging 

Family 
communication, 
celebrations and 
support 

Is your 
family/community 
available and supportive 
of your goals? 

Self-esteem, social 
acceptance, healing 

Red: 
respect and self-
awareness 

Address personal 
behaviour, seek 
counsel 

Are you able to solve 
your own problems 
consistently? 

Education, maturity, 
taking your place 

Blue: 
authority and order 

Literacy classes, 
upgrading, 
internships, PSE 

Are you job ready? Have 
you completed basic 
education or training? 

Earn a living, career 
planning 

Orange: 
money and strategy 

Job prep programs, 
career planning, a 
job 

Have you been able to 
get and keep a job? 

Care of the earth Green: 
environment 
awareness 

Reduce, reuse, 
recycle, replace 

Do you follow 
environmentally 
friendly practices? 

Helping to heal 
others 

Yellow: 
self and system 
integration 

Donations, 
participation, 
volunteer activities 

Do you have personal 
leadership plans in your 
future? 
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CHAPTER 3: CONDUCT OF THE ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT 

Research Approach 

The primary purpose of this research was to hear the voices of ECs who live and work in 

rural and northern Manitoba. The research question was: “How can Employment Counsellors in 

rural and northern regions best be supported to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with 

multiple barriers achieve job success?” Appreciative inquiry was the mode of action research and 

the overall participatory approach that was taken with the ECs. To understand appreciative 

inquiry, Cooperrider, Sorensen, Yaeger, and Whitney (2001) presented, “More than a method or 

technique, the appreciative mode of inquiry is a way of living with, being with, and directly 

participating in the varieties of social organizations we are compelled to study” (p. 59). This 

chapter presents the research design for this project and describes the process for participant 

selection, data gathering, analysis, and the potential of ethical issues.  

Doug Bartlett acted as sponsor and liaison with the NILA Board of directors and 

provided support as a member of the Project Leadership Committee. This key stakeholder group 

was organized around the ECs and their work–life connections. The Project Leadership 

Committee included myself, my project supervisor from RRU, Dr. Marilyn Hamilton, the 

sponsor from NILA, Doug Bartlett, and representatives of participants’ employers. My motto, 

when I left my first-year residency, was to find ways to speak so others may hear me. An 

inclusive stakeholder committee provided me with this opportunity, and I am now more aware of 

challenges I face when dealing with the intricacies of culture and languages. I consistently tried 

to present myself in a way that Stringer (1999) described as critical to establishing the 

researcher’s role. Stringer said, “The facilitator, therefore, first must establish a stance that is 

perceived as legitimate and non-threatening by all major stakeholding groups” (p. 53). 
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The roots of this research process are based in the principles of action research. Stringer 

(1999) presented the action-research, interacting spiral of “look, think, and act” (p. 19). In this 

project, I set out to work with ECs, in a cycle of action research, where they look at their roles, 

think about what they need, and then choose to act in a manner appropriate to their life 

conditions. Similarly the sponsoring organization, National Indigenous Literacy Association 

(NILA), was expected to look at the results of this research, think about the ways they can 

leverage support, and take action that helps to fulfill their mandate of improving the literacy 

skills of Aboriginal people in Canada. This research project falls into a category described as a 

mixed-method approach. Miller and Fredericks (2006), in their article on mixed-methods 

research, were somewhat critical of the lack of procedures available for mixed-methods 

researchers. They did, however, claim that “of the MM [mixed-method] models available, the 

one that seems to be the most useful for evaluation research is the sequential mixed-method 

design (which could be confirmatory or exploratory)” (p. 572). Keeping this in mind, the intent 

was to use more than one type of data collection and compare the results to explore and confirm 

findings. 

The primary data were collected through a qualitative research approach. Glesne (1999) 

confirmed this method of collection for me in the quote: “Qualitative studies are best at 

contributing a greater understanding of perceptions, attitudes and processes” (p. 29). This best 

described how I intended that the research lead the ECs toward a shared vision and a greater 

understanding of their jobs. By engaging the ECs in significant dialogue and reflection, there was 

greater benefit and more opportunities to present issues within a meaningful context for all 

stakeholders. 
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Palys (2003) presented the relationship between qualitative research and phenomenology 

as central to capturing peoples’ lived experiences. Phenomenologism was defined by Palys as 

“an approach to understanding whose adherents assert that we must ‘get inside peoples heads’ to 

understand how they perceive and interpret the world” (p. 433).  

Project Participants 

Six ECs participated in the research. Three ECs work for the Government of Manitoba in 

the rural and northern jurisdictions of Employment and Training Services Branches in Selkirk, 

Thompson, and The Pas. The other three research participants included one who works for Fisher 

River Cree Nation and two from Opaskwayak Cree Nation. All participants live and work in 

rural or remote regions in Manitoba. The other participants in this research process were the 

individuals who comprised the Project Leadership Committee. This committee guided the project 

from beginning to end and included: my project sponsor, my project supervisor, and 

representatives from the research participants’ employers. When project approval was granted, 

the Project Leadership Committee connected electronically to discuss roles and expectations for 

the project. This group approved the research instruments and periodically discussed the ongoing 

activities of the project, including the research results. In addition, the project supervisor and 

project sponsor provided other supports, such as reading, providing comments, approval of 

documentation, and learner assessments at key milestones during the research.  

The ECs came together to confirm what they knew and inquired with each other. It is 

important to note that the overall approach to this research was integral in nature. Cacioppe and 

Edwards (2005) presented an integral definition from the work of Ken Wilber who stated, 

“Integral theory is an over-arching model of human and social development that attempts to 

incorporate as many approaches to development as possible into its explanatory framework” 
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(p. 88). Cacioppe and Edwards further quoted Wilber as observing, “Integral theory recognises 

the pivotal role that situational dynamics play in the developmental process” (p. 3). This said to 

me that the complexity of all elements in the lives of the EC needed to be considered. While the 

framework for this project was integral in nature, the root approach to questioning and dialogue 

with ECs followed an appreciative inquiry process. This meant that I focussed the research 

questions to always come from a positive place in a person’s life, not negative. The basis of this 

approach helped the ECs find the best in people, communities, and the organizations in which 

they work. Support for this qualitative method was found in Palys (2003), who described that 

appreciative inquiry “can be a useful way to gather data about the pervasiveness and distribution 

of particular experiences” (p. 198). By sharing positive examples, the group began to understand 

the size and relevance of shared issues and possible shared responses to these issues.  

The dimensions of appreciative inquiry clearly illustrated the benefits to participants and 

followed a softer, less invasive and positive approach that suited the participants and myself. 

Cooperrider et al. (2001) demonstrated the dimension model of appreciative inquiry, which can 

result in the participants seeing and discussing the best of what is, the ideal of what might be, 

consent on what should be, and together they may experience what can be (p. 89). The 

complexity of the players in the system drove the need for a systemic impact for which 

appreciative inquiry was designed. Cooperrider et al. summarized the appropriateness of 

appreciative inquiry to this project: “Appreciative inquire represents a viable complement to 

conventional forms of action-research, one uniquely suited for social innovation instead of 

problem solving” (p. 94). 
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Research Method 

In developing and completing the research methods, I worked with the Project 

Leadership Committee, through a five-stage process, as described by Czaja and Blair (2005), 

“1. Survey design and preliminary planning, 2. Pretesting, 3. Final survey design and planning, 

4. Data collection, [and] 5. Data coding, data-file construction, analysis, and final report” (p. 11). 

One limitation to a thesis is the time frame for submission. Due to the amount of data generated, 

the project only had the capacity for six people as providers of information. These six 

participants contributed to all three stages in the data-gathering process. The participants were 

initially identified by their employers as suitable to the project. A phone call provided the 

employer a chance to discuss with me the project and the characteristics of a good participant. 

The criteria for selection and participation were primarily based on the willingness of the 

individuals who stepped forward wishing to fully participate and be heard. The participants had a 

minimum of two years’ experience in the role of EC and had lived a minimum of six months in a 

rural or remote region. When the six participants were selected, the first of three steps in the 

data-gathering process began. Interviews were scheduled on a one-to-one basis with participants. 

Interviews took place through a phone call to participants in Opaskwayak Cree Nation, Fisher 

River Cree Nation, Selkirk, Thompson, and The Pas, Manitoba.  

The offer to participate was voluntary for the EC. An invitation to participate was made 

by letter or phone invitation (see Appendix A). It was important that participants were motivated 

and committed to completing the research project. Ideally, the group will continue to network 

and dialogue far beyond the end of this study. I hope the group will continue with the look-think

act cycle (Stringer, 1999, p. 19), as they create new and unique approaches to helping the job 

seeker succeed in rural and northern communities. 
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Data Gathering Tools 

The data gathering tools included three sets of questions. The comments and discussions 

were recorded utilizing a phone adapter, microphone, and digital recorder. The first set of 

questions focussed on the personal world of the EC (see Appendix B), the second set of 

questions focussed on the workplace of the EC (see Appendix C), and the final set engaged 

conversation relating to all the stakeholders in the employment system in Canada (see Appendix 

D). 

All research tools were drafted and pre-tested to ensure validity and reliability. Stringer 

(1999) reminded us that, in action-based research, the intent is to “envisage a collaborative 

approach to investigation that seeks to engage ‘subjects’ as equal and full participants in the 

research process” (p. 9). Narrative inquiry is a research process that uses aspects of participant 

stories to identify meaning.  

Riessman and Quinney (2005) presented a critical review of the use of narratives in 

research. The authors discussed the rising popularity of a narrative approach, but cautioned that 

all talk and text is not necessarily narrative research. To that end, the conversations in the groups 

developed into story telling, as had been observed by Riessman and Quinney who told us, 

“Narrative research analyzes the extended account, rather than fragmenting it into thematic 

categories” (p. 395). 

It was critical to ensure that all data-gathering research methods were reliable and would 

provide valid results. The support of the Project Leadership Committee and the pre-testing of 

questions and process helped to guarantee utility, reliability, and validity of the research 

questions and dialogue processes. On a final note, I feel it is important to recognize the oral 

tradition of Aboriginal people and to understand this method of story telling is less intrusive and 
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more natural for those participants. Thomas King (2003) presented a native narrative on the 

history and importance of story telling. King told us, “The truth about stories is that that’s all we 

are” (p. 2). 

Research Conduct 

All elements of this data-gathering process followed strict, ethical guidelines and 

considerations. Employers were asked to recommend participants for the study, and these 

individuals were sent a Participant Letter of Invitation, (see Appendix A). The Employer Letter 

of Invitation (see Appendix E) clearly described the requirements of the project to the employers 

in this project and asked for approval to seek participants from their staff. All information from 

interviews was and will be kept confidential. Research informed consent forms (see Appendix F) 

were obtained from all participants, as was confirmation from their employers of the availability 

and support required to participate in this project. 

One hour was scheduled with each participant during October 2006. Upon signing a 

Research Informed Consent form (see Appendix F), the first contact was a telephone interview 

and focussed on the life and work conditions of the rural and northern EC and what they believed 

they needed to be more effective. The phone interview questions are attached as Appendix B. 

The second step in the research process was to bring all research participants together for 

two face-to-face focus group sessions. The group was brought together for a one-day workshop 

in The Pas, Manitoba. The group had a lunch break between focus groups and were led through a 

review to help them re-focus on the next session. The audio discussion was digitally recorded as 

granted by signing of consent forms (see Appendix F). Questions for the first focus group 

centred on the work and employment systems of the EC and what they felt they needed in order 

to be more effective (see Appendix C: Focus Group One questions). 
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The second focus group followed the same format, and the group discussed 

implementation options for the overall system of labour-market training and development for 

rural and northern locations. Focus Group Two questions are attached as Appendix D. All 

participants were excited about being asked to participate and did so extensively. The phone 

interviews and focus groups captured more than 300 pages of data. The focus groups were 

conducted using a circle process and a talking stick to establish the tone for the dialogue and set 

the boundaries of safety for the group. Baldwin (1998) described the type of circle that occurred 

during the focus groups; the participants, recorder, and myself became the type of circle that “is a 

council of ordinary people who convene to create a sacred space and from that space accomplish 

a specific task, supporting each other in the process” (p. 14). To my delight the group got along 

well and talked in-depth and easily with each other. 

Data Analysis 

Data coding, data-file construction, analysis, and reporting happened during the fifth 

stage of the research process. Berg (2006) described a collaborative social research approach that 

met the needs of my research tactics. Berg said, 

The analysis of data gathered in such collaborative studies is accomplished with the 
participation of the subjects who are seen by the researcher as stakeholders in the 
situation in need of change or action. Data are collected and then reflexively considered
both as feedback to craft action and as information to understand a situation, resolve a 
problem, or to satisfy some sort of field experiment. (p. 305) 

 

The process described by Berg is exactly what was replicated with the research group, as they 

went through discussions about their lives as ECs. Once the group was immersed in the process, 

they moved to create the boundaries discerning their narrative discussions. To begin looking at 

the analysis, Berg described an appropriate process in the following steps: (a) data are collected 

and made into text; (b) codes are analytically developed or inductively identified in the data and 
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affixed to sets of notes; (c) codes are transformed into categories, identifying similar phrases, 

patterns, and commonalities; (d) materials are sorted by categories; (e) sorted materials are 

examined to isolate meaningful patterns and processes; and finally, (f) identified patterns are 

considered in light of previous research and theories. 

Following the data analysis stage, initial findings were presented to the project 

supervisor, project sponsor, and focus group participants. The draft conclusions were discussed 

with the Project Leadership Committee and final papers revised to include their comments. 

Ethical Considerations 

My research with ECs in remote regions was particularly vulnerable to ethical 

considerations, as my participants were human and many were both Canadian and Aboriginal 

people. There were specific documents that guided and directed the development of all thesis 

research projects, and Royal Roads University provided me with easy access to the current 

policies, guidelines, and standards. The overarching policy that was examined first was the 

Research Ethics Policy (Royal Roads University [RRU], 2004). This policy provided the 

principles, practices, and procedures to guide the ethical conduct of my research.  

Of particular interest were the eight Guiding Ethical Principles found in section D of the 

Research Ethics Policy (RRU, 2004). These principles introduced the ethical issues when 

research involves humans. Researchers must provide sufficient evidence of the following eight 

elements. (a) respect for dignity, (b) respect for free and informed consent, (c) respect for 

vulnerable persons, (d) respect for privacy and confidentiality, (e) respect for justice and 

inclusiveness, (f) balancing harms and benefits, (g) minimizing harm, and (h) maximizing 

benefit (¶ 9). 
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My research in northern Manitoba with ECs, who are Aboriginal people and non-

Aboriginal people, needed to meet these ethical standards. The following description 

encapsulates how this research project provided evidence of compliance with the Guiding Ethical 

Principles of the Research Ethics Policy (RRU, 2004). 

Respect for Dignity 

Treating people in a dignified manner was accomplished through the development of 

group action guidelines. These guidelines complied with Royal Roads University’s (2004) 

policies on collecting free and informed consent of research participants. Part of the first focus 

group was devoted to setting group rules about respect and dignity. 

Respect for Free and Informed Consent 

All project correspondence clearly stated that participation was voluntary and the right to 

withdraw was always available to participants. While I hoped to use the names of participants 

and their organizations in the final research report and thesis, if participants so choose, they were 

offered use of a pseudonym and all data would be kept strictly confidential. This research project 

was designed to be a positive experience for participants and their places of employment, and, as 

such, the sharing of stories and experiences of individuals was to be celebrated. However, only 

the transcriptionist and I listened to the audio recordings. Participants also had an opportunity to 

correct or remove any quotations from the transcript of quotations that were used in the final 

document. There was no financial remuneration for participating in this study. 

Respect for Vulnerable Persons 

None of the participants in this project had diminished competence nor diminished 

decision-making capacity that would constitute them as vulnerable. I felt research participants 

had some vulnerabilities as they were people in the middle of the job-matching process. The EC 
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is walking with a foot in the world of bureaucracy and employers and a foot in the world of the 

job seeker in a rural or remote community. The participants’ best interests had to be at the centre 

of the research goals and objectives. The action part of the research needed to be gentle, as the 

group and individuals began to identify the risks and benefits to implementing changes in their 

workplace. The project encouraged each participant to produce an action-learning plan, including 

identified support measures and realistic goals and objectives.  

Respect for Privacy and Confidentiality 

The audiotapes and transcripts for this research were kept in a secure file cabinet and will 

be destroyed two years after the completion of the study. The results from these interviews and 

focus groups, and subsequent analysis and interpretation of the data, were integrated into my 

Master’s Thesis.  

Respect for Justice and Inclusiveness 

Participants were treated fairly and equitably. Participants created their own group 

guidelines for sharing, and the groups were facilitated in a way that ensured all participated. 

Participants also had equal access to the results of the research. 

Balancing Harms and Benefits 

Participants were not subject to harm in anyway from participating in this project. The 

type of benefits and magnitude of change were unpredictable, but overall provided far more 

benefit to the participants than any harm. 

Minimizing Harm 

The risks in this project were considered minimal. One concern was about the discussions 

building up some excitement about creating change in their work environment, then finding out 

there are few other supports available to them. To minimize the effects of such limitations, 
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participants were asked if they wished to continue connecting and dialoguing after the project 

was completed, perhaps via telecommunications. 

Maximizing Benefits 

As a result of participation, participants did receive other personal benefits. In the focus 

groups, they had an opportunity to share experiences and knowledge with others. Through the 

sharing of personal stories and the stories of others, participants increased their understanding of 

their organization and their job. 

Royal Roads University’s (2004) Research Ethics Policy referred the ethical researcher to 

the Tri-Council Policy Statement (Canadian Institute of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 

Canada [Tri-Council], 1998), and according to the Tri-Council Policy Statement, assurances that 

one’s research methods are ethical is required when information is collected from living humans. 

Section Six of this policy, “Research Involving Aboriginal Peoples” (p. 6.1) was devoted to 

presenting best-practice research when working with Aboriginal participants. This policy stated, 

“These guidelines do not replace ethical standards for the conduct of research on individuals; 

they seek to suggest additional requirements to ensure that the rights and interests of the 

community as a whole are respected” (p. 6.1). While this project was not a study of Aboriginal 

people, the majority of participants were Aboriginal people, and it was essential to ensure that 

the Aboriginal community supported this project. Fifty percent of the participants lived and 

worked on Aboriginal reserves, and the participating First Nations Employer Organizations were 

accountable to their respective Chief and Council leaders. A Letter of Invitation to the Cree 

Nation partners in this research (see Appendix G) ensured that the community was notified of 

this research and given a copy of the summary results.  
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To present a model of the way I hoped to address my research, I looked to Stringer 

(1999) and his working principles of community-based action research (p. 42). Stringer 

promoted relationships that are based on equality, openness, and honesty, yet sensitive and 

encouraging (p. 46). I have some experience working in rural and northern communities, and I 

knew I needed to consistently illustrate my respect for the community customs and cultures of 

the different individuals who participated in the research project. Stringer also defined good 

principles of inclusion and participation, which were followed throughout the project. Schnarch 

(2004) commented on the difficulties of doing this type of research. He said, “Doing respectful 

research in Aboriginal communities takes more time, more money, and, arguably, moral fibre” 

(p. 12). There were many different points-of-view, and it took time and patience to ensure all 

voices had been heard. To ensure the research was defined and driven by the people who would 

benefit from it, I looked for champions and leaders within the participant group. I also followed 

the cultural ways of invitation and recognition.  

It is safe to say that research on Aboriginal peoples has not always been beneficial for the 

Aboriginals. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (INAC, 2006) provided principles to 

guide research with Aboriginal communities. The second principle, as found in Volume 5, Part 

three, Appendix E stated, 

In the past, research concerning Aboriginal peoples has been initiated outside the 
Aboriginal community and carried out by non-Aboriginal personnel. Aboriginal people  
have had almost no opportunity to correct misinformation or to challenge ethnocentric  
and racist interpretations. Consequently, the existing body of research, which normally 
provides a reference point for new research, must be open to reassessment. (¶ 4)  

For support I looked to one of the finest models of governing principles and objectives 

for Aboriginal research, found in the First Nations Regional Longitudinal Health Survey 

(National Aboriginal Health Organization, 2004). The National Aboriginal Health Organization 
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was a driving partner in the health survey. Brian Schnarch (2004) published an article that dealt 

with self-determination applied to research. The long-term objectives identified by Schnarch, 

were the same intended ethical research objectives of my project: 

1. 	 To ensure that all research initiatives remain under the control of First Nations;  
2. 	 To ensure that the statistical data gathered during the process will be available for use 

by First Nations peoples and their communities and contribute to better health 
planning; 

3. To promote capacity-building at the community, regional, and national levels; 
4. 	 To ensure an appropriate balance of scientific and cultural credibility; and 
5. 	 To develop a long-term capacity to provide coordination and communication of First 

Nations health information on a regional basis. (p. 82) 

According to Bruce Berg (2006), “Action research is a collaborative approach to research 

that provides people with the means to take systematic action in an effort to resolve specific 

problems” (p. 224). In this project, the people who took this systematic action were those people 

who offer frontline services to job seekers in rural and northern Manitoba. These ECs 

contributed their positive stories in a participatory manner that extended over several months. 

Three sets of questions were presented, one through an individual interview and two 

opportunities to question through focus groups where the participants pooled their experiences in 

a sharing circle. A talking stick provided a safe and easy process to encourage discussion. The 

data collection produced transcripts that participants approved in addition to feedback on several 

drafts of the final report. Privacy issues and all other ethical considerations were adhered to 

throughout the research process. 
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CHAPTER 4: ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Research Study Results 

Six participants provided data for the research findings through contribution in one-on

one interviews and two concurrent focus groups. All participants were employment support 

providers in northern and rural Manitoba with many years experience; however, three of them 

worked for the provincial government, and three of them worked for First Nation bands. These 

six were charged with discovering insights into the research question, “How can Employment 

Counsellors in rural and northern regions best be supported to enhance their effectiveness in 

helping clients with multiple barriers achieve job success?” The findings reported here are based 

on information collected and collated throughout the research process.  

To comply with the ethical principles guiding this research (RRU, 2004; Tri-Council, 

1998), participants were provided with an alpha descriptor to ensure participant confidentiality; 

these are A, B, C, D, E, and F. The findings of this project are presented framed in the same 

fashion as the four areas discussed in chapter two. The research findings relate to: (a) the EC’s 

workplace, (b) rural and northern Manitoba communities, (c) Aboriginal job seekers, and (d) the 

systems that constitute the employment finding process. The data proved to be rich with 

descriptions of the difficulties these ECs face in their everyday jobs and many suggestions 

toward improvements. The findings are followed by the subsequent conclusions and 

recommendations. 

Research Findings 

Employment Counsellors’ Workplace Findings 

Participants’ workplaces were examined as part of the research project. This area of 

findings was critical to answering the research question, as the day-to-day workplace can make a 
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huge impact on the ability of the EC to be effective. Many suggestions on ways the ECs need 

support at work were culled from this area of findings. Chapter two produced a comparison of 

integral workplace system conditions (see Table 1) that helped to frame the literature review on 

how well employers and organizations are supporting their employees. At the end of this chapter, 

a modified workplace conditions chart (see Table 4) also provides a framework to illustrate the 

findings of the research. It is important to note that provincial government employees, while they 

had more job support structures and human resources services available, had less flexibility and 

autonomy than their counterparts working on reserves. The provincial employees by and large 

came from organizational surroundings that are clear, structured, and scrutinized.  

Research findings are presented in the same order as the spiral levels described in Table 1 

and begin at a very basic level of workplace needs. The research indicated that all participants 

felt their workplaces were unhealthy in one way or another. From the participant wish list 

compiled throughout the research process, the second most frequent wish was for a healthy 

workplace, following more money for programs as the number one wish.  

Occupational Health and Safety 

Clear job information and clarity of work expectations was lacking for ECs in the more 

rural locations. As identified by participants, there was not a consistent job description for ECs 

who work on reserves. The provincial ECs, while there was structure to their job systems, the 

management of the systems and job expectations were not applied consistently. Participant E 

indicated, “I have never been given a job description.” Participant B explained that despite clear 

job definition, “If you have compassion you have to take on the work … where does it stop … 

everyone goes on stress leave.” There are other experiences however, Participant D stated, “We 
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do have our challenges.… I think we work together very well.… We have the Northern 

Development Strategy team.” 

There were also basic safety issues for ECs in rural and northern Manitoba. Many of the 

participants regularly travel into very remote regions. Participant C explained, “You are on your 

own in a car.… We don’t have satellite phones.” Another safety issue raised was the politics of 

the workplace and the personal stress that inhibits a safe work environment. “The politics on 

First Nations is really toxic,” according to Participant F. Participant B agreed with the stress of 

the job and, when talking about the workplace, stated, “It’s very difficult to make yourself go 

there to work sometimes.” Participant C talked about all the necessary job structures being 

available, but a lack of teamwork prevailed in the office: “There is dynamics in every office.… I 

just don’t think we work well together as a team.” 

Recruitment and Selection Processes 

Moving on the workplace conditions chart to the second level (see Table 1), we can see 

that the EC also suffers from poor orientation processes and high turnover of workers. 

Participant A described the first days on the job, “I was left there to figure out everything on my 

own.” Participant E agreed, “I wasn’t equipped for the job.” Again the experiences were 

different for the provincial employees, as Participant C offered, “They didn’t link things … read 

the manual, here’s our training stuff … go with so and so or out into the community and learn 

where you’re going.” The participants’ stories told of varying degrees of educational background 

from provincial degrees and teaching certificates to a grade-10 level high school completion. The 

government employees are members of a labour union; none of the First Nations employees 

work in unionized environments. 
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Organization and Work Design 

These findings represent how the ECs feel about the current organization and occupation 

designs as barriers to success. This feeling of being unable to succeed at their jobs was also 

related to high turnover, stress, and burnout in these jobs. Participant comments supported this 

finding as evidenced by Participant E: “The most challenging part of my job of course, is the 

expectations of getting people employed.” Participant A provided an example of unrealistic job 

expectations when faced with the request, “Can you find 15 people for this program by 

Monday?” These comments need to be tempered by other experiences, as seen by Participant D, 

“I love my job and I love working with and for the people in the north.” 

Training and Development 

The next finding relates to training and development for employees; participants had 

many examples of insufficient training and lack of mentors. Participant C suggested, “We need 

to look at better training for our consultants.” Participant B stated, “When you are hired … there 

is still some training left to do and there wasn’t enough time.” Participant B also explained that 

while some networking and training opportunities exist, few of the staff were able to take 

advantage of them: “There are very few people that can get into the mentorship program.” 

Compensation and Benefits 

Compensation and benefits looked at two areas: one, the actual money and salary the 

participants are currently earning; and two, the money available for programs and services 

related to employment development. Both areas proved to be deficient as was revealed in 

participant comments. Participant E stated, “There is no such thing as performance evaluations 

or salary increments on the reserve.”  



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  63 

Comments related to insufficient funding were frequent and were important enough to be 

the overall number one wish. Many of the funding comments related to the short-term dollars for 

programs that do not support the client long enough. Participant E stated this issue clearly, “We 

give somebody a few months of training, and they’re going to run out into the workforce and be 

employees forever; it’s not working.” Participant C also gave a good example of the program not 

meeting the needs of the client, “If they need upgrading for more than a year, [we] really [need to 

have]…. some flexibility to help people with that because they need literacy.” 

Performance Management 

Management support and guidance on workplace performance was infrequent for most of 

the participants. Participant D described this well, “I’m more or less left to do my job and hope I 

do it well.” Many participants agreed that they did not feel politically supported, and Participant 

C offered an example stating, “Sometimes you feel supported, but it’s often when things are 

higher profile.” 

Planning 

The EC is stuck between the restrictions of the job, lack of resources, isolation, 

inconsistent workplace support, and the demands of the client. As Participant C explained, “We 

need a boss that can think outside the box.… We need to look at things more globally.” 

Participant B added that, “I feel supported by my manager, but … they don’t have much 

authority.” It appeared that the ECs have had a lot of difficulty finding opportunities to impact 

the decisions being made about their programming needs. Participant D provided an example of 

the lack of inclusion when “being handed a project without being involved in the negotiation.” 

Participant D went on to wish for “more program dollars and the flexibility to negotiate within 

our tolerances … and involve the ECs right at the start.” 
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Indicators of Success 

A very positive step is an existing provincial workgroup implementing criteria for 

workplace standards in the career development process for Manitoba. This will fill a gap 

particularly if it includes an Aboriginal lens and community capacity as competencies for ECs. 

Participant C described, “We do need to look at building community capacity to provide 

services.… We have to look at economic development in rural and northern Manitoba.… 

Everybody can’t move to Winnipeg.” Another positive discussion revolved around partnerships, 

networking, and team-based approaches to successful results. Highlighted programs included the 

Northern Development Strategy and First Nations Employment and Training North Initiative. 

There was a direct correlation between the partnership and team-based programs being 

implemented in one region and the region’s level of employee empowerment and satisfaction, 

including retention. Participant D stated, “So I think I am going to stay here and do what I can 

for the people and the communities.” 

Opaskwayak Cree Nation (n.d.) programs are possibly the best model of impact when 

looking at Aboriginal employment services in rural and northern Manitoba. While the level of 

funding is still inadequate in relation to the need, these programs, according to evaluations, are 

providing success as Participant B explained, “Their retention rate in their college programs went 

from forty-seven per cent retention to eight-two per cent.” Somehow OCN programs have linked 

all the pieces to produce an end-to-end strategy that is working for clients. I hope there will be 

notice taken of this and more research linked to the factors contributing to this success. Another 

key factor in this model is the delivery methods and capacity building that have been established 

throughout development. As Participant F explained, “You need to develop people holistically; 

that’s the whole person, spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical; and it needs to be a well
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balanced program so these people are leaving the community well armed to survive in the 

outside world.” 

Table 4. Summary of Workplace Conditions Findings  

Levels of Support Spiral Level Research Evidence 

Occupational Health and 
Safety 

Beige: 
safety and basic needs 

Lack of clear job 
information 
Work environments are 
difficult—weather, travel, 
isolation 

Recruitment and Selection Purple: 
group belonging 

High turnover farther north 
Inconsistent orientation 

Organization and Work 
Design  

Red: 
respect and self-awareness 

Ideas are restricted 
No place for the individual 
voice 

Training and Development Blue: 
authority and order 

Very little available and only 
a few can attend 

Compensation and Benefits Orange: 
money and strategy 

Money doesn’t compensate 
for burnout 
Money is more of a program 
issue 

Performance Management Green: 
environment awareness 

On First Nation the 
Leadership changes 
frequently and performance 
management is rare 

Some indicators of inclusion 
in the province 

Planning Yellow: 
self and system integration 

ECs have no access to lobby 
systems 
They are often caught in the 
cross fire of politics 
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Rural and Northern Manitoba Communities  

Similar to the previous set of findings, the second area relates to the geographic location 

in which the EC lives and works. The rural and northern work–life conditions chart that was 

introduced in chapter two is also helpful in presenting the findings (see Table 2).  

Safety and Basic Needs 

Participants mentioned many times the poor quality of life and lack of basic resources 

available at the level of the current client needs. Participant F quoted from organizational 

research that “sixty percent of eighteen to twenty-nine-year-olds tested, scored below a high 

school (grade 9) level,” even though all had been to high school, and some had completed grade 

12. Literacy has been linked to poverty, and ECs talked with emotion about the lack of resources 

some of the clients suffer. Participant B summed it up:  

We just don’t have what is needed. We have  [a shelter and addiction facility] … but it is 
always full.… It comes out they have an  addictions problem, what are you going to do?  
Where are you going to send them…you’re going to send them away from their family?   

Participant B went on to say, “I try to not get involved in that other stuff, because I just don’t 

think I’m qualified.” Participant E shared statistics from a current workplace preparation 

program: “One hundred percent of the participants say they have alcohol and drug addictions that 

are their priority.” Participant B added statistics from previous assessments where, “out of 10 

people 6 or 8 had learning disabilities … there are so many that have nothing.” 

Group Belonging 

The planning and programming for labour market development is not being addressed in 

a cooperative manner. Participants presented that local leaders in rural and northern Manitoba 

frequently change because of the political structure on reserves. They feel there is a lack of 

cohesion in the Band organizations and programs, and services could be working better together. 
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There are some obvious indicators that existing activities are not providing solutions. There is 

not a good model of job finding in the community, as options to choose from are limited due to 

the remote nature of these communities. First Nation communities need to ensure that decisions 

are made in the best interest of community, whether or not the Chief and Council members 

change. First Nation communities need to listen to their members and listen to other 

communities that are learning and willing to share. Participant E stated, “There is very little to 

show for all that money spent.” Participant F stated, “We need to be taken seriously by our own 

people, as well as the outside funders.” Participant E concurred with the statement, 

We have to be able to offer the counselling required, to offer the life skills training 
required, to offer the literacy programs required, to offer adult education, because the
majority of our First Nation members for certain do not have the  required education. 

 

Respect and Self-awareness  

ECs in rural and northern Manitoba are burning out, and the general turnover is too high. 

There were comments that suggested participants do not feel respected or see where they belong. 

Participant F described economic development over the past few decades: “As First Nations have 

developed their own abilities to govern, they have not been successful in all areas of human 

resource capacity to fill professional jobs.” Participant F added, “I get muzzled once in a while.” 

Participant E talked about policies on reserves: “The First Nation community, there is no such 

thing as policies that protect us.” Later on in discussion Participant E added, “It’s a tough role 

living and working on the rez.” 

Authority and Order 

The bureaucratic and political practice in rural and northern Manitoba has been a barrier 

to the employment-seeking process. Participants thoroughly discussed life on the reservation and 

their experiences dealing with the politics and structures that govern community programs on 
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reserves. It is important to note that three participants work and live on reserves, and three 

participants travel to and negotiate with reserves on a regular basis. Participants expressed 

difficulty influencing decisions, as Participant C expressed in the comment, “because sometimes 

your ideas get a little bit squashed.” Participants talked about new leadership tossing out existing 

programs when they come into power, and because they may only be there for two years, they 

want immediate results. Participant B explained one of the reasons for the high turnover of ECs 

on reserves:  

The whole idea is for communities to hire their own people and keep them in the 
community as much as they can. But they hire [people] and they’re not prepared … really 
frustrated … having a hard time doing their job. 

Money and Strategy 

Current initiatives to support employment for Aboriginal job seekers in rural and northern 

Manitoba are primarily achieving results at a slower rate than the participants would like. 

Participant E commented, “There are very few real results from all this money spent.” Participant 

wishes for more program dollars was the number one wish and came up repeatedly throughout 

the research. Participant B stated, “Their funding is all operational dollars.… We really had no 

money for projects.” 

Environmental Awareness 

Employment programming and planning are short-sighted with minimal long-term gain. 

There is not enough being done to include the youth and prepare for a job market in the future. 

Participant E provided an example in the comment: “The turnover of people in our First Nations 

employment and training programs is just phenomenal.… Every time I go to a meeting, I only 

recognize five out of thirty people.” The high turnover leaves the communities with poor 

employment guidance direction and gaps in linking the programs to the community workers of 
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the future. As Participant F explained, while talking about meeting the future demand for 

programming, “With our First Nations people migrating to the urban reserves and being so 

vulnerable and not ready to survive in the urban environment.… What’s it going to cost if they 

don’t?” 

Self and System Integration 

No one is taking a leadership role in providing for the basic literacy needs required for 

employment. Participant C described what is needed for future programming and stated, “If they 

need upgrading for more than a year, really having some flexibility to help people with that 

because they need literacy.” Participant E added comments about the low literacy level of clients 

wanting to take upgrading programs: “We can’t even accommodate them; we can’t take people 

from grade seven; we’re trying to concentrate on the grade ten, eleven and twelve’s.” Participant 

B summarized the problem in the statement, 

The First Nations, they get funding, but they don’t get nearly enough funding. You know, 
they have two hundred people on the waiting list and they may have enough money to 
fund fifty of them. What about the other one hundred and fifty? 

Indicators of Success 

The transition program on Fisher River is a good example of a success indicator we can 

see in relation to the employment process in rural and northern communities. Participants talked 

about pre-employment programs being difficult to fund because there is no job at the end of it. 

Participant E talked about learning from another participant that “life-skill programs on reserves 

are not an easy sell.… Now, we are delivering a life-skills program.… We are helping people to 

identify their barriers so they can go on to adult education or to work.” It is important enough to 

repeat the importance of partnerships and link services for the job seeker. Participant F talked 

about the need to replicate what is working well and suggested that, in rural and northern 
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communities, “it would be good if we could establish organizations where people could share 

and grow from each other.” 

Table 5 summarizes the rural and northern work-life conditions related to community 

resources, spiral level of complexity and research evidence. 

Table 5. Summary of Rural and Northern Work–Life Conditions  

Community Resources Spiral Level Research Evidence 

Housing, clean water, 
sewage, healthy food, health 
care, education, employment 

Beige:   
safety and basic needs  

Literacy is not on the radar 
screen of current basic needs  
on reserves. 

Tribal belonging, church, 
traditional ceremony, 
healthy families 

Purple:   
group belonging 

Players in developing a 
labour market are not 
working together on the  
problems. 

Peaceful society that 
empowers members 

Red:   
respect and self-awareness 

EC in rural and Northern Mb 
are burning out and looking 
to move on. 

Fair and democratic  
leadership process 

Blue:   
authority and order 

The bureaucratic /political 
process is a barrier to 
success. 

Financially stable 
community 

Orange:   
money and strategy 

Things aren’t working. 

Clean and healthy 
environment  

Green:   
environment awareness  

Current planning is too short 
term. 

Process for outreach to 
others 

Yellow:   
self and system integration 

No one is taking a leadership 
role in basic literacy needs 
for the workplace. 

Aboriginal Job Seekers 

This area of findings deals with the primary clients of the rural and northern Manitoba 

EC and produced some depressing information. While I was researching this project, an article 

appeared in the Globe and Mail where notable critic John Ibbitson (2006) had this to say, “If 
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you’re an Indian in your 20s living on a reserve, you need to leave right now” (¶ 2). Ibbitson 

further stated, “We have utterly failed to rescue the latest generation of on-reserve native 

Canadians” (¶ 3). The life conditions chart for the Aboriginal job seeker in chapter two (see 

Table 3) has been modified for this section to present the research findings. 

Shelter, Food, and Healthcare 

The Aboriginal job seeker on reserves comes from communities that have some of the 

lowest quality of life indicators in North America. The very people who need the most resources 

have the least resources available to them. Participant B talked about the most challenging 

clients: “There’s so many people out there who don’t have anything, you know. They can’t go to 

school because they don’t have the money.… They don’t qualify for any of these programs.” 

Family and Community Support 

Aboriginal job seekers in rural and northern Manitoba typically face systemic and 

attitudinal barriers to achieving job success. Participant B talked about life skills required to 

achieve success, “Helping them to recognize what’s stopping them from succeeding is a 

challenge.… People are scared to talk.” Participant A said, “He didn’t want to go alone … 

people don’t like to be singled out.” Participant F talked about the large number of unemployed 

youth and new programming directions: “A lot of awareness programs for the drug problem in 

the communities … and the gangs are moving in.” Participant F passionately talked about the 

status of many northern Aboriginals who get into trouble: “We’re an industry for the 

mainstream, for the jails, for the justice system, for the social system. We’re a very lucrative 

industry.… Who is going to stop that status quo?” 
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Education and Maturity 

Aboriginal job seekers, in general, have received a poor quality of education. Participant 

E pointed out, “We have grade twelve graduates that we’ve tested, and they’re reading at a grade 

seven level.” Participant F provided further specific details: “Thirty-seven people started a GED 

prep course… eighteen took the test … one got their certification.” 

Earn a Living versus Career Planning 

Few Aboriginal job seekers are able to personally commit to the long-term process 

needed to achieve success. The labour market is almost non existent for Aboriginal job seekers in 

rural and northern Manitoba. As well as a lack of jobs, there is also a lack of training and 

resources. As Participant C stated, “We’re trying to fit people into this little square.” Participant 

F added, “Specialized skills for [clients with] learning disabilities.… We can’t help him any 

further; that’s beyond our means.” Participant F spoke about the band having only enough funds 

to support fifty percent of the requests for training and offered this warning to clients, “You may 

have to wait in line.” Participant E stated, “Where are these people going to work when they’re 

done? We train them, but we have to first understand how hard employment equity really is.” 

From the EC’s point-of-view, according to Participant B, “It gets frustrating watching them 

struggle.” 

Indicators of Success 

Table 6 summarizes the findings related to aboriginal job seekers, personal resources and 

the level of spiral complexity. 
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Table 6. Summary of  Aboriginal Job Seekers Findings  

Personal Resources Spiral Level Research Evidence 

Shelter, food, and healthcare Beige:   
safety and basic needs  

Many do not have their basic  
needs met. 

Family and Community 
support 

Purple:   
group belonging 

Multiple barriers prohibit
success. 

 

Self-esteem, social 
acceptance, healing 

Red:   
respect and self-awareness 

Many need healing and 
counselling. 

Education, maturity, taking 
your place 

Blue:   
authority and order 

Massive need for literacy 
classes, upgrading, life skills. 

Earn a living, career planning Orange:   
money and strategy 

There is insufficient job prep  
programs, career planning. 

Care of the earth: Reduce,
reuse, recycle, replace 

 Green:   
environment awareness  

No findings. 
(a future role?)  

Helping to heal others: 
Donations, participation,
volunteer activities 

Yellow:   
self and system integration

No findings. 
(a future role?)    

This was a difficult area to find successful indicators, as the outlook was grim and there 

was an urgency to find solutions. Discussions about success stories had common elements; and 

these elements, and a way to find more of them or create an environment to encourage them, 

might be the indicators we were looking for. Participants had the following comments to say 

about the success of Aboriginal job seekers.  

They created their own buddy system. If one of them didn’t show up someone went 
looking.… I walked in there that night and there were books all over the place, the entire 
crew was sitting there doing their homework. (Participant A) 

After the first year of the life skills program, they realized it would benefit more 
people.… They started bringing in anybody that wanted funding from them to go to 
college or to university. (Participant B) 
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A true sign of success [was] when somebody that was helping to drive a program steps 
away and it still continues on and is moving forward … capacity built within the 
community. (Participant C) 

Many people put their lives on hold in order to survive because the life of a student 
means you must be prepared to sacrifice: leaving your community, supports from family, 
living within a strict budget, sometimes relocating to an urban setting. (Participant D) 

She knew very little about the community or her home reserve.… It was good to have her 
develop a tie with the community.… We got the money together with several 
organizations.… She was really adamant that I attend her graduation. (Participant E) 

Seven years that she committed to become a teacher. Seven years straight of education, 
and she started at probably a grade seven level … now she’s teaching at our school. 
(Participant F) 

Employment Systems 

The findings in this area are presented as they are represented on the integral spiral 

presented in Figure 4. These findings are examined through the eyes of stakeholders who have a 

key role in a successful labour market attachment process in rural and northern Manitoba, the 

provincial government in their role as catalyst and financial supporter, and the Leadership on 

First Nations reserves who need to find ways to create employment and well-being for their 

members. Each of these stakeholders works and lives within systems that link with each other. 

The findings here shed some light on ways these systems can operate more effectively toward 

common goals. An integral process will encourage creative ways of solving tough problems. 

Funding and Programming at the Pre-employment Stage 

Participants provided many examples of insufficient emphasis on funding and 

programming at the pre-employment stage in northern Manitoba. Many Aboriginal job seekers 

are simply not employable by today’s labour market standard. Participant E provided a clear 

example of what is not working, “The way we’re doing it now is, here’s your ten months of 

programming, go off and get your training, and you’ll go and be a good meaningful employed 

person. It’s not happening.” Participant F had this to say about the barriers to employment: “Our 
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ability to create opportunities for ourselves and our people are limited, and that’s the way I see it 

on most First Nations.” If linking programs and long-term supports are providing evidence of 

success, why is there not more movement in the systems to find ways to support this? 

Only Fractured Services are Available to Job Seekers 

Rural and northern communities can only offer fractured services to job seekers in a non

existent labour market. Services need to be more integrated, as Participant E questioned, “I don’t 

know why the reserve boundary somehow eliminates that services are allowed?” Participant E 

went on to compare Aboriginal programming with provincial funding for new immigrants: 

They’re still bringing these … immigrants and giving them housing, giving them clothes, 
giving them training skills, giving them rent money … and people from [reserve] … can’t 
go there and be offered the same kind of a service, something’s wrong … and here is this 
high unemployment rate for First Nations people. 

Participant C talked about how their organization responded to a lack of funds, “We double our 

training dollars because we partner up.” Some have been working the system, and others have 

had the system working them. Leadership and advocacy in this area was not noticeable in the 

First Nations Community. Rural and northern ECs are not given sufficient supports to achieve 

more than a modicum of success helping job seekers attain employment. Participant D pointed 

out, “We do have resources in the north, but they’re quickly getting burnt out.” 

Project Conclusions 

Employment Counsellor’s Workplace 

Provincial Consistency in Job Supports 

Overall, the research revealed there is a lack of provincial consistency in job supports, 

such as human resource services. Policies are insufficient to enable the participating ECs to be 

successful in their jobs. Stewart et al. (2003) stated, “Human resource management plays an 

important role in getting the most from employees for organizational success and providing a 
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work environment that meets the employees’ short- and long- term needs” (p. 12). The 

government employees faired better in this category and noted there are processes in place to 

continue to improve their working conditions. It was unclear where the responsibility lay for the 

development of ECs who are sub-contracted to the province, or the ECs who work for First 

Nations. These two groups did not present any evidence of professional development being 

available. Participant C stated, “I think we really need to look at better training for our 

consultants. When you work with another consultant, you both bring something to the table.… 

One of my wishes would be for more mentorship kinds of training.” 

Required Roles and Skills do not Match Recruitment Process 

Further, participants noted that the roles and skills required to successfully support labour 

market attachment in rural and northern Manitoba do not match the roles and skills being 

recruited and developed in the current positions. A report on the National Standards and 

Guidelines for Career Development project (CSGCDP, 1998) explained, 

In Canada the career development profession has developed in a somewhat fractured 
manner. Because it has traditionally been seen as a “component” of other services, it has 
struggled to find its own unique  professional identity. As a  result, career development is 
encompassed by at least 10 national associations and a myriad of provincial associations.
(p. 3) 

 

This fractured development in Manitoba has led to a lack of clarity or consistency for ECs in 

rural and northern Manitoba. Snapshot (CSGCDP, 2004) discussed the purpose of standards and 

guidelines for career development practitioners. This report also emphasised the need for 

provincial consistency in the development of ECs. The report stated, “There is a growing 

demand for career services and currently there is little regulation of the nature, quality, and 

accessibility of services or of providers” (p. 2). Once again this finding primarily related to the 

EC who is farther away from an urban centre and not an employee of the government. The 
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Province of Manitoba has currently established a workgroup of employees looking at the 

application of the National Standards and Guidelines for provincial staff. There did not seem to 

be any connection between EC performance standards and the employment requirements on First 

Nations reserves. Participant E stated, “The government of Canada gave us the raw end of the 

deal when they signed this agreement with the First Nations. You know, where would we get an 

[experienced] EC in [name of community]?”  

Current Funding is Insufficient 

The third conclusion in the area of workplace conditions presents evidence that current 

funding in rural and northern Manitoba for employment development is insufficient. Mendelson 

(2004) told us things are not getting better, so something is not working under the current 

funding situation. Mendelson’s report clearly stated, “This means that we have not made 

progress in five years [1996–2001] in improving the labour market position of Aboriginal 

peoples relative to the general population” (p. 18). 

Consultation Requirements 

The EC in rural and northern Manitoba is not included or consulted at a level that 

contributes to their job success. The labour market attachment of Aboriginals in Canada is a 

complex process that requires an integrated and collaborative effort. ECs must be empowered to 

act and Stewart et al. (2003) provided a good description of the impact of empowerment. 

Empowerment has been defined as “pushing down decision-making responsibility to those close 

to internal and external customers. To support high involvement, organizations must share 

information, knowledge, power to act, and rewards throughout the workforce” (p. 91). The 

ability to provide long-term client supports with a myriad of partners is crucial for the successful 
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EC. Participant C commented, “I’m just hoping [this research] will bring out the fact that we 

need to look more globally at things than we do now.” 

Rural and Northern Manitoba Communities 

Occupational Title of Employment Counsellor is an Oxymoron 

Given the absence of an active labour market, it appears that the occupational title of 

Employment Counsellor is an oxymoron in rural and northern Manitoba. The location of the 

EC’s job is an integral factor in achieving job success. How can the EC help their clients find 

employment if there are no jobs available? Mendelson (2004) reminded us that “unemployment 

is by far and away highest on reserve” (p. 31). 

Political Leadership on Reserves 

This area is intended to communicate primarily to the Chiefs and Councils who govern 

reserves in Manitoba, but can be an important message for other small communities in rural and 

northern locations. Political leadership on reserves is a barrier to inclusive labour market 

planning and development. Peruniak (2004) presented the paper, “National Consultation on 

Career Development in Rural Settings 2004.” The rural career counsellors surveyed discussed 

job barriers and presented the following results.  

Three groups identified a lack of a collective voice in trying to inform policy makers 
about rural career development. Three of  four groups explicitly mentioned the  
bureaucratic, hierarchical mindset as an obstacle to long-term, creative career 
development.… three groups mentioned the challenge of transportation.… two groups 
mentioned dependence on government programs.… two groups mentioned short-term  
thinking.… two other groups commented on the limited tax base and restricted  
employment opportunities. (p. 5) 

Literacy and Employability Skill Requirements 

Literacy and employability skill requirements are not being addressed in rural and 

northern Manitoba. George (1998) explained the importance of literacy to success, “Native 
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literacy fosters and promotes achievement and a sense of purpose, which are both central to self-

determination” (p. 6). 

Aboriginal Job Seekers 

The inability to successfully attach Aboriginal job seekers to the labour market in rural 

and northern Manitoba is heading towards crisis proportion. Some of the multiple barriers that 

Aboriginal job seekers face include: low level basic skills, no workplace experience, and few 

resources available. Mendelson (2004) told us that “relative rates of unemployment remain 

highest in Manitoba and Saskatchewan” (p. 27). Mendelson further stated, “On almost every 

indicator, the labour market status of the Aboriginal identity population in Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan is among the worst in Canada” (p. 40). McGovern and Jones (2004) presented a 

good definition of barriers to employment: “Barriers to employment come in many different 

guises. They vary considerably from respondent to respondent, and encompass everything from 

personal characteristics to rigidities in the labour market itself” (p. v). McGovern and Jones, 

when discussing research regarding barriers to employment for Aboriginal job seekers, stated, 

“Low literacy and education was shown to be particularly problematic among Aboriginal 

respondents” (p. v). 

Quality of Education on Reserves  

Quality of education on reserves in rural and northern Manitoba is insufficient. 

Mendelson (2004) supported this in the statement, “Whereas fewer than one-third of all 

Canadians have less than high school graduation, almost one-half of the Aboriginal identity 

population did not graduate from high school” (p. 15). Hull (2000) indicated, “There may be 

weaknesses in Aboriginal students’ basic education … which leads to limit their success in post

secondary programs” (p. 109). 
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Employment Systems: Literacy and Employment Readiness 

Overall, in rural and northern Manitoba and across Canada, wherever there are First 

Nations, Aboriginals, Inuit, and Métis, there is a lack of ownership and responsibility for literacy 

and employment readiness. Kelly Lendsay (2006), President and CEO of the Aboriginal Human 

Resource Development Council of Canada, stated in their most recent newsletter that, “Canada is 

experiencing an Aboriginal baby boom.… Aboriginal people are the nation’s youngest and 

fastest growing human resource” (p. 1). Mendelson (2004) substantiated the importance of 

labour market attachment: “As we have seen, the Aboriginal work-force will become 

increasingly important over the next decade and a half. This is especially so in the Prairie 

provinces” (p. 38). 

Research Scope and Limitations 

There are a few key areas that I feel contributed to boundaries and limitations of the 

research. First and foremost, the lack of reliable statistical data is astounding. Drost and Richards 

(2003) described how “Other reserves and settlements were enumerated late or the quality of the 

data collected there was considered inadequate.… The magnitude of the potential bias resulting 

from such under remuneration is unknown” (p. 21). This topic was fascinating to research, but 

there are clearly areas where insufficient research has been done.  

Another limitation of this project was the lack of inclusion of EC’s from even more 

remote regions farther north in the province. Research indicated the problems are only worse as 

one travels north and special consideration will need to be given when designing additional 

research methodologies for these communities. In addition to remote areas, there was not 

sufficient space in this project to accurately capture the employer’s point-of-view regarding 
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Aboriginal employment and retention. It will be important to include the employer’s perspective 

when establishing team efforts to address employment programs in rural and northern Manitoba. 

Summary 

Going through the data time and again assured me that this project did indeed capture the 

voices of the EC through asking the question, “How can Employment Counsellors [ECs] in rural 

and northern regions best be supported to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with 

multiple barriers achieve job success?” Sub-questions included: 

1. 	 What stories do ECs in rural and northern regions tell about their successes with 

clients? 

2.	 What employers and community agencies are available and most often effective in 

providing the needed services for Aboriginal employment seekers in rural and 

northern regions? 

3. 	 What elements of the employment systems for rural and northern ECs are the most 

helpful in making the Counsellor feel more effective? 

The research findings presented a great basis from which to answer the questions. 

Overall, the ECs have several partners who can impact the effectiveness of their roles and the 

findings and conclusions are presented in relationship to these stakeholders and their 

responsibilities for change. Findings related to the first sub question revealed that Aboriginal job 

seekers succeeding have a direct relationship between a longer term intervention and their own 

personal commitment. The second sub question aligned clearly with the results and identified a 

lack of resources and supports including available employment and social services to support the 

ECs job in the rural and Northern communities. Sub question number three was answered 

through extensive suggestions for more human resource tools to support the EC’s development, 
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 and in particular, a Provincial standards process is needed to address retention and training 

issues.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter presents recommendations based on the research findings and conclusions 

described in chapter four. The recommendations and implications presented in this chapter are in 

response to the research question: “How can Employment Counsellors [ECs] in rural and 

northern regions best be supported to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with multiple 

barriers achieve job success?” The potential impact of these recommendations goes beyond the 

project sponsor, National Indigenous Literacy Association, and extends to the other stakeholders 

including: the employers of ECs in rural and northern Manitoba, the government funders of 

employment support programs, and the Leadership in rural and northern communities where the 

EC lives and works. 

National Indigenous Literacy Association (NILA), as the sponsor of this project, has 

agreed to represent the recommendations to the other partner stakeholders in the project. 

Specifically, the recommendations are directed toward NILA, the Province of Manitoba, and 

rural and northern Manitoba First Nations communities.  

Recommendations in this chapter are presented as they pertain to the three stakeholders, 

and each area is followed by implementation suggestions and potential implications if 

recommendations are not followed. The benefits for the EC are also addressed through the 

implementation suggestions.  

Study Recommendations 

National Indigenous Literacy Association 

The first area of recommendation addresses suggestions for NILA, the project Sponsor. 

These recommendations are reflective of the ways NILA can best support the rural and northern 

EC to be more effective. Specifically NILA recommendations link to the first sub question, 
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“What stories do ECs in rural and northern regions tell about their successes with clients?” The 

success stories described by the participants were about the efforts of the Aboriginal job seeker 

and describe ways that NILA can influence that overall employment system and advocate for the 

individuals that are suffering the most. A summary of the evidence and recommendations can be 

found in Appendix H. 

There are three overall recommendations for NILA, followed by some suggestions for 

implementation and awareness of the impacts of the project. Completing the section is the 

Aboriginal Job Seeker integral chart (see Table 7), which provides a summary of the 

recommendations. Recommendations for NILA are connected to their activities on a national 

level and relate to funding relationships with the other stakeholders relating to literacy and 

employment readiness for Aboriginals in Canada. There is definitely room for leadership relating 

to the employment readiness of Aboriginal people in Canada. 

Create a National Awareness Campaign 

NILA should present themselves as a national advocate for Aboriginal employment 

readiness programs. There is a great need for someone to step forward and link literacy more 

directly to employability. Lamontagne (2004) addressed the future for an Aboriginal workforce 

and, when discussing literacy and education, told the reader, “Recent research suggests that 

literacy levels might be a better predictor of labour market outcomes” (p. 6).  

As NILA creates awareness to the problem, so do they create awareness of the needs of 

the ECs who are working to make the employment connections for Aboriginal job seekers in 

rural and Northern Manitoba, it is in this way that NILA can best support the EC to be more 

effective.  
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Integrate Community Agencies and Government Departments 

NILA can create a model of partnership that leads the way to building a community’s 

capacity for developing integrated partnerships with community agencies and government 

departments trying to impact the labour market. Every participant’s success story included a 

description of partnerships that worked well. Research participants frequently wished for a way 

to show how joint partnerships are a better fit for service delivery. Participant C commented on 

the need for “the two governments working better together.” There are current funding 

opportunities available for NILA to partner with the communities, the employers, the ECs, the 

Aboriginal job seeker, and a variety and levels of government agencies. NILA can help to open a 

door to a place where the EC’s voice can be heard and, in this way, help to support their 

effectiveness. 

Develop a Replicable Model of Literacy Analysis  

NILA has the expertise to develop a replicable model of workplace literacy analysis for 

First Nations’ rural and northern communities. Both the first and second recommendations can 

get underway during the next fiscal year. The Federal Government through Human Resources 

and Social Development Canada and the Workplace Skills Initiative branch, have recently posted 

a call for national proposals that is a wonderful fit for models of workplace projects that include 

all the key stakeholders. The same initiative is looking for replicable tools and resources to build 

capacity across the country. A national employer sector group has recently contacted NILA and 

is hoping to create a project where tools like the workplace literacy assessment can be piloted 

and made available for others. Participants identified gaps in appropriate assessments that 

address the health and well-being of Aboriginal job seekers, and there were repeated wishes for 

assessments and tools to help the EC meet the needs of the clients. The Conference Board of 
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Canada (2003) stressed the need to support workplace literacy across the country. The report 

summary explained,  

For Canadian employees, the  picture is as clear: literacy and success go hand in hand. 
Working adults who improve their literacy  skills typically gain better pay and more  
promotions, a lower incidence of unemployment, and better upward labour market 
mobility. Literacy training also encourages  workers to become more involved in family 
and community-related learning activities. Clearly, improving literacy offers benefits for 
workers, their communities, and their workplaces. (p. i) 

Implementation and Impact 

NILA will need to look at organizational capabilities if they are going to implement some 

of these research recommendations. NILA is currently working diligently to establish roots and a 

foundation and continues to struggle with consistent government financial support. With a new 

government and a focus on Aboriginals as the new workforce, this is the right time for NILA to 

step up and take their place as the voice for Aboriginal job seekers needing literacy training as a 

pre-cursor to employment. The true workplace literacy needs for Aboriginals in rural and 

northern regions of Canada is not known, and NILA is the right organization to continue research 

to determine appropriate and integrated strategies. Jarvis (2006) presented evidence that indicates 

the kind of impact NILA can have at the national level of the system. Jarvis stated, “If the 

integration of social services saved even one percent, Canada would save 1.5 billion annually” 

(p. 3). 

NILA’s health and well being as an organization can also be seen on an integral spiral 

and presents one way of determining their ability to implement, while looking at organizational 

impacts for each level. There are benefits for the EC described at each level as well. 

Safety and Basic Needs 

NILA must continue to secure a stable office, adequate staffing, and core funding. The 

organization experienced a temporary shut down due to financial supports being withdrawn 
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through the transition of the new Federal government. NILA is not well served by current 

funding processes, and their growth and stability is jeopardized by year-to-year project funding. 

Ensuring financial firmness for NILA takes a lot of the attention away from the mission of the 

organization. The cost of non action is high due to the gap in resources available and the needs of 

the lower skill level job seeker. If awareness is raised regarding the clear message that literacy is 

a pre-cursor to job success, the EC will begin to see clients with a better understanding of their 

needs and an important increase in the availability for pre-employment programming. 

Group Belonging 

NILA is nearly ready to launch their National web site and new resources available; this 

will help the organization take their place nationally as requests for partnership and information 

come forward. Being approached by a National Human Resource Sector Council is a positive 

step for NILA, as they work toward achieving their place as a national group with an important 

message. With partnerships that work in First Nations communities, NILA will also develop as a 

credible voice for literacy in the Aboriginal communities. The amount of funding currently being 

allocated is not sufficiently addressing the demands for literacy and pre-employment training. 

The EC will benefit from NILA’s activities, as services begin to reach the right client group and 

more First Nations communities begin to partner and share resources for employment related 

programs. 

Respect and Self-awareness 

The Board of Directors of NILA have not had sufficient resources to meet effectively. 

The Board needs to go through a strategic planning process to affirm their commitment and 

direction. New members need to be sought to fill skill gap areas on the Board and to instil a new 

excitement and sense of purpose. This implementation activity is important to ensuring a 
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continued strong foundation supporting NILA’s mandate. As NILA begins to take its place as a 

national group with an important message, the EC will benefit from the notice. 

Authority and Order 

NILA has developed organizational processes internally and is ready to begin advocating 

for external policies and systems to be more defined and structured. Once again the presentation 

of a national voice and a new re-vitalized leadership will allow NILA and the Executive Director 

to move forward. The impact of better systems will allow the importance of literacy to take its 

place as the foundational step prior to employment readiness. If things do not change, literacy 

will be left to community groups and continue to be stigmatized and seen as charity. The EC will 

also benefit from systemic changes in literacy programs that encourage participation and remove 

the shame of not being able to read. 

Money and Strategy 

There are current funding opportunities available and NILA has a strong history of 

financial survival. As NILA grows, so will their financial health and organizational well-being. 

Organizations that are well functioning and have clear purpose are typically self sufficient over 

time. The partnership model and the intake literacy assessments are both ways that NILA can 

generate funds while having impact on a longer term strategy. The EC benefits are linked to 

NILA developing successful tools and distributing them to the front line worker.  

Environment Awareness and System Integration 

Environment awareness and system integration are the last two levels on the spiral, and it 

may be too early to see indicators here; but I would like to see a future where NILA is sharing 

methods of literacy development for Aboriginal people with every country across the world. The 

EC stands to benefit greatly from the expertise of NILA, as practitioners begin to develop 
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successful methods of supporting the client and learning how to help First Nations communities 

begin to assess, plan, and develop their own literacy programs. 

The following table summarizes the recommended implementation steps, their possible 

impact, and the costs of non-action related to NILA and the needs of the Aboriginal job seeker.  

Table 7. Summary of Implementation Suggestions for NILA 

Recommended  
Implementation Steps  Possible Impacts Cost of Non-action 

Seek organizational mandate, 
funding, and resources to 
develop and implement a 
national awareness 
campaign.  

Develop a model of 
partnership for First Nations 
communities. 

Develop intake and literacy 
assessments for proper 
diagnosis and referral to the 
labour market. 

1. Aboriginal youth get a 
clear message that literacy 
is a pre-cursor to job 
success. 

2.	 There is greater awareness 
of NILA’s mission and 
program expansion to 
reflect the importance of 
workplace literacy. 

3. 	NILA begins to develop a 
credible voice in First 
Nations communities.  

4. 	Services begin to reach 
the right client group. 
Models of successful 
partnership are replicated. 

5. 	Literacy takes its place as 
the foundational step prior 
to employment readiness.  

6. 	First Nations communities 
begin to assess, plan, and 
develop their own literacy 
programs. 

1. There continues to be no 
leadership stepping 
forward to address this 
huge gap. 

2. Services for literacy 
development continue to 
be fragmented.  

3. Aboriginal job seekers 
continue to have high 
unemployment rates. 

4. Literacy is left to 
community groups and 
continues to be 
stigmatized and seen as 
charity.  

5. Job and training 
opportunities continue to 
be missed. 

Province of Manitoba 

The second area of recommendations is directed at the government of Manitoba. They 

have a dual roll relating to recommendations that will enhance the effectiveness of the EC, as 
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they are both an employer of the EC, and they also fund some of the employment-related 

programs in Manitoba. There are three overall recommendations that relate to the employment 

systems that the EC works within. The recommendations connect to the findings in the 

Workplace Conditions integral chart (see Table 4). Many of the human resource issues, including 

leadership, are included in this area. The ECs thoroughly discussed their workplaces and made 

many suggestions linking directly to job-related activities. The sub question related to this 

finding area is, “What elements of the employment systems for rural and northern EC’s are the 

most helpful in making the Counsellor feel more effective?” The following recommendations 

will support ECs to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with multiple barriers achieve 

job success. 

Measure Impact of Career Development Services  

The Government of Manitoba can take a leadership role by measuring the impact of 

career development services in the province and sharing the findings across government 

branches. The provincial government is a large organization with many different branches and 

departments, each reporting to a Ministry area. This project related most directly to the Minister 

of Advanced Education and Training, and Employment Training Services (ETS), the department 

that deals directly with employment services for the province. The structure of Advanced 

Education and Training changed during this project, and a new area was created called, 

Competitiveness, Training and Trade (CTT). ETS is still essentially the same as before, but can 

be located under CTT in the Government. ETS is not the only provincial government department 

impacted by implementing these recommendations, but they are the contact point for these 

findings and can best support the EC by implementing the suggested human resource 

recommendations. Many of the broader recommendations are directed at ETS, but with the 
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proposition that they share with other provincial departments in the long-term planning 

suggested. The outreach and application of employment support services must go beyond 

government employees and extend to the sub-contracted service providers in the rural, northern, 

and remote communities throughout the province. Mendelson (2004) addressed the uniqueness 

of the Aboriginal workforce in the Prairie Provinces and suggested, “Federal Aboriginal policies 

should be looked at through a ‘prairie lens,’ as the Prairie Provinces will be disproportionately 

affected by any changes in federal policy” (p. 38).  

Manitoba has an opportunity to define standards for career development in their province, 

with an eye to the necessary skills for success in the rural and northern First Nation communities. 

There is an opportunity to network with other government departments, organizations, and 

provinces, while taking direction from the National Standards group. The government must find 

a way to provide occupational guidance to ECs in Manitoba, while ensuring success, 

development, and growth of a stable workforce. Wihak and Price (2006) talked about career 

development services for Aboriginal clients and the role of the EC. These authors claimed that 

ECs working with Aboriginal job seekers need the following skills:  

Counsellors must have a wide-ranging knowledge of Aboriginal history, as described by 
Aboriginal writers, have developed familiarity with cultural traditions, both past and 
present, have an appreciation of Aboriginal collectivistic worldview and be able to 
integrate “other ways of knowing” into their counselling repertoire to increase cultural 
empathy and understanding. (p. 5) 

Assist with Labour Market Development  

Manitoba has a distinct role to play assisting with the development of a labour market in 

rural and northern Manitoba. The province has already brought many of the key players together 

in the Northern Development Strategy (Government of Manitoba, n.d.b). and is well placed to 

dispense information on models and processes supporting economic development in rural and 
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northern communities. The findings indicated repeatedly that there is insufficient funding and 

collaborations to effectively address training and employment for jobs in rural and northern 

Manitoba. Hirsch (2005) predicted that “most of the growth in the province will be focused in 

Winnipeg” (p. 1). This prediction will put even more strain on the rural and northern labour 

market to find jobs locally or risk the local job seeker sitting on social assistance, unemployment, 

or migrating to the city. Mendelson (2004) has said, “On almost every indicator, the labour 

market status of the Aboriginal identity population in Manitoba and Saskatchewan is among the 

worst in Canada” (p. 40). Further in the report he explained,  

Labour market policies are increasingly a joint federal, provincial and territorial 
responsibility, carried out under agreements between governments. Aboriginal labour 
market policies and intergovernmental relations will be inextricably intertwined, 
especially in the Prairies, requiring collaboration among all orders of government, 
including First Nations governments. (p.40) 

Review and Adjust Human Resource Practices Impacting ECs 

ETS, as an employer, can review and adjust their human resource practices to better 

reflect the occupational needs of the EC. There are many actions and human resource policy 

changes that can assist the EC to be more effective in their roles. The research evidence pointed 

to a need for basic job information and orientation practices in the more northern First Nations 

communities. Other human resource suggestions relate to better and more consistent professional 

development and inclusion in planning. Participant comments indicated that there are less human 

resource services available to them the farther they are from Winnipeg. Participants asked for 

more job autonomy, flexibility in delivery and administration, more training and mentorship, 

access to more services for clients, more funding options, clear external partnership expectations, 

a more complete orientation and retention focus on new staff, more internal government 

partnerships, and finally, relationship building and focus on the creation of a healthy workplace.  
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The following list represents a culmination and analysis from each time the participants 

were given three wishes. The results in order of frequency are: (a) more resources and money, 

(b) a healthy and supportive work environment, (c) more flexibility with policies and procedures, 

(d) more staff, (e) more partnerships and collaboration, (e) common assessments to work with, 

and (f) more training. ETS could develop a round  table of ECs from across the province and 

encourage this group to work together to research the issues and provide recommendations and 

action plans for ways to expedite the implementation of these wishes.  

Implementation and Impact 

The Province of Manitoba needs to move urgently to address the gap between growing 

skills shortages and the huge unemployed pool of Aboriginal job seekers. The province needs to 

begin by finding out for certain how big a job this will be. The next step is to implement a 

Provincial Certification and Practitioner development process that is wide enough and flexible 

enough to include the EC needs from across the province. There is a solid and functioning 

structure supporting the ECs who work for the province; Manitoba can build on the training 

available for employees, while building capacity within the Northern communities to offer their 

own services. This element of the recommendations presents some real possibility for change. 

The province also has a vested interest in developing a labour market in the rural and northern 

regions of Manitoba. Evidence indicated clearly that partnerships are known to work well, and 

this makes it important enough to discover ways to nurture and replicate them. Impacts can also 

be seen for the Province of Manitoba, specifically ETS, by looking at the health and well-being 

of the EC’s workplace on the integral spiral as follows.  
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Safety and Basic Needs 

The Province of Manitoba has a role to play in ensuring that ECs across the province 

have basic job needs met, and, in this way, the benefits will impact the EC’s job effectiveness 

The ECs working for the province by and large felt their basic needs were met by the availability 

of job information and work policies. The ECs from First Nations communities have few 

resources available for their basic job needs and, in some cases, had no policies at all. This point 

is addressed again for the benefit of the suggestions for rural and northern First Nations 

communities. Other basic issues, like safety while traveling and the difficulties of weather and 

isolation, are also more difficult the farther north one travels. The research findings did reveal 

that an Occupational Health and Wellness program would benefit the workplaces of all ECs. The 

request for a healthy workplace made it to the Top Five wish list and would indicate that 

activities in this area will help the EC feel more effective in their role. 

Group Belonging 

The profession of EC is developing in a fragmented fashion in Manitoba. ETS can take a 

lead role in providing networking and professional development opportunities for the ECs to 

connect. The integration of provincial services might take a step forward by encouraging and 

utilizing an occupational group that is fully representative of the province. Good orientation 

programs will impact positively on the retention of the EC, as well as growth in skill capability 

due to a longer time in the job. 

Respect and Self-awareness 

This level represents the ECs’ feelings about their work flow and the inclusion of their 

voices and ideas. Each EC had different experiences concerning their ability to voice their 

opinion at work. Few felt heard; some felt heard, but their managers were unable to help them  
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due to a lack of authority and autonomy. The ECs talked about the difficulty of maintaining a 

positive attitude when you feel you cannot impact results. ETS needs to be open to the ECs 

approaching their Leadership to ask for the opportunities to connect to the planning and decision-

making process for employment services in their areas. Encouraging more local autonomy in 

projects will build in flexibility and timelines that ECs need in order to customize client plans. 

Authority and Order 

This refers to the job structures of the EC, including supports like training and 

development and job supports. The current system of project assignments and the funding 

approval process take too long and are often a barrier to the success of the project. A more 

reasonable and flexible process in the province will empower the EC to encourage more complex 

and integrated projects. Today’s process rarely allows the EC to try new approaches. The 

Province of Manitoba can provide more access to training opportunities along a standards 

process to help the EC gauge their progress. The EC also needs the right tools for the trade, and 

the availability of proper assessments and other intake tools will help them to be more effective 

in their daily job of helping the job seeker with multiple barriers achieve success. 

Money and Strategy 

This level related more to the amount of money and strategy available for the 

employment related programs than it did to the compensation of the ECs. By and large, few 

made comments about their salaries, but all made comments about the amount of money needed 

for the work they saw ahead. The province should increase funding for innovative projects that 

produce measurable results. An assessment of current practices and the results being achieved is 

the best starting point to begin measuring innovative, integrated and strategic projects. Small and 
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confined pockets of funding will not allow the EC to produce real results and labour market 

attachment of Aboriginal Job Seekers in rural and Northern Manitoba. 

Environment Awareness 

Effective management of resources that leaves no damage to the environment describes a 

healthy indicator at this level and does relate to the role of the Manitoba government. Without 

real impact measurements, it is unclear which long term indicators will help to determine the 

consequences of fragmented services and continued poverty in many of Manitoba’s Aboriginal 

communities. Manitoba needs to lobby the Federal government for better statistical information 

to ensure the right focus on policy when the lens turns to the Prairies. The lack of a labour 

market in the rural and northern areas has a far-reaching impact on the effectiveness of the EC. 

Aggressive labour market development activities will help the EC in many ways, both through a 

boost in possible opportunities for clients, but also more opportunities for innovative, integrated, 

and strategic programming. 

System Integration 

Manitoba does not have an integrated awareness of the entire environment surrounding 

the employment systems and how they can work together. The EC has a view to the networks 

surrounding the individual job seeker on their journey and perhaps a more fitting job title would 

be Employment Systems Advocate. Provincial services that are more efficiently integrated will 

help the EC to provide better services to the job seeker and thereby benefit their job 

effectiveness. Currently the EC is caught up in competing political agendas as they try to 

implement their activities. Inclusion of the EC in planning for an aggressive labour market 

strategy will help the province develop an integrated framework from which to address the 
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concerns of the labour market. The growth predictions for Manitoba would be healthier with a 

fully inclusive, diverse, and skilled workforce available to meet the employers’ needs. 

Table 8. Summary of Implementation and Impacts Province of Manitoba 

Implementation Steps Possible Impacts Cost	 of Non-action   

Support a rural and Northern 
Manitoba needs assessment to 
determine the EC capacity gaps. 
Put in place a provincial 
professional development 
process for ECs including 
Certification 

Seek partnerships with First 
Nations communities i.e. Fisher 
River and OCN to determine 
and model the best practices for 
capacity building of ECs 

Develop modules 
complementary to national 
standards. Prairie specific 
competencies that deal with 
Aboriginal employment and 
community capacity 

Determine appropriate 
measurements and indicators of 
success for labour market 
attachment. Lobby the Federal 
government for better statistical 
data in the Prairies. 

Secure the resources and 
supports necessary to support 
the aggressive development of a 
northern labour market.  

1. 	Creates an environment for 
positive networking between 
the two employee groups. 
Note that Leadership and 
funding systems are in place 
to make this happen. 

2. Client interventions and 
plans are more appropriate 
and successful 

3. This presents an immense 
opportunity to share 
programs as well as the 
prospect of ECs really 
understanding the rural and 
northern employment and 
labour market conditions. 

4. Manitoba can present 
themselves as a leader in 
Aboriginal labour force 
attachment. 

5. Competency based standards 
for ECs across the province. 

6. The overall systems related 
to Aboriginal employment 
and economic stability will 
begin to get policy attention 
equal to health and 
education. 

7. Manitoba will know how 
bad the problem really is. 

8. The young Aboriginal 
labour market gets real 
world and real work 
experiences prior to making 
education and employment 
decisions. 

9. The economic impacts are 
felt across the province. 

1. 	Potentially five more years 
with no change in statistics. 

2. There is no movement on the 
integration of government 
services.  

3. The EC profession continues 
to develop in a fragmented 
fashion. 

4. Silo funding continues with 
poor results. 

5. Partnerships continue in small 
pockets with no focussed plan 
for replication of best 
practices. 

6. Perpetuation of the message 
that success is impossible. 

7. The progress of Aboriginal 
people as viable Canadian 
workers will be much slower. 

8. Wait for another ten years to 
see if the data is getting any 
better. 

9. Continue to budget for the 
high social costs associated 
with the current problems and 
insufficient federal financial 
support. 

10. Rural and northern First 
Nations communities 
continue to struggle with 
small amounts of funding and 
make slow progress. 

11. Lack of a labour market stunts 
the growth of Manitoba 
investments. 
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Table 8 summarizes the recommended implementation steps, their possible impact and 

the costs of non-action related to the Province of Manitoba and the needs of the Aboriginal job 

seeker.  

Rural and Northern Manitoba Communities 

In order to support ECs to enhance their effectiveness in helping clients with multiple 

barriers achieve job success, this section addresses how rural and Northern Manitoba 

communities can contribute to solutions. The communities where the EC lives and works 

represent the third key stakeholder who will benefit from implementing recommendations from 

this project. The communities are primarily First Nation reserves, and these communities, like 

the province, have a dual role in supporting the EC position. The community leadership on 

reserves have responsibilities as the employers of the EC, as well as the overall health and well 

being of the band members in their charge and the ones looking for work. The sub question 

related to rural and northern communities was, “What employers and community agencies are 

available and most often effective in providing the needed services for Aboriginal employment 

seekers in rural and northern regions? ECs addressed the availability of resources and services 

and the impact the lack of services had on their ability to be effective. The following 

recommendations are directed toward the leadership in rural and Northern Manitoba 

communities. 

Develop a Comprehensive and Integrated Strategy for Quality of Life Indicators 

Each independent First Nation needs to develop a comprehensive and integrated strategy 

to address the quality of life indicators in their communities. Community Leaders will be able to 

best lead their members when they have a clear picture of the life conditions for everyone. 

Literacy is a pre-cursor to employment, and employment is a pre-cursor to quality of life for First 
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Nations people. Cooke (2005) examined First Nations community well-being and told us that, 

despite a [Canadian] national pride in a high human development indicator, “Aboriginal people 

have not experienced the same high levels of human development” (p. 2). The research on this 

topic supports participant comments about the lives of First Nations on reserves in Canada. The 

Canadian Human Rights Commission (2005) described a current appeal process for section 67 of 

the Canadian Human Rights Act and stated, “As a result of section 67, some actions carried out 

by the Government of Canada or a First Nation government (or by a related agency, such as a 

school board) can be exempt from human rights scrutiny” (p. 2). 

Create a Labour Market in Rural and Northern Communities  

The Chief and Council on First Nations can come together and place more emphasis and 

urgency on the creation of a labour market in rural and northern communities. Planning and 

partnership development are the first steps to job creation. First Nations communities need to 

seek support from every available resource including INAC and local and provincial services, to 

develop business plans and long term strategies to address the economic and labour market 

issues in their neighbourhoods. The statistics from the Government of Canada (2007) told us that  

the unemployment rate is the percentage of the labour force that actively seeks work but 
is unable to find work at a given time. Discouraged workers—persons who are not 
seeking work because they believe the prospects of finding it are extremely poor—are not 
counted as unemployed or as part of the labour force. (¶ 1) 

Employment opportunities will go a long way toward changing the picture of poverty in rural 

and Northern First Nations communities in Manitoba. Mendelson (2004) discussed the 

complexity of labour market planning and stated, “Federal coordination on the ground in the 

Prairie Provinces involves at least six major federal departments” (p. 40). However, it currently 

appears that First Nations communities have few partnerships beyond Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada. Mendelson described the departments that need to work together: 



 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  100 

Human Resources and Skills Development, Indian Affairs and Northern Development, 
Social Development, Industry Canada, Health Canada and Heritage Canada. While there 
have been attempts to get these departments to work better together in the regions, they 
are all to varying degrees “stove-piped” and must report back to Ottawa for any 
substantive change. (p.40) 

Review the Human Resource Policies for Community Employees 

Rural and northern communities need to review their human resource practices for 

employees, including the EC. These communities need to link with the provincial government to 

implement standards and guidelines that are appropriate to the skills needed to enhance 

employability in rural and northern locations. ECs need to be properly recruited and included in 

the planning process. Both these activities will increase retention of the employee. Participants 

who work for the Province of Manitoba talked about the need for human resource development 

in the First Nations communities they visit. Participant E talked about regional meetings where 

“very few of the same people remain at the table, how can we retain people and set realistic 

goals?” Peruniak (2004) reported on career development in rural regions and agreed with the 

research participants, as seen in the conclusions from that report: 

It looks quite clear from this sample of practitioners that some of the major challenges 
facing them are short-term solutions to unemployment … a narrow definition to “career,” 
trouble getting out of the office to develop collaborations in the local community, and a 
role that reacts to problems rather than prevents them.… These frustrations are 
aggravated by the perceived lack of a voice in the policies that affect the role of the 
career professional. (p. 5) 

Implementation and Impacts 

The rural and northern First Nations communities are the recipients of implementation 

suggestions from the third area of research findings. The participants who work in First Nation 

communities will need to help NILA voice these suggestions to the appropriate Leadership when 

opportunities present themselves. The First Nation community Leaders have a difficult time 

given the structures of their political process. The Canadian Human Rights Commission (2005) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  101 

and INAC (2007) presented ample evidence of the erosion of First Nations communities, the 

Indian Act, the impact of residential schools, and the quality of life on today’s reserves. How can 

it be easy for any Chief and Council who inherit these difficult tasks and have inadequate time to 

respond to long term needs? The need is great and this led to many implementation ideas and 

suggestions that cannot all be captured in this report. It is currently apparent that far more 

emphasis and funding are required for Aboriginal job seekers at the pre-employability stage. 

Each individual community needs to begin activities and planning, as the time is right for their 

voice to be heard. Recommendations for rural and northern First Nations communities in 

Manitoba are illustrated below in the same integral levels as the other stakeholders. 

Safety and Basic Needs 

Many First Nations communities in Manitoba and Saskatchewan have some of the lowest 

indicators of quality of life. Reports have indicated growing needs for health care, education, 

housing, clean water, and employment (Manitoba Aboriginal and Northern Affairs (2006). It is 

imperative to focus attention on the basic needs of community members first. ECs will have 

much more effectiveness when working with clients who are fed, sheltered, and cared for. Job 

seekers cannot focus on employment with other basic issues threatening their life conditions. 

Literacy should be considered a basic need and begin to take its place on the list of important 

projects in all First Nations communities. 

Group Belonging 

First Nations communities have a history of creating communities that encourage 

belonging. In the research comments, there were many good examples, of the loyalty and love 

for one’s community in these rural and northern locations. The group belonging for the EC is not 

working very well. They are sometimes working alone and not with other programs. 



 

 

 

 

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  102 

Communities need to maximize the opportunities for training and employment on major 

provincial initiatives. That is going to mean working with all the related agencies that support the 

job seeker. Real belonging will happen when community planning is fully representative of the 

community diversity and not just in the chambers of Chief and Council.  

Respect and Self-awareness 

This level seeks for evidence of a peaceful society that empowers members. Both of the 

Cree Nations of Opaskwayak and Fisher River had ECs as research participants, and both 

communities have many examples of positive empowerment of employees. The gap for ECs, in 

general, is seen in a lack of career development and human resource supports. There is some 

urgency here for communities to develop the skills for employment counselling services. In some 

farther north reserves, the turnover in these positions prohibits almost all success. The provincial 

program is not responsible for many of these programs; these are employees selected by First 

Nation community Leadership without the benefit of job descriptions or mentors.  

Authority and Order 

A fair and democratic process of leadership selection, along with solid policies and 

guidelines for the effective management of the community, are indicators of health at this level. 

Many of the ECs discussed the rapid leadership changes on reserves and the detrimental effect 

this had on programming. The current leadership has the ability to work with the community on 

the long-term structures and policies that need to remain stable despite the current electoral 

process. 

Money and Strategy 

In a healthy community, there is growth and prosperity. For many First Nations 

communities in Manitoba, there is neither of these. The barriers to wealth in these communities 
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is evidenced by the findings and answers to sub question three and suggest the major barriers 

include: geographic isolation, transportation, communication, networking, access to basic 

essential services, employment opportunities, infrastructure, social and health conditions, and 

access to education. All of these take money and all of these will aid the EC in directing the jobs 

seeker with multiple barriers to the places they need to go for help. There are models of 

successful programs built on partnerships and linked together to sustain the needs of the learner. 

First Nations communities need to replicate the successful programs and models, including the 

planning process. As seen in current conditions, financial capacity will not be gained through 

short-term planning. 

Environment and Awareness 

The First Nations communities do not seem to be any further advanced in planning for 

environmental purposes than the rest of Canada. There is, however, some indications that there is 

a growing awareness of the life conditions and a passionate desire to help turn things around. As 

the community develops the ability to clearly see themselves, they will begin to design programs 

that complement each other and maximize the resources and staffing available. The local EC in 

these communities can best be supported to enhance their job activities if they are able to collect 

good information about their communities and are provided with a voice at the planning table so 

they can make the case for the needs of their clients. 

Self and System Integration 

Table 9 summarizes the recommended implementation steps, their possible impact and 

the costs of non-action related to First Nation Communities and the needs of the Aboriginal Job 

Seeker.  
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Table 9. Summary of Rural and Northern First Nation Community Implications 

Implementation Steps  Possible Impacts Cost of Non-action 

Cast a wide net to include  
everyone in an integrated  
strategy to address the quality 
of life in rural and northern 
First Nations communities. 
Lobby for participation of the 
federal partners and demand 
better statistical data collection 
for the future. 

Build on available programs, 
like Northern Development 
Strategy, with consistent 
consultations and planning to 
strategize economic and 
labour market development 
at the community level. 

Partner with the Province of  
Manitoba to build human  
resource capacity and 
develop capable local ECs  
who are happy, productive,  
and stay with the job. 

1.Rural and northern 
communities get attention 
to their plight. Quality 
data becomes available to 
aid in successful planning 
and programming 
decisions. Communities 
begin to build capacity for 
long-term planning. 

2.Communities will 
maximize the 
opportunities for training 
and employment on major 
provincial initiatives. 
Communities become 
attractive to investors with 
business ideas and no 
available workforce. 

3.Communities will have 
system counsellors who 
can work with individuals 
to encourage the vision, 
establish the route, make 
the program linkages, and 
be there to support. 

4.Aboriginal job seekers will 
know what their options 
are, what their strengths 
are, and what it will take 
to succeed. 

5.Career development is 
available for local ECs 
and aids in retention. 

6.Programming becomes 
flexible and responsive to 
learner needs as required. 

7.The community builds the 
capacity to design 
programs that link to each 
other and maximize 
funding dollars. 

1.Available funds will 
continue to be inadequate 
to meet the growing needs 
for community 
infrastructure, housing, 
health care, education, 
and employment. 

2.Current disjointed 
processes will produce 
poor employment 
statistics, and the problem 
will worsen quite quickly. 

3.Successful program results 
are only seen in isolated 
pockets. 

4.Staff turnover continues to 
be high. 

5.Program funds continue to 
be insufficient. 
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First Nations communities have a national tribal process that is intended to represent 

them across Canada. The findings did not reveal whether or not rural and northern communities 

in Manitoba are linked to a national group. There is some evidence in the Opaskwayak Cree 

Nation programs that suggests attempts have been made to replicate successful programs across 

the north. Findings in this area indicate that communities are not yet ready to replicate these 

programs despite messages to community leaders that there are models available to help them. 

Implications for Future Research 

This research topic evolved into something quite large and complex, and while looking 

for resources I often took a left turn because something caught my eye. I captured articles and 

ideas for future research in my journal throughout this project. Lalande et al. (2006) presented a 

compelling reason to begin looking at the impact of career development services in Canada. 

Lalande et al. stated,  

There is a demonstrated need for career development service providers in Canada to have 
some common evaluation procedures, agreement on the definitions of measurable 
outcomes, valid and reliable assessment tools, and a means to compare the results of 
evaluations between service providers. (p. 7) 

I feel there would be value in looking at labour market attachment factors in relation to the tools 

available for ECs. Participants discussed the barriers in getting project approval for First Nations 

community projects. The process needs to be analysed to find more efficient and effective ways 

of funding projects without tying everyone up for too long or with too much paperwork. 

There is also a major priority in this area of research to examine the needs and point-of

view of the employer who is, and will be, hiring the Aboriginal workers. The government 

processes that include employers are not clear to me, and it will take some effort to establish the 

responsibility for pre-employment literacy services and the employer’s role. Complementary to 
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this would be future research to fully understand the job attachment barriers from the point-of

view of the Aboriginal job seeker. 

The recommendations and implementation suggestions also reveal several areas for 

further research. Antone (2003) spoke to the future of research and summed up the work ahead. 

Antone stated, “We must continue the work of our earlier visionaries by exploring and building 

connections between Aboriginal literacy, healing, community development and self-

determination” (p. 12). 

For me personally, I see a future with more research directly related to NILA’s next steps 

and the movement to implement several recommendations from this report. I also see a long 

future with much more research related to Spiral Dynamics (Beck & Cowan, 1996) and the 

evolution of people. The successful labour market attachment of disadvantaged members of 

Canadian society is an area I hope to continue to study for some time. 

I feel I must also add a few words about the state of research available on Aboriginal 

literacy issues. Quigley et al. (2006) told us, “Aboriginal literacy literature has mainly appeared 

in the last eight years.… The studies are not concerned with first language issues or the nature of 

first language acquisition” (p. 19). This report also noted, “Further study is needed to understand 

how effectively such research is being disseminated within the Aboriginal community” (p. 20). 

As a result of this research, I would observe that many communities do not have copies of, or 

access to, most studies.  

Each of the three key stakeholders has been presented with recommendations and 

suggested implementation strategies. The recommendations are presented and substantiated and 

then the implications and impacts are looked at through the levels of complexity that have been 

referenced throughout this paper. NILA, as the Sponsor of this project, will ensure that each of 
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the stakeholders is given the results of this research. These recommendations will create many 

new opportunities for the EC to build skills and develop their effectiveness in their jobs as they 

help Aboriginal job seekers with multiple barriers achieve job success. 
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CHAPTER 6: LESSONS LEARNED 

Four areas I will address regarding the lessons learned from this project are: 

(a) conducting and managing a major project, (b) the  process of action research, (c) leading 

organizational change, and (d) message to the future learner. 

Conducting and Managing a Major Project 

I am fortunate in that I have previous experience in project management and found that to 

be invaluable. In fact, it was not until I treated the major project as another client project, that I 

began to devote sufficient time and organize my workload appropriately. The actual conduct of 

the research was fun and empowering for me; and as I reflect on the most important factor 

related to managing this project, I realize it was the application of everything I had been taught 

during the Masters in Leadership program. My world changed throughout this process, and I 

began to see the researcher must coordinate both internal and external change. Beck and Cowan 

(1996) captured the essence of my experience as they quoted Clare Graves’ description of the 

changes of human existence. Graves (as cited in Beck & Cowan) said,  

As he sets off on each quest, he believes he will find the answer to his existence. Yet, 
much to his surprise and much to his dismay, he finds at every stage that the solution to 
existence is not the solution he has come to find. Every stage he reaches leaves him 
disconcerted and perplexed. It is simply that as he solves one set of human problems he 
finds a new set in their place. The quest he finds is never ending. (p. 16) 

Action Research 

I also learned much about action research from the things that did not go as well as I 

would have liked. The group of participants were wonderful, charming, engaging, and passionate 

about their work. I wish I could have taken them further as a group and helped them develop 

momentum for the future work that is required. Stringer (1999) discussed community-based 

action research and described what happens when groups are successful: “They provide a 
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powerful means of accomplishing any set of social or professional goals” (p. 189). Stringer 

further stated, “Collaborative processes not only generate a sense of purpose and energy but also 

provide the means for the accomplishment of goals and the solution of problems and produce 

conditions that enhance participants’ personal, social and professions lives” (p. 189). I believe 

what we did accomplish was to lay out a scaffold for constructing positive progress. I will stay 

open to opportunities to connect the group together again so they can actually erect the building 

on the outlines of this scaffold. 

Leading Organizational Change 

The volume of change cannot adequately be measured in a short intervention such as this 

major project, so I will watch the key stakeholders closely for signs of organizational and 

systemic change related to the information I provided. I feel that, through this process, I have 

learned to find my voice, or at least understand the process I can use to put forth my voice. Berg 

(2006) presented the history of action research and summarized the works of Fals-Borda and 

Rahman, as well as Reason: 

Action research targets mainly two primary tasks. First, it is intended to uncover or 
produce information and knowledge that will be directly useful to a group of people 
(through research, education, and socio-political action). Second, it is meant to enlighten 
and empower the average person in the group, motivating each one to take up and use the 
information gathered in the research. (p. 224) 

Once again, I hope to have opened the door for the participants to individually and as a group 

take up and use the information from our collaborative research process. NILA will be my focus 

point for follow up with participants, their clients and their organizations, and a place where I 

hope the voices will emerge, based in part from the results of this project 
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Message to the Future Learner 

Not all future learners can relate to all my experiences at Royal Roads University, but all 

can relate to some of the experiences I had over the last two years, and there are one or two 

things I would like to mention. This journey was much faster and went much farther than I ever 

anticipated. The difficulty for me was the inner growth happening as fast as the outer growth, 

and I have had quite a time keeping up. I have changed a lot during this program and process, 

and I know that today I am more confident of my abilities, and I have a sense of real pride in 

what I have achieved. I tried to trust the process as we had been taught, and, when I put the final 

chapters together, the magic of the process came together for me. I was thrilled to see that my 

initial ideas and literature review fit in nicely with the findings and recommendations. I have 

found the action research approach to be a tool that I can use effectively to give me the 

intellectual credibility that was missing in the past. The action research approach has given me a 

voice to use that all my project partners can hear, and I am now empowered to go out into the 

world and be the Leader that I have been trained to be.  

I can pass along some do’s and don’ts. Do the literature review and don’t avoid it, your 

entire project will be sloppy and not hang together if you do not do an effective scan before you 

move into your research. Do not underestimate the time it will take to write chapters four and 

five. If you want to be proud of your work, those two chapters need to contain your real 

learning’s, and you will need your passion for the topic in the writing process at those points. 

One final point I want to suggest is about the way you select your Supervisor. My 

experience was positive but was different from some of my classmates, and so I reflected on 

what worked for me:  
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1. 	 I located some of the writing of my potential Supervisor and read the work to 

establish a feel for the individual. 

2. 	 The decision to work together was only made after several discussions to ensure 

common areas of interest. 

3. 	 I was given information about what to expect for feedback and the overall process 

and schedule for the major project. 

4. 	 My Supervisor sent numerous reference suggestions, links to current information, and 

samples to illustrate style and content. 

5. 	 My Supervisor challenged me to do my best, while always making me feel like I 

could.  

Conclusion 

This entire masters program and major project experience has been practical and 

applicable to my daily work and life—almost immediately and throughout the two year process. 

I cannot wait for the next step in the journey. 
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APPENDIX A: LETTER OF INVITATION—PARTICIPANT 

Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 

Dear Potential Participant,  

You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by Louise Nichol, a 
Master’s student in the Organizational Leadership (MALT) Program at Royal Roads University, 
Victoria, British Columbia. If you do elect to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time 
without any negative consequences. My affiliation with Royal Roads University can be 
confirmed by contacting Dr. Gerry Nixon, Committee Chair, School of Leadership Studies, Ph. 
(xxx) xxx-xxxx. 

This research is designed to facilitate and capture the dialogue between a small group of 
Employment Counsellors in rural and Northern Manitoba. The Employment Counsellors will 
discuss the supports they feel they need to enhance their work of helping individuals find jobs in 
sparsely populated areas of Manitoba. There are three steps to the data collection process in this 
study. There will be a one hour phone interview followed by two focus groups 

The interview (and focus groups) will be audio-recorded. You will be sent a copy of the 
direct quotations from your interview which are intended to be included in the final report 
document so you may check the accuracy of the information you have provided, and/or suggest a 
modification/s if your intent was not captured accurately. 

The purpose of the focus groups is to provide an opportunity for you to expand upon, 
hear from others and collectively share further insights. The focus group also provides an 
opportunity for the researcher to validate the themes that were identified, and ensure all views 
and contributions are included 

The Community and Government organizations that employ you will benefit from 
obtaining key information regarding sufficient resources, training, or other supports to properly 
assess and refer high-need employment seekers in rural and northern regions.  

You are not obliged to take part in the research project. If you elect to take part, your 
responses will remain confidential and information collected will be presented as aggregate data 
only. You are free to withdraw at any time with no prejudice. Similarly, if you chose not to take 
part in this research project, your decision will be respected and maintained in confidence. The 
final report will be housed at Royal Roads University and will be publicly accessible. 

If you would like to participate in the research project, please contact the researcher by 
phone, fax or e-mail as follows. 

Thank you in advance for your valuable contribution to this study! 



 

 

 

 

Researcher: Louise Nichol   Phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx – day
      (xxx) xxx-xxxx – evenings

   
  

Address: xxxxxxxxxxx   Toll free: 1-(xxx) xxx-xxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx    e-mail: xxxxx.xxx@xxxx.xx 
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Title of Project: Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 

Sincerely, 

Louise Nichol 

Master of Arts in Leadership and Training (MALT) 2005-2 

xxxx@xxxx.xx 

There are three steps to the data collection process in this study. There will be a one hour 
phone interview followed by two focus groups. Participants will be asked to talk about: What 
supports do you need as an Employment Counsellor, to enhance your effectiveness? 

Following the interview, you are invited to participate in a series of two focus groups. 
The purpose of the focus groups is to provide an opportunity for you to expand upon, hear from 
others, and collectively share further insights. The focus group also provides an opportunity for 
the researcher to validate the themes that were identified and ensure all views and contributions 
are included. Should you wish to protect your anonymity, you may choose to not participate in 
the focus groups. 

The interview (and focus groups) will be audio-recorded. You will be sent a copy of the 
direct quotations from your interview, which are intended to be included in the final report 
document, so you may check the accuracy of the information you have provided, and/or suggest 
a modification/s if your intent was not captured accurately.  

While the Researcher would like to use your name and the name of your organization in 
the final research report and thesis, if you so choose, you may use a pseudonym and all of the 
data you provide will be kept strictly confidential. This research project is designed to be a 
positive experience for participants and their places of employment, and, as such, the sharing of 
stories and experiences of individuals is to be celebrated. However, the audio recordings will be 
listened to only by the researcher (and the transcriptionist), and if you should choose to 
participate anonymously, you will be identified by code only. Following the interview, you will 
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have an opportunity to correct or remove any quotations from the transcript before they may be 
used in the final document. At the conclusion of this research, the Researcher will send you a 
summary of the research findings. 

In addition, the audiotapes and transcripts for this research will be kept in a secure file 
cabinet and destroyed two years after the completion of the study. The results from these 
interviews and subsequent analysis and interpretation of the data will be integrated into the 
Researcher’s Master’s Thesis. The Institutional Review Board of the Organizational Leadership 
(MALT) Program at Royal Roads University, School of Leadership and Learning, is responsible 
and legally liable for the ethical conduct of its Master’s thesis researchers and needs access to all 
materials pertinent to the evaluation of issues related to research ethics. Therefore, The 
Institutional Review Board of the MALT Program at Royal Roads University retains access to all 
materials pertinent to the evaluation of research ethics. 

While there is no financial remuneration for participating in this study, as a result of your 
participation, you may receive other personal benefits. In the focus group you may have an 
opportunity to share your experiences and knowledge with others. Through the sharing of your 
stories and the stories of others, you may increase your understanding of your organization and 
your job.  

The risks in this project are considered as minimal. One concern may be the time 
commitment for the project. The entire data collection process will take place from late 
September, 2006 to December 1, 2006. Participation requires approximately 3 days’ 
commitment. A Letter of Invitation has already been extended to your employer. At all times, the 
Researcher will abide by Participants’ wishes in working respectfully and culturally 
appropriately within their organizations. 

If you have any questions about the study or your involvement in it, now or at any time 
during the study, please call the Researcher for further information. You may also contact the 
Researcher’s Faculty Advisor or the Director of the School of Organizational Leadership and 
Learning, listed below. Your willingness to participate in this thesis project is greatly 
appreciated. 



 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Supporting Rural and Northern Employment Counsellors  122 

Two copies of this informed consent have been provided. Please sign both, indicating that 

you have read, understood, and agreed to participate in this research. Return one to the 

Researcher and keep the other one for your files.  

SIGNATURE OF PARTICIPANT 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT (please print) 

e-mail address 

DATE 

Faculty Advisor: Marilyn Hamilton, PhD, CGA 

xxx@xxxxxx.xx.xx 

Director, Organizational Leadership and Learning,  

Royal Roads University: Gerry Nixon, PhD 


(xxx) xxx-xxxx 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 


Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 


There are three steps to the data collection process in this study. There will be a one-hour 

phone interview followed by two focus groups. Participants will be asked to talk about:  

What supports do you need as an Employment Counsellor, to enhance your 

effectiveness? 

The Phone Interview questions are as follows: 

1. 	 Tell a story of a time when you were able to help someone, what happened, why do 

you think things worked? 

2. 	 Describe a time (or a situation) when you felt the most effective supporting a client 

toward achieving employment success? 

3. 	 If you had three wishes for a changed system at work, what would they be? 

4. 	 Tell about a time when you felt least effective in your job and what you needed to 

feel fully supported? 

5. 	 Share a story about innovative approaches you have seen to the life/work conditions 

in rural and northern regions. 
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP ONE QUESTIONS 


Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 


There are three steps to the data collection process in this study. There will be a one hour 

phone interview followed by two focus groups. Participants will be asked to talk about: What 

supports do you need as an Employment Counsellor, to enhance your effectiveness? 

The Focus Group One questions are as follows: 

1. 	 Describe your work conditions when you feel you are performing your job most 

effectively. 

2. 	 Describe your role when you felt the most effective supporting a client toward 

achieving employment success? 

3. 	 If you had three wishes for a changed system at work, what would they be? 

4. 	 Share a story about innovative approaches you have seen to the life/work conditions 

in rural and northern regions. 
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APPENDIX D: FOCUS GROUP TWO QUESTIONS 


Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 


There are three steps to the data collection process in this study. There will be a one hour 
phone interview followed by two focus groups. Participants will be asked to talk about: What 
supports do you need as an Employment Counsellor, to enhance your effectiveness? 

After participants have validated their data from the Interviews and the First Focus 
Group, in Focus Group Two questions will be as follows: 

1. 	 What employment seeking practices are working best in your organization? 

2. 	 What did you learn from stories you heard, that can help your organization to better 

serve their clients? 

3. 	 What recommendations do you have toward providing employment counselling 

services in rural and northern regions of Manitoba? 

4. 	 How do you see the future of counselling services in rural and northern regions of 

Manitoba? 

5. 	 If you were designing a system to help people on the reserve in Northern Manitoba 

find employment, what might that look like? What are some necessary considerations 

for a new system? 
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APPENDIX E: LETTER OF INVITATION—EMPLOYER 

Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 

Dear Potential Participant,  

You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by Louise Nichol, a 
Master’s student in the Organizational Leadership (MALT) Program at Royal Roads University, 
Victoria, British Columbia. If you do elect to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time 
without any negative consequences. My affiliation with Royal Roads University can be 
confirmed by contacting Dr. Gerry Nixon, Committee Chair, School of Leadership Studies, Ph. 
xxxxxxxxx. 

This research is designed to facilitate and capture the dialogue between a small group of 
Employment Counsellors in rural and Northern Manitoba. The Employment Counsellors will 
discuss the supports they feel they need to enhance their work of helping individuals find jobs in 
sparsely populated areas of Manitoba. There are three steps to the data collection process in this 
study. There will be a one hour phone interview followed by two focus groups. 

You have been selected for this study because you meet one or more of the following 
selection criteria: 

�	 You employ persons in the occupation of Employment Counsellor. 

�	 These Employment Counsellors live and work in rural or Northern Manitoba. 

�	 Your organization is part of Fisher River Cree Nation 

�	 Your organization is part of Opaskwayak Cree Nation 

�	 You work for Employment and Training Services Manitoba, Rural or Northern. 

�	 You have approved participation and will suggest one or two of your employees for 
this study. 

The Community and Government organizations that utilize Employment Counsellors, 
will benefit from obtaining key information regarding sufficient resources, training, or other 
supports to properly assess and refer high-need employment seekers in rural and northern 
regions.  

Objectives 

By listening to the voices of Employment Counsellors (ECs), the following objectives will be 
met. 
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1. Determine current practices for providing employment counselling in remote regions 
in Manitoba. 

2. 	 Capture the conditions that promote the effectiveness of ECs in their jobs. 

3.	 Lead the ECs towards a shared understanding and vision for their role in the labour 
market system. 

4. 	 Present a profile of the most beneficial services for employment seeking individuals 
in remote regions in Manitoba. 

5. 	 Develop potential scenarios and solutions for future development of ECs positions 
and employment supports in rural and northern regions in Manitoba. 

6. 	 Define the relationship between the ECs and Community development in the 
employment finding process. 

You are not obliged to take part in the research project. If you elect to take part, your 
responses will remain confidential and information collected will be presented as aggregate data 
only. You are free to withdraw at any time with no prejudice. Similarly, if you chose not to take 
part in this research project, your decision will be respected and maintained in confidence. The 
final report will be housed at Royal Roads University and will be publicly accessible. 

If you would like to participate in the research project, please contact the researcher by 
phone, fax, or e-mail as follows. 

Thank you in advance for your valuable contribution to this study! 

Title of Project: Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 

Researcher: Louise Nichol 	   Phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx – day 
       ((xxx) xxx-xxxx—evenings 

Address: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 	 Toll free: 1-(xxx) xxx-xxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxx 	   e-mail: xxxxxx@xxxx.xx 

Sincerely, 

Louise Nichol 

Master of Arts in Leadership and Training (MALT) 2005-2 
xxxxxxxx.xxx@xxxxxx.xx 



 

 

 

 

Researcher: Louise Nichol   Phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx – day
      ((xxx) xxx-xxxx—evenings

  
  

Address: #xxxxxxxxxxx   Toll free: 1-(xxx) xxx-xxxx 

xxxxxxxxxx     e-mail: xxx@xxxxx.xxx 
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APPENDIX F: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 


Supporting Employment Counsellors in Rural and northern Regions 


Informed Consent Form 

You have been invited to participate in a research study conducted by Louise Nichol, a 
Master’s student in the Organizational Leadership (MALT) Program at Royal Roads University, 
Victoria, British Columbia. If you do elect to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time 
without any negative consequences. Similarly, if employees or other individuals elect not to take 
part in this research project, this information will also be maintained in confidence. 

This research is designed to facilitate and capture the dialogue between a small group of 
Employment Counsellors in rural and Northern Manitoba. The Employment Counsellors will 
discuss the supports they feel they need to enhance their work helping individuals find jobs. The 
Community and Government Employers will benefit from obtaining key information regarding 
sufficient resources, training, or other supports to properly assess and refer high-need 
employment seekers in rural and northern regions.  

You have been selected for this study because you meet one or more of the following 
selection criteria: 

� You perform the functions of an Employment Counsellor in your daily job. 

�  You live and work in rural or Northern Manitoba. 

� You work for Fisher River Cree Nation 

� You work for Opaskwayak Cree Nation 

� You work for Employment and Training Services Manitoba. 

� Your employer has granted approval to participate in this project. 
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APPENDIX G: LETTER OF INVITATION TO CREE NATION 

Greetings to Chief, council and members of Opaskwayak Cree Nation 

My name is Louise Nichol and I would like to inform you of a research project that I hope to be 
doing over the next six months. My thesis research is focussed on the needs of Employment 
Counsellors in Northern Manitoba. I have contacted Carolynn Constant and she has agreed to 
support the research by having herself and one other Employment Counsellor from OCN 
participate in one interview and two focus groups in September and October. 

I am not First Nations decent and I wish to assure you that this study is not about First Nations 
issues, but rather about the role of guidance that is needed when helping your members. I feel it 
is proper to inform you of this project and assure you that all ethical guidelines are being 
followed and no one will be harmed by this project. 

I would like to offer you a summary report of the research findings, available by March 2007, 
and I hope that you approve of this process. I am attaching a brief project description to provide 
you with more details about this project.  

I believe that Aboriginal Employment Counsellors have a tough job and ultimately this research 
may lead to providing these workers with better systems and processes to serve their clients 
effectively. 

Please contact me if you have any questions at all. Most days I am available at xxxxxxxxxxxxx. 

Respectfully 

Louise Nichol 

Thesis Student  
Royal Roads University 
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APPENDIX H: SUMMARY OF EVIDENCE AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Table 10. Summary of Resources Needed, Levels of Complexity, Evidence and Recommendations 
for NILA relating to Aboriginal Job Seekers (AJS)   

AJS Personal 
Resources Needed 

Spiral Level Research 
Evidence 

NILA Recommendations 

Shelter, food and 
healthcare 

Beige:   
safety and 
basic needs 

1.  Many do not have  
their basic needs  
met. 

1.  Hurry to instil hope and 
offer support. 

Family and 
Community
support 

Purple:   
group 
belonging

2.  Multiple barriers  
prohibit success. 

2.  Bring together the right 
people to problem solve.   

 

Self-esteem, social 
acceptance, healing 

Red:   
respect and 
self-awareness 

3.  Many need healing
and counselling. 

 3.  Expand intake process to 
include holistic  
assessments. 

Education, 
maturity, taking 
your place 

Blue:   
authority and 
order 

4.  Massive need for 
literacy classes, 
upgrading, life  
skills. 

4.  Ensure that literacy and 
life skills are integrated 
into all programming 

Earn a living, 
career planning 

Orange:   
money and
strategy 

 
5.  There is 

insufficient job 
prep programs, 
career planning. 

5.  Governments need to 
partner, share and 
maximize resources. 

Care of the earth 

Reduce, reuse,  
recycle, replace 

Green:   
environment  
awareness  

6.  No findings. 
•  (a future role?)  

6.  Will this next generation 
follow environmental 
awareness practices? 

Helping to heal 
others 

Donations, 
participation,  
volunteer activities 

Yellow:   
self and system  
integration 

7.  No findings. 
•  (a future role?)  

7.  How can the new leaders  
be identified? 
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Table 11. Summary of Resources Needed, Levels of Complexity, Evidence and Recommendations 
for the Province of Manitoba relating to workplace conditions for ECs 

Levels of Support Spiral Level Research Evidence Recommendations 

Occupational 
Health and Safety

Beige:   
safety and 
basic needs 

1.  Lack of clear job  
information  

2.  Work environments 
are difficult—weather,
travel, isolation 

1.  Provincial effort is 
needed to coordinate
practitioner  
development.  

 

 

Recruitment and  
Selection 

Purple:   
group 
belonging 

3.  High turnover and 
poor orientation 
primarily on reserves.

2.  Develop a retention 
process and model for 
use in rural and 
Northern locations. 

 

Organization and 
Work Design  

Red:   
respect and 
self-awareness 

4.  Ideas are restricted 
5.  No place for the 

individual voice  

3.  Encourage local 
autonomy of project 
administration and 
more flexibility in 
options—replicate  
models of good 
partnership. 

Training and 
Development 

Blue:   
authority and 
order 

6.  Very little available 
and only a few can 
attend 

4.  Create a provincial  
certification process 
for ECs. 

Compensation and 
Benefits 

Orange:   
money and
strategy 

7.  Money doesn’t 
compensate for 
burnout 

8.  Money is more of a  
program issue  

5.  Increase funding for 
innovative and 
successful models of  
workforce attachment. 

 

Performance 
Management  

Green: 
environment  
awareness  

9.  On First Nation, the  
Leadership changes  
frequently and 
performance  
management is rare  

6.  A more fitting job title  
would be System  
Counsellors—help the  
client navigate and 
link the systems. 

Planning Yellow:   
self and system  
integration 

10.  ECs have no access to 
lobby systems and are 
often caught in the  
cross fire of politics 

7.  Include frontline staff 
in the development of  
a labour market 
strategy. 
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Table 12. Summary of Resources Needed, Levels of Complexity, Evidence and Recommendations 
for the rural and northern First Nations communities in Manitoba 

Community 
Resources 

Spiral Level  Research Evidence Recommendations 

Housing, clean 
water, sewage, 
healthy food, health 
care, education, 
employment 

Tribal belonging, 
church, traditional 
ceremony, healthy 
families 

Peaceful society that 
empowers members 

Fair and democratic 
leadership process 

Financially stable 
community 

Clean and healthy 
environment 

Process for outreach 
to others 

Beige:  
safety and 
basic needs 

 

Purple: 
group 
belonging 

Red: 
respect and
self-awareness 

Blue: 
authority and 
order 

Orange: 
money and 
strategy 

Green: 
environment  
awareness  

Yellow: 
self and 
system  
integration 

1.  Literacy is not on 
the radar screen  
of current basic 
needs. 

2.  Player in 
developing a  
labour market are 
not working 
together on the 
problems. 

3.  EC in rural and 
Northern Mb are 
burning out and 
looking to move  
on. 

4.  The bureaucratic 
/political process 
is a barrier to 
success. 

5.  Things aren’t 
working. 

6.  Current planning
is too short term.

 
 

7.  No one is taking 
a leadership role
in basic literacy 
needs for the 
workplace. 

1. 	 Ensure that members 
have the same human  
rights as all Canadians.  

2. 	 Increase the Quality of  
Life index in your 
community.  

3. 	 Host all the stakeholders  
in a planning process for  
economic development. 
Support the community 
to participate fully. 

4. 	 Adopt more human  
resource policies to 
support local employees 
and make jobs more  
attractive. 

5. 	 Create new processes of 
inclusion in all 
community planning. 

6. 	 Consult your members to 
determine their 
employability needs. 

7. 	 Ensure planning is long 
term. 

8. 	 NILA can fill the role of 
advocating for 
appropriate pre
employment resources 
for Aboriginal Job 
Seekers. 
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