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Interview

“Oh my god, you’re a private person!” exclaims 
the voice on the other end of the line. “Nobody 
knows anything about you. Would you say  
that’s true?”

I grimace, but find myself nodding. This is 
something I’ve been hearing all my life. 

“And I bet you have a big grin,” she continues, 
with growing confidence. “Do you have big 
grin?” It’s as if she can hear me smiling from 
her home in Bowen Island.

I’m about 10 minutes into what is quickly 
becoming the strangest and most personal 
interview I’ve ever conducted. On the phone 
is Georgia Nicols, an internationally renowned 
astrologer who writes horoscope columns 
for the National Post, the Province, Elle 
Canada, among other outlets. She’s supposed 
to be explaining the difference between a 
horoscope and a natal chart reading to me; 
instead, she seems to be revealing some of the 
most deep-rooted aspects of my personality.

I originally approached Nicols after reading 
a 2014 lecture by psychologist Glenn D. 
Wilson about cosmic influences on human 
behaviour. Through that, I learned that 
astrology’s popularity is on the rise, especially 
among young people. Surveys report that a 
shocking 25 per cent of Americans believe 
in horoscopes—a number that is more than 
twice as high among 15- to 18-year-olds. In 
an age when traditional religious beliefs and 
church congregations are dwindling, this 
struck me as odd. Why, I wondered, do so 
many of us turn to the stars for guidance? 
What is astrology meant to achieve? And how, 
ultimately, does this affect those who believe 
in it? Intrigued, I turned to three experts to 
find out, starting with Nicols.

“I would like to think that in some way, by reading 
me daily and weekly and annually, [people] can 
get a better handle on their lives,” she explains 
when I ask her about her columns. “I like to think 
that I can … help them believe in their future.” 
Horoscopes, she thinks, provide value in many 
ways: by helping us to better understand 
ourselves and those around us, by guiding us 
away from bad decisions, and, most importantly, 
by offering encouragement. “Sometimes we 
can become paralyzed by the negative,” Nicols 
sighs. “It’s important to give people hope and an 
affirmation about their own life.”

Toby Alberin, another local astrologer, 
agrees: “I think astrology makes you feel like 
everything’s okay, that you are in the right 
place in the right time,” he says. Through his 
business, Vancouver Astrology, he provides 
personal readings to a variety of clients in 
the city, who come to him for advice about 
everything from love to travel to careers. 
Like Nicols’s columns, Alberin’s readings rely 
on the positions of the planets and stars to 
offer insights about the past, present, and 

future. But unlike horoscope columns, which 
are meant to apply to a wide swath of the 
population, these predictions are tailored 
to the individual using his or her exact time, 
place, and date of birth.

At the heart of this approach lies something 
called a natal chart, which Alberin poetically 
describes as a “blueprint” of a person’s 
potential—an astrological map of core values, 
behavioural patterns, and opportunities for 
growth. Simply put, the natal chart “describes 
the type of person you are and the type of 
person you’re not,” as well as the person who, 
one day, you might become.

In addition to his private practice, Alberin 
also teaches regular workshops in downtown 
Vancouver, where aspiring astrologers can 
develop their skills and learn new forecasting 
methods. I attended one of these sessions—
an introduction to an approach called “primary 

directions”—where I witnessed the natal 
chart in action. Using a mix of high school 
math, Wikipedia biographies, and high-tech 
forecasting software, Alberin showed us how 
Jupiter’s position at the time of Margaret 
Atwood’s birth could be used to predict her 
Prometheus Award nomination 48 years later; 
how the moon in local athlete Ross Rebagliati’s 
chart seemed to indicate that he would 
eventually make it to the BC Sports Hall of 
Fame; and how Mercury’s position at Leonard 
Cohen’s time of birth appeared to signal his 
father’s death in 1944. Throughout, Alberin 
referenced the movements and positions 
of other planets and orbits and what they 
might signify, highlighting how very different 
forecasting approaches can often be used to 
reach strikingly similar conclusions. All of it 
was incredibly complex and highly technical.

Clearly, the practice of astrology involves a 
great deal of scientific precision, and perhaps 
this is why so many of us put our trust in 
it. But as Alberin says, any good reading 
also incorporates a significant intuitive 
component. “It’s got to be 50-50,” he asserts. 
It’s not enough to just identify the symbols; 

astrologers also have to be able to listen 
to their clients and develop narratives that 
make sense in the context of their own lives. 
This tender balance between intuition and 
science remains controversial, even among 
astrologers. “There are some people who 
want to prove that astrology is a science,” 
Alberin says with a shrug, “but there are some 
people who would say, ‘If they prove it as a 
science, I don’t want to do it anymore.’”

This tension between science and intuition 
brought me to Patty Van Cappellen, a 
psychologist at Duke University in North 
Carolina who studies the influence of religion 
and spirituality on human behaviour. In 2016, 
she and her co-authors Magali Clobert, 
Marianne Bourdon, and Adam Cohen 
published a paper about the everyday impacts 
of reading your horoscope. But rather than 
focusing on whether the events predicted 
by a person’s star sign can actually come 
true, Van Cappellen wanted to find out how 
the experience of reading a horoscope can 
affect a person’s daily life. She wondered: can 
reading these forecasts change the way we 
think, work, and feel?

She found that, compared to participants in 
a “neutral control condition,” people who 
read positive horoscopes at the beginning of 
the experiment were more likely to interpret 
ambiguous situations in a positive way 
later on. Even more surprisingly, reading 
the positive horoscopes also seemed to 
lead to better cognitive performance and 
increased creativity. “Once we have certain 
expectations,” she explains, “we actually 
make them happen.” So just as being told that 
you’re bad at math can cause your grades to 
plummet down the line, it seems being told 

“there’s luck ahead for Leos” might actually 
increase your likelihood of enjoying the day.

So what does this mean for us? Van Cappellen 
is cautious to jump to conclusions, explaining 
that the effects she witnessed were relatively 
small and temporary, as is often the case in 
psychological research. “To be honest, [these 
were] very short term effects,” she says. “In real 
life, there are so many other things happening 
between when you read your horoscope and 
the next task.” Despite these limitations, Van 
Cappellen urges us not to shrug the findings 
off. “Even for people who really don’t believe 
in horoscopes, this is interesting,” she explains. 

“Because just reading them had an influence.” 
She hopes her study can help people “realize 
that how we feel and what we achieve  
can be influenced by things that are out of  
our control.”

Personally, when it comes to applying these 
findings to real life, I’m inclined to take 
Nicols’ approach: “Read them all!” she laughs. 

“Because you never know. Several times 
throughout the year, a horoscope can hit you 
right on. It is possible.”
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