Look Before You Leap:
The Role of Self-Employment Coaching Self-Efficacy
in Facilitating Client’s Success

Abstract

In follow-up to the Look Before You
Leap: Self Employment Survival Strate-
gies project, the authors engaged Cana-
dian Career Development Practitioners
(CDPs) in an exploratory study looking
at their overall opinions regarding self-
employment, including whether or not it
is a viable option for clients and the fac-
tors that contribute to CDPs engaging in
self-employment conversations. This
article begins by reviewing the “Look
Before You Leap” project and the vari-
ous resources developed through project
activities, then outlines the findings
from the follow-up study where the au-
thors coined the term self-employment
coaching self-efficacy and link this con-
cept to the frequency with which CDPs
engage in self-employment conversa-
tions. Results revealed that CDPs are
less likely to engage in conversations
with clients if they don’t feel fully
equipped to have those conversations.
Other aspects related to perceptions of
self-employment as a viable option for
clients are also explored.

By the end of 2010, almost 2.7 mil-
lion Canadians were self-employed (In-
dustry Canada, 2011), accounting for
approximately 16% of the total employ-
ment in the country. Economic down-
turns, such as the global recession that
started in 2008, have been historically
linked to increases in self-employment;
it’s not surprising, therefore, to find that
in the year beginning October 2008 self-
employment in Canada rose by 3.9%
while paid employment fell in both the
public sector (-1.6%) and private sector
(-4.1%; LaRochelle-Coté, 2010).

Career Development Practitioners
(CDPs) play a significant role in helping
unemployed Canadians re-attach to the
workforce (Bezanson, O’Reilly, & Mag-

nusson, 2009). Given the number of
Canadians who are self-employed over-
all, and especially the rise in self-em-
ployment during tough economic times,
it seems important that CDPs are
equipped to support individuals contem-
plating self-employment or becoming
self-employed (Kendall, Buys, Charker,
& MacMillan, 2006).

In some jurisdictions, self-employ-
ment is embraced as a return-to-work
strategy (Congregado, Golpe, & Car-
mona, 2010); in other cases, it is only
explored as a possibility once all other
viable options have been exhausted
(Ministry of Social Development,
2011). However, neither extreme con-
siders the individual and economic char-
acteristics that contribute to
self-employment success. Previous re-
search, specific to the vocational reha-
bilitation sector in Australia, found that
“while agency policies sometimes facil-
itate the choice of self-employment as a
vocational goal, the office environment
per se is perceived as quite negative to-
wards such a goal” (Kendall et al.,
20006, p. 204). It seems apparent, there-
fore, that CDPs are receiving mixed
messages about supporting their clients
to consider self-employment and many
feel ill-equipped to engage their clients
in self-employment exploration. During
2010 and 2011, with support from the
Canadian Education and Research Insti-
tute for Counselling (CERIC), Life
Strategies Ltd. developed a suite of
“Look Before You Leap” resources to
fill this perceived gap; the project is de-
scribed in the following section.

The “Look Before You Leap” Project

Co-authors Neault and Pickerell
have a long history of helping CDPs
better understand self-employment; our
team has presented workshops, pub-
lished articles and journals, and been in-
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terviewed about self-employment top-
ics. The “Look Before You Leap” proj-
ect originally focused on supporting
CDPs to move beyond government con-
tracts to explore self-employment op-
portunities (e.g., providing career
development within organizations, es-
tablishing a private practice of their
own, providing career services within
educational or vocational rehabilitation
settings). In 2010, we presented Look
Before You Leap: Survival Strategies for
Self Employed Career Consultants at
BC’s Career Development Conference;
recognizing a need for additional re-
search and financial support to further
develop the self-employment resources,
we approached the Canadian Education
and Research Institute for Counselling
(CERIC) with a partnership proposal for
funding.

Within that application we noted
that CDPs, and individuals interested in
pursuing work as self-employed con-
tractors or consultants, had an urgent
need for accessible training and re-
sources on the topic. This broadened
our original scope beyond simply facili-
tating the self-employment of CDPs to
equipping CDPs to better support their
clients to explore self-employment pos-
sibilities. As training for CDPs and
counsellors typically doesn’t offer self-
employment information, many individ-
uals working in the field are poorly
equipped to engage in self-employment
discussions with their unemployed and
underemployed clients. CERIC agreed
to partner on the project.

Research and Survey Development

The project began with a brief liter-
ature review focussing on the realities
of self-employment, self-employment as
a viable option for the unemployed, and
factors contributing to self-employment
success. To further explore self-em-
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ployment, a brief (8-item) survey was
sent to our network. The survey com-
prised quantitative and qualitative ques-
tions including: What is your
self-employment status?, What’s one
thing you know now about self-employ-
ment that you wish you knew before?,
and What percentage of clients do you
have self-employment conversations
with? We also asked participants to se-
lect the three most important entrepre-
neurial characteristics (e.g., empathy,
independence, self-discipline, risk-tak-
ing) from a list of 10 derived from our
research and personal experiences; an
“other” option allowed participants to
identify any additional characteristics
they considered important for entrepre-
neurial success.

Results

Ninety individuals responded to the
survey; some (n = 59) were currently
self-employed and the rest had all been
self-employed at some point in their ca-
reers. Respondents identified 42 char-
acteristics of self-employed individuals;
the top three were self-discipline (25%),
people skills (13.73%), and persistence
(12.75%). Similar results were clus-
tered, resulting in a final list of 35 char-
acteristics of the successfully
self-employed; each was then coded as
a knowledge, skill, or ability (KSA).
From responses we were also able to
identify 10 strategies for self-employ-
ment success.

ChecKklist

From our list of 35 characteristics,
we then developed a checklist which al-
lows individuals to self-rate against 105
entrepreneurial items using a 5-point
likert scale (strongly disagree to
strongly agree). When scored, results
were clustered into the 35 characteris-
tics, with a total score classified as low
(i.e., few of the identified characteris-
tics), average (i.e., some of the charac-
teristics), or high (i.e., many of the
characteristics). Neault and Pickerell
(2011) presented a condensed version in
the Look Before You Leap book.

Components

The “Look Before You Leap” proj-
ect resulted in a suite of resources for
CDPs and their clients including: (a) a 2

week (20 hour) facilitated e-learning
course and (b) book focussed on self-
employment, (¢) a dedicated website
(www.lookbeforeyouleap.ca), with an-
notated links to relevant resources for
the self-employed, (d) a facilitator’s
guide to support CDPs and counsellors
interested in teaching the course, and (e)
a PowerPoint presentation to support in-
person delivery of the course. We also
developed (f) an interactive blog
(http://lookbeforeyouleap-selfemploy-
ment.blogspot.com/) and (g) Twitter
feed (@lookb4leaping) to share re-
sources and highlight project activities.

Evaluation

To ensure the resources being de-
veloped would work for the intended
audience(s), we conducted several small
focus groups with CDPs and individuals
who were self-employed in a wide vari-
ety of fields. We also conducted two pi-
lots of the course; the first as a
mixed-mode post-conference session
(i.e., combining an in-person workshop
with e-learning extension) and the sec-
ond fully online. There were 5 partici-
pants in the mixed-mode session, all
CDPs; however, the second pilot, also
with 5 participants, included self-em-
ployed individuals and those consider-
ing self-employment, from a variety of
sectors. The diverse group of partici-
pants in the second pilot allowed us to
test the assumption that two distinct
groups (i.e., CDPs interested in learning
about self-employment to better support
their clients and individuals considering
self-employment or already self-em-
ployed) could be mixed. Results of
both pilots were positive with 100% of
participants reporting they enjoyed the
course overall. They also reported that
course length and pace was about right
(56%), the Leap book was very use-
ful/useful (89%), and that the combined
pilot worked well (44%), with the re-
maining 56% saying it worked for some
discussions and not others; no one indi-
cated that it didn’t work.

Overall, the “Look Before You
Leap” project met all of its objectives.
The course materials and book have
been very well received and there has
been growing interest in the topic.
While our focus was initially to help
CDPs consider their own self-employ-
ment opportunities, that focus expanded
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to equip CDPs to better support their
clients contemplating self-employment.
The second pilot expanded the target
group even further, demonstrating that
the Leap suite of resources is suitable
for any individual interested in better
understanding the realities of self-em-
ployment.

Follow-Up

Building on our findings from the
“Look Before You Leap” project, and to
further assist CDPs, this article is in-
tended to deepen understanding of
clients’ needs related to self-employ-
ment, explore attitudes about self-em-
ployment as an option for the
unemployed, and encourage develop-
ment of knowledge and skills through
continuing education. To build a solid
foundation for this next step, we revis-
ited the literature.

Literature Review

The context of self-employment is
impacted by labour market trends and
economic conditions; therefore, CDPs
can’t assume that self-employment
knowledge from their past would be ad-
equate today or in the future. Because
self-efficacy is subject-specific, it’s im-
portant to understand what would con-
tribute to CDPs being able to
competently and comfortably support
their clients to consider self-employ-
ment possibilities. The following sec-
tions summarize literature related to
today’s self-employment context; self-
employment knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes; and self-efficacy, especially as it
relates to the ability to facilitate clients’
exploration of self-employment as an
option.

Self-Employment Context

Self-employment growth in recent
years is not only a Canadian phenome-
non; it has been noted in Australia and
the United States (Kendall et al., 2006)
and throughout many parts of Europe
(Congregado et. al., 2010), just as a few
examples. In investigating the move-
ment into and out of self-employment,
Congregado et al. (2010) described a
“recession-push hypothesis” (p. 831),
finding that in times of higher unem-
ployment, especially during a crisis,
there was an increase in people starting-
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up new businesses (i.e., becoming self-
employed). LaRochelle-Coté (2010) re-
ported a similar trend in Canada, most
recently during the recession that began
in Fall 2008. This type of recession-re-
lated self-employment boom is typically
followed by a bust where self-employ-
ment growth slows and some of the self-
employed re-enter the traditional
workforce as employees (Congregado et
al., 2010; LaRochelle-Coté, 2010).

Of particular interest to CDPs may
be government policies related to self-
employment. In some jurisdictions,
policies encourage self-employment to
reduce unemployment rates and, per-
haps, create additional jobs (Congre-
gado et al., 2010) or to facilitate a
return-to-work for injured clients or
people with disabilities (Kendall et al.,
2006). In other cases, self-employment
seems to be discouraged, with few sup-
ports in place to help individuals make a
successful transition from unemploy-
ment to working on their own (Ministry
of Social Development, 2011).

Congredado et al. (2010) cautioned,
however, that policies aimed at increas-
ing self-employment may attract poor
entrepreneurs. Individuals who move
into self-employment to create a job for
themselves aren’t likely to engage in job
creation (i.e., hiring others). Further, re-
cent Canadian research didn’t indicate
that the increased self-employment in
recessionary times was a result of the
unemployed moving into self-employ-
ment; rather it seemed that as people left
their jobs to become self-employed, the
unemployed filled some of the resulting
vacancies (Industry Canada, 2011).

In some instances self-employment
merely served as temporary measure
(Congregado et al., 2010) or a stepping
stone into employment (Kellard et al.,
2002). However, Jarvis (2003) de-
scribed the new work paradigm as more
about contracts/fees and personal free-
doms than salaries/benefits and job se-
curity. Similarity, Vande Kuyt (2011)
noted “we live in transformational times
where job security is shaky at best” (p.
18). Self-employment is well suited for
such a paradigm, so it’s possible that
self-employment won’t “level off” as
we come out of the current recession,
but rather will continue to grow. Neault
(1997a; 1997b) also highlighted the im-
portance of an “entrepreneurial spirit”

for all workers to succeed in their work-
place and the new economy — so under-
standing self-employment success
characteristics may facilitate re-employ-
ment as well as self-employment. At
some point those with an entrepreneur-
ial spirit will move into action (Neault
& Pickerell, 2011) and it’s important for
CDPs to be prepared to assist them.

CDP Self-Employment Knowledge,
Skills, and Attitudes

In order to appropriately support
clients, CDPs need a sound knowledge
base so they can carefully consider the
advantages and disadvantages of self-
employment versus traditional employ-
ment (Peel & Inkson, 2004). There is
an abundance of research available on
the topic of self-employment, exploring
concepts such as why do people become
self-employed (Lee & Cochran, 1997;
Neault & Pickerell, 2011), what con-
tributes to self-employment success
(Kellard, Legge, & Ashworth, 2002)
and self-employment satisfaction
(Schjoedt, 2009), and self-employment
realities (Delage, 2002).

Lee and Cochran (1997) identified
eight themes from interviews with self-
employed individuals about their deci-
sion to become self-employed:
individuals were (a) motivated, either
negatively or positively; (b) had a defi-
nite goal and appropriate connections;
(c) learned about the workplace reality;
(d) developed competence; (e) experi-
enced a change in circumstance associ-
ated with favourable conditions; (f)
accessed a supportive network; (g) built
confidence; and (h) felt responsibil-
ity/ownership. Although this research is
older and limited by participant num-
bers, it provided an understanding that
“the purpose of career counselling for
potential entrepreneurs is to actualize
conditions of action that enhance a
sense of agency, enabling a person to
make a decision on self-employment”
(p. 107).

Once the decision is made to ex-
plore/pursue self-employment, consider-
ation should be paid to success and
satisfaction factors. Schjoedt (2009)
identified a link between self-employed
persons’ job satisfaction and (a) auton-
omy in scheduling and determining
work procedures, (b) variety of activi-
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ties involving different skills and tal-
ents, and (c) direct or clear performance
feedback. In addition to financial and
non-financial support (e.g., business
planning), Kellard et al. (2002) noted
that those who are successful in self-
employment had a good employment
history and previous exposure to self-
employment. However, the research lit-
erature and anecdotal conversations
reveal mixed beliefs about self-employ-
ment as an option for unemployed
clients (Kendall et al., 2006).

When Kendall and her colleagues
(2006) began to study self-employment
as a vocational rehabilitation strategy,
they believed that vocational rehabilita-
tion practitioners in Australia viewed
the option quite negatively; however,
that’s not what their research revealed.
Rather, they found that the counsellors
themselves had quite positive views
about self-employment for many of
their clients (as long as financial re-
sources were in place and their clients
had the necessary social skills); the
roadblock appeared to be at the organi-
zational level (i.e., respondents reported
a lack of agency support for self-em-
ployment as an option). This seems
similar to the current situation in British
Columbia as a new model of employ-
ment services is about to be launched by
the provincial government. Among
other requirements, before discussing
self-employment as an option CDPs will
need to demonstrate “that no suitable
Insurable Employment opportunity is
available for the Client” (Ministry of
Social Development, 2011, p. 100).

Although traditionally there has
been a preference for, and focus on,
moving individuals to employment
rather than self-employment (Lee &
Cochran, 1997), taking a last resort
stance on participation in self-employ-
ment can be problematic, leading to fail-
ure of such programs (Rissman, as cited
in Congregado et al., 2010). According
to Congredado and his colleagues
(2010), individuals who have been un-
employed long-term and qualified, mo-
tivated entrepreneurs represent two
distinct group and, thus, should not be
treated the same. Clients who’ve been
repeatedly unable to succeed within
other employment programs/interven-
tions likely have limited potential to
succeed as entrepreneurs. Conse-
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quently, self-employment policies that
reflect the client’s self-employment suc-
cess potential may be more viable than
policies that permit self-employment
support only to those who are otherwise
unemployable.

Two of the authors of this article
(Neault and Pickerell) have been self-
employed for most of their careers; both
have presented, taught, and written ex-
tensively on self-employment and entre-
preneurial approaches to effective career
management (Neault, 1997a; 1997b;
1998; 2003; Neault & Pickerell, 2011).
However, through their work on the
“Look Before You Leap” project and the
additional research for this article, both
had several assumptions shattered and
biases revealed. In the four stages of
learning model (Businessballs, n.d.), un-
conscious incompetence is a stage
where people simply don’t know what
they don’t know; they are, therefore, un-
aware of skill gaps. Shattering of as-
sumptions/biases is an example of
moving through the stages of learning
into conscious incompetence; it’s at this
stage one is aware of the need to learn
and may be motivated to develop addi-
tional skills or knowledge. As self-em-
ployment realities change with shifts in
the economy, this highlights the impor-
tance of ongoing professional develop-
ment on this topic. However, with
limited participation in the “Look Be-
fore You Leap” course beyond our ini-
tial pilot, it appears that CDPs may not
see the importance of professional de-
velopment on this topic, are unwilling
or unable to invest in it, or are simply
unaware of their own skill gaps.

Self-Employment Coaching Self-Effi-
cacy

The significance of optimism
(Neault, 2002) and hope (Niles, Amund-
son, & Neault, 2011) to both career suc-
cess and job satisfaction has been well
established; the literature confirms that
these elements are similarly significant
to the self-employed (Cassar, 2010).
However, in neither case is this to be
naive optimism; rather, it is optimism
grounded in knowledge about oneself
and relevant contextual factors, sup-
ported by the capacity (e.g., skills and
resources) to handle challenges that will
inevitably be encountered (Neault &

Pickerell, 2011). The importance of re-
ality checking is fundamental to the
“Look Before You Leap” suite of re-
sources. Our goal was to support CDPs
(i.e., those personally considering self-
employment and also those supporting
clients to make informed decisions) to
facilitate a realistic, informed optimism
based on a solid understanding of what
successful self-employment entails.
This fits with Bandura’s (1986) recogni-
tion that self-efficacy is subject-specific
— it seemed important, therefore to facil-
itate the self-employment coaching self-
efficacy of CDPs as well as the
self-employment decision-making self-
efficacy of individuals exploring entre-
preneurial options.

Specific to counsellors, Marshall
(2000) identified a developmental
process that counselling students experi-
ence when forming their “counsellor
identity or their belief that they can be a
counsellor” (p. 4); this process includes
specific education, supervision, prac-
tice, and reflection. Similarly, Williams,
Cox, and Koob (1999) described a serv-
ice-learning approach to increase self-
efficacy whereby individuals learn
through reflection and experience. It
makes sense, therefore, that a similar
process of training, supervision, prac-
tice, and reflection could also build self-
employment coaching self-efficacy.

Our original research, conducted to
support the “Look Before You Leap”
project, informed the development of
the suite of Leap tools and resources. In
this present study, our research specifi-
cally examined (a) whether or not CDPs
see self-employment as a viable option
for clients, (b) the factors contributing
to CDPs engaging in self-employment
conversations with clients, (c) how self-
employment discussions are initiated,
(d) how CDPs learn about self-employ-
ment, and (e) whether or not self-em-
ployment knowledge contributed to a
willingness to engage in self-employ-
ment conversations with clients.

Method

Because the literature on this topic
was limited, ambiguous, and in some
cases contradictory, this exploratory
study investigated relationships between
a wide-range of variables including: lo-
cation (i.e., province/territory), client
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population, age, employment
sector/type, self-employment experi-
ence, opinions and beliefs about self-
employment, self-employment
knowledge level (self-rated and as-
sessed), self-employment program/ser-
vice mandatory qualifying conditions
and factors contributing to program suc-
cess, and frequency of self-employment
conversations.

Participants and Procedure

Intended survey respondents were
Career Development Practitioners
(CDPs) who, as defined by Bezanson,
O’Reilly, and Magnusson (2009), are in-
dividuals providing services in the areas
of career education, career counselling,
employment counselling, human re-
source development, career coaching,
training in employment skills, training
in work-related areas, and vocational re-
habilitation (i.e., people who play a key
role in keeping individuals employed
and getting the unemployed back to
work). To reach these individuals, sur-
vey invitations were sent through the
authors’ database, relevant provincial
association listervs (e.g., BC Career De-
velopment Association [BCCDAJ), and
strategic key contacts throughout
Canada. In addition, information about
the survey was posted on several social
media sites (e.g., LinkedIn, Twitter,
Facebook). To maximize participation
and promote timely responses, the sur-
vey period was deliberately short (i.e., 2
weeks). There was immediate pan-
Canadian interest, as well as some inter-
national responses, with over 100
completed surveys within the first 24
hours and 195 total responses at the end
of the survey period; of the 192 who re-
ported being in a position to make ca-
reer suggestions, almost all (n = 190)
reported that they would present self-
employment as an option.

Most respondents were Canadian
(96%) with 4% from other countries
(e.g., US, UK, Australia). The highest
representation in Canada was from BC
(54%) — not surprising, given that the
researchers are BC-based. However,
there was a coast-to-coast representation
with the second largest cluster of
respondents in Ontario (21%), followed
by significant groups from Manitoba
(7%) and Alberta (7%), and 1% each
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from Nova Scotia, Northwest Territories,
New Brunswick, and Saskatchewan.
Unfortunately, we didn’t have
representation from Newfoundland,
Nunavut, Prince Edward Island, Quebec,
or Yukon Territories. Many respondents
(46%) came from metropolitan areas
(i.e., population of 100,000+), were
between 40 and 54 years old (42%), and
were either employed directly by the
government or by government-funded
community-based agencies (65%). To a
certain extent, self-employment
experience of the self-selected
respondents (i.e., those who chose to
respond to the survey) was skewed.
Compared to 16% of all Canadians who
are self-employed (Industry Canada,
2011), 27% of our survey respondents
reported being currently self-employed,
with an additional 39% reporting that
they had been self-employed in the past;
only 34% had never been self-employed.

Survey Development

The 25-question survey, which was
uploaded to Survey Monkey, primarily
comprised multiple choice questions
with an opportunity for qualitative re-
sponses through an “other” or “com-
ment” box. The questions were
informed by the literature and the lead
researchers’ extensive experience within
career development sector and with self-
employment. The survey began with
demographic questions (e.g., I work pri-
marily in [region], [ am [age], Have you
ever been self-employed?) followed by
content-specific questions (e.g., As a ca-
reer practitioner, when would you pres-
ent self-employment as an option? What
percentage of clients do you have self-
employment conversations with?). The
final eight questions were an objective
measure of self-employment knowledge
derived from information in recent Sta-
tistics Canada reports about self-em-
ployment (e.g., In Canada,
self-employment represents approxi-
mately % of total employment?; In
Canada, which gender is represented to
a greater extent in self-employment?).
For each of these questions, multiple
choice answer options were provided.

Data Analysis

Survey responses were downloaded
to a Statistical Package for the Social

Sciences (SPSS) program and all raw
scores were coded appropriately (i.e.,
assigning a value to each possible re-
sponse). Some variables were arrived at
through the transform, compute variable
command which assigned a single over-
all score. Some survey questions pro-
vided respondents an opportunity to
select “other” and specify a response
beyond available response options.
Where appropriate (i.e., when a respon-
dent’s written comment matched an
available survey option), “other” re-
sponses were recoded into the available
response options. Given the diversity of
question formats and response options,
results were analyzed through various
statistical procedures including fre-
quency distributions, correlations, and
regression.

Qualitative responses were ana-
lyzed by manually coding answers with
keywords and concepts similar to the
approach used by Lee and Cochran
(1997). In many instances, respondents’
written comments included multiple
keywords/concepts; following the tem-
plate analysis model described by King
(2005), some components of single
items were assigned to more than one
theme. Similar themes were clustered
and frequencies were calculated. To en-
sure appropriate coding, quick Internet
searches were completed to clarify unfa-
miliar terms or acronyms. Theming
using coloured highlighters, symbols,
and post-it notes was an emergent
process (i.e., we didn’t select pre-select
themes and categories but, rather, ex-
tracted themes from the responses).

Results

The following sections present sur-
vey results organized by CDPs’ knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes regarding
self-employment and the frequency with
which they engage in self-employment
conversations.

Self-Employment Knowledge, Skills,
and Attitudes

Most respondents reported a mid-
level of self-employment knowledge
and skills. On a 5-point scale, with 1
being very limited and 5 being excel-
lent, the mean scores for respondents’
level of knowledge/skill in supporting
clients to (a) explore self-employment
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as an option and (b) implement their
self-employment plans were 3.7 (SD =
1.05) and 3.4 (SD = 1.36) respectively.
The two scores were significantly corre-
lated (r=10.76,n =193, p < 0.01), but
weakly correlated with whether or not
the respondent had been previously self-
employed (i.e., with exploration r = .25,
n =192, p <0.01; with implementation
r=.21,n=192,p<0.01). All respon-
dents were able to self-rate their knowl-
edge and skills (i.e., no one chose “I’m
not sure”). Due to the intercorrelation,
we combined the knowledge and skill
variables, creating a new variable which
we named “self-employment coaching
self-efficacy.” These scores ranged
from 1-5, with an average (mean) of
3.7. Responses clustered in the 3-5
range displaying a normal, but posi-
tively skewed distribution.

Most respondents (84%) indicated
participation in professional develop-
ment activities related to self-employ-
ment; the most common types of
learning included self-study (48%), 10+
hour course or program (30%), short
course (3-10 hours; 20%), and brief we-
binar, conference presentation, or work-
shop (less than 3 hours; 18%). An
overall professional development vari-
able was calculated by weighting each
response (0 = none; 1 = self-study; 2 =
brief webinar, conference presentation,
or workshop; 3 = short course; 4 =
course/program). Scores ranged from
0-10, with the average score being 2.65;
however, there was a bimodal distribu-
tion of scores with the largest groups re-
porting self-study (n = 56, 29%) and full
courses or programs (n = 48, 25%). Al-
though we hypothesized that knowledge
scores (from a brief quiz on self-em-
ployment facts and trends) would corre-
late with participation in
self-employment professional develop-
ment, no significant correlation was
found.

In the future, 96% of participants
anticipate engaging in further profes-
sional development on the topic of self-
employment; most would prefer a
face-to-face workshop, seminar, and/or
course (70%), but close to half of re-
spondents would consider an online
course (50%), webinar (47%), consulta-
tion or coaching (44%), or use of
printed materials (44%). Fewer (33%)
indicated that they intended to increase
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their knowledge by informational inter-
viewing someone who is self-employed.

To explore respondents’ self-em-
ployment attitudes in relation to poten-
tially challenging client groups, we used
an open-ended question. Although 35%
of respondents (n = 59) indicated that
there were no groups they would ex-
clude from exploring self-employment,
other responses clustered into three
themes: client characteristics, financial
barriers, and lack of business knowl-
edge and skills. Almost half of respon-
dents identified specific client
characteristics that could preclude self-
employment (49%; n = 81); these in-
cluded limited social support systems,
low skills, disability and mental illness,
newcomer status, personal characteris-
tics, no interest in self-employment, a
history of unemployment/discrimina-
tion, youth and inexperience, criminal
background, homelessness, living in a
remote location, and multi-barriers.
Significantly fewer respondents (11%, n
= 19) indicated concerns about explor-
ing self-employment with clients who
had financial barriers (e.g., poverty, lim-
ited savings). Only 5% (n = 8) ex-
pressed concerns about their clients’
lack of business knowledge/skills, pre-
vious business failures, unrealistic ex-
pectations of time/effort, and lack of
“big picture” thinking.

Nearly all respondents (91%) indi-
cated that self-employment works for
some clients but not for others and
should, therefore, be considered on a
case-by-case basis. A few (7%) indi-
cated that, in today’s economy, self-em-
ployment is essential and that everyone
should explore it as an option. At the
other extreme, 2% of respondents be-
lieved that full-time employment was
always preferred to self-employment.

We asked respondents two ques-
tions concerning self-employment pro-
grams. The first focussed on the
mandatory client qualifications for entry
into self-employment programs while
the second asked respondents to con-
sider what client characteristics/condi-
tions contributed to successful
completion of these programs, regard-
less of restrictions or mandates.

Respondents identified a wide vari-
ety of mandatory conditions including
viable business ideas (73%), entrepre-
neurial personal attributes (72%), being

legally entitled to work in Canada
(71%), and skills/knowledge relevant to
the specific business product and/or
service (70%); they also noted the im-
portance of an active EI claim (39%)
and being unemployed (45%). The
client characteristic that was least en-
dorsed was low skilled (4%), indicating
a recognition of the skills required to
become successfully self-employed.
Approximately 25% of respondents
identified other mandatory conditions
for self-employment; these included
specific entrepreneurial characteristics
(i.e., passion, drive/dedication, under-
standing of costs), resources, interest in
self-employment, and Reachback status
(i.e., a person who has had an EI claim
in the 3 years prior to applying for
provincial assistance; Government of
British Columbia, n.d.).

When survey participants were
asked to reflect upon a client’s chance
of successfully completing a self-em-
ployment program if there were no
mandatory qualifying conditions to con-
sider, their responses clustered into a
slightly different pattern. Personal at-
tributes (93%) and viable business idea
(90%) were still the highest rated. Sim-
ilarly, skills’knowledge of specific busi-
ness product and/or service (89%)
remained important considerations.
However, having an active EI claim
(19%) and being currently unemployed
(22%) were, not surprisingly, not seen
as contributing in a major way to suc-
cessful completion of a self-employ-
ment program (i.e., although, as
mandatory qualifying conditions, they
may facilitate entry into a self-employ-
ment program, they are not seen by
many as contributing to successful com-
pletion of that program).

At the end of the survey, respon-
dents had the opportunity to share addi-
tional comments or recommend
self-employment resources; at this
point, many returned their focus to
groups that they perceived as unsuitable
self-employment candidates (e.g., peo-
ple lacking business knowledge or en-
trepreneurial characteristics; insufficient
financial resources). However, others
provided case examples where self-em-
ployment appeared to be the only option
for their clients.

As noted in this section, there were
significant differences amongst survey
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respondents’ knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes regarding self-employment; this,
in turn, seemed to impact their likeli-
hood of engaging in self-employment
conversations with their clients. We ex-
plore the impact of this in the next sec-
tion.

Self-Employment Conversations

Most respondents (76%) reported
having self-employment conversations
with fewer than 25% of their clients; a
few (4%) indicated not having self-em-
ployment conversations with any clients
at all. Frequency of conversations was
slightly, but significantly, correlated
with self-ratings of knowledge and skill
in supporting clients (a) to explore self-
employment as an option (r= .28, n=
192, p <0.01) and (b) to implement
their self-employment plans (r=.29,n =
192, p <0.01). We were somewhat sur-
prised to find that the self-employment
experience of CDPs themselves was not
significantly correlated with the likeli-
hood of having conversations about
self-employment with their clients (i.e.,
this apparently wasn’t an influencing
factor).

Respondents indicated that they
presented self-employment as an option
if the client indicated s/he would like to
be self-employed (77%); if an assess-
ment indicated self-employment as an
option (66%); if the client demonstrated
self-employment knowledge, skills, and
abilities (64%); or if the client indicated
s/he had been self-employed in the past
(41%). Some respondents, however, in-
dicated that they would only introduce
self-employment after they’d explored
all other options (16%). A few (11%)
were at the other extreme, indicating
that they would explore self-employ-
ment options when they first met with a
client.

A step-wise regression analysis was
conducted to determine which variables
best predicted CDPs engagement in
self-employment conversations with
clients. We considered variables related
to CDP demographics (i.e., city size,
age of practitioner, and personal experi-
ence in self-employment) and engage-
ment in professional development
related to the topic of self-employment.
Although each of these variables was
hypothesized to potentially impact the
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likelihood of self-employment conver-
sations, the regression revealed that the
best predictor variable was what we
have labelled self-employment coaching
self-efficacy (i.e., the career practi-
tioner’s self-ratings of knowledge and
skill in supporting clients to explore
self-employment as an option). This
single variable was only responsible,
however, for 20% of the variance; fur-
ther research is necessary to determine
what else may influence CDPs to ex-
plore self-employment as an option for
their clients.

Discussion

Overall, our findings indicate that
CDPs have diverse attitudes and beliefs
about self-employment and, also, about
which circumstances would lead them
to engage in self-employment conversa-
tions with their clients. The pivotal
point seems to be self-employment
coaching self-efficacy, a term we’ve
used to refer to the CDPs’ belief in their
ability to explore self-employment as an
option for their clients and, where rele-
vant, to support their clients to imple-
ment their self-employment plans. It’s
this specific type of self-efficacy that
appears to be impacting the frequency
with which CDPs are conversing with
clients about self-employment, more so
than the CDPs’ own self-employment
experience and/or specific self-employ-
ment training.

From our findings, it seems that an
effective way to encourage more CDPs
to engage in discussions about self-em-
ployment with their clients is to facili-
tate the CDPs’ self-employment
self-efficacy. As both learning and re-
flection strengthen self-efficacy (Mar-
shall, 2000; Williams et al., 1999), it
makes sense that CDPs may benefit
from learning more about self-employ-
ment and, as a result, be better equipped
to explore self-employment as an option
for their clients. The Leap project re-
sources were designed for exactly that
purpose; together they comprise the
breadth of approaches to professional
development that study participants in-
dicated an interest in (i.e., face-to-face
and online training, webinars, and self-
study using printed materials). How-
ever, as with other types of professional
development in the career and employ-

ment services sector, many CDPs recog-
nize the importance of continuous learn-
ing but struggle to find the time or
money to fit more professional develop-
ment into their lives.

In addition, this research surfaced
some apparently biased and unfounded
assumptions amongst CDPs about fac-
tors that may preclude self-employment
success. Although some CDPs reported
that they would be unlikely to explore
self-employment with people who have
disabilities or mental health concerns, in
some cases, self-employment may be
the only viable option for members of
these groups to return to productive
work. Similarly, although some respon-
dents expressed concern about explor-
ing self-employment as an option with
someone whose previous business had
failed, there are countless success sto-
ries of people who have turned their les-
sons learned from business failures into
successful entrepreneurial endeavours.
Ellsberg (2011) reported interviewing
many college dropouts who became
millionaires and billionaires — they con-
sistently credited their business failures
as contributing to their exceptional
longer term successes. Some CDPs also
reported reluctance to explore self-em-
ployment with youth; however, biogra-
phies of such successful entrepreneurs
as Bill Gates (Microsoft), Steve Jobs
(Apple), Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook),
and Richard Branson (Virgin Records)
clearly indicate that self-employed
youth can thrive. To overcome these as-
sumptions that may be unconsciously
limiting their clients’ options, it seems
important to engage CDPs in learning
more about self-employment realities
and success factors; courses, brief arti-
cles, blogs, and discussions with peers
may help to fill the gaps.

Another interesting finding was
that, although almost all CDPs (93%)
ranked entrepreneurial attributes as the
most important contributing factor to
the successful completion of self-em-
ployment programs, considerably fewer
(72%) reported that such attributes were
among the mandatory client qualifying
conditions for entry into such programs.
Similarly, although 90% of CDPs re-
ported that having a viable business idea
was an important factor in determining
successful completion of a self-employ-
ment program, only 73% indicated that
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clients needed a business idea to qualify
to enter such a program. Combined,
this seems to suggest a disconnect be-
tween program entry requirements and
factors contributing to a client’s success,
perhaps something of interest to pro-
gram designers and policy makers. The
CDPs who responded to our survey
seemed to recognize that their clients’
successful completion of self-employ-
ment programs may require more than
the baseline requirements for program
entry.

Limitations

Although attempts were made to
ensure research was comprehensive, this
study does have some limitations impor-
tant to address. Our participants com-
prised only a small fraction of CDPs
working in the field; to further extend
this research, broader representation is
required. In addition, there was a clear
self-selection bias; those who responded
to our survey on the topic of self-em-
ployment had, on average, more per-
sonal experience in self-employment
than the average CDP would have.

Although we tried to objectively
measure CDP knowledge of self-em-
ployment, our approach didn’t produce
statistically significant results when
compared to a variety of respondent fac-
tors. Not only was this component of
the survey small (i.e., 8-questions), and
many respondents opted not to respond
to this section, our selection of knowl-
edge to test was arbitrary and specific
(resembling a trivia quiz). This clearly
didn’t effectively capture self-employ-
ment knowledge that many of our CDP
respondents may have had. Although
CDPs may not know specifics about
self-employment statistics in Canada,
with their broad knowledge base (e.g.,
LMI, research, coaching) they can still
support individuals interested in pursu-
ing self-employment.

Recommendations

Whether or not funders (e.g., government
policy makers) perceive self-employment as a
viable option for various clients, many CDPs
reported that self-employment should never be
restricted to a certain “type” of client; instead,
all should have the opportunity to consider it
as an option. This contradicts some program
mandates (e.g., BC’s new service delivery
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model) where self-employment is a “last
resort”; instead, we’d recommend that a self-
employment plan be considered a valid
outcome of most career exploration
interventions.

Canadian CDPs have a clear set of
core competencies, and areas of special-
ization, as presented in the Canadian
Standards & Guidelines for Career De-
velopment Practitioners (S&Gs). Based
on the results of our research, and the
importance of developing self-employ-
ment coaching self-efficacy, we’d also
recommend self-employment coaching
be included in the S&Gs within the core
competencies or as an area of special-
ization. Perhaps by embedding self-em-
ployment skills and knowledge into the
S&Gs, CDPs and their managers may
begin to understand the importance of
developing specialized skills and
knowledge in this area. This may be
especially important given the belief, by
many CDPs, that certain “types” of
clients (e.g., disabled, youth) shouldn’t
be considered for self-employment; see-
ing self-employment as a viable option
for diverse clients may enhance their
chances of a successful attachment to
the workforce.

Conclusion

In summary, although CDPs seem
willing and able to assist individuals ex-
ploring self-employment when it’s ap-
propriate, more research is needed to
better understand the development of
self-employment coaching self-efficacy
within CDPs as well as what barriers
may impede client self-employment
success. Clients, CDPs, program de-
signers, and policy makers need to de-
velop a shared understanding of
self-employment and work together to
ensure services that best support their
clients.
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