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Career guidance for social justice

Tristram Hooley and Ronald G. Sultana

This HGLWRULDO�VHWV�WKH�FRQWH[W�IRU�LVVXH����RI�
the NICEC journal which is focused on social justice 
DQG�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH��7KH�HGLWRULDO�H[SORUHV�WKH�NH\�
themes of the issue highlighting the social justice 
WUDGLWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�ÀHOG�DQG�PDNLQJ�
the case for a strong focus on social justice. However 
WKH�HGLWRULDO�DOVR�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�WHQVLRQV�WKDW�H[LVW�
between career guidance’s orientation to the individual 
and understandings of social justice which are more 
socially orientated. The editorial concludes by arguing 
that if career guidance is to formulate a meaningful 
response to social injustice it needs to draw on 
diverse theoretical traditions and stimulate new forms 
of practice.

Introduction

Social injustices and divisions have increased 
H[SRQHQWLDOO\�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV��ZLGHQLQJ�WKH�
economic and social gap between, and within, 
countries. Current economic forces are 
compounding this situation, and many policies 
aimed at social inclusion and cohesion have 
proven to be ineffective in the creation of a 
democratic, participative and inclusive society 
in which all voices are heard… IAEVG, as the 
largest worldwide guidance association, appeals 
to providers, practitioners, academics and policy 
makers, to increase their efforts by embracing 
social justice as a core value that guides their 
practices.

IAEVG (2013)

The recent call by the International Association 
for Educational and Vocational Guidance to situate 

‘social justice’ as a core value of the career guidance 
ÀHOG�RIIHUHG�VRPH�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WR�D�VWUDQG�WKDW�KDV�
EHHQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ÀHOG�IURP�LWV�LQFHSWLRQ��)XUELVK��
2015). Many of the authors in this issue locate their 
discussion of social justice both in relation to the 
IAEVG’s statement, but also in relation to the fact that 
WKH�ÀHOG�LWVHOI�JUHZ�RXW�RI�D�FRQFHUQ�IRU�VRFLDO�UHIRUP��
Plant and Kjærgård discuss the origins of career 
guidance in their contribution to this issue, noting that 
it emerged as a progressive response to a period of 
rapid social change. They note that progressives like 
Frank Parsons emphasised social responses to social 
problems and situated the new activity of vocational 
guidance at the heart of this. Guidance was to help 
LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�ÀQG�WKHLU�ZD\�DV�WKH\�PRYHG�IURP�WKH�
country to the cities, but it was also to serve a social 
and political function. 

7KH�ZRUOG�RI�WKH�HDUO\�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�LV�
both like and unlike the world into which Parsons 
introduced vocational guidance. It is easy to focus 
on the differences between our world and Parsons’ 
and to identify, as Staunton does in his contribution 
to this issue, the growth of new technologies which 
would have been unimaginable to Parsons. Such 
technological shifts combine with new social and 
political formations to transform institutions and 
FUHDWH�QHZ�FRQWH[WV�IRU�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�SXUVXH�WKHLU�
FDUHHUV��DV�ZHOO�DV�QHZ�FRQWH[WV�ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�FDUHHU�
guidance operates. As Rooney and Rawlinson argue in 
their article such changes have resulted in the political 
economy of neoliberalism within which the objective 
of all institutions (including the state, the university and 
career guidance) are framed as serving the needs of 
capital and the corporation. 

However, focusing on the differences between the 
HDUO\�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�DQG�WKH�HDUO\�WZHQWLHWK�
century can obscure the fact that many of the 
challenges that Parsons faced have either remained 
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with us or returned again. Poverty, inequality, shifts 
in the nature and location of work, a lack of social 
mobility, and the growth of geographical mobility all 
remain as social, political and economic themes that 
WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�KDV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�
just as much as the progressives who originated the 
area. If anything, many of these challenges are bound 
to intensify given that the gap between the ‘haves’ 
and ‘have nots’, measured across a broad range of 
indicators, has widened in Europe and the US since 
the 18th century, and is set to increase even further, as 
Piketty (2014) has famously and conclusively shown.

Now, as then, it appears that life isn’t fair, and that the 
promises of meritocracy remain, for many, somewhat 
illusory (McNamee and Miller, 2004). The narrative of 
your career is not a straightforward consequence of 
your psychology, your intelligence, your attributes or 
your effort. Nor is it possible for each of us to entirely 
‘write our own career stories’ or ‘design our lives’ as 
VRPH�LQ�WKH�FDUHHUV�ÀHOG�VXJJHVW��$V�GD�6LOYD��3DLYD�DQG�
Ribeiro argue in their contribution to this issue, such 
attempts to empower individuals need to acknowledge 
WKH�UROH�WKDW�FRQWH[W�SOD\V�LQ�FRQVWUDLQLQJ�VXFK�
narratives and power plays in enabling or limiting their 
realisation. The poor and the rich do not have access 
to the same opportunities, nor do they generally 
achieve the same outcomes. What is more, wealth is 
only one dynamic on which the unfairness of life hangs, 
albeit an important one. Ethnicity, gender, religion, 
DJH��VH[XDO�RULHQWDWLRQ��DQG�QDWLRQDOLW\�DOO�RIIHU�RWKHU�
poles around which unfairness congregates, often in 
ways where multiple, intersectional and overlapping 
burdens are carried by the same individual and group. 
This is not news to anybody and certainly not to 
career guidance practitioners or researchers. There is 
a long tradition of research which demonstrates that 
people’s careers are socially constructed and socially 
constrained (e.g. Roberts, 1968; Willis; 1977; Colley, 
2000; Hodkinson, 2009). However, there remains a 
very big question mark as to what to do about such 
concerns, with some going as far as to conclude—
erroneously in our view—that career guidance is ill 
equipped to redress social injustice, especially since 
even class-based social movements, such as trade 
unions, have failed to do so (Roberts, 2005).  

Why care about social 
justice?

The position adopted in this special issue is that 
the intellectual and practical struggle to understand 
how the social practice that we refer to as ‘career 
guidance’ can be used in socially transformative and 
emancipatory rather than reproductive and oppressive 
ways needs to be fuelled by a clear understanding 
of what is at stake. The moral imperative ‘to do 
something’ about social injustices—both as human 
beings and citizens, as well as in our professional 
roles as career advisers and researchers—needs 
to be driven and steered by an informed desire to 
do ‘the right thing’. To care about ‘social justice’ in 
these neoliberal times, i.e. when our very desires and 
notions of what it means to be human are shaped by 
the master discourse of competitive and possessive 
LQGLYLGXDOLVP��UHTXLUHV�D�ÀUP�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KRZ�
hegemony works, and why it is important to resist. 
Most importantly, it requires the ability and courage 
to imagine other ways of ‘being in the world’. This is 
not an easy achievement, for such is the strength of 
hegemony that it has become almost impossible to 
imagine alternative ways of generating and distributing 
wealth, and of relating to each other. Many indeed 
XQNQRZLQJO\�HFKR�0DUJDUHW�7KDWFKHU·V�VRUU\�H[FXVH�
for policies that unleashed market forces onto a nation 
when she declared: ‘There is no alternative’. Hayek, 
the Austrian economist whose theories underpinned 
and legitimated the revival of liberal doctrines against 
.H\QHVLDQ�MXVWLÀFDWLRQV�RI�WKH�ZHOIDUH�VWDWH��VHW�WKH�
tone by arguing that ‘considerations of justice provide 
QR�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�¶FRUUHFWLQJ·�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�
market’ (1969: 175). 

It is salutary and instructive to consider some of the 
‘results of the market’. Chomsky (2010, 2011) has 
highlighted neoliberalism and its discontents in a string 
of publications that marshal evidence from across 
WKH�JOREH��+H�KDV�WLUHOHVVO\�GHFULHG�WKH�ZD\�ÀQDQFLDO�
liberalisation has eroded democracy, has facilitated 
the creation of a ‘virtual senate’ of investors and 
OHQGHUV�ZKR�H[HUFLVH�YHWR�SRZHU³WKURXJK�VXFK�
PHDQV�DV�FDSLWDO�ÁLJKW�DQG�DWWDFNV�RQ�FXUUHQF\³
DJDLQVW�JRYHUQPHQW�SROLFLHV�ZKLFK�EHQHÀW�SHRSOH�
UDWKHU�WKDQ�SURÀW��/LNH�PDQ\�RWKHUV��inter alia Harvey, 
2005; Stiglitz, 2012), Chomsky has highlighted the way 



Ed
ito
ri
al

4| Journal of the National Institute for Career Education and Counselling

liberalisation leads to a decline in the ability of states, 
and as a consequence democracies, to conduct social 
and economic policy on their own terms. He has 
VKRZQ�KRZ�WKH�LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ�LQ�VSHFXODWLYH�FDSLWDO�
ÁRZV��LQ�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�RI�WKH�SRZHUIXO��LQFUHDVH�WKH�
FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI�ZHDOWK��WKH�PRQRSROLVDWLRQ�RI�SURÀWV��
and the rise of a ‘consumer apartheid’. In drawing up 
the balance sheet for neoliberalism internationally, the 
evidence is clear that it has promoted the dismantling 
RI�WKH�ZHOIDUH�VWDWH��LQWHQVLÀHG�JOREDO�LQHTXDOLW\��
and led to the individualisation of all actions, with 
structurally-induced problems such as unemployment, 
inequality and poverty blamed on individual victims, 
rather than on the perpetrators (Duménil and 
/pY\���������$V�5RRQH\�DQG�5DZOLQVRQ�QRWH�LQ�WKHLU�
contribution to this special issue, and drawing as 
they do on Foucauldian notions of ‘technology of 
government’ when discussing the problematic notion 
RI�¶HPSOR\DELOLW\·��QHROLEHUDOLVP�H[HUWV�LWV�SRZHU�
through conditions of social insecurity and precarity 
‘against which people are required to take self-
governing responsibility for insuring themselves’. 

Being socially just and doing 
the ‘right thing’

It is one thing to understand the bigger picture, and 
the local and global forces that interact together to 
SURYLGH�WKH�FRQWH[W�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�ZRUN��,W�LV�TXLWH�
another to use such understanding to shape our 
everyday practices. Many who work in career guidance 
DQG�DVVRFLDWHG�ÀHOGV�SHUFHLYH�ZKDW�LV�DW�VWDNH�IRU�
individuals and societies and seek to do something 
about them. Career guidance is a helping profession 
DQG�LWV�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�VHHN�WR�ÀQG�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�
can help the individuals and groups with whom they 
work. However, providing this help is not always 
straightforward. 

Consider the challenge of a young woman growing up 
in Kosovo. The country is small, ravaged by a recent 
war, unacknowledged by many in Europe and poorly 
served by transport links. The young woman may 
despair of the opportunity structure around her and 
seek advice from Kosovo’s emerging career guidance 
sector (Rraci, 2013; Zelloth, 2009). The career worker 

that she talks to may point out to her that despite its 
political isolation Kosovo is not far from the economic 
heartland of Europe. A short journey will open up 
a new world of opportunity. This advice would be 
helpful for the young woman as she heads north and 
west in search of better opportunities. It would be 
especially helpful if she is skilled, educated and speaks 
good German or English. However, would this advice 
be helpful for her family, her community and her 
country? This young woman is not making her decision 
LQ�LVRODWLRQ��EXW�UDWKHU�DJDLQVW�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�PDVV�
outward migration (EurActive Serbia, 2015). Kosovo 
needs people to care for its sick, teach its young, build 
its economy and negotiate its way into Europe. The 
Kosovan government is working actively to limit and 
slow down migration for the good of the country 
(EurActive, 2016). What is good for the individual may 
be in tension with the needs of the society. Where 
does this leave career guidance?

This is an important question because career 
guidance as we know it in the West distils within 
itself the fundamental premises that underpin our 
RIWHQ�XQH[DPLQHG��WDNHQ�IRU�JUDQWHG�YLHZV�RI�ZKDW�
it means to be human. It does this by prioritising 
notions of a free, autonomous, independent individual 
VHHNLQJ�WR�IXOÀO�KLP�KHUVHOI�WKURXJK�FKRLFHV�PDGH��
and to design life projects for oneself. Rosemont 
(2015: 54), using a Confucian lens to problematize 
individualism and to rethink the foundations of 
morality, argues that not only are notions of the 
LQGLYLGXDO�XQWRXFKHG�E\�VRFLDOLW\�DQ�RQWRORJLFDO�ÀFWLRQ��
but also they are ethically questionable. To promote 
one’s freedom unencumbered by others as the 
XWPRVW�YDOXH�LQHYLWDEO\�FRPHV�DW�WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�WKH�
advancement of socio-economic justice. ‘The notion of 
:HVWHUQ�LQGLYLGXDOLVP·��DUJXHV�/L�+VLDQJ��������LQ�KHU�
thoughtful review of Rosemont’s book, ‘not only does 
not help alleviate poverty and social inequality; it in 
fact aggravates it, since the well-to-do and the needy 
alike are conceptualized as responsible only to oneself 
and hence only for oneself as well. Each rises and falls 
on one’s own…’ 

The alternative to this hyper-individualism is not 
collectivism or totalitarianism, as we in the West 
have been taught to fear, but rather forms of dialogic 
solidarity – a point that is powerfully made by da 

Career guidance for social justice
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Silva and his colleagues in their consideration of 
‘intercultural career guidance’ that reconceptualises 
our work as community action that focuses on 
social bonds. In developing an ‘epistemology of the 
South’, the authors draw on de Sousa Santos to note 
that social solidarity and collaboration need not 
necessarily be co-opted and colonised by the logic of 
neoliberalism and what Habermas would refer to as 
¶WHFKQRFUDWLF�UDWLRQDOLW\·��$V�+DOO�DQG�/DPRQW��������
note, there have been a wide range of responses 
to neoliberalism. Some of these have been about 
maintaining strong social networks and forms of social 
solidarity and collaboration. They view such responses 
through the lens of resilience, suggesting that it is 
possible for forms of social solidarity to endure and 
HYHQ�ÁRXULVK�XQGHU�QHROLEHUDOLVP��:LWKLQ�FDUHHU�
guidance our work takes place within teams, within 
organisations and within communities of practice 
which all offer forms of collaboration and solidarity. 
However the objectives of such collaborations are 
shaped by the overarching metaphors of neoliberalism. 

Given the reach and impact of the values of the 
neoliberal regime, it is important for our profession 
WR�H[HUFLVH�DQ�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�LPDJLQDWLRQ��LW�LV�E\�
looking at alternative ways of ‘being in the world’ that 
the resilience and resistance can be transformed into 
political projects. This search for alternative ways of 
(re-)imagining career guidance and its foundational 
SUHPLVHV�KDV�EHHQ�H[SORUHG�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�,VODPLF�
SLHWLVW�QRWLRQV�RI�VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�*RG·V�ZLOO�DQG�WR�ÀOLDO�
deference as ultimate goals (Sultana, 2011). It is also 
pursued in the articles in this special issue by da Silva, 
3DLYD�DQG�5LEHLUR��DQG�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�E\�6NRYKXV��
who draw on theoretical orientations developed 
ZLWKLQ�WKH�FXOWXUDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�WUDGLWLRQV�RI�/DWLQ�
America and India respectively. The former highlight 
critical post-colonial discourses that acknowledge 
the importance of situated knowledges in order to 
develop forms of emancipatory practice. In such 
approaches the career guidance practitioner is seen 
as a community worker embedded in, and respectful 
of local epistemologies. The latter draws on Sen’s 
approach to argue that the capabilities of individuals 
can really only become ‘functionings’ – i.e. move from 
a state of possibility to actually being realised – when 
supported by an enabling and empowering social 
milieu. Staunton, on his part, considers the potential 

of social media and ‘connectivism’ which, together 
with associated ideologies, could generate alternatives 
to individualisation, even if some of the assumptions 
embedded in these approaches are overly-optimistic 
and under-estimate the challenges of structure and 
power.

'H¿QLQJ�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��RU�
social justices)

In this issue we have adopted the language of ‘social 
justice’ as a way of addressing some of these issues, 
challenges and tensions. Social justice is not merely 
about ‘helping’ an individual. It contains within it the 
sense of righting a wrong and bringing about a fairer 
society. However, centuries of emancipatory struggles 
have taught us that there is not a single route to a just 
society, nor is there universal agreement about what 
such justice might look like and how to bring it about.

Irving (2009) and Sultana (2014a), among others, have 
both discussed this in the past highlighting a range of 
GLIIHUHQW�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��DQG�H[SORULQJ�
ZKDW�LPSOLFDWLRQV�WKHVH�FRPSHWLQJ�GHÀQLWLRQV�PLJKW�
have when it comes to conceptualising and delivering 
career guidance services. An essential distinction is one 
WKDW�ZDV�ÀUVW�GUDZQ�E\�:DWWV��������LQ�KLV�RIW�FLWHG�
paper outlining the four key socio-political ideologies 
underpinning guidance. This paper is discussed in this 
LVVXH�E\�3ODQW�DQG�.M UJnUG�ZKR�XVH�LW�WR�H[SORUH�D�
range of themes in contemporary policy and practice. 
In this paper Watts relates career guidance practices 
to a range of political positions (conservative, liberal, 
progressive and radical) suggesting that the different 
SRVLWLRQV�DUH�GHÀQHG�E\�WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�FDUHHU�
guidance relates to the individual and society and stasis 
and change. This framework challenges career guidance 
workers to make a fundamental choice: whether, that 
LV��WR�EH�WHFKQRFUDWV�WKDW�VNLOIXOO\�KHOS�RWKHUV�ÀW�LQWR�
the world as it is, or whether they are prepared to 
work within a zone of professional discomfort and 
challenge injustices evident in contemporary labour 
markets and social relations more broadly, while 
at the same time doing their best for their clients 
within the constraints of the here and now. The latter 
position opens up a number of agentic options. These 
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range from Freirian-style dialogic conscientisation 
and intercultural guidance (as promoted by da Silva, 
Paiva and Ribeiro), to the use of literature to unpack 
the imperatives embedded in the ‘dogmatic nature of 
work’ (as outlined by Rooney and Rawlinson), and the 
mobilisation of the ‘practice portrait’ as a method to 
develop an awareness of the links between action and 
social structures (as described by Thomsen). It also 
points the way towards advocacy and action in the 
local and wider community with a view to challenging 
and eventually transforming oppressive structures – a 
point that is made in an especially strong manner by 
Plant and Kjærgård.

A key consideration in making this fundamental choice 
is our understanding of what is at stake. Iris Marion 
<RXQJ��������LV�H[WUHPHO\�KHOSIXO�KHUH�ZKHQ�VKH�
reminds us that, very simply, a socially just system is one 
that does not oppress. She furthermore reminds us that 
even well intentioned liberal societies have generated 
practices that oppress, and that such practices congeal 
LQ³DQG�ÁRZ�IURP³VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�JHQHUDWH�IRUFHV�DQG�
barriers that immobilise and reduce the opportunities 
IRU�VHOI�UHDOLVDWLRQ�IRU�JURXSV��<RXQJ·V�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�¶ÀYH�IDFHV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ·��ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�H[SORLWDWLRQ��
marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, 
and violence, can be readily adopted by the career 
guidance community as clear programmatic signposts. 
Professional knowledge, skills and research, together 
with political action in whichever way this is conceived, 
can be mobilised by the career guidance profession 
around these signposts in order to further the social 
justice agenda. 

Responding to concerns 
about social justice

Taking the notion of oppression seriously requires 
a major rethink of career guidance itself, and of our 
roles as researchers and practitioners because, as 
Young argues in her general discussion of oppression, 
this ‘involves adopting a general mode of analysing 
and evaluating social structures and practices which 
is incommensurate with the language of liberal 
individualism that dominates political discourse’ (1990: 
39). As has already been noted, that same language of 

liberal individualism has tended to also dominate the 
way career guidance is conceptualised and practised. 
Each practice paradigm carries within it a number 
of political assumptions. In her article in this issue 
Thomsen outlines an approach (the practice portrait) 
which seeks to help practitioners to gain insights 
into the nature of their practice and to work with 
researchers to move this forward in the interests of 
social justice.  

Some conventional forms of career guidance send 
out the message that individuals should make 
their decisions in isolation from their family and 
FRPPXQLWLHV��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKHLU�QHHGV�WR�WKH�H[FOXVLRQ�
of all others. Other forms stress the primacy of 
labour market needs, encouraging individuals to focus 
on what employers want and to seek to adapt and 
transform themselves to meet these needs. Theories 
of career guidance have moved from trait and factor 
theories (Chartrand, 1991), to developmental theories 
(Super, 1983) to a range of theories which have 
KLJKOLJKWHG�FRPSOH[LW\��3ULRU�DQG�%ULJKW���������WKH�
importance of systems (Patton & McMahon, 2006) and 
the capacity of the individual to interpret their own 
career in the way that they choose (Savickas, 2012). It 
would be possible to discuss each of these theoretical 
SRVLWLRQV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�
that they prioritise. 

If we had to adopt a lens similar to that proposed by 
Young, and imagine the response that career guidance 
might make if it were to seriously take the struggle 
for social justice as a way to combat multiple forms of 
oppression, then this might entail the outcomes shown 
in Figure 1 below.

The ability to take on ‘oppression’ and ‘social 
justice’ as analytic lenses requires us to challenge 
WKH�GRPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�ÀHOG�E\�WKH�
discipline of mainstream psychology, and particularly 
by forms of psychology that tend to ignore what Young 
(1990: 39) refers to as ‘the institutional conditions 
QHFHVVDU\�IRU�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�H[HUFLVH�RI�
individual capacities and collective communication 
and cooperation’. Increasingly, however, we note a 
ÁRXULVKLQJ�RI�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�LQSXWV�IURP�D�UDQJH�RI�
other perspectives which have addressed its nature 
and role in different ways which are of interest 
WR�D�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��)RU�H[DPSOH��

Career guidance for social justice
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Figure 1. The implications of Young’s ‘faces of oppression’ for career guidance
Faces of oppression Scope of emacipatory career guidance interventions
“For every oppressed group there is a 
JURXS�WKDW�EHQH¿WV�IURP�WKDW�RSSUHVVLRQ�
and is privileged in relation to that group” 
�<RXQJ������������

In terms of conscientisation, advocacy, and political action 
LQ�D�UDQJH�RI�FRQWH[WV��LQGLYLGXDO��JURXS��VHUYLFH�GHOLYHU\�
institutions, and wider community)

Exploitation

'H¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
• unfair compensation for work done
• exploitation in the labour market
• coercive relations of force that give 

workers few options
• systematic transfer of power from 

one group to another

• takes a standpoint around issues of unfair pay
• critiques precarious work
• helps empower vulnerable groups: e.g. migrants
• puts issues around women’s work on the agenda
• challenges stereotypes
• is sensitive to the ways segmented labour markets 

facilitate exploitation

Marginalisation

'H¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
• peripherality and exclusion from the 

labour market
• suspension of rights and withdrawal 

of respect to those out of work

• is aware of, and develops skills and a power base in 
DGGUHVVLQJ�LVVXHV�VSHFL¿F�WR�WKH�PDUJLQDOLVDWLRQ�RI�JURXSV�
�\RXWKV��WKH�HOGHUO\��PLJUDQWV��LQGLJHQRXV�JURXSV��VLQJOH�
parents, differently abled, LGBTQ, long term unemployed)

• raises awareness about the risks involved in working for 
sunset industries

• VKRZV��DQG�SURPRWHV��UHVSHFW�WRZDUGV�WKRVH�RQ�ZHOIDUH��
¿JKWLQJ�WKH�EODPH�WKH�YLFWLP�PHQWDOLW\

Powerlessness

'H¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
• always being on the receiving end of 

orders
• H[SHULHQFLQJ�PDMRU�GLI¿FXOWLHV�GXH�WR�

system-wide constraints

• promotes autonomy at work
• increases scope for self-direction in clients
• contests all forms of disrespectful treatment
• raises the awareness of individuals and groups regarding 

VHOI�RSSUHVVLRQ��L�H��RSHUDWLQJ�DJDLQVW�RQH¶V�RZQ�VHOI�
interests through the integration of hegemony)

• focuses on the structural source of problems which are 
RIWHQ�H[SHULHQFHG�DQG�RZQHG�DV�SHUVRQDO��L�H��FRQWHVWV�
‘responsibilisation’)

• learns, and helps others learn, how to ‘name’ oppression
• facilitates the effective projection of ‘voice’ in the public 

sphere
• promotes progressive agendas through participation in 

social movements and advocacy on behalf of subordinate 
groups

Cultural imperialism

'H¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
• the ‘normalisation’ of ruling class 

culture, which becomes the ‘referent’ 
and the ‘norm’ against which all other 
FXOWXUHV�DUH��QHJDWLYHO\��MXGJHG

• is aware of the way such normalisation of cultural 
arbitraries leads to ‘othering’ – i.e. where differing from 
the ‘norm’ is not recognised as legitimate diversity, but 
either perceived negatively or not even acknowledged.

• is sensitive to the way in which the assumption of the 
XQLTXH�OHJLWLPDF\�RI�D�GRPLQDQW�FXOWXUH��LQFOXGLQJ�
interpretations of the role and meaning of work) creates 
categories of judgement of those who are different

• contests the way difference is rendered invisible
• is willing to acknowledge and respect alternative visions of 

life, and of ways of being in the world
Violence

'H¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
• fear of random, unprovoked attacks

• has zero tolerance for symbolic, moral and physical 
violence, including that perpetrated by the institutions 
delivering guidance services

• has the civic commitment, and skills, to combat 
xenophobia, sexism, and homophobia within oneself and 
others, and in their embedded forms in institutions

• is prepared to shield and defend clients from institutional 
intimidation
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there has been a growing policy interest in career 
guidance which has been most evident in the spate 
of reports published by major international bodies 
such as the OECD (2004), the World Bank (Watts 
and Fretwell, 2004), and agencies of the European 
Union such as CEDEFOP (2005). This tradition has 
viewed career guidance as part of the education 
and social support system and has argued that it 
serves social goals, besides economic and political 
ones. This policy literature typically avoids engaging 
with the structural factors that inhibit and constrain 
individual’s careers and rarely addresses how discrete 
changes to education provision might link with a 
wider challenge to neoliberalism (Bengtsson, 2011; 
Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2012). However, it has served 
to open up discussions about social justice issues, 
particularly in terms of enhancing inclusion and social 
cohesion, a consideration of citizen rights to security 
and a decent wage, and to notions of solidarity that 
require redistribution of wealth through, for instance, 
WKH�LQVWDOODWLRQ�RI�ÁH[LFXULW\�UHJLPHV�WKDW�KDYH�
consequential implications for career guidance (Sultana, 
2012).

This ‘policy busyness’ around career guidance has 
also served to generate a renewed interest among 
researchers from a range of disciplines who have 
increasingly been troubled by the irony of calls to 
better prepare young people and adults for jobs… 
that are simply not there! As Rooney and Rawlinson 
point out in this issue, there is much deceptive 
rhetoric around notions of lifelong learning and 
knowledge-based economies when what await many 
‘knowledge workers’ are routinisation, surveillance, 
DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ��,Q�DQ�HIIRUW�WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�WKH�UROH�
of career guidance in a time of economic recession, 
mass youth unemployment, underemployment, and 
precarity, perspectives drawing on critical sociology, 
critical psychology, philosophy, feminism, literature, 
and liberation theology have started to challenge and 
HQULFK�WKH�ÀHOG��OHDGLQJ�WR�D��UH�HPHUJHQW�LQWHUHVW�LQ�
issues of social justice in career guidance. Authors such 
as Barry Irving (Irving, 2009; Irving and Malik, 2004), 
Nancy Arthur and her colleagues (Arthur et al., 2009; 
Arthur et al., 2013), David Blustein (2006) as well as 
both of the authors of this editorial (Hooley, 2015; 
Sultana, 2014a, 2014) and many of the other authors 
IHDWXUHG�LQ�WKH�LVVXH�KDYH�H[SORUHG�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�
between career education and guidance and social 

justice, re-engaging with themes that had been 
central to authors writing during previous economic 
downturns, as Watts (2015) has noted.

Conclusions

The authors in this issue draw on all of these different 
perspectives on career guidance and social justice. 
They draw from mainstream vocational psychology, 
the policy literature and from radical perspectives on 
career guidance. However, they also open up a range of 
QHZ�WKHRUHWLFDO�LQÁXHQFHV�IURP�ZKLFK�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
FDQ�GUDZ��$XWKRUV�H[SORUH�LGHDV�IURP�FULWLFDO�SHGDJRJ\�
�H�J��)ULHUH��������*LURX[���������FULWLFDO�SV\FKRORJ\�
(e.g. Nissen, 2000), critical theory (e.g. Foucault, 2000), 
connectivism and its critiques (e.g. Downes, 2010; 
0HMLDV���������SROLWLFDO�HFRQRP\��H�J��/DFODX�DQG�0RXIIH��
2001; Sen, 1992; 2009), southern epistemologies (e.g. 
de Sousa Santos, 2014) and theories of work and 
working (e.g. Beck, 2000; Frayne, 2015). The authors 
H[DPLQH�KRZ�WKH\�UHODWH�WR�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�DQG�
increase its capacity to address social justice. This 
HSLVWHPRORJLFDO�SOXUDOLVP�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�H[FLWLQJ�
aspects of the current issue. 

Key themes that emerge across all of the papers 
contained within the issue are of the dynamism of 
WKH�SROLWLFDO�HFRQRP\�DQG�WKH�QHHG�IRU�FRPSOH[�DQG�
creative responses which are capable of rethinking 
old assumptions and crossing boundaries. Plant and 
Kjærgård help us to think about what can be learnt 
from the history of career guidance and particularly 
from its origins and how these lessons can be applied 
to the contemporary. Thomsen talks about the need 
ÀQG�QHZ�ZD\V�IRU�UHVHDUFKHUV�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�FDUHHUV�
professionals to bring about new forms of practice. 
While da Silva and colleagues, Rooney and Rawlinson, 
Skovus and Staunton all seek to draw on diverse 
theoretical and disciplinary bases to imagine what this 
practice might look like. 

A concern with social justice opens up a wide range of 
new ways of thinking about career guidance which are 
enriching and suggestive of new practice possibilities. 
It is our hope that this special issue serves as yet 
another stimulant towards this end.

Career guidance for social justice
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The beginning of the twentieth century was a time 
of great societal and social change in the US. Many 
SHRSOH�VWUXJJOHG�WR�ÀQG�WKHLU�ZD\�LQ�D�WUDQVIRUPHG�
and rapidly transforming society in which there 
was an increasing divide between the rich and the 
poor. Parsons and the social reformers of his time 
were advocates for the poor, youth, women and 
disadvantaged, and (Parsons, 1909) understood his 
vocational guidance work with individuals within 
a broad vision of social change. Over time, career 
guidance has been criticised for its lack of attention 
to this broad vision of social change, being more and 
more individualised in its practice. The changes of 
the 21st century have been described as neoliberal 
with focus on global competitiveness and increased 
LQGLYLGXDO�DXWRQRP\��7KLV�DUWLFOH�H[DPLQHV�WKH�URRWV�
of career guidance and the implications and challenges 
of social justice within career guidance in neoliberal 
times.

Contextual discourses

IHistorically career guidance has been related to 
education and employment and is now linked to policy 
agendas such as lifelong-learning. This has led to a marked 
need and desire for a clearer professionalisation or 
SURIHVVLRQDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FDUHHU�ÀHOG��*UDYnV�
& Gaarder, 2011). Recommendations for formal 
TXDOLÀFDWLRQV�DQG�FRPSHWHQF\�FULWHULD�IRU�FRXQVHOORUV�DUH�
VXJJHVWHG�E\�SURIHVVLRQDOV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��6FKLHUVPDQQ�HW�
al., 2012). State authorities aim at formalising and creating 
an evidence knowledge base concerning career guidance 
services, and introduce such curricular frameworks as  

‘Career management Skills frameworks’ (Hooley, Watts, 
Sultana, & Neary, 2013). These are national initiatives, 
much inspired by the OECD (OECD, 2004) and the 
The Council of the European Commission (2008)  and 
(/*31��(XURSHDQ�/LIHORQJ�*XLGDQFH�3ROLF\�1HWZRUN���
,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��SROLWLFDO�GLVFRXUVHV�LQFOXGH�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�
every citizen should pursue a career and that career 
guidance should serve the knowledge economy and seek 
to increase individual’s human capital and capacity to 
compete. This article will focus on the roots of career 
JXLGDQFH��DQG�RQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�
careers was established and developed. In doing this, the 
DUWLFOH�H[SORUHV�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�ZKLFK�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
faces in making a contribution to social justice.

Social justice is a slippery concept. Sultana (2014, p. 7) 
notes that:

Career guidance… can claim its lineage within 
that historic arch of Enlightenment social 
dreaming that we now refer to as ‘modernity’, 
where individuals are encouraged to carve 
RXW�GLJQLÀHG�DQG�IXOÀOOLQJ�OLYHV�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��
irrespective of social origin, gender, ethnicity 
and other hitherto ascriptive factors. Within 
such a discourse, ‘social justice’ has particular 
connotations, relating to the meritocratic 
distribution of material resources and life 
chances in ways that reward ability, effort, and 
achievement.

And B.A Irving (2015, p. 7) asserts that:

A just society would be one in which the 
constraints of oppression and domination are 
eliminated, allowing people from all groups to 
develop and reach their full human potential… 
(with the) inclusion of processes and practices 

From mutualism to individual competitiveness: 
Implications and challenges for social justice 
within career guidance in neoliberal times

Peter Plant and Roger Kjærgård

10.20856/jnicec.3602



A
rticles

|13April 2016, Issue 36

that: facilitate group recognition and participation; 
accommodate an equitable distribution of 
material goods; and actively respect multiple ways 
of living.

Thus, social justice is linked to ideas of just societies 
with no oppression or domination, with the aim to help 
everyone develop and reach their full human potential. 
This puts career guidance in a central and delicate 
position in terms of advocacy and social activism.

Career guidance and 
mutualism

Frank Parsons was a consistent opponent of that 
individualism which pits men against each other 
LQ�WKH�VWUXJJOH�IRU�H[LVWHQFH��DQG�DQ�HDUQHVW�
DGYRFDWH�RI�WKDW�LQGLYLGXDOLW\�WKDW�ÀWV�PHQ�IRU�
useful membership in the social body, and so 
draws them together in mutual fellowship and 
service.  (Kent, 1908: 636) 

Frank Parsons, regarded as the founder of modern career 
guidance, belonged to the US progressive movement. He 
saw career guidance as a social instrument, but also as 
an individual service that could create active citizenship, 
hope, solidarity and harmony. His community involvement 
led him to stand for election as mayor in Boston in 1895 
for The People’s Party. The progressive movement fought 
for a more just society by focusing on societal change 
and helping individuals. In 1906 Parsons gave a lecture 
titled ‘The Ideal City’, where he outlines the need to help 
young people in their choice of profession, and Parsons 
was subsequently asked to draw up a systematic plan 
for professional counselling. Thus, in January 1908 the 
Vocational Bureau was established (Zytowski, 2001). The 
9RFDWLRQDO�%XUHDX�H[HPSOLÀHG�WKH�SURJUHVVLYH�VSLULW��
aiming to help individuals and the city of Boston. 

All over the USA such social justice oriented initiatives 
ZHUH�ÁRXULVKLQJ��DV�D�UHDFWLRQ�WR�WKH�DEKRUUHQW�
conditions, in particular in the booming cities. One critic 
was the well-known author of How the Other Half Lives. 
Jacob Riis gave an account of the living and working 
conditions in New York slums (Riis, 1890/2004). Parsons 
was another critic, among many. Career guidance was 
seen as a tool for social justice in a society with huge 

gaps between the rich and the poor (Davis, 1964). 
Parsons’ vision was of the harmonious society, where 
everyone is a fellow-citizen in a working fellowship of 
VROLGDULW\��(YHU\RQH�LV�D�SDUWQHU�LQ�D�EURDG��H[WHQGHG�
family fellowship and all should be able to develop their 
optimal potential for the good of all. This society demands 
that each individual’s potential is developed. As Parsons 
����������QRWHG�¶HDFK�FKLOG�>VKRXOG@�EH�ÀWWHG�IRU�OLIH�E\�
an education carefully adapted to his partial genius and 
capacities, and will be given full opportunity to discover 
his true sphere of labour and occupy it’. Parsons actively 
RSSRVHG�WKH�ÀHUFH�FRPSHWLWLRQ�RI�KLV�DJH�DQG�VDZ�
career guidance as a tool which about his vision of the 
harmonious society.

Psychometric techniques and 
social justice

The movements in Boston and elsewhere can be seen 
as a intertwined discourse between philanthropic 
movements and Protestantism, one in which morality 
and faith are central to the way one’s life is led. Choice 
of work is seen in terms of a vocational call. Individuals 
should make their vocational choices for the glory of 
God and the good of mankind. It is in this way that 
harmony and success can be attained. 

As Parsons’ theories of vocational guidance became 
institutionalised and spread, however, they became 
more clearly associated with a positivistic rationality 
(Plant, 2009). Thus, psychometric techniques were 
applied, and the way to testing was paved. This particular 
approach has maintained its prominent position in career 
guidance and counselling since the publication of the 
book Principles of Physiological Psychology (Wundt (1874): 
psychometric institutes and testing were established in 
PRVW�LQGXVWULDOLVHG�FRXQWULHV��,Q�WKLV�¶VFLHQWLÀF·�DSSURDFK��
and armed with aptitude, intelligence and interest tests, 
psychometrics were regarded as a new way of creating 
VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��L�H��D�PHULWRFUDF\�RQ�D�VFLHQWLÀF�EDVLV��DV�
opposed to earlier favouritism and nepotism, which 
were seen as signs of social injustice.  Advocates of 
psychometrics maintained that they represented social 
MXVWLFH�IRU�DOO��DV�WKHLU�ZRUN�ZDV�EDVHG�RQ�VROLG�VFLHQWLÀF�
evidence (Plant, 2009). Critics of testing, however, were 
never convinced that there was much of a correlation 
between the results of the testing, and the test of real 
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OLIH�H[SHULHQFH��*HUJHQ���������2Q�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKH\�
would see testing as another instrument of social 
injustice. Critics argue that many tests reproduce the 
H[LVWLQJ�VRFLDO�RUGHU��EDVHG�RQ�WKH�VRFLDO�ELDV�RI�WKH�
test constructor, his/her social background, and on the 
normative traits which are inherent in testing materials 
(Michell, 1999). In these terms, testing runs the risk of 
being transformed into a sophisticated instrument of 
social injustice (Plant, 2010).

The autonomous and skills-
oriented citizen

Modern career guidance, test-based or not, started as 
a part of the progressive movement with a rationality 
based on social justice, citizenship, solidarity and harmony 
(Davis, 1964). In contemporary political discourses 
the notion of career comprises both the creation and 
management of one’s career, and there is a suggestion 
of a change in career guidance policy (Bengtsson, 2011; 
.M UJnUG���������7KH�2(&'��IRU�H[DPSOH��SRLQWV�RXW�
that ‘A key challenge for policy-makers is to shift their 
career guidance systems to adopt a broader perspective, 
emphasising the promotion of people’s capacity to 
manage their own careers. This is consistent with the 
view that the role of governments in democratic societies 
is to help citizens to manage their own lives, not to 
manage their lives for them’ (OECD, 2004: p.139). Here 
the OECD focus on a re-adjustment of career guidance 
policy by pointing to the manner in which the welfare 
VWDWH�SUDFWLFDOO\�SDFLÀHV�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ��DGYRFDWLQJ�
D�QHROLEHUDO�ZHOIDUH�UHJLPH�WKDW�WR�D�JUHDWHU�H[WHQW�
promotes the individual’s own ability to take control of 
his/her own life and career (Kjærgård,2012).

From an emancipatory point of view, individuals could be 
viewed as autonomous in shaping their own lives: social 
class and societal structures are of little importance, and 
career guidance is part of this emancipating process. On 
the other hand, the autonomy discourse represents a 
withdrawal of the welfare state, backed by the notion 
that the welfare state creates dependant and passive 
clients: ‘There is no such thing as society, there are only 
individuals and their families’ (Thatcher, 1987). With 
this approach the responsibility for careers failure or 
success is placed on the individual, and less so on societal 
structures (Bengtsson, 2011; Kjærgård, 2012).

/LNHZLVH�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�VWDWHV��
‘Career management skills play a decisive role in 
empowering people to become involved in shaping 
their learning, training and integration pathways and 
their careers. Such skills, which should be maintained 
throughout life, are based on key competences, in 
particular ‘learning to learn’, social and civic competences 
– including intercultural competences – and a sense 
of initiative and entrepreneurship’ The Council of The 
European Union (2008,p.8). In these terms, CMS is 
presented as an empowering instrument, aimed at active 
citizenship. These aims resonate with the progressive 
movement of more than 100 years ago, which focused 
on active citizenship, education, and work. The citizen of 
today is represented as an autonomous individual and 
a co-actor in the management of career development 
through the self-management of his/her own career 
(Bengtsson, 2011). The contribution that guidance makes 
is that (…) ‘it can contribute to empowering individuals 
to manage their own career paths in a more secure way 
LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WRGD\·V�ODERXU�PDUNHW��DQG�WR�DFKLHYH�D�
better balance between their personal and professional 
lives’ (…) (The Council of the European Commission, 
2008 p. 2). Guidance is here seen as enabling individuals 
to manage their career paths, and as helping to create 
a better life/work balance. So, what is the connection 
between career guidance and social justice in the 21st 
century, and how does this appear in practice?

Career guidance and social 
justice in the 21st century

When Frank Parsons and his colleagues started up 
various tutoring programmes related to community 
participation, education and work in the early 1900s, it 
was primarily among the poor and immigrants, and with 
the goal of creating a more just society (Davis, 1964). 
Even today career guidance is connected to concepts 
like social justice, advocacy and sustainability. In 2013, for 
H[DPSOH��WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ�RI�(GXFDWLRQDO�DQG�
Vocational Guidance, IAEVG, issued a communiqué on 
‘Social Justice in Educational and Career Guidance and 
&RXQVHOOLQJ·��/LNHZLVH��WKH�(8·V�5HVROXWLRQ�RI������RQ�
better integrating lifelong guidance into lifelong learning 
strategies points out that major challenges remain in 
terms of social integration and equal opportunities in 
education and work. 

From mutualism to individual competitiveness…
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European policymakers, like Frank Parsons, emphasise 
WKDW�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�VKRXOG�KHOS�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�ÀQGV�
his/her place in society and in a vocation. The EU 
seeks to achieve this by fostering active citizenship and 
career management skills. Social, civic, or intercultural 
competences are pivotal in lifelong career guidance 
because they are a basic part of managing a lifelong career. 

Inspired by the progressive movement in the US in the 
early twentieth century and its focus on social justice, a 
renewed discourse may emerge where career guidance 
is perceived as a tool for active and lifelong citizenship. 
To connect career guidance and social justice there is a 
need to focus on a holistic life-long approach and active 
citizenship. The Parsonian approach focused on matching, 
adaptation and mutualism; a neoliberal approach would 
focus more on competition, individualism, and autonomy.

Individual and society: a 
dual vision

According to Tony Watts (Watts, 2015) career guidance 
is a profoundly political process, and it operates at the 
interface between the individual and society. Watts has 
offered four alternative approaches to guidance from a 
VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�SHUVSHFWLYH��ÀJXUH�����WKH�GLPHQVLRQV�RI�
which are individual/society, and change/status quo. Thus, 
the dual functions of career guidance are addressed, and 
this provides an opportunity to problematise political 
goals and practices within career guidance, and its relation 
to social justice. 

Figure 1: :DWWV¶��������VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�
ideologies of guidance

Core focus on 
society 
(macro and meso)

Core focus on 
the individual 
(micro)

Change
Radical 
(social change)

Progressive 
(individual change)

Status quo
Conservative 
(social control)

/LEHUDO 
(non directive)

,Q�/RYpQ��������VXUYH\�DPRQJ�6ZHGLVK�SUDFWLWLRQHUV��
the majority viewed guidance work as, in principle, 
non-directive and individually focused, whereas the 
main emphasis in practice was on the societal status 
quo aspects.  Arthur, Collins, McMahon, and Marshall 
(2009) found similar views in their study on Canadian 
career practitioners’ views of social justice and barriers 
for practice. By contrast, the political intentions with 
guidance activities focus on change, in terms of both 
society and the individual. The European Commission 
(2008) points out that career guidance should contribute 
to policy goals within education and employment, and a 
Norwegian law states that career guidance should help to 
reduce social inequality, prevent dropouts and integrate 
ethnic minorities (Educationlaw, 1998) .

7KHVH�H[DPSOHV�SRLQW�WR�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
practice is challenged by policy-makers to become 
more proactive, especially in relation to vulnerable 
population groups. Career guidance should promote 
equal opportunities for all, where all people are given 
a lifelong opportunity to participate in education 
and employment. This political rhetoric views career 
guidance as a soft instrument for steering society. Such 
an instrument should encourage change at both the 
societal and individual level. The question is, of course: 
How far should this go? And how far will policy-makers 
allow this to go? From a social justice perspective, career 
guidance practices should focus on change with a view to 
HQVXULQJ�WKDW�QR�RQH�LV�H[FOXGHG�RU�H[FOXGH�WKHPVHOYHV�
from education, employment, or from their chosen path 
in life due to social background, gender, age, or ethnicity. 
Possible steps towards this vision may be found in 
emancipatory career guidance approaches to which we 
will now turn.

Career guidance as a tool 
for citizenship, emancipation 
and advocacy

Parsons, as we have seen above, was part of the 
progressive movement. He saw career guidance as one 
way to a more just society. In the present situation, 
with ‘careerquakes’ (Watts, 1996), rapid movements in 
societal tectonic plates, new technologies, and a more 
LQGLYLGXDOLVHG�VRFLHW\��H[SHFWDWLRQV�DUH�IRFXVHG�RQ�
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HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS��ÁH[LELOLW\��DQG�DXWRQRP\��:LWK�WKLV�
backdrop, inspiration can be found in Parsons’ vision of 
mutualism and citizenship. Career guidance can be re-
invented as an instrument of social justice.  As in Boston, 
we also see a growing number of immigrants; a growing 
gap between the haves and have-nots; and an increase in 
the number of people without education or work. Our 
theoretical and practical approach in career guidance 
needs to be geared towards the present situation. 
Careerquakes are the order of the day, and career 
guidance can play an active role in this picture in terms of 
emancipatory approaches and advocacy.  

Emancipatory career 
guidance

Emancipatory guidance implies, as the words says (free 
from bondage, oppression, or restraint; to liberate) 
that guidance has a role to play in terms of liberating 
the talents of each citizen, and thus societal forces. This 
can be seen narrowly as picking the best individuals for 
the competitive society. In these terms, the concept of 
emancipatory guidance on a humanistic base has been 
criticised for being naïve: people do not choose among 
options: they are chosen and selected by gender, class, etc. 
Grounded in opportunity structure theory, Colley (2003), 
Willis (1977), and Ken Roberts (1995) assert that ‘choice’ 
is constrained by social class and education limiting 
individuals to certain occupations: ‘…people’s prospects 
still depend very much on their family background, their 
TXDOLÀFDWLRQV�IURP�WKHLU�LQLWLDO�HGXFDWLRQ��ZKHUH�WKH\�
lie, their gender and their ethnicity’ (Roberts, 1995: 82). 
With such overwhelming constraints, career education 
and career guidance are considered largely futile by 
Roberts. Career education and career guidance are much 
too weak instruments to counter such overwhelming 
powers as the dynamics of the labour market, and of 
the global economy. However, whereas such views may 
provide an insight into the powerful constraints that 
PDQ\�FOLHQWV�H[SHULHQFH��WKH\�PD\�DOVR�SURYLGH�WKH�
basis for empowerment and emancipation as important 
elements in careers work. This point links emancipation 
to awareness-rising, and to taking a stand. There is no 
LPSDUWLDO�SRVLWLRQ��¶:DVKLQJ�RQH·V�KDQGV�RI�WKH�FRQÁLFW�
between the powerful and the powerless means to side 
with the powerful, not to be neutral,’ as Paolo Freire 

(1985: 122) so famously declared. With this observation, 
the ideal of the neutral or even objective counsellor 
vanishes. There is no such position. Many scholars, from 
different standpoints, have dealt with emancipatory 
guidance in various ways. Most recently, Sultana (2014; 15-
23), drawing on Habermas, distinguishes between: 

Technocratic rationality: instrumental control, 
HIÀFLHQF\��SUHGLFWLRQ�DQG�RXWFRPHV�

Hermeneutic rationality:  communication, social 
interaction, and interpretation 

Emancipatory rationality:�VHOI�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�VHOI�
knowledge, biography as a result of internal and 
H[WHUQDO�IDFWRUV��DFWLRQ�WKDW�H[SDQGV�SRVVLELOLWLHV�
IRU�VHOI�H[SUHVVLRQ�DQG�VHOI�IXOÀOPHQW�

This latter part of the citation above leaves much 
room for personal and societal changes, based on self-
UHÁHFWLRQ��JURXS�UHÁHFWLRQ��DQG�RQ�VLPLODU�ZHOO�NQRZQ�
guidance activities. Other scholars have pointed to the 
emancipatory aspects of the communication between 
client and counsellor, based on conditions such as 
empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard 
(Rogers, 1951). Similarly, (Peavy, 2005) working within a 
constructivist mindset, bases his practice on compassion, 
cultural attunement, respect, authenticity, and disciplined 
mindfulness. Gottfredson (2002) pointed to the societal 
and psychological forces leading to circumscription and 
compromise, i.e. creating an awareness of processes 
of narrowing life options, thus limiting social justice, in 
particular for females. Barrie A Irving and Malik (2004) 
aimed at promoting social justice in the global economy: 
so called ‘realistic’ choices, made at the age of 16, may 
well limit the scope of choices, thus limiting social justice. 
With social justice as an underlying theme, Plant and 
Thomsen (2012) focus on the emerging social control 
aspects of guidance practices and policies, as do Plant 
and Valgreen (2014). And Irving (2015) sheds critical light 
on social in/justice within career education. All these 
scholars deal with social justice from different angles. 
Where do these insights lead us to? They point to both 
the limitations and the options in terms of the many roles 
of career guidance, which include information, assessment, 
advice, counselling, careers education, placement, referral, 
advocacy, feedback and follow-up (Bartlett et al, 2000: 21).

From mutualism to individual competitiveness…
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Advocacy and Feedback

From this list (above),  Advocacy and Feedback are the 
most controversial ones in terms of the potential 
policy-making aspects of guidance. They are both linked 
directly to the focus on social justice, and they both 
imply a proactive model of guidance in which guidance 
SUDFWLWLRQHUV�PD\�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�
the actual systems in which they work. This is where 
guidance as the Trojan Horse comes rolling in (Plant, 
2005).  Advocacy��IRU�H[DPSOH��PD\�LPSO\�WKDW�D�JXLGDQFH�
practitioner stands up for his/her client, and talks and 
writes on behalf of the client in trying to rectify the 
injustice that may affect the client (Barham, 1998). Such 
injustices may, in fact, be one of the by-products of the 
system itself. Schools, for instance, produce dropouts, 
i.e. pushouts (Plant & Oomen, 2014). Yet, school-based 
JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�PD\�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�DFWLQJ�WR�
counter, not only the act of the individual dropping out, 
but also the mechanisms that drive students to drop out: 
D�SRWHQWLDO�FRQÁLFW��

Similar situations may arise in relation to feedback. This 
guidance role entails that guidance practitioners actively 
give feedback about the (mal)functions of the systems of 
which they themselves are employees. This could include 
criticising the curriculum in schools, suggesting new 
routines or projects, via feedback based on evidence on 
the actual performance of the systems. Most educational 
and labour market systems do not take such feedback 
favourably: it upsets the functioning of the systems. 
However, it is an important guidance policy goal in this 
FRQWH[W�WR�IXUWKHU�VRFLDO�LQFOXVLRQ��L�H��WR�FRXQWHU�VRFLDO�
H[FOXVLRQ�DQG�IXUWKHU�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��VHH�ÀJ�����6RPH�
guidance professionals have this obligation written into 
WKHLU�HWKLFDO�JXLGHOLQHV��7KH�6ZHGHV��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKHLU�
Ethical Declaration Sveriges Vägledarförening (2004) 
H[SUHVVHG�D�UDGLFDO�YLHZ�RQ�WKLV��¶,W�LV�WKH�PRUDO�REOLJDWLRQ�
of the guidance counsellor to be on the side of the weak 
and vulnerable in society, and, if needed, speak on their 
behalf…in public’. In this case, the Trojan Horse concept 
is embedded in the ethically based societal inclusion and 
compensation role of the guidance practitioner. This 
obligation points to a bottom-up approach to policy 
making, in which the client and the guidance professional 
do not see themselves as victims of societal systems and 
of top-down policy making, but rather as active citizens 
working together to change the system from within, 

LQ�RUGHU�WR�FRPEDW�VRFLDO�H[FOXVLRQ�DQG�WR�IXUWKHU�
social justice. Interestingly, the above-mentioned EU-
Resolution on lifelong guidance (EU, 2004) repeats the 
goal of guidance to focus on those in particular need of 
such help, including the low-skilled, migrant workers, and 
people in the third age, but it does not specify how this 
goal may be obtained. Such policy leaves the guidance 
practitioner and regional/local managers to operationalise 
policies from a bottom-up perspective. 

Conclusions 
So, which contributions can career guidance offer 
today in terms of social justice: ‘Frank, where are you, 
now that we need you’ (Gummere, 1988)? Guidance 
has a long tradition of combating social injustice and 
of furthering social inclusion. Frank Parsons pointed 
to the emancipatory effects of career guidance, both 
in terms of the individual’s liberation and in terms of 
creating a socially just and balanced society. Today, we 
need to re-vitalise career guidance along these two 
dimensions: emancipating individuals and focusing on 
structural and societal injustices. This implies a more 
proactive practice, which is a challenge for guidance 
– both in practical and in policy terms. If guidance is 
WR�SOD\�D�PRUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�IRUPXODWLQJ�
and implementing social justice and inclusion policies, 
DQG�QRW�MXVW�SDWFKLQJ�XS�VRFLDO�H[FOXVLRQ��JXLGDQFH�
may need to play the role of the Trojan Horse in the 
very systems of which it is an integral part. It requires 
D�VWURQJ�SURIHVVLRQDO�IRXQGDWLRQ�WR�IXOÀO�WKLV�UROH��
one which also includes the clients’ perspectives, 
thus adding a bottom-up perspective to social justice 
aspects of policy and practice.

Peter Plant and Roger Kjærgård
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This article considers the various roles the so-
called ‘employability agenda’ plays in helping to narrow 
the terms of participation in higher education (HE) 
DURXQG�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�YDOXH�GRPLQDWHG�
by neoliberalist notions of ‘human capital’. The article 
DUJXHV�WKDW�DV�WKHVH�GHÀQLWLRQV�EHFRPH�QDWXUDOLVHG�LQ�
the behaviour of learners and their teachers it behoves 
us (academics, careers educators, learning developers 
et al.) to draw attention to the conditions of learning 
and to the broader scheme of values around work and 
identity, and models of success, which shape them in 
the 21st Century university.

Introduction

One of the purposes of the university has been 
to hold a critical lens to society… and so one 
function of the university has also been to teach 
students to critique society, and their own role 
and the role of their chosen profession in that 
society.

(Jones, 2007: 220)

‘Employability’, as Beck and Quinn (2011) point out, 
LV�¶D�ZLGHO\�XVHG�EXW�SRRUO\�GHÀQHG�FRQFHSW�·�6RFLDO�
scientists, in their treatment of this concept, have 
WHQGHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�FRPSOH[�LQWHUDFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
both ‘demand side’ (macro-level social, economic and 
labour market conditions) and ‘supply-side’ (people’s 
credentials, abilities, career-management skills etc.) 
factors (McQuaid, Green and Danson, 2005). This 
PRUH�H[SDQVLYH��FRPSOH[LW\�DFNQRZOHGJLQJ��DSSURDFK�
LV�DOVR�HYLGHQW�LQ�<RUNH·V�LQÁXHQWLDO�ZRUN��H�J��������

which focuses on supporting higher education (HE) 
students’ employability. What follows here, then, is not 
a critique of employability per se – we write, after all, 
as educators engaged in supporting students’ academic 
and career development. Still less is it a critique of 
FDUHHUV�JXLGDQFH�DQG�HGXFDWLRQ�²�D�ÀHOG�WKDW�RIWHQ�
DWWHQGV�H[SOLFLWO\�WR�WKH�VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�FRQWH[WV�IRU��
and implications of, its theory and practice (e.g. Hooley, 
2015; Sultana, 2014; Watts, 2015). Rather, our focus 
is on a particular and pervasive ‘discursive framing’ 
RI�HPSOR\DELOLW\��0RUHDX�DQG�/HDWKZRRG�������������
– one ‘dominated by employer concerns about the 
supply of graduates’ (Brown and Hesketh, 2004: 7) 
and informed by highly contested theories of ‘human 
FDSLWDO·��'UDZLQJ�RQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQVLJKWV�IURP�H[LVWLQJ�
critical scholarship, we will argue that this framing 
serves to narrow the terms of participation in HE by: 
i) limiting the forms of knowledge and learning that are 
valorised; ii) prescribing and privileging certain kinds of 
VWXGHQW�LGHQWLWLHV��DQG�LLL��UHGXFLQJ�FRPSOH[�TXHVWLRQV�
of social justice to the simplifying and individualising 
ideology of ‘meritocracy’. As many before us have 
observed, these inter-related phenomena serve to 
situate dominant conceptualisations of employability 
ZLWKLQ�WKH�EURDGHU�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�RQJRLQJ�
neoliberalisation of higher education. The article will 
conclude by considering ways of nurturing more 
FULWLFDO�DQG�H[SDQVLYH�IRUPV�RI�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�
questions of employment, work and career planning. 
)LUVWO\��WKRXJK��ZH�ZLOO�DWWHPSW�WR�GHÀQH�ZKDW�ZH�
mean by the phrase ‘the ongoing neoliberalisation of 
higher education’.

'H¿QLQJ�QHROLEHUDOLVP
It is beyond the scope of this article to offer a 
FRPSUHKHQVLYH�RU�H[KDXVWLYH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�VXFK�D�

Narrowing participation? Contesting the 
dominant discourse of employability in 
contemporary higher education

Steve Rooney and Mark Rawlinson
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FRPSOH[�DQG�FRQWHVWHG�FRQFHSW�DV�QHROLEHUDOLVP�1 
Here we use term with the following meanings in 
mind: 2

• as the legacy of a set of economic and political 
responses (e.g. ‘Thatcherism’ in the UK, 
‘Reaganism’ in the US) to various crises in 
post-war democratic capitalism (Streeck, 2014) 
��UHVSRQVHV�ZKLFK�KDYH�HQWDLOHG�WKH�H[WHQVLRQ�
of ‘the market’, and of market rationality, as the 
dominant bases for organising and regulating 
social, political and (increasingly) personal life 
(Davies, 2014b);

• as a ‘technology of government’ (Foucault, 2000: 
����²�D�WHFKQRORJ\�ZKLFK��DV�/RUH\��������
(drawing on Foucault) argues, functions largely 
via conditions of social insecurity and precarity, 
against which people are required to take self-
governing responsibility for insuring themselves, not 
least by attending to their employability. 

As numerous authors have commented, contrary to 
the anti-statist rhetoric that often surrounds various 
neoliberal ‘reforms’, neoliberal capitalism involves the 
state taking an active role in creating and sustaining 
LWV�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�SRVVLELOLW\��VHH��IRU�H[DPSOH��2OVVHQ�
and Peters, 2005; Harvey, 2007; Streeck, 2014; Davies, 
2014b). Where UK HE is concerned, this has involved, 
among other things, the creation of a market of 
‘providers’ - albeit a somewhat contrived and 
contorted market (McGettigan, 2013) – and a framing 
of HE’s purpose and value around notions of ‘human 
capital’ development (Heaney, 2015).  

Human capital theory, 
the instrumentalisation of 
learning, and the so-called 
‘knowledge-economy’
Contemporary human capital theory has its origins 
in the work of so-called ‘Chicago School’ economists 
(e.g. Becker, 1962) – work which has, as Davies 
(2014b) points out, been integral to the development 

1 For a superb and accessible introduction to the history and 
genealogy of neoliberalism as a concept, see Davies (2014a).
��*LYHQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�IRU�WKLV�SDSHU��ZH�KDYH�IRFXVVHG�RQ�WKH�
aspects of neoliberalism that pertain to advanced capitalist 
countries like the UK. 

of neoliberal thought and policy.  Education, according 
WR�WKLV�WKHRU\��LV�YLHZHG�FKLHÁ\�DV�DQ�LQYHVWPHQW�LQ�
our own production as more economically viable, 
competitive and productive subjects (Baptiste, 2001). 
From this, it follows that the knowledge, practices, 
dispositions etc. we develop through education are 
valuable inasmuch as they contribute to our individual 
development as capital (Rikowski, 2003). Given this 
somewhat stark and reductive view of both the 
human and of the value of learning it is perhaps, as 
Holborow (2012) suggests, unsurprising that the 
theory is still not referred to very widely outside 
RI�VSHFLDOLVW�FRQWH[WV��$V�+ROERURZ�DVNV��¶:KR��
indeed, would spontaneously describe themselves as 
human capital?’ (101). Nevertheless, the assumptions 
underpinning human capital theory are present in 
much state and institutional-level discourse regarding 
both the purpose of higher education and the kinds 
of students HE should aspire to ‘produce’ (Holborow, 
2012; Heaney, 2015). Whilst we are mainly concerned, 
here, with the implications of this discourse for UK 
HE, it is worth noting that its reach is global - largely 
as the result of responses to the perceived challenges 
and opportunities of globalisation, with governments 
across the developed and developing world advocating 
for HE as a producer of a) the kinds of knowledge, 
and b) the kinds of graduates that will fuel economic 
growth and productivity (Naidoo, 2010).

&RQVLGHU��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKH�IROORZLQJ�H[WUDFW�IURP�
the UK Government’s )XOÀOOLQJ�2XU�3RWHQWLDO��7HDFKLQJ�
Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice:

Higher education providers need to provide 
degrees with lasting value to their recipients. 
This will mean providers being open to involving 
employers and learned societies representing 
professions in curriculum design. It will also 
mean teaching students the transferrable work 
readiness skills that businesses need, including 
collaborative teamwork and the development of 
a positive work ethic, so that they can contribute 
more effectively to our efforts to boost the 
productivity of the UK economy. 

(Department of Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS), 
2015: 11) 

7KH�LGHRORJLFDO�¶ZRUN·�EHLQJ�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�WKLV�H[WUDFW�
FDQ�EH�REVHUYHG�LQ�WKH�PHDQLQJV�LW�À[HV��/DFODX�

Steve Rooney and Mark Rawlinson
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and Mouffe, 2001; Fairclough, 2003) around certain 
¶FRQWHVWHG�VLJQLÀHUV·��5HDU�DQG�-RQHV���������)RU�
H[DPSOH��ZKLOVW�IHZ�ZRXOG�GLVDJUHH�ZLWK�WKH�QRWLRQ�
that students should derive ‘lasting value’ from their 
education, we might well disagree strongly on what 
we mean by this term. Some of us, for instance, would 
argue that the true ‘lasting value’ of HE lies, in part 
at least, in how effectively it empowers students to 
critique and challenge the kinds of assumptions and 
ideologies encoded in the discourse produced by 
government departments such as BIS. This relates to 
our broader commitment to maintaining the university 
as a space for critical thought and as a ‘democratic 
SXEOLF�VSKHUH·��*LURX[���������)RU�%,6��WKRXJK��WKH�
PHDQLQJ�RI�¶ODVWLQJ�YDOXH·�LV�À[HG�ÀUPO\�DURXQG�WKH�
H[FOXVLYH�DLP�RI�ERRVWLQJ�¶SURGXFWLYLW\·�E\�LQVWLOOLQJ�LQ�
graduates the ‘work readiness skills that businesses 
need’ and the requisite ‘positive work ethic’. Absent 
from this framing is any notion of the university as 
a space for critique – as a space for questioning, 
IRU�H[DPSOH��KRZ�DQG�ZK\�HFRQRPLF�SURGXFWLYLW\�
LV�YLHZHG�DV�DQ�D[LRPDWLF�¶JRRG·�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��
or what alternative social, cultural or moral ends 
SURGXFWLYH�KXPDQ�DFWLYLW\�PLJKW�VHUYH��7KH�H[WUDFW�
is illustrative, in other words, of the kind of narrow 
instrumentalisation of learning that dominates much 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�GLVFRXUVH�UHJDUGLQJ�+(��*LURX[��������
Mavelli, 2014). 

We should state, here, that we do not write from 
the misty-eyed perspective of some imagined ‘pre-
neoliberal’ age of innocence and intellectual autonomy. 
As Collini (2012) has ably demonstrated, such an age 
KDV�QHYHU�H[LVWHG��1RU�DUH�ZH�UHMHFWLQJ�WKH�QRWLRQ�
that universities should engage with the social and 
HFRQRPLF�FRQWH[WV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�RSHUDWH�²�IDU�IURP�LW��
Rather, and following McArthur (2011), we are simply 
DVVHUWLQJ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�WKHVH�FRQWH[WV�
critically, in ways that allow us and our students to 
ask more than simply: ‘how do we comply with the 
demands of government and business?’ Providing 
spaces to think beyond adaptation to the status quo 
– to ask critical questions about, and to consider 
alternatives to, this status quo - is central, after all, to 
any conception of HE as an agent of social justice.

However, the spectre of instrumentalisation is only 
RQH�UHDVRQ�WR�ÀQG�D�KXPDQ�FDSLWDO�WKHRU\·V�IUDPLQJ�
of HE’s mission problematic. Another is a particular 
view of the ‘knowledge economy’ that forms the 

backdrop for this framing – an economy replete, 
according to popular representations, with an 
DEXQGDQFH�RI�H[FLWLQJ��FUHDWLYH��SHUVRQDOO\�UHZDUGLQJ�
and well-paid opportunities for any graduate with the 
¶WDOHQW·�WR�VHL]H�WKHP��$V�%URZQ��/DXGHU�DQG�$VKWRQ�
(2011:16) make clear, this vision of an opportunity-
ULFK��EUDYH�QHZ�ZRUOG�RI�ZRUN�¶ZRXOG�EH�PRUH�ÀWWLQJ�
in a fairy tale than in an actual account of reality.’ 
,W�LV�D�WDOH�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�H[WHQW�RI�WKH�GHPDQG�DQG�
opportunities for creativity and professional autonomy 
are over-stated, and in which the realities for most 
‘knowledge workers’ of ‘routinization, surveillance 
DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ·��1DLGRR������������UHPDLQ�ODUJHO\�
concealed. Tomlinson (2012), meanwhile, reports 
on the ongoing phenomenon of graduate ‘under-
employment’, citing research which reveals that ‘a 
growing number of graduates are undertaking forms 
of employment that are not commensurate to their 
level of education and skills’. As for the much-vaunted 
‘graduate premium’ (that promise of higher salaries 
for those who choose to ‘invest’ in their education) 
- this too is somewhat misleading. The true picture 
EHFRPHV�IDU�PRUH�FRPSOH[��DQG�IDU�OHVV�URV\��ZKHQ��
rather than relying on averages, the actual distributions 
of graduate incomes are considered (Brown et al. 
������6WDQGLQJ���������,Q�DGGLWLRQ��DV�/DXGHU��%URZQ�DQG�
Tholen (2012) argue, any apparent premium may well, 
LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV��EH�PRUH�UHÁHFWLYH�RI�GHFOLQLQJ�HDUQLQJV�
among the ‘non-graduate’ labour force.  Finally, and as 
many have observed, the widening of participation in 
HE has decidedly not coincided with a dissolution of 
entrenched social inequalities where career outcomes 
are concerned. Tomlinson again: 

Wider structural changes [in the economy] 
have potentially reinforced positional differences 
and differential outcomes between graduates, 
not least those from different class-cultural 
backgrounds. While mass HE has potentially 
opened up opportunities for non-traditional 
graduates, new forms of cultural reproduction 
and social closure continue to empower some 
graduates more readily than others. (2012: 427) 

As many academics and careers professionals will 
already be aware, these are sobering realities, indeed, 
for anyone whose work is informed by a commitment 
to social justice. Against a backdrop of persistent 
inequalities, and a ‘knowledge economy’ whose realities 
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stand a long way from popular (mis)representations, 
we are faced with a dominant employability discourse 
which tends represent these inequalities as problems 
for individuals to overcome by adapting more 
successfully (i.e. more competitively) to the conditions 
WKH\�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ��0RUHDX�DQG�/HDWKZRRG��������
Boden and Nedeva, 2010; Wilton, 2011; Chertkovskaya, 
Watt, Tramer and Spoelstra, 2013). From this it follows 
that HE’s role is simply to ‘equip’ students with the 
necessary skills and dispositions (which themselves 
are characterised as neutral, asocial ‘assets’, whose 
SHUFHLYHG�QRQ�SRVVHVVLRQ�LV�DVFULEHG�WR�GHÀFLWV�LQ�
individual ‘ability, determination and aspiration’ (Burke, 
2013: 111)) to enable them to compete and prosper. 
This ‘meritocratic’ framing of education’s role ignores, 
RI�FRXUVH��WKH�FRPSOH[�VRFLDO��FXOWXUDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�
bases for social injustice (Burke, 2013; Brennan and 
Naidoo, 2008; Hooley, 2015). ‘Justice’, according to 
this framing, becomes understood as the opportunity 
WR�H[HUFLVH�PRELOLW\�ZLWKLQ�H[LVWLQJ��LQWHUVHFWLQJ�
structures of inequality, rather than as an outcome 
of challenging these structures and uncovering the 
‘ideological strategies’ that sustain them (Fraser, 2012: 
51). As already noted, however, universities should 
surely be spaces where precisely these latter kinds 
RI�FULWLFDO�SUDFWLFHV�ÁRXULVK��(PSOR\DELOLW\�GLVFRXUVH��
at least in the dominant form discussed here, may in 
other words help to militate against the very forms 
of criticality upon which a genuinely social justice-
oriented higher education would depend. 

As well as individualising responsibility for 
employment, this discourse also tends to emphasise 
the need for individuals to act as self-regulating sites 
of human capital -  measuring the value of various 
IRUPV�RI�¶SHUVRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW·�FKLHÁ\�RU�H[FOXVLYHO\�
in terms of the latter’s contribution to this capital 
�%RGHQ�DQG�1HGHYD��������&OHJJ���������'HÀQLWLRQV�
DQG�H[SODQDWLRQV�RI�HPSOR\DELOLW\�LQ�+(�SODFH�D�VWURQJ�
emphasis on the graduate’s ‘attributes and attitude’ 
and on qualities such as: ‘team-working’, ‘problem 
solving’, ‘communication’, ‘innovation’, ‘collaboration’, 
and ‘intellectual risk taking’ (Cole and Tibby, 2013: 
8). These are, once again, terms whose meaning is 
contested. Such qualities could, depending on the 
bearer, relate to all manner of beliefs and practices, 
some of which might be deemed antagonistic to the 
interests of certain employers (including, potentially, 
those BIS is so keen to see involved in ‘curriculum 

GHVLJQ·���)RU�H[DPSOH��FROODERUDWLYH��LQQRYDWLYH��
¶LQWHOOHFWXDO�ULVN�WDNLQJ·�VWXGHQWV��LPEXHG�ZLWK�H[FHOOHQW�
‘communication’ skills might prove to be doughty 
campaigners against particular employers’ business 
practices or, indeed, the system that gives rise to these 
SUDFWLFHV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��(PSOR\DELOLW\�GLVFRXUVH��
KRZHYHU��ZRUNV�WR�GHÀQH�VXFK�FRQWHVWHG�DQG�FRQWH[W�
GHSHQGHQW�DWWULEXWHV�H[FOXVLYHO\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKHLU�
WUDQVIHUUDEOH�H[FKDQJH�YDOXH�DV�¶VRIW·�HPSOR\DELOLW\�
skills (Cremin, 2010). The emphasis on students’ 
dispositions, attitudes, personal qualities etc. implies, 
also, a particular type of neoliberal subjectivity – one 
that views more and more aspects of personhood as 
functional forms of competitive advantage (Urciuoli, 
������0RRUH��������0F$UWKXU���������$V�/RUH\��������
observes, one of the effects of the growing demand 
that we become – in conditions of systemic insecurity 
- self-entrepreneurial ‘virtuoso workers’, compelled to 
perform various personal, social and affective qualities 
in order to obtain and retain employment, is that: 
‘the entire person, with their knowledge and affects, 
becomes part of the capitalist production process.’ 
(83-84).  

This is not to suggest that support for students’ 
career development need inevitably involve compelling 
students to submit their ‘entire person’ to the logic 
of human capital theory. As educationalists working 
in the neoliberal academy (whose own cognitive and 
affective labour is increasingly disciplined by regimes 
of market rationality) we recognise that whilst our 
work is inescapably implicated in the reproduction 
of neoliberal norms and values, it is in no way 
reducible to this role. As noted in the Introduction, 
employability is itself a contested concept. This 
contestation creates spaces for those of us working 
‘on the ground’ to interpret it in a variety nuanced 
ways, including those which challenge, question and 
problematise interpretations dominant at state, or 
institutional, levels. Indeed, careers education already 
contains currents of thought which encourage us to 
look beyond simply facilitating individual adaptation 
to�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�RUGHU��DQG�WRZDUGV�FULWLTXH�DQG�
transformation of�WKLV�RUGHU��VHH��IRU�H[DPSOH��
Sultana, 2014; Hooley, 2015). The challenge lies 
LQ�FUHDWLQJ�VSDFHV�ZKHUH�PRUH�FULWLFDO��H[SDQVLYH�
and emancipatory forms of learning about work, 
HPSOR\PHQW�DQG�FDUHHU�GHYHORSPHQW�PLJKW�ÁRXULVK�
(McArthur, 2011). 
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Employability: Structure and 
Agency Reconsidered 
If the foregoing is an adequate and necessary 
description of the contemporary university, in 
particular of the terms in which learning and future 
employment and employability are articulated, what 
would be an appropriate form of curricular and 
pedagogic counter-weight? Notwithstanding the 
possibility that any curricular or credential-bearing 
activity may be mobilized as evidence of learning for 
employability (though the everyday libidinal resistance 
of students to learning designs suggests that this is 
not likely to be the case), what learning activities 
would help students and teachers recognise the 
framing of their learning as employability, and to take 
responsibility for the meanings which attach to notions 
such as work (both in its connection with identity, and 
in its social dimensions), well-being, and success?

:H�ZLOO�FRQFOXGH��WKHQ��E\�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�DQG�
critiquing our current plans to cultivate more 
critical approaches to employability - approaches 
ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�H[SORUDWLRQV�RI�WKH�YHU\�VRFLDO�DQG�
structural perspectives often missing from the narrow, 
individualistic and meritocratic framing discussed 
above. These plans stem, in part, from insights arising 
from an earlier, so far rather informal, project on 
transitions to employment. Observations of corporate 
graduate selection centres, together with audits of 
the alignment of programmes of instruction and 
assessment with a transferable skills framework for 
KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��OHG�WR�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�XVH�DQG�
potential of the seminar as a vehicle for learning in 
the humanities. The structural passivity of the seminar 
student in the teacher/student couple mapped poorly 
onto claims about independent learners and their 
enterprising competencies (compare Bell, 2007). This 
was particularly the case with respect to team working 
and ‘learning agility’. It was commonplace for the 
seminar to be nominated an instance of group work, 
but in practice the distribution of responsibility for the 
activity of the group often contradicts this assumption. 

,URQLFDOO\��WKH�LQLWLDO�FRQÀUPDWLRQ�RI�D�GLIIHUHQFH�
between educational and enterprising work – between 
the classroom and the corporation – opened the 
way to contemplating, under another description, 
the deeper continuities between these realms of 

activity. The practices of the classroom appeared to 
EH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�XQGHU�H[DPLQHG�E\�LWV�LQKDELWDQWV�
in terms of the dynamics of the group, student and 
teacher identities, hidden curricula and the cross-
cutting incentives which shaped different kinds of 
participation or ‘engagement’ in academic behaviour. 
So too were the values of work in the ‘real world’, 
together with the identities and incentives associated 
with institutional/professional labour, occluded by 
the vestigial imperatives of ‘the work society’ (Beck, 
2000) and by the near universal veneration of work 
and wealth which Seabrook has analysed as a form 
of secular salvation in Pauperland (2013). How could 
WKH�YHU\�WH[WXUH�RI�OLIH�EH�VR�LQYLVLEOH"�:H�ZHUH�
DZDUH�RI�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�ZRUN�RI�OHDUQHUV�LV�
discounted, not least by the processes of correction 
and other disciplines of assessment – Welch’s (1945: 
����ÀFWLRQDO�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�DQ�DUW�WHDFKHU�¶ÀQLVKLQJ·�
a schoolboy’s drawing is emblematic: ‘His work was 
being spoiled for him. Masters never understand this.’ 
But could work, which everybody talks about, in the 
rarer intervals when they are not doing it, be as hard 
to see? Indeed, Siegfried Kracauer diagnosed the 
SUREOHP�QHDUO\�D�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�DJR��H[SORULQJ�ZKLWH�
collar work in twenties Berlin:

And how about the employees themselves? They 
are least conscious of their situation. But surely 
WKHLU�H[LVWHQFH�LV�VSHQW�LQ�IXOO�SXEOLF�YLHZ"�,W�LV�
precisely its public nature that protects it from 
GLVFRYHU\��MXVW�OLNH�WKH�¶/HWWHU�WR�+HU�0DMHVW\·�LQ�
Edgar Allan Poe’s tale: nobody notices the letter 
because it is out on display. Powerful forces are 
DGPLWWHGO\�LQ�SOD\��DQ[LRXV�WR�SUHYHQW�DQ\RQH�
noticing anything here. 

(1998: 29)

It follows from the condition of being hidden in 
plain sight that the relationships between work 
IRU�H[DPLQDWLRQ��DQG�ZRUN�IRU�VDODU\��PLJKW�UHSD\�
further investigation, in particular at the site of their 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�FRQMXQFWLRQ�DV�DQ�H[SOLFLW�GLVFRXUVH�
of employability in higher education. We doubt that 
VWXGHQWV��DQG�LQGHHG�WKHLU�WHDFKHUV��KDYH�VXIÀFLHQW�
opportunities to understand their behaviour as 
learners, and the values and identities which accrue to 
their work, especially given the compulsive repetition 
RI�WKH�XQH[DPLQHG�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VXSSRVHG�
unreality of academic labour and the ontological gold-
standard of work in the ‘real world’. 
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$Q�H[SDQGHG�HPSOR\DELOLW\�HGXFDWLRQ�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�
an opportunity for students to identify and assess 
what is at stake - both the psychic and economic 
investments as well as the potential or imagined 
returns - in acquiring or performing the employability 
‘skills, understandings and attributes’ which make 
‘graduates more likely to gain employment and be 
successful in their chosen occupations’ (Knight and 
<RUNH������������6XFK�DQ�DSSURDFK�ZRXOG�H[SORUH�WKH�
very terms of transition from formal education to 
the workforce, in particular education itself, vocation, 
values of work and working identities. A module in 
development as a second-year undergraduate elective 
KDV�WKH�ZRUNLQJ�WLWOH�¶:RUN�DQG�:HOO�%HLQJ��/LWHUDU\�
DQG�6RFLRORJLFDO�$SSURDFKHV�WR�/DERXU��+HDOWK�DQG�
Happiness’. This is being designed in such a way as to 
bring about the collaboration of students of literature 
and of sociology in thinking though the terms in 
which their future in the labour market is framed 
by the educational career that has brought them to 
XQLYHUVLW\��EXW�DOVR�OHDUQLQJ�KRZ�WR�FRQWH[WXDOL]H�DQG�
DFFRXQW�IRU�WKHLU�RZQ�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�SDLG�DQG�XQSDLG�
ZRUN��LQFOXGLQJ�WKHLU�DFDGHPLF�ZRUN��/HDUQLQJ�DFURVV�
GLVFLSOLQHV��DQG�WKH�UHÁH[LYH�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�
RI�DFDGHPLF�ZRUN�LWVHOI��KDV�D�GRXEOH�VLJQLÀFDQFH��
Firstly, this framing produces some of the material 
of the module. This includes the palpable differences 
students will encounter between the methodologies 
and working assumptions of social studies and literary 
studies, in particular their several orientations to the 
aggregate and to the individual. Additionally, immediate 
H[DPSOHV�RI�DYHUVLYH�EXW��XOWLPDWHO\�RU�LPPHGLDWHO\��
rewarding effort, such as academic or term-time 
SDLG�ZRUN��ZLOO�SURYLGH�SUDFWLFDO�FRQWH[WV�IRU�WHVWLQJ�
theoretical and critical accounts of the values of work. 
Consideration of evidence such as the Prospects and 
Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education �'/+(��
SURÀOHV�RI�WKH�¶GHVWLQDWLRQV·�RI�(QJOLVK�DQG�6RFLRORJ\�
JUDGXDWHV�ZLOO�DOVR�KHOS�WR�JHQHUDWH��UHÁHFWLRQ�WKURXJK�
difference. Secondly, the cross-disciplinary encounter 
provides the form of the module. The deliberate 
alternation of  social and individualistic perspectives 
RQ�WKHRUHWLFDO�DQG�QDUUDWLYH�WH[WV�LV�GHVLJQHG�WR�
open a dialogue amongst the contradictory values 
of work which themselves structure commonplace 
understandings of the relations of the personal and the 
public, for instance work as a source of satisfaction and 
DV�D�VRXUFH�RI�VWDWXV��ZRUN�DV�JUDWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�DV�GXW\��

The teacherly conception of the module – by 
which we mean the goals of its designers, rather 
than the manifold and unpredictable uses to which 
it may be put by learners - is that, using literary 
representations of work and society, together with 
sociological descriptions and analyses of work as 
practice and as structure, students will learn to 
unpack the imperatives, values and fantasies which 
continue to shape their own, and their culture’s, 
formal and informal preparation for individual 
and collective futures. In this sense the module is 
positioned as a co- or even anti-employability module, 
a demythologization of what Frayne (2015: 5) calls 
‘the dogmatic nature of work’. For instance, students 
would be invited to investigate the implications of 
the over-determination of higher education as a 
policy instrument for the design of an internationally 
competitive work force (Robbins, 1963), as a vector 
of individual positional advantage and as a humane 
RU�VRFLDO�JRRG��,Q�DQRWKHU�H[DPSOH��WKH�VXSSRVHG�
independence of the learner in higher education 
PLJKW�EH�MX[WDSRVHG�ZLWK�WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�¶QHFHVVLW\·�RI�
higher education as a meritocratic ‘resolution’ of the 
contradictions of scarcity and opportunity (Young, 
1958). Module assessment is designed to recruit both 
the resources of the group, and to set up encounters 
with key issues from a variety of perspectives and in a 
YDULHW\�RI�YRLFHV��6WXGHQWV�ZRXOG�EH�H[SHFWHG�WR�ZULWH�
an essay or report in which they unpacked a problem, 
developed an analysis or teased out a contradiction 
LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�ZRUN�DQG�ZHOO�EHLQJ�XVLQJ�OLWHUDU\�DQG�
RU�VRFLRORJLFDO�LGHDV�DQG�WH[WV�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�VWXGLHG��
7KH\�ZRXOG�DOVR�FUHDWH�D�UHÁHFWLYH�MRXUQDO�RQ�WKHLU�
own work (paid, voluntary or academic), but the group 
ZRXOG�ÀUVW�KDYH�WR�JHQHUDWH�D�IUDPHZRUN�RU�FKHFNOLVW�
RI�FULWHULD�IRU�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI�WKDW�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�ZRUN��
Finally, students would be required to perform their 
employability in a covering letter addressed to the 
contemporary labour market – again the group would 
ÀUVW�QHHG�WR�FDUU\�RXW�UHVHDUFK�WR�JHQHUDWH�D�VHW�
of graduate ‘roles’ or ‘opportunities’ to be applied 
for (and negotiate the range of that set, whether for 
instance it could include volunteering, co-operative 
employment and so on). 

But what would the learners actually be doing that 
would support their questioning values attributed to 
work which are ideological in the sense of going under 
the guise of facts or necessities? It is the perennial 
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concern of University careers services that students 
delay their preparation of a portfolio representing 
their employability – evidence that they have worked, 
know how to work, and wish to work - how much 
PRUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�LQVWLO�D�FULWLFDO�VXVSLFLRQ�RI�WKH�RQH�
true source of our purchasing-power, our status, our 
self-respect and our guilt! And one cannot assume 
that reading Zola’s The Ladies Paradise, a late C19th 
novel of career and consumption -  set as a primer 
for students of retailing in mid-century America - will 
LQHYLWDEO\�SURYRNH�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�LQWHUUHODWLRQ�RI�
the opportunity costs represented by limitless calls 
on dutiful labour and the price of the limitless desire 
of the consumer. And what would be in it for the 
learners? (After all, we are working, as we write about 
the module one of us has designed and intends to 
teach). It is our hope that students taking the module 
would be in a position to make better decisions 
about what they were seeking in their work because 
they had negotiated some of the contradictions 
inherent in the competition for gratifying work in an 
increasingly precarious labour market, characterised 
by growing inequalities of security and remuneration. 
This broadening of the range of perspectives students 
are encouraged to consider in relation to work and 
to their own and their peers’ employability would, we 
believe, provide an important and valuable challenge 
to the narrower conceptions of employability we have 
critiqued elsewhere in this article. 

What relationship does this projected module bear 
to generic or embedded employability learning? 
Comparison with a design for a sequence of 
employability workshops launched recently in Eire 
SRLQWV�WR�WZR�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV��WKH�ODWWHU·V�H[SOLFLW�
DOLJQPHQW�ZLWK�JXLGDQFH��DQG�LWV�LPSOLFLW�DIÀUPDWLRQ�RI�
the ‘mythology of work’ (AHECS 2014, Fleming, 2015). 
The sequence of AHECS workshops was designed 
to support a range of educators with responsibility 
for employability in HE learning to inculcate an 
employability ‘literacy’ (in contemporary parlance), 
HTXLSSLQJ�XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�ZLWK�FRQFHSWV��H[DPSOHV�
DQG�FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�UHVSHFW�RI�WKHLU�DJHQF\�DV�D�FDUHHU�
maker, as well as in their relations to the structure of 
the labour market. Students are supported in learning 
to make use of some concepts and values of career 
guidance in taking responsibility for their individual 
futures, ranging over career-choice theory, positive 
psychology, competencies, career development, 

¶IXWXUH�SURRÀQJ�P\�FDUHHU·��¶EXLOGLQJ�P\�EUDQG·��WKH�
recruitment and selection cycle and the theory of 
work adjustment. Alongside its contribution to the 
development of what testimonials refer to as ‘market 
awareness’ and ‘self-awareness’, the module is less 
H[SOLFLWO\�DERXW�JHQHUDWLQJ�FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�WKH�FRQFHSWV�
which rationalise and misrepresent work in our 
culture, notably the career itself, as well as competitive 
individualism, the values represented as facts which our 
module is designed to scrutinize (AHECS 2014: 7). By 
contrast, our approach is closer to some of the ideals 
outlined in the idea of ‘career studies’, an approach to 
careers education which aims at employability learning 
through a more holistic approach to work:

Career Studies addresses aspects of how 
we live and what it is to be human. It is a 
WUDQVGLVFLSOLQDU\�ÀHOG�RI�VRFLR�FXOWXUDO�HQTXLU\�
that focuses on life purposes and meanings and 
the more prosaic matters of achieving those ends 
(McCash, 2008: 6) 

It could be argued that a career-studies module which 
persistently questioned the value, organisation and 
distribution of work (it would have to acknowledge 
WKH�IRUFH��WHQDFLW\�DQG�PRUDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI�SRVLWLYH�
valuations of work as well) could not serve the 
interests of students making their way in the world: 
it would set up unresolvable contradictions between 
apparently inconsequential critique in the classroom 
and the more consequential competition for 
PHDQLQJIXO�HPSOR\PHQW�ZLWK�DQ�HPROXPHQW�H[FHHGLQJ�
the student loan repayment threshold. But how much 
better that students should have the responsibility for 
addressing those contradictions, not yet of their own 
�UH��PDNLQJ��WKDQ�WKDW�LW�VKRXOG�EH�FDPRXÁDJHG�EHKLQG�
the projections of the employability boosters, which 
these days includes all of us. 

Narrowing participation? Contesting the dominant discourse…
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The ability of the individual practitioner to grasp 
how her own practice is interwoven with different 
societal structures and interests can be seen as the 
ÀUVW�VWHS�RQ�WKH�ZD\�WR�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��7KLV�DUWLFOH�
investigates how the practice portrait can be used 
as an analytical and practical method to nurture this 
ability. The practice portrait was developed within 
the tradition of critical psychology to reduce the gap 
between research and practice by giving voice to 
practitioners in various social practices. In this article, 
I use the practice portrait alongside practitioners at a 
university career centre.

Introduction

7KHUH�H[LVW�ULYDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��ERWK�
in philosophy and in practice (Sultana, 2014). Few 
inquiries take into account the perspectives of career 
practitioners regarding social justice (Irving, 2011). 
One that does is the inquiry into the competencies 
career practitioners apply to address the barriers 
H[SHULHQFHG�E\�WKHLU�FOLHQWV��DV�ZHOO�DV�FRPSHWHQFLHV�
the practitioners would like to strengthen in this 
regard (Arthur, Collins, Marshall and McMahon, 
�������$UWKXU�HW�DO��ÀQG�WKDW�PDQ\�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�WU\�
to integrate their views on the struggles people are 
dealing with into ways of working in practice, but that 
career practitioners feel restricted in terms of their 
roles and responsibilities. Furthermore, Arthur and 
KHU�FROOHDJXHV�ÀQG�WKDW�LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�WUDQVODWH�WKH�
FRQFHSW�RI�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�LQWR�SUDFWLFH�UROHV�DQG�VSHFLÀF�
interventions; the practice portrait can be regarded as 
such an intervention. However, it is not an intervention 
LQWR�WKH�OLYHV�RI�WKH�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH��

it is an intervention into career guidance practice at 
the meso-level. Finally, Arthur et al. place considerable 
emphasis on negotiation when they conclude: 

According to the participants, the professional 
education of career development practitioners 
must be matched by negotiation with funders, 
policy-makers, and managers who oversee public 
and private agencies to consider where and how 
the value of social justice could be incorporated 
into service delivery (ibid. 2012: 151). 

In 2013, the Board of Directors for the International 
Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance 
released the IAEVG Communiqué on Social Justice 
in Educational and Career Guidance and Counselling, 
acknowledging the everyday work of many 
practitioners, but also underlining that ‘…although 
each of us has roles and responsibilities towards social 
justice, we need to address the structural and societal 
barriers that continue to oppress people, requiring 
leadership and collective efforts’ (IAEVG, 2013). As 
such, IAEVG also stresses the importance of structural 
and societal barriers, leadership and collective efforts. 

This article introduces the idea of practitioners 
and researchers engaging together in portraying 
VSHFLÀF�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLFHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
identify possibilities for action and change and ways 
of assuming responsibility towards social justice 
FROOHFWLYHO\��7KH�DLP�RI�WKLV�DUWLFOH�LV�WKUHHIROG��ÀUVWO\�
to introduce the idea of the practice portrait to the 
wider international community of career guidance 
practice and research, since the majority of the 
published literature until now has been in German or 
Danish; secondly to develop a version of the practice 
portrait which can be applied with career guidance 
practices; and thirdly to contribute to the discussion 

The practice portrait – a method for 
promoting social justice in practice
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on how career practitioners are empowered to act as 
agentive practitioners, conscious of the way in which 
social justice is an inherent part of their daily practices. 

The practice portrait

The practice portrait was developed within the 
tradition of Danish/German critical psychology and 
its practice research methodology which, according 
WR�1LVVHQ���������LV�EDVHG�RQ�0DU[·V�QHZ�PDWHULDOLVP�
DQG�KDV�KLV�7KHVHV�RQ�)HXHUEDFK��0DU[��������DV�
its epistemological foundation. The methodological 
development was especially inspired by the 6th thesis: 
‘the essence of humanity is no abstraction inherent 
in each individual’, but, in reality, ‘the ensemble of 
VRFLDO�UHODWLRQV·��0DU[�DQG�(QJHOV�������LQ�1LVVHQ��
2000: 146), and the 11th and probably most cited of 
the Feuerbach theses: ‘The philosophers have only 
interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to 
change it’ (ibid).

The Practice portrait was developed by a group of 
researchers in Berlin and Copenhagen researching 
psychological practices and working closely in tandem 
with practitioners whom they also encouraged to 
publish their own work. However, describing what was 
JRLQJ�RQ�LQ�SUDFWLFH�ZDV�GLIÀFXOW�ZLWKRXW�UHVRUWLQJ�
to esoteric language or abstract generalisations. To 
support and enhance practitioners’ voices in the 
development of psychological practice, a group of 
researchers and practitioners established the so-called 
Theory-Practice-Conferences (Markard and Holzkamp, 
1989) which ran biannually over a ten year period led 
by, among others, the Danish psychologist Ole Dreier. 
At the Theory-Practice-Conferences, practitioners 
and researchers developed a way of describing 
practices based on the practitioners’ standpoints. This 
was named The Practice Portrait, but the goal of the 
practice portrait was broader than merely portraying 
psychological practices in a descriptive manner; 
through systematic descriptions and interrogations of 
daily practices which preceded the descriptions, the 
goal was also to suggest changes to practice (Markard 
HW�DO����������0RUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\��WKHVH�FKDQJHV�VKRXOG�
make psychological practices work for the oppressed 
and the vulnerable; an approach which is in line with 
critical psychology and practice research since 

The background of practice research is a critique 
of the inequality, distance, and hierarchical 
connections between research and practice that 
isolate research from social practice and regard 
the results of research as standards for improving 
practice. Similarly from this perspective, science 
has been criticized for producing abstract, 
LUUHOHYDQW��DQG�GHFRQWH[WXDOL]HG�NQRZOHGJH�
�+¡MKROW�DQG�.RXVKROW������������

Instead, practice research is viewed as a situated 
practice and ideally a joint venture that should not ‘be 
reduced neither to a research methodology nor to a 
means of strategic development of a practice’ (Nissen, 
2000:170). 

7KHUHIRUH��DQ�H[SOLFLW�JRDO�RI�FRQGXFWLQJ�D�SUDFWLFH�
portrait is to identify potential collective actions and 
efforts in the endeavour to develop diverse social 
practices as a common good and work towards an 
inclusive society. 

As such, the practice portrait is a comprehensive 
method that consists of a large set of questions which 
practitioners answer together in order to describe, 
analyse and discuss their own practice. The questions 
are organised in four themes: 1) the institution and the 
conditions for work, 2) the theoretical and practical 
cornerstones of daily practice; i.e., theories, methods, 
WHFKQRORJLHV�DQG�SURFHGXUHV�����VSHFLÀF�VLWXDWLRQV�
DW�ZRUN��DQG����LQWHUQDO�DQG�H[WHUQDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�
regarding practice. For this article, I decided to 
instigate a collaboration with career practitioners at 
a university career centre in order to learn how the 
questions in the practice portrait could be developed 
so as to be relevant to career guidance practices and 
to enable the collective of practitioners to grasp how 
their practice is interwoven with different societal 
structures and interests, and therefor has the potential 
to contribute to a more inclusive and socially just 
VRFLHW\��7KH�QH[W�VHFWLRQ�SUHVHQWV�WKH�LQLWLDO�VWDJHV�RI�D�
joint inquiry into university career guidance. 

Rie Thomsen
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Collaboration on a practice 
portrait with a university 
career centre

I was invited to come to a university career centre 
to talk about career competences (Thomsen, 2014). 
I realised that this could also be a chance to engage 
in a practice portrait in order to share the practical 
H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�WKH�UHDGHUV�RI�WKH�1,&(&�MRXUQDO�LQ�
terms of laying the ground for discussions of potential 
interactions between research and practice meeting 
the idea of the 11th Feuerbach Theses. Therefore, I 
asked the career practitioners or career consultants 
as they call themselves, if they would be interested 
in doing a practice portrait together. And they 
were! Informed consent was sought in writing and 
the practice portrait was conducted using a semi-
structured group approach, and then audio recorded. 
Two career consultants, a student and a trainee took 
part in the interview. They comprised the daily staff at 
the career centre. One additional career consultant 
called in sick that day. Prior to the interview, I chose 
WR�LQFOXGH�D�ÀIWK�WKHPH�RQ�WKH�EHQHÀFLDULHV�DQG�WDUJHW�
groups in addition to the four themes mentioned 
in the previous section. Each of these themes was 
H[SORUHG�VR�DV�WR�DOORZ�IRU�GHWDLOHG�GHVFULSWLRQ�DQG�
discussion of practices at the university career centre. 
The themes each include a set of sub-questions 
DGDSWHG�WR�WKH�VSHFLÀF�SUDFWLFH��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�ÀUVW�
theme ‘the institution and the conditions for work’ had 
the sub-questions: Who works here? Which functions 
GR�\RX�IXOÀO"�+RZ�LV�WKH�FDUHHU�FHQWUH�SODFHG�ZLWKLQ�
the university organisation? How is it managed? 
Describe formal/informal structures. After engaging 
in the practice portrait, I was able to reformulate the 
sub–questions, making them more relevant to career 
JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLFHV��EXW�DOVR�WR�WKH�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�
justice in practice. Figure 1 illustrates the adapted 
version of the practice portrait developed on the basis 
of the collaboration activity and inspired by Markard 
et al. (2004), Bechmann Jensen (2005) and Petersen 
��������7KH�DGDSWHG�YHUVLRQ�KDV�VL[�WKHPHV�EHFDXVH�,�
IRXQG�LW�LPSRUWDQW�WR�GHVFULEH�VSHFLÀF�SURFHGXUHV�DW�
work, including the question: ‘Are considerations on 
gender, ethnicity or social class part of activities?’

The recording was summarised in order to describe 
the career guidance practice at the university career 

centre. I will now give a brief insight into the work 
with the practice portrait followed by a discussion of 
the results and, most importantly, a revised version 
of the practice portrait adapted to career guidance 
practices. In line with the critical psychological focus 
RQ�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�SHUVSHFWLYHV��WKH�QDUUDWLYH�LV�ZULWWHQ�
IURP�D�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�VWDQGSRLQW��7KRPVHQ��������

THE UNIVERSITY CAREER CENTRE

Our university career centre consists of three 
permanent members of staff, two student assistants 
and one manager. Organisation wise, we are under 
the Faculty of Arts with 10,000 students enrolled. 
There are formal structures which do not play 
a major role; more important are the informal 
structures that we establish and maintain through 
personal relations with, for instance, directors 
of study. We ourselves have different master’s 
degrees, but all from the university where we are 
currently employed. Some of us have completed 
an internal course on career guidance. A centre 
similar to ours can be found at the other faculties, 
and this centre is particularly linked with the 
career centre at the Faculty of Business and Social 
Sciences from where we get a lot of inspiration 
since we used to be one centre and were only 
recently split up (2015). In the beginning, there was 
a lot of copy and paste from the practice at this 
SUHYLRXV�FHQWUH��EXW�QRZ�DQ�¶DUWVLÀFDWLRQ·�RI�WKH�
activities is taking place. We do not have a written 
strategy or a vision for our work yet - there 
might be something in the documents produced 
around the time of the new centre’s establishment. 
We offer a range of activities, many of which we 
refer to as events, which we develop to meet the 
QHHGV�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV��([DPSOHV�LQFOXGH�¶7KHVLV�WR�
JR·��&9�VHPLQDUV�DQG�LQWURGXFWLRQV�WR�/LQNHGLQ��
Other activities are career guidance interviews 
with the career practitioners from the public 
employment centre and the unions, and integrated 
career courses aimed at developing the students’ 
career competences by integrating career learning 
activities into different study programmes. We 
also produce newsletters, maintain a Facebook 
group and homepage, and collect, systematise and 
analyse data on our activities. We try to stay on 
top of labour market information by subscribing to 

The practice portrait – a method for promoting social justice in practice
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newsletters and by speaking with the employers, 
stakeholders and unions when we participate in 
DFWLYLWLHV�WRJHWKHU��:H�DUH�QRW�LQVSLUHG�E\�VSHFLÀF�
theories and methods; maybe we integrate our 
different theoretical backgrounds into the work. 
We do a lot of project management. 

Due to the limitations of an article, it is not possible to 
share the whole practice portrait, the above narrative 
draws mostly from the beginning of the interview and 

is intended to provide readers with little knowledge 
of university career guidance practices an insight into 
the organisation and the activities of the practice. As 
you can see the practice portrait is not about painting 
an ideal picture of a university career guidance centre 
EXW�DERXW�GHVFULELQJ�WKLV�VSHFLÀF�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
practices as close to the way they are described by the 
practitioners as possible, without making it into a mere 
transcript of the interview. The interview furthermore 
includes dialogues on the target group, how the 
DFWLYLWLHV�RIIHUHG�ÀW�WKH�WDUJHW�JURXS��ZKDW�UHVRXUFHV�

Rie Thomsen

Theme Questions
1. the practice, the 

purpose and the 
organizing of the 
practice

Describe the career guidance service/practice/center. What is the purpose of the work in your 
opinion? Should/could the purpose be different? How has the purpose developed over time? 
What is the goal of the career guidance practice? If relevant How is the practice placed in the 
RUJDQL]DWLRQ"�:KDW�DUH�WKH�IRUPDO�DQG�LQIRUPDO�VWUXFWXUHV"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV"�:KR�ZRUN�KHUH��
how many and where? How is the work organized? How is the work divided between you? Are 
WKHUH�SODQQHG�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�GLYLVLRQ�RI�ZRUN"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV�

2. target group Describe the target group for the career guidance practice, what problems, needs or challenges 
do they face? Has this changed over time? If yes how? How does your activities relate to the 
target group? (here the interviewer pick up on different target groups) Who can be supported? 
*LYH�H[DPSOHV�RI�VXFFHVVIXO�DFWLYLWLHV��:KR�FDQ·W�EH�VXSSRUWHG"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV�RI�XQVXFFHVVIXO�
activities. What are your suggestions for improving practice? And with a special focus on those 
citizens who faces the biggest challenges see from your perspective. How do you evaluate 
whether practice has achieved its goals? (or the purpose as you described it previously)

3. VSHFL¿F�
procedures in the 
work

How do you reach the target group? Who refer to you? How do you market the practice? What 
LV�WKH�ÀUVW�FRQWDFW"�+RZ�GR�\RX�LQWURGXFH�WKH�SUDFWLFH�DQG�\RXUVHOI"�:KDW�LV�WKH�UROH�RI�VRFLDO�
PHGLD�,&7"�:KDW�KDSSHQV�QH[W"�:KDW�LV�WKH�H[WHQG��WKH�OHQJWK�DQG�WKH�IUHTXHQF\�RI�WKH�FRQWDFW"�
How is the contact ended? What are the limitations to your involvement? What are the options 
of relevant referral? How are they used? Who gets referred where and why? Are considerations 
on gender, ethnicity or social class part of activities? If not why do you think that is, if yes give 
H[DPSOHV�

4. the theoretical 
and practical 
ground pillars of 
the daily practice 
i. e. theories, 
methods, 
technologies and 
procedures

'R�\RX�ZRUN�ZLWK�LQ�VSHFLÀF�WKHRULHV�DQG�PHWKRGV"�,I�\HV�KRZ�DQG�SOHDVH�JLYH�H[DPSOHV��'R�\RX�
have ‘freedom of method’ or one method that everybody should follow? How does this affect 
\RXU�ZRUN"�:KLFK�UXOHV�RU�SULQFLSOHV�DSSO\�WR�\RXU�ZRUN"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV��3HUVRQDO�JURXQGV�
for the work. Do you have rules, principles, guidelines or values that you (individually) value in 
\RXU�ZRUN"�:KDW�DUH�WKH\�DQG�KRZ�DUH�WKH\�H[SUHVVHG�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�GDLO\�ZRUN"�+RZ�GR�\RX�
develop the practice? (compulsory og voluntary) reading of literature, conferences, continued 
education and training. Do you discuss your individual work amongst you? How has work 
developed over time? What’s the difference between individual and group interventions? When 
do you use the different forms of organizing?

5. VSHFL¿F�VLWXDWLRQV�
a work

Periods of too much to do and periods of too little? What does working with career guidance 
PHDQ�WR�\RX"�'RHV�WKH�ZRUN�LQYROYH�FRQÁLFWV�RI�DQ\�W\SH"�:LWK�XVHUV�FLWL]HQV��VWXGHQWV��WHDFKHUV��
UHVHDUFKHUV��PDQDJHPHQW��FROODERUDWRUV��SDUHQWV��\RXUVHOI"�2U�LQWHUQDO�FRQÁLFW�VXFK�DV�FRQÁLFWLQJ�
UROHV"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV�RI�FRQWHQW�RI�WKH�FRQÁLFWV�DQG�SRVVLEOH�VROXWLRQV�WR�WKHP��+RZ�GR�\RX�
KDQGOH�GLIÀFXOWLHV"�&DQ�\RX�WXUQ�WR�FROOHDJXHV��PDQDJHPHQW��DQG�VXSHUYLVLRQ"

6. collaboration and 
communication 
about the practice 
internally and 
externally

How does the communication among colleagues and among colleagues and management take 
place? Including communication with management elsewhere in the organization? How is 
knowledge and information shared between colleagues and among colleagues and management? 
How do you communicate with your target group/users? With media are used? How do you 
communicate labour market information? Information on different live styles and forms? How is 
knowledge about collaboration with different partners shared with users? And how is knowledge 
DERXW�XVHUV�VKDUHG�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�SDUWQHUV"�*LYH�H[DPSOHV�

Figure 1. Practice Portrait - Career Guidance Practices
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are available and the participant’s personal motivations 
towards the work. And a discussion involving all 
SDUWLFLSDQWV�HYROYHV�DURXQG�VWXGHQWV�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�
ZLWK�WKH�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�DFDGHPLF�ÀHOGV�FRPSULVLQJ�
the Faculty of Arts and how this relates to the building 
of professional identity or not. Finally there is a short 
discussion on the absence of career guidance theory 
and methods ending with an evaluative question 
addressing the career practitioners’ participation in 
the interview.

Of particular interest to this article on developing 
social justice in practice are two themes: namely the 
GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�WKH�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RU�WDUJHW�JURXS�DQG�
the personal meaning of the work in the career centre 
for the practitioners. Sultana has previously discussed 
the importance of the words we use to describe 
participants in career guidance practices (Sultana, 
2011). Here, the word target group is used because 
the question that started this topic was ‘please 
describe the target group of your work’.

TARGET GROUP

In principle, all students are our target group 
DQG�ZH�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�������RI�WKH�
total 10,000 students. This can be interpreted as 
a few or as many depending on the perspective. 
We often discuss that some students ‘want to 
play’ and others do not. Should resources then 
be spent on those who do not seek to engage 
or maybe even oppose? We constantly look to 
develop new activities aligned with the needs of 
the students. We work by trial and error. In general 
ZH�ÀQG�WKDW�DOO�VWXGHQWV�FRXOG�EHQHÀW�IURP�FDUHHU�
guidance and we have not met any students who 
ÀQG�XQHPSOR\PHQW�DWWUDFWLYH��$PRQJ�WKH��������
students, there might be groups we do not even 
know of yet. We see the integrated career courses 
as a way of reaching all students.

PERSONAL MOTIVATION

I think it’s awesome that we can support our 
students in getting the work life they dream of. 
Many students have dreams and visions and are 
super talented people. This is just something that is 

D�OLWWOH�ELW�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�PDQ\��,W�LV�OLNH�RSHQLQJ�D�GRRU�
to a dark room; you don’t know how big it is or 
what you might bump into along the way. I think it’s 
cool to equip them with a torch that enables them 
to navigate. 

Lessons learned 

5HÁHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�PHWKRGRORJ\��LW�LV�QRZ�FOHDU�WR�
me that the practice portrait is one element in a 
collaborative research and development process, 
and that the practice portrait makes little sense as 
a standalone activity. The initial approach was to 
conduct the practice portrait as a group interview. 
Other researchers suggest that the questions should 
be answered in writing, submitted to the researcher 
who then constructs the practice portrait based 
on the written information (Petersen, 2009); others 
again propose a process consisting of both a group 
interview and written practice portraits followed 
by qualitative interviews (Bechmann Jensen, 2005). 
Further it takes time to engage in a practice portrait! 
:H�VSHQW�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�RQH�KRXU��EXW�ZH�FRXOG�KDYH�
spent more time. Interestingly enough, it led to the 
agreement that I would summarise the interview 
and we agreed to meet again to look at the practice 
portrait together and have a sort of meta-dialogue. 
+HQFH�WKH�SUDFWLFH�SRUWUDLW�PHWKRGRORJ\�IXOÀOOHG�
LWV�ÀUVW�SXUSRVH��WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�D�
dialogical relationship between researchers (me) and 
practitioners (the four people at the career centre) 
and establish the foundation for a joint venture of 
research and development. 

This brings me to further lessons learned: when the 
interview was transcribed it became clear that we did 
not speak much about social justice. So what would 
be the strength of this type of engagement in a social 
justice perspective? 

Discussion

From the interview we learn that the university career 
centre and the practitioners at the centre perform 

The practice portrait – a method for promoting social justice in practice



A
rticles

|35April 2016, Issue 36

valuable work and organise activities that students 
appreciate. We also learn that few of them are trained 
within career guidance, and don’t see themselves as 
part of a professional community of practice with an 
associated body of theory. So even though the career 
guidance community believe that social justice is to 
be promoted in all career guidance practices (see for 
instance IAEVG 2013) it would make little sense for 
PH�DV�D�UHVHDUFKHU�WR�DVVXPH�DQ�H[SHUW�SRVLWLRQ�DQG�
point to all the things that this university career center 
LV�DUH�FXUUHQWO\�QRW�GRLQJ��QRW�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�RU�VLPSO\�
not aware of; one of which being the relationship 
between social justice and career guidance practices. 
6RFLDO�MXVWLFH�LV�QRW�D�GHFRQWH[WXDOLVHG�WKHRU\��LW�LV�
a stance (Sultana, 2014: 322), and stances are not 
merely stated and applied to practices. At best, they 
DUH�GHYHORSHG�DV�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLFHV��LQWHJUDWLQJ�
knowledge about structural barriers as they are 
H[SHULHQFHG�E\�GLIIHUHQW�VWXGHQW�JURXSV�LQ�WKHLU�
WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�ODERXU�PDUNHW��7KRVH�H[SHULHQFHV�
are often shared in the public debate and sometimes 
UHÁHFWHG�LQ�UHVHDUFK��7KHUHIRUH��ZH�KDYH�GLIIHUHQW�
sources of knowledge that can be discussed in a joint 
venture between researchers and practitioners. 

7KH�LQWHUYLHZ�UHÁHFWHG�DQ�LGHDO�DPRQJ�WKH�
practitioners at the career centre to assist all students 
in smoothing their transitions to the labour market. 
At the same time, practitioners were aware that some 
students seek out their assistance and some do not. 
The non-participants could be sources of inspiration 
for the development of practice in a social justice 
perspective (Thomsen, 2014). In terms of structural 
challenges in the Danish career guidance system and 
ODERXU�PDUNHW��LQWHUHVWLQJ�UHVHDUFK�H[LVWV�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�
discussed in the joint venture. Topics could be: patterns 
of segregation that continue to constitute a problem 
of inequality of educational opportunities, with 
children of privileged families maintaining a relatively 
higher level of access to more prestigious university 
programmes (Thomsen, 2015); gender inequalities that, 
by and large, can be attributed to the dynamic effects 
of childrearing in terms of earnings and labour market 
participation of women among other factors (Kleven, 
/DQGDLV�DQG�6RJDDUG���������WKDW�XQLYHUVDO�DFFHVV�WR�
career guidance in lower secondary school increases 
overall admission rates to upper secondary education 
ZLWK�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQFUHDVHV�DPRQJ�LPPLJUDQWV��+RHVW��
Jensen and Nielsen 2013), and that career guidance in 

primary school it likely to be gender biased as nine out 
of ten career practitioners in Denmark believe that 
young people makes career choices based on gender 
DQG�VL[�RXW�RI�WHQ�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW�JHQGHU�SOD\V�D�
role when offering guidance on the choice of upper 
secondary programme (Zuleta and Krohn 2013). Also 
injustice in the graduate labour market is a relevant 
topic with Hooley (2015) arguing that university 
career guidance should provide students with the 
WRROV�DQG�NQRZOHGJH�WR�FULWLFDOO\�H[DPLQH�ODERXU�
market structures.

When the university career practitioners speak 
during the interview of equipping students of higher 
education with a ‘torch’, it becomes increasingly 
interesting what this ‘torch’ will shed light on; that the 
light should not only help reveal the students’ hopes 
and motivations, but be used to navigate the potentially 
restrictive structures and challenges which they will 
encounter, and hopefully overcome, upon entering 
the labour market. In conclusion, the potential of the 
practice portrait rests with the joint venture. For me, 
coming from a critical psychological perspective on 
research, this means that I will not just publish this as a 
ÀQGLQJ�LQ�DQ�DUWLFOH��EXW�WDNH�DQ�DFWLYH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�
VKDUH�P\�ÀQGLQJV�ZLWK�WKH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�DW�WKH�FDUHHU�
centre and openly discuss our various understandings 
and, based on our shared investigations of practice 
DV�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�WKH�SUDFWLFH�SRUWUDLW��H[SORUH�QHZ�
possibilities for action. 

Earlier on in this article I characterised the use of 
the practice portrait as an intervention at meso 
level highlighting that I wasn’t referring to typical 
activities in career guidance practices intervening 
at micro level aiming at engaging individuals in 
UHÁHFWLRQV�RQ�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�ZRUN��7R�PHUHO\�SXEOLVK�
WKH�ÀQGLQJV�ZRXOG�RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG�EH�EDVHG�LQ�
the idea of an intervention at macro level assuming 
WKDW�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�ZRXOG�ÀQG�LWV�RZQ�ZD\�WR�WKH�
relevant practices and make a difference there from 
professional and academic journals. By suggesting 
framing the engagement in the practice portrait as an 
LQWHUYHQWLRQ�RQ�PHVR�OHYHO�,�DP�ORRNLQJ�WR�H[SORUH�
methodologies that allow for me as a researcher to 
assume responsibility to open up discussions with 
SUDFWLWLRQHUV�DERXW�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��7KLV�ÀUVW�XVH�RI�WKH�
practice portrait with career guidance practices in a 
XQLYHUVLW\�FDUHHU�FHQWHU�FRQÀUP�WKDW�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�

Rie Thomsen
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can and needs to be done in solidarity and respect 
in order to establish a common curiosity about the 
VSHFLÀF�SUDFWLFH�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�SRVVLEOH�UHODWLRQV�WR�
social justice issues. 

Therefore, when it is suggested that there is a shared 
and collective responsibility in the career guidance 
community to translate optimisms of the will into 
grounded understandings of the possibilities of 
enacting social justice (Sultana 2014) I believe that 
HQJDJLQJ�LQ�SUDFWLFH�SRUWUDLWV�PLJKW�EH�D�IUXLWIXO�ÀUVW�
step that can be taken by researchers and practitioners 
together.
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Inside WKH�RYHUDOO�FRQWH[W�RI�FDUHHUV�
GHYHORSPHQW��WKLV�DUWLFOH�ZLOO�H[SORUH�KRZ�VRFLDO�
PHGLD�UHODWHV�WR�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�WKURXJK�H[SORULQJ�WZR�
contrasting perspectives. Firstly we will consider the 
potential of social media to enhance social justice by 
democratising social life and so address inequalities 
related to career development. We will secondly 
consider if social media develops new forms of 
inequalities in the forms of the network it creates 
which harm the progression of social justice. It will be 
DUJXHG�WKDW�WKHVH�WZR�SHUVSHFWLYHV�FRH[LVW��SUHVHQWLQJ�
social media as both disrupting and intensifying 
inequality in society. This will be particularly highlighted 
through attaching these positions to different schools 
of thought related to social capital.

Introduction
Is social media a friend or a foe to a version of career 
education and guidance that aims to address social 
injustice? This is the fundamental question this article 
will aim to engage with. Though I may not be able to 
SURYLGH�D�GHÀQLWLYH�VWDWHPHQW�,�ZLOO�LQWURGXFH�VRPH�RI�
the key issues related to this question.

 Watts (2005) stated that one of the main rationales 
for career guidance is to provide solutions to the 
fundamental structures that lead to inequality in 
society. Following on from the work of  Watts, Hooley 
(2015) has recently discussed the potential of career 
education to provide a programme that is both radical 
and emancipatory in its outlook. This shows that 
engaging with social justice is an ongoing concern for 
FDUHHUV�GHYHORSPHQW�DV�D�ÀHOG�

 My interest in social media in conjunction with 
this is the way that social media and the internet, in 

JHQHUDO��LV�FKDQJLQJ�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�
development. As Hooley has elsewhere noted the 
internet has fundamentally changed career. Hooley 
(2013) has highlighted four main functions of the 
internet in relation to careers development: a 
UHVRXUFH�OLEUDU\�ZKHUH�LQGLYLGXDOV�H[SORUH�WKHLU�FDUHHU�
information needs, an opportunity market where 
individuals interact with employers, a space for the 
H[FKDQJH�RI�VRFLDO�FDSLWDO�ZKHUH�LQGLYLGXDOV�PDLQWDLQ�
and build relationships and a democratic media 
channel where individuals can access the wider world. 
Hooley goes on to state that ‘It is also important to 
recognise that all of these functions are underpinned 
by an individual’s digital career literacy and their 
capacity to take advantage of the opportunities that 
the internet affords’ (2012: 5). Hooley here describes 
digital networks as an instrument. Bimrose et al. 
(2015) and Bright (2015) similarly discuss ICT as an 
instrument for the delivery of career education and 
JXLGDQFH��ZKLOH�/DZ���������%HQGHU�DQG�2U\O���������
%HQVRQ�HW�DO���������DQG�/RQJULGJH�DQG�+RROH\��������
discuss how social media can be used as an instrument 
by individuals engaged in career development. 

This article will add to the body of literature on social 
media and career development by discussing how 
the changes that have been brought about to career 
development by the development of the internet 
DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�VRFLDO�PHGLD�KHOSV�RU�KLQGHUV�WKH�
career sector’s engagement with social justice. We 
will particularly look at social media as the focus of 
our study as a phenomenon due to its prevalence 
in discussions around how the internet is changing 
FDUHHUV�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW��/RQJULGJH�DQG�
+RROH\��������/RQJULGJH��+RROH\�HW�DO����������

This discussion must start by attempting to understand 
the nature of social justice. Ruff (2001) has described 
KRZ�FDUHHU�H[LVWV�DW�WKH�LQWHUIDFH�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�
and society which makes wider social and political 

Social media, social justice? Consideration 
from a career development perspective

Tom Staunton
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concerns inherently related to career.  Therefore, any 
careers professional must ask questions about the type 
of society the individual will inhabit. Sultana (2014), 
GUDZLQJ�RQ�0DF,QW\UH���������KDV�LGHQWLÀHG�IRXU�
philosophical traditions of social justice which apply to 
WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�GHYHORSPHQW�ZKLFK�ZH�ZLOO�UHIHU�WR�
throughout our discussion:

1) Harmony as categorised by the thought of 
Socrates and Plato which sees justice as 
individuals putting their skills at the disposal of 
the community.    

2) Equality, as represented by Kant among others, 
VHHV�MXVWLFH�DV�D�OHYHO�SOD\LQJ�ÀHOG�EHWZHHQ�
individuals.

3) Equity, as represented by John Rawls, sees justice 
as equal results which often require some to be 
given more support than others.

4) Pluralism and difference as categorised by 
Derrida among other sees justice as ultimately 
tied to offering respect and value to an 
individual’s humanity.

Beyond this, we will also be careful to bear 
enlightenment and postmodern views of society in 
PLQG�ZKHQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH��*ULIÀWKV��������
highlights the tension between the enlightenment view 
that progress is possible with the postmodern belief 
that progress may create new forms of injustice and 
RSSUHVVLRQ���$Q�H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�LQ�WKH�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
ÀHOG�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�&RQQH[LRQV�VHUYLFHV�ZKLFK��DV�
Mignot (1999) points out focused on ‘disaffected 
youth’ which both brands the individual and runs the 
ULVN�RI�H[FOXGLQJ�WKRVH�QRW�GHHPHG�DV�¶GLVDIIHFWHG·�

7KLV�DUWLFOH�ZLOO�H[SORUH�WZR�GLIIHULQJ�SHUVSHFWLYHV�
on how social media could change the interrelation 
between career development and social justice. In 
WKH�QH[W�VHFWLRQ��ZH�ZLOO�H[SORUH�FRQQHFWLYLVWV�VXFK�
as Siemens (2005), Downes (2010) and Cormier 
(2008). We will consider the potential of social media 
and social learning to democratise learning and 
relationships. Secondly, focusing on the work of Mejias 
(2013), we will consider how social media may develop 
new forms of inequalities in the forms of the network 
it creates which harm the progression of social justice.

Connectivism
Connectivism is a learning theory which aims 
to provide an account of learning in light of the 
development of digital technologies and especially 
digital networks such as social media. Siemens (2005) 
argues that there is a disruptive effect from technology 
on knowledge, learning and the world of work. 
Siemens sees this as underpinned by the changing 
nature of information. While learning used to be 
institutionalised and long-lasting it is now held outside 
of institutions in informal online networks and is in a 
FRQVWDQW�VWDWH�RI�ÁX[�DQG�FKDQJH��7KHRULVWV�VXFK�DV�
Siemens (2005), Downes (2010) and Cormier (2008) 
argue that this move challenges the validity of a view of 
learning as a process that is internal to the individual. 
Instead, the network has become the dominant way 
to understand learning; what is important to focus 
on is not so much how learning happens but where 
it happens. Siemens (2005) claims that ‘know-where’ 
has replaced ‘know-what’ as the most important 
aspect of learning. This leads to Siemens claiming that 
‘the pipe is more important than the content of the 
pipe.’ (Siemens, 2005: 6) and that ‘the ability to plug 
into sources to meet the requirements becomes a 
vital skill’ (2005: 7). This is where connectivism gets 
its name, from the belief that the ability to connect 
to the vast informal learning networks online is the 
vital skill. Cormier puts this as  ‘the community is the 
curriculum’, (2010) meaning that the aim of education 
is to help people develop a personal learning network, 
not just to acquire content. Connectivism therefore 
claims that the task of education is to help people 
connect to these networks and to enable them to 
engage in meaningful lifelong learning rather than just 
achieving their learning during a limited period of their 
life cycle which is formal education. 

When applied to careers guidance and careers 
education connectivism’s implications are that the 
LQWHUQHW�DOORZV�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�WR�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�EXLOG�
career-related social capital. While career-related 
programmes may traditionally focus on making 
and implementing decisions as the primary aims, a 
connectivist programme would enable students to use 
the internet to build and maintain useful connections. 
%XLOGLQJ�VRFLDO�FDSLWDO�KDV�EHHQ�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�
FDUHHU�GHYHORSPHQW�EHIRUH�E\�WKHRULVWV�VXFK�DV�/DZ�
(1981), Hodgkinson (1999) and Inkson (2004). What 
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connectivism particularly emphasises is the primacy of 
connections over other activities, such as information 
gathering or decision making, and the way the internet 
allows individuals to develop these connections.    

Connectivism as an idea is echoed by many who do 
not directly use the name. Surowiecki (2005) discusses 
how crowds have the power to generate surprisingly 
accurate information when they work together. Not 
all crowds are inherently wise but under the right 
conditions can solve certain problems more effectively 
WKDQ�LQGLYLGXDO�H[SHUWV��6XURZLHFNL�GHVFULEHV�IRXU�
necessary conditions for a wise crowd: having a 
diverse range of opinions, having independent opinions 
not affected by the majority view, being decentralised 
VR�LQGLYLGXDOV�FDQ�GUDZ�RQ�ORFDO�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�ÀQDOO\�
a mechanism to aggregate opinions and bring them 
together into collective view. Clay Shirky (2009) 
has discussed how the new tools afforded society 
by social media allow groups to create new ways of 
VRFLDO�IXQFWLRQLQJ�ZKLFK�PD\�FKDOOHQJH�H[LVWLQJ�SRZHU�
structures. 

The above ideas point to the potential of the internet 
and social media to create new ways of organising 
social life and to enable new means of learning and 
social participation. Surowiecki and Shirky describe the 
potential for the internet to create new forms of social 
life but caution that this will not happen automatically. 
The implication of this is that if career education and 
guidance were to pursue social justice through digital 
networks it should aim to help people develop a 
particular type of network. This might involve making 
XVH�RI�SUH�H[LVWLQJ�JURXSV�RQ�VSHFLÀF�VLWHV�VXFK�DV�
/LQNHG,Q�RU�7ZLWWHU�EXW�DOVR�EXLOGLQJ�PRUH�ZLGHVSUHDG�
relationship networks across multiple platforms. It 
would be a particular type of these connections that 
would be encouraged to support individuals in building 
the capital to access information, relationships and the 
support to navigate between opportunities in the real 
world.

But what does this have to do with careers work and 
social justice? In many ways, network participation 
DQG�H[FOXVLRQ�DUH�RQH�RI�WKH�FKLHI�ZD\V�WKDW�
LQHTXDOLW\�LV�SHUSHWXDWHG�LQ�VRFLHW\��)RU�H[DPSOH��
ZKHQ�0DU[��������GHVFULEHG�WKH�FODVV�V\VWHP�LQ�WKH�
mid-nineteenth century he was in effect observing 
how individuals lived in differing networks and these 

networks held differing degrees of capital often 
leaving those in inferior networks (subordinate 
FODVVHV��DOLHQDWHG�IURP�ERWK�FDSLWDO�DQG�IXOÀOOLQJ�ZRUN��
0DU[�ZDV�GHVFULELQJ�KRZ�QHWZRUNV�FUHDWHG�VRFLDO�
injustice. More recently Armstrong and Hamilton 
(2013) have described how students from a higher 
class background gain more from college and do 
better in the workplace afterwards. Importantly this 
is because those who have better networks (from 
family, friends etc.) before college are able to form 
more advantageous social ties in college. Both of these 
H[DPSOHV�VKRZ�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�IRUP�QHWZRUNV�DV�D�
vital part of an individual’s livelihood and their career 
progression. 

Connectivism both makes observations about the 
changes digital networks are having on how networks 
are formed in society and on the pedagogical approach 
educators should take in light of this. While both 
0DU[��������DQG�$UPVWURQJ�DQG�+DPLOWRQ��������
observe highly structured social systems, connectivism 
postulates that digital networks are making networks 
more dispersed or what Cormier (2010) would 
GHVFULEH�DV�UKL]RPDWLF��7KLV�FUHDWHV��LQ�0F/XKDQ·V�
words, a global village (1994) where anyone can 
connect and learn from anyone. Because knowledge 
is no longer locked away inside institutions anyone 
can now access the information and support they 
need to progress. Similarly, Castells argues that the 
internet creates the potential for a new form of 
‘networked society’ which, based on the value of free 
sharing, is now ‘geared towards collective action and 
shared ideals, such as…creating community’ (Castells 
2012: 230). Considering career development, through 
social media it is now possible to connect directly 
ZLWK�LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�OHDUQ�IURP�H[SHUW�YRLFHV�LQVLGH�D�
sector, something that used to only be made possible 
to the privileged few. Secondly, as relationships are 
no longer locked away this creates the increased 
possibility that anyone can connect with the powerful 
nodes inside a network. While twenty years ago it was 
possible for someone from a working class background 
to move through life never meeting an accountant or 
a lawyer in a personal capacity now if they choose to 
MRLQ�/LQNHG,Q�WKH\�KDYH�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�GR�MXVW�WKLV���$V�
social media enables connection with any information 
and anyone the chance for the individual to learn and 
EXLOG�VLJQLÀFDQW�UHODWLRQVKLSV�UHODWHG�WR�WKHLU�FDUHHU�
becomes apparently only limited by their capacity to 
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connect. This may seem over optimistic, it is important 
to remember that social media does not necessarily 
enable high-quality connections. Boyd (2014) points 
out that most of the time social media replicates 
XVHUV�H[LVWLQJ�VRFLDO�ZRUOGV�DQG�GRHV�QRW�EURDGHQ�
the diversity of people they connect with. Similarly, 
Surowiecki (2005) points out that not all crowds are 
inherently wise, they only gain this property under 
certain conditions. 

What is important to remember is that connectivism 
is not just an observation about the nature of the 
internet and social media but is also an educational 
approach to enable this. Connectivism asks the 
educator to consider what they can do to broaden 
their social capital and engage in high-quality 
communities online. Connectivism would aim 
therefore to re-focus the task of careers education 
to facilitate the connections an individual needs to 
SURJUHVV�DQG�H[LVW�LQVLGH�WKH�YDULRXV�QHWZRUNV�WKDW�
map out their potential future careers. Traditional 
career activities such as decision making, opportunity 
awareness, transition skills and self-awareness (as 
LQ�/DZ�DQG�:DWWV��������'276�PRGHO��ZRXOG�EH�
underpinned by building connections online to enable 
these activities. Similarly, when considering theories 
with more focus on uncertainty, such as chaos (Pryor 
and Bright 2011) or happenstance (Krumboltz and 
/HYLQ��������FRQQHFWLRQV�ZRXOG�EH�VHHQ�DV�SURYLGLQJ�
the underpinning resilience needed to navigate the 
changing world of work.

So how do the observations that connectivism 
make measure up to the ideas of justice we looked 
at before? From the perspective of equality, the key 
TXHVWLRQ�IRU�MXVWLFH�LV�ZKHWKHU�WKH�SOD\LQJ�ÀHOG�LV�OHYHO�
or not, do people have the same chances or do some 
people have an unfair advantage.  As we have seen, 
connectivists would argue that the internet creates 
a situation where institutions and elites no longer 
have a monopoly on the means an individual needs to 
develop their career. Under the right circumstances, 
the internet allows an individual to develop the 
capital they need to develop their career and would 
previously have struggled to access. The internet and 
social networks, in particular, create the potential to 
re-distribute resources, information and relationships 
PDNLQJ�WKH�SOD\LQJ�ÀHOG�PRUH�OHYHO��&RQQHFWLYLVP�
would point to social media making career 

GHYHORSPHQW�PRUH�HTXDO��:KDW�LV�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�
understand though is does the promise bare relation 
to reality or not?

Off the network
This is where the work of Mejias (2013) comes into its 
own. Similarly to connectivist theory, Mejias focuses on 
the implications of social media as a form of network. 
In his book Off The Network Mejias argues that social 
networks inherently produce and maintain social 
inequality. Mejias describes this in two ways; inequality 
between the network and the participant and 
inequality between network participants themselves.

Firstly Mejias discusses the relationship between the 
social media participant and the organisation that runs 
the network. Mejias points out that participants are 
H[SHFWHG�WR�JLYH�XS�WKHLU�SULYDF\�WR�WKH�QHWZRUNV�WKH\�
participate in while networks are increasingly opaque 
in how they deal with their users’ data. This makes 
XVHUV�SRZHUOHVV�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�H[WHQW��([DPLQLQJ�SRZHU�
structures in this way is in contrast to connectivism’s 
focus on social networks being democratic. If the 
power structures between social media networks 
and users are so uneven then participants have little 
say in how their social interactions are structured 
and the nature of the networks they participate in. 
7KLV�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�FRQWLQXHG�H[LVWHQFH�RI�D�
powerful elite who most individuals have little ability 
to negotiate with.

Secondly, Mejias argues that inequality between 
participants is at the heart of a social media network. 
According to Mejias a network is a particular 
metaphor of the organisation of social relationships 
�IDPLO\��WHDP��ERG\�EHLQJ�RWKHU�H[DPSOHV��EXW�LQ�VRFLDO�
media, this metaphor becomes the very architecture 
of the set of relationships. Networks are based 
on connected nodes which aim to build and grow 
connections. Mejias argues that as a node grows 
connections it becomes able to grow at a faster 
rate in the future as it becomes more attractive to 
connect with and more apparent to other users. 
This means that ‘rich’ nodes continue to grow and 
become richer and gain more status, resources and 
social capital from a network. This makes social media 
a competition for status and resources between 
nodes. This is not to say that ‘poor’ nodes do not 
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JDLQ�DQ\�EHQHÀW�IURP�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�RU�
that they can never become ‘rich’. Rather it means 
than inequality and competitiveness is hardwired into 
how social media platforms are set up and operate. 
Importantly this ability to grow and maintain status in 
a network, according to Mejias, is a product of how the 
QHWZRUN�LWVHOI�RSHUDWHV��:KLOH�0HMLDV·�ÀUVW�SRLQW�DERXW�
ownership may be countered by arguing that more 
informal connections should be formed online away 
from the control of corporations his second point 
KLJKOLJKWV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�ÁDZ�LQ�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�VRFLDO�OLIH�
on networks. 

So what are the implications of this sort of analysis for 
social justice and careers work? While connectivism 
IRFXVHV�RQ�KRZ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�GLVUXSWV�H[LVWLQJ�SRZHU�
structures Mejias highlights how social media creates 
QHZ�RQHV��,I�ZH�WDNH��IRU�H[DPSOH��/LQNHG,Q·V�FODLP�WKDW�
more than 39 million university students and recent 
JUDGXDWHV�DUH�RQ�/LQNHG,Q�0HMLDV�ZRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�
they are set up to compete against each other for 
success on the network and that some will achieve 
radically different results than others. This is not to 
VD\�WKDW�FROODERUDWLRQ�DQG�JHQHURVLW\�GR�QRW�H[LVW�RQ�
social media but the structure of the network moves 
people towards competing for resources in a way that 
EHQHÀWV�VRPH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�WKDQ�RWKHUV��$V�ZH�
pointed out above this is because a network creates a 
form of relationship that embeds competition. News 
IHHGV�DUH�D�JRRG�H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�DV�SHRSOH·V�DELOLW\�
to gain popularity on a network and their ability to 
put out eye-catching content appears to determine 
how they are interacted with. Similarly, most people 
H[SHULHQFH�EHLQJ�DSSURDFKHG�E\�SHRSOH�WKH\�IHHO�
dubious about on social media, not necessarily as 
part of a deliberate con but in order to grow their 
network and appear more popular. Both of these 
H[DPSOHV�GHPRQVWUDWH�KRZ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�FDQ�GHYHORS�
what Mejias (2103) sees as game-like characteristics. 
The need to grow connections and status to survive 
on social media encourages behaviour that is based 
RQ�FRPSHWLWLRQ�ZKLFK�D�PLQRULW\�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
more successful at than others because once you have 
gained status on a social media site, Mejias argues, you 
FDQ�FRQWLQXH�WR�JDLQ�LW�DW�DQ�H[SRQHQWLDO�UDWH��7KLV�
PHDQV�E\�H[WHQVLRQ�WKDW�WKH�FDUHHU�UHODWHG�UHVRXUFHV�
that some people receive from social networks are 
VLJQLÀFDQWO\�KLJKHU�WKDQ�RWKHUV�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�JHQHUDOO\�
point to these ‘richer’ individuals are more likely to 

achieve career outcomes that those without them do 
not. This correlates with recent research conducted 
by Robinson et al. (2015), Boyd (2014) and Wessels 
�������ZKR�DUJXH�WKDW�VRFLDO�PHGLD�UHSOLFDWHV�H[LVWLQJ�
inequalities in society. Wessels has argued that factors 
VXFK�DV�FODVV��VWDWXV�DQG�SRZHU�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�DIIHFW�DQ�
individual’s ability to make use of digital networks 
due to the impact that educational background, 
living conditions and health can have on how well 
individuals can make use of digital resources. Boyd 
has described how discrimination is a frequent part 
of online life and often falls along racial and gender 
lines. This analysis points to the digital world creating 
discrimination through whether individuals have the 
ability to make use of the online world and how they 
are treated by others when inside it. This all points to 
phenomena such as gender, class, ethnicity etc. affecting 
how individuals perform well in the competitive 
environment Mejias describes. 

It is possible to read Mejias as deterministic and bleak. 
The idea that social media forces people to compete 
and that competition and inequality are hard wired 
LQWR�VRFLDO�PHGLD�GRHV�QRW�DOZD\V�ÀW�RXU�H[SHULHQFHV��
But, Mejias does not argue that social media never 
contains generosity and collaboration nor that there is 
QRW�EHQHÀW�LQ�VRPH�IRUP�IRU�HYHU\�SDUWLFLSDQW��:KDW�
Mejias argues for is that most social media users are 
caught between ‘super rich’ who dominate networks 
and the corporations who run social media platforms 
in a way that asks users to compromise themselves in 
a manner that users have little say in.

7KLV�LV�YLWDO�DQDO\VLV�IRU�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�
development. Practitioners and researchers need 
to ask if the general move to encourage individuals 
to engage in social media sites as part of the career 
UHVHDUFK�RU�MRE�KXQWLQJ�PD\�EH�H[SRVLQJ�WKHP�WR�
forms of injustice. The prominence of sites such as 
/LQNHG,Q�DQG�7ZLWWHU�PD\�EH�EHQHÀWLQJ�WKH�VLWHV�DW�
WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDOV�WKDW�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�EH�
supported. 

So how does Mejias’ analysis compare to the 
observations that connectivism make measure up to 
the ideas of justice we looked at before? Sultana points 
to John Rawls’ (1999) description of justice as equity 
as one of the key traditions around what constitutes 
justice. If, as Mejias suggests, competition and inequality 
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are hard wired into social media then they do not 
RIIHU�MXVWLFH�XQGHU�WKLV�GHÀQLWLRQ��VRPH�SHRSOH�ZLOO�
win and others lose. Rather than increasingly basing 
career development around social media should we 
not be moving the future focus of career development 
IURP�SODWIRUPV�WKDW�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\�EHQHÀW�VRPH�
members over others? Especially if those who gain 
VXEVWDQWLDO�EHQHÀW�DUH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�PLQRULW\��0HMLDV�
ultimately argues we need better forms of social 
organisation away from the competition and inequality 
of networks. This creates a potential new avenue 
for careers development, to take the enthusiasm for 
community-based career development that is informal 
and lifelong in its outlook and to see how this could 
be created and organised away from, or at least not 
entirely reliant on, social media.

Social Capital
As we noted above connectivists argue that social 
media can disrupt traditional power networks and 
equip people for new, more democratic, forms of 
network. Mejias highlights how social media networks 
KDYH�LQHTXDOLW\�EXLOW�LQWR�WKHP��DQG�VR�ZH�PXVW�ÀQG�
and develop alternatives to social media. This returns 
WR�WKH�WHQVLRQ�WKDW�*ULIÀWKV��������GHVFULEHV�EHWZHHQ�
the modern and the postmodern, we see the potential 
for progress while being aware that progress may 
create new forms of oppression. This tension could 
also be seen born out in a friction between two 
different approaches to social capital. Siisiäinen (2003) 
has drawn attention to different schools of thought 
about social capital contained in the works of Putnam 
and Bourdieu respectively. Siisiäinen highlights how 
Putnam sees social capital as building trust and unity 
among people. This very much echoes the connectivist 
approach to social media which focuses on the ability 
of social media to bring people together and create 
new communities. This is contrasted with Bourdieu 
who Siisiäinen sees as having very little to say about 
trust but is instead concerned with how power is 
GLVWULEXWHG�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�RU�¶ÀHOGV·�LQ�
society and the advantages this gives to some groups 
over others. This is similar to Mejias’ analysis that 
social media has inequality hardwired into it due to the 
power that social media corporations and a minority 
of ‘rich’ social media nodes possess.  As noted before 
the status of these rich nodes may be because of the 

social capital they gained outside of the network in the 
form of class, gender or racial advantage. Interestingly 
this contrast could also be formulated in terms of a 
harmony-based or an equity-based approach to justice 
as described by Sultana (2014). 

The analysis above highlights a number of points 
of friction where the contrast between these two 
positions becomes most clear. Does social media 
disrupt the power structures which create inequality 
or simply create new ones? Do they increase 
democracy and move power from the few to the many 
or do they heighten competition between people? Do 
they create a new basis for career development based 
purely on merit or are they an elite few who have 
VLJQLÀFDQW�DGYDQWDJH�RYHU�HYHU\RQH�HOVH"�&HQWUDO�WR�
this is the question of if social media builds new ways 
for people to come together into a new form of unity 
with new potentials for organising and learning or if it 
SUHVHUYHV�RU�DPSOLÀHV�LQHTXDOLWLHV�LQ�VRFLHW\�ZKHUH�WKH�
IHZ�EHQHÀW�DW�WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�WKH�PDQ\��

Conclusion
As we have seen careers professionals can ill afford 
to dismiss social media as an irrelevance when we 
consider how to engage with social justice. This 
engagement will involve recognising the potential that 
networks offer whilst being mindful of the risks they 
EULQJ��7KH�GLIÀFXOW\�OLHV�LQ�VHHLQJ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�ZKLOH�
being cautious of the fact that it may be a dangerous 
mirage. If social media allows individuals to build social 
capital, access information, gain support and organise 
to genuinely support each other then much can be 
said of the way social media may equip people to 
overcome barriers and for careers guidance to engage 
with social inequality. That said we must ask if this can 
happen equitably across a network or if we are simply 
DOORZLQJ�VRPH�WR�EHQHÀW�ZKLOH�WKH�PDMRULW\�GR�QRW��
This tension is not easily resolved and resists either 
the enthusiast or the sceptic declaring victory.  We 
cannot simply dismiss social media as wrong because 
of its potential but we cannot wholly jump on board 
once we become aware of the potential for inequality. 
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/DWLQ�American theories of career guidance 
draw heavily on Northern epistemologies, though 
they articulate with such approaches by taking the 
FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�JOREDO�6RXWK�LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ��%DVHG�
RQ�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�UHVHDUFK�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�%UD]LOLDQ�
public high schools, this article highlights theoretical 
and practical underpinnings for an approach 
to intercultural career guidance that addresses 
psychosocial vulnerability and social unfairness. 
Inspired by Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s intercultural 
ideas and by a social constructionist perspective 
informed by Southern epistemologies, the framework 
SUHVHQWHG�LQ�WKLV�DUWLFOH�H[SUHVVHV�D�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�
critical perspective and aims to make a contribution 
to the social justice agenda, as an alternative to 
traditional goals of ‘adjusting’ and ‘adapting’ to careers, 
or ‘educating’ for them.

Introduction
Despite recent developments and greater stability in 
FRXQWULHV�VXFK�DV�%UD]LO�DQG�&RORPELD��/DWLQ�$PHULFD�LV�
still characterised by education of poor quality, and by 
a labour market with high rates of unemployment and 
underemployment, with many opportunities available 
only in the informal, unregulated sector (World Bank, 
�������7KH�SRVVLELOLW\�IRU�H[HUFLVLQJ�FDUHHU�SODQQLQJ�
DQG�IRU�EHQHÀWLQJ�IURP�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�DUH�UDUH��
relevant only to a minority élite while the majority of 
the population has to deal and cope with situations of 
SV\FKRVRFLDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\��&DVWHO��������5DVFRYiQ��/HY\�
and Korinfeld, 2013; Antunes, 2015; Ribeiro, Uvaldo and 
Silva, 2015; Ribeiro, 2016).

Psychosocial vulnerability can be understood as ‘a 
decrease in the possibility of making bonds and social 
networks, not a personal fragility, nor institutional, but 
relational’ (Ribeiro, 2016: 82). It does not come from 
predetermined situations, but rather it is produced 
WKURXJK�VSHFLÀF�¶LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\�FRQWH[WV·�RU�VSDFHV�
where relationships  – whether social, cultural, labour, 
economic, and/or symbolic – are enacted in ways that 
JHQHUDWH�YXOQHUDELOLW\��DV�SHRSOH�IDFH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�
establishing bonds in dimensions of their lives, such as 
their working lives.

+RZ�FDQ�RQH�RIIHU�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�LQ�FRQWH[WV�
such as these? How can career guidance services be 
organised in the absence of any systematic support 
from public policy? Such a policy vacuum is the case 
with public elementary and secondary education in 
Brazil (Silva, 2010; 2011). In such a situation, career 
guidance projects are likely to remain limited to 
private education institutions that work with young 
people from the middle and upper classes. It is only in 
H[FHSWLRQDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�WKDW�ORZHU�PLGGOH�FODVV�DQG�
SRRU�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�SXEOLF�VFKRRO�V\VWHP�FDQ�EHQHÀW�
from such services.

Career guidance for middle and upper class people in 
Brazil has been inspired by classical theories produced 
in the global North. Such approaches emphasise 
individualised forms of guidance that generally seek to 
support students in their choice of college for further 
education. Typically, such approaches draw on trait-
factor and developmental theories (Brown et al, 2002).

An alternative approach to career guidance aims to 
support people in the choices they can make within 
FRQWH[WV�PDUNHG�E\�SV\FKRVRFLDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\��KHOSLQJ�
EHQHÀFLDULHV�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�IXWXUH�SURMHFWV�ZLWKLQ�
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the broader working world. These guidance activities 
JHQHUDOO\�RFFXU�LQ�JURXS�FRQWH[WV�DQG�RU�ZLWKLQ�
an institution through projects and programmatic 
LQLWLDWLYHV�XVLQJ�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�WKHRULHV�DQG�WRROV�
(Bohoslavsky, 1977; 1983; Bock and Bock, 2005; 
Rascován, 2005; González Bello, 2008).

This second mode challenges mainstream career 
guidance and counselling theories and practices, and 
quite frequently produces innovative approaches that 
articulate the epistemology of the global North with 
FRQWH[WXDOLVHG�WKHRULHV�IURP�WKH�6RXWK��6LOYD��������
Ribeiro, 2013; 2016). Such a critical and dialectical 
dialogue between these contrasting approaches can 
also be productive when it comes to thinking through 
the relationship between career guidance and social 
justice (O’Brien, 2001; McMahon, Arthur and Collins, 
2008; Sultana, 2010).

This article engages with this alternative approach 
to career guidance with a view to confronting 
psychosocial vulnerabilities and situations of social 
LQMXVWLFH��:H�KHUH�GUDZ�RQ�H[DPSOHV�WDNHQ�IURP�D�
school-based project in order to highlight a number 
of theoretical and methodological issues. Central to 
this approach is the notion of ‘interculturality’. In the 
QH[W�VHFWLRQV��ZH�ÀUVW�H[SORUH�WKLV�FRUH�FRQFHSW�DV�
articulated by Boaventura de Sousa Santos (Santos, 
2001; 2002; 2014). We then present the theoretical 
and practical underpinnings of our proposal. This is 
inspired by a social constructionist perspective, such 
as that proposed by Blustein (2006; 2011), but re-
viewed through the lens of Southern epistemologies, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�WKRVH�GHYHORSHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�
critical tradition (for a preliminary overview see 
Silva 2010; 2011 and Ribeiro 2013; 2016). The latter 
tradition, which focuses on human rights in the face of 
diverse forms of oppression, includes critical pedagogy 
(Freire, 1970; 1975), psychology of liberation (Martin-
Baró, 1986; 1994), critical psychoanalysis (Bohoslavsky, 
������������5DVFRYiQ��������5DVFRYiQ��/HY\�DQG�
Korinfeld, 2013), and vulnerability and human rights 
framework (Ayres et al, 2006; Paiva, 2013), among 
others.

The intercultural approach
$�PDMRU�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�WKH�HIIRUWV�WR�GHYHORS�6RXWKHUQ��
DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�FDUHHU�

guidance, has been Boaventura de Sousa Santos. 
Santos (2009) has argued that our times require new 
epistemological, ethical and political positions, and 
some of his propositions have particular relevance to 
WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�

A key argument is that we should challenge the 
dominant epistemologies and the universalising 
pretensions of many career guidance theories. Most 
of these have been produced in the global North 
and work in such a way as to homogenise the world 
through the obliteration of cultural differences. Instead, 
our position is that we should acknowledge, in a more 
VHULRXV�PDQQHU��WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�FRQWH[W�

A second point derived from Santos (2014) highlights 
WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ZH�QHHG�WR�UHFRJQLVH�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�
small cracks in the dominant logic and, consequently, 
value epistemological pluralism. The world is 
epistemologically diverse and this diversity provides 
LQWHOOLJLELOLW\�DQG�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�WR�VRFLDO�H[SHULHQFHV�
– including to career guidance interventions and their 
outcomes.

Thirdly, it is important to recognise and acknowledge 
the production of epistemologies of the South because 
they have distinct criteria for the production and 
validation of knowledge. Santos (2014) named the 
contemporary production of theories as an ‘ecology 
of knowledges’. It is based on the premise that all 
knowledges (and here it is important to stress the 
plural notion of knowledges) have limits and that 
their production should be accomplished by means of 
dialogue between different knowledges embodied in 
distinct social practices.

For Santos (2014), responses to contemporary 
social and cultural demands can only come from the 
possibility of relational and intercultural constructions 
of theories. The so-called ‘intercultural dialogue’ 
requires and assumes both mutual recognition 
of different cultures in a given cultural space and 
readiness for dialogue through processes of co-
construction. Indeed, we understand culture as a 
symbolic system and organiser of social life through 
shared knowledge, values and practices.

‘Co-construction’ establishes mutuality and the 
possibility of constructions of distinct forms of 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJV��$Q�H[DPSOH�IURP�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�
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guidance would be the process of decision-making. 
This should be the outcome of dialogue between 
those involved in the helping relationship, i.e. 
between the career guidance counsellor and the 
guided students. It should not only be based on the 
counsellor’s professional knowledge, because everyday 
NQRZOHGJH�²�ZKDW�FRXOG�EH�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�¶XQVFLHQWLÀF·�
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�²�LV�DV�LPSRUWDQW�DV�VFLHQWLÀF�
knowledge.

Co-construction and mutuality highlight the 
importance of conceptualising knowledge as relational, 
what Santos (2014) refers to as ‘inter-knowledge’.

The rationale of an ecology of knowledge(s) and of 
intercultural dialogue is echoed in contemporary 
perspectives of social constructionism as articulated 
E\�D�UDQJH�RI�NH\�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�DXWKRUV��,Q�WKH�
HGXFDWLRQ�ÀHOG��IRU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�VDPH�SULQFLSOH�RI�
interculturality and relational ontology underpins 
Freire’s (1970) pedagogy of the oppressed. In ‘dialogic 
education’, a ‘process of awareness’ results from the 
dialogue between teachers and students, all of whom 
DUH�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�KDYH�VLJQLÀFDQW�NQRZOHGJH�

For authors from these perspectives, the central issue 
for professional interventions and for the production 
of theories is how to resolve the tension between 
regulation, on the one hand, and social emancipation 
on the other. In the case of career guidance, the 
main question is how to make it an emancipatory 
space without imposing hegemonic ways of being. 
Santos would refer to such imposition as ‘top-down 
globalisations’, in which the conception, the values and 
WKH�GRPLQDQW�GLVFRXUVHV�DUH�LQÁLFWHG�XSRQ�HYHU\RQH�
(Santos, 2002).

,Q�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH��WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�
procedures aiming to adjust, adapt or educate as 
proposed by classical theories produced in the global 
1RUWK�DUH�H[DPSOHV�RI�WKLV�ORJLF�RI�VRFLDO�UHJXODWLRQ��
Within this mind set, career guidance counsellors use 
their knowledge to help the other – often, however, 
without allowing the co-construction of knowledge by 
the students being guided.

The central task for an emancipatory action within 
an intercultural perspective would therefore be the 
transformation of the theory and the practice of an 
imposed hegemonic logic – what Santos (2002) refers 

to as ‘globalised localism’ – into a counter-hegemonic 
logic of ‘co-construction’ – akin to what Santos (2002) 
calls a ‘cosmopolitan project’. Our view is that it is on 
the latter logic that career projects for social justice 
can be built by means of intercultural dialogue. Both 
the guided student (or group of guided students) and 
their career guidance counsellor should acknowledge 
a deep sense of incompleteness, with each one having 
the capacity to equally contribute to the guidance 
process.

Social relations are always both intercultural 
(produced ‘in between’) and political (representing 
unequal distributions of power). Valid knowledge is 
WKHUHIRUH�FRQWH[WXDOLVHG�NQRZOHGJH��LW�LV�YDOLG�ZKHQ�LW�
considers cultural differences and political differences 
(Santos, 2014).

Thus, the key point is that knowledge is produced in 
UHODWLRQ�ZLWK��DQG�IURP�ZLWKLQ��WKH�FRQWH[W��ZLWKRXW�WKH�
supremacy of any form of knowledge over another. It 
should be oriented toward reality, which is taken both 
as a starting and an arrival point. According to Santos 
(2014: 31-32), ‘global social injustice is, therefore, 
intimately linked to global cognitive injustice. The 
struggle for global justice must be therefore a struggle 
for global cognitive justice as well’.

How, then, should one think about an intercultural 
career guidance that contributes to the social justice 
DJHQGD�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG"�+RZ�VKRXOG�WKH�LQWHUFXOWXUDO�
SULQFLSOH�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH"�
,Q�DGGUHVVLQJ�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV�ZH�ZLOO�ÀUVW�FRQVLGHU�
some additional theoretical underpinnings before 
SUHVHQWLQJ�ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�OHDUQW�IURP�H[SHULHQFHV�
carried out in Brazilian public schools.

Theoretical underpinnings
In general terms, the proposed model of intercultural 
career guidance emerged through an engagement 
ZLWK�FRQWH[WV�PDUNHG�E\�LQHTXDOLW\�DQG�SV\FKRVRFLDO�
vulnerability among disenfranchised Brazilians. Our 
action was guided by a desire to develop a productive 
relationship between Northern and Southern 
HSLVWHPRORJLHV��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKURXJK�DQ�HQJDJHPHQW�
ZLWK�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQLVP�DQG�FULWLFDO�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�
theories. In the process of trying to think through 
the notion of the co-construction of the self in the 
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Rascován (2005) and Savickas et al (2009), career 
guidance should enable the co-construction of his/her 
‘narratability’ (Savickas et al, 2009).

Narratability is not an individual skill, but a relational 
ability to narrate one’s life story with meaning and 
VLJQLÀFDQFH�VKDUHG�ZLWK�RWKHUV��(DFK�OLIH�VWRU\�VKRXOG�
EH�UHFRJQLVHG�DQG�YDOLGDWHG�DV�D�FDUHHU�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�
responsible for generating otherness … otherwise, the 
narrative is not recognised as socially valid. It is not a 
self-construction, but rather a co-construction of the 
self through one’s relationship with others. Thus, the 
narratability is psychosocial, not individual.

Intercultural dialogue
Career guidance is a communitarian proposal 
organised by and with the guided students and others 
involved through conversations about projects and 
career plans. The assumption here is that career 
guidance can be offered by someone from a different 
cultural group than those who it is done with 
(Rascován, 2005).

As Silva suggests (2010; 2011), when discourses 
impose values or activities that are outside the 
acceptable interpretations, or impose meanings on 
a particular social group without listening to their 
H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�GDLO\�OLIH��VXFK�DQ�DWWLWXGH�LV�OLNHO\�
to be oppressive rather than emancipatory for the 
person and/or group involved. Hence, it is important 
WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQV�RI�JHQGHU��VH[XDOLW\��
UDFH��HWKQLFLW\�DQG�VRFLDO�FODVV��SURGXFHG�LQ�FRQWH[WV�
of inequality and psychosocial vulnerabilities as key 
elements to intercultural dialogue. Paraphrasing Freire 
we can say that career guidance has to be forged with 
others, not for others (Freire, 1970: 32).

The guided student as a ‘subject’
Students who are being guided are persons in relation. 
As such, they engage in intercultural dialogue in order 
to co-construct a position in which they are the 
subject of discourse. Their narratives in this process 
should be validated and recognised. This situation 
consequently makes the student-as-subject a ‘rights 
holder’ (Paiva, 2013), potentially transforming him/
her into an agent of his/her own choices. This has 
important implications for the practice of career 
guidance. As Bohoslavsky (1977: 47) notes, if we 

world, four theoretical foundations helped organise 
our framework. As discussed in a preliminary way 
in Silva (2010; 2011) and Ribeiro (2013; 2016), these 
theoretical foundations consisted of (1) Relational 
ontology, (2) Narratability, (3) Intercultural dialogue, 
and (4) Conceptualisation of the guided student as the 
subject (rather than the object) of choices, discourses 
and rights – keeping in mind that in the Brazilian 
tradition, the notion of ‘subject’ integrates the idea 
of agency with the idea of citizenship, i.e., a subject is 
a person capable to regulate his/her own life (Paiva, 
2005; Ayres et al, 2006).

Each of these four elements in our theoretical 
IUDPHZRUN�LV�EULHÁ\�H[SORUHG�EHORZ�

Relational ontology
‘Relational ontology’ refers to the notion that most 
knowledge is produced in daily practices, rather than 
constituted as abstract knowledge. Freire (1970), 
for instance, pointed out that the production of 
NQRZOHGJH�WDNHV�SODFH�LQ�KXPDQ�SUD[LV��VR�WKDW�D�
pedagogy of the oppressed is ‘not a pedagogy for him, 
but with him’ (Freire, 1970: 9). Taking this on board in 
RXU�ÀHOG�ZRXOG�PHDQ�WKDW�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�LV�GRQH�with 
others, not for others or by others.

Reality would thus not be objectively established but 
intersubjectively constructed by means of relational 
processes (Ribeiro, 2013). The focus here is neither 
WKH�SHUVRQ�QRU�WKH�FRQWH[W��EXW�UDWKHU�RQ�DGGUHVVLQJ�
what happens in the relationship when people are 
LQ�FRQWDFW��LQ�D�G\QDPLF�RI�SHRSOH�LQ�FRQWH[W��3DLYD��
2013). Consequently, relational ontology considers the 
reality of a relationship without neglecting a degree 
of independence between the personal and the social 
dimensions, as the social constructionist perspective 
points out (Mcnamee and Gergen, 1999).

Applying such a perspective to career guidance would 
mean that the focus of the process would be neither 
the guidance counsellor, nor the guided students, but 
the relationship established between them as well as 
its outcomes.

Narratability
In order to provide a relational and intermediate space 
so that each person is able to construct, deconstruct 
and reconstruct career narratives, as proposed by 
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acknowledge a person as an ‘agent of choices, we 
consider that the choice of the future is something 
that belongs to him/her which no professional, no 
PDWWHU�KRZ�VNLOIXO�V�KH�LV��KDV�WKH�ULJKW�WR�H[SURSULDWH·��
This should constitute the ethical norm underpinning 
career guidance.

In synthesis, the main objective of career guidance 
is to provide support for the co-construction of a 
place in the working world negotiated via intercultural 
dialogue. This stands in contrast to views that would 
GHÀQH�JXLGDQFH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�VXSSRUWLQJ�DGMXVWPHQW��
adaptation or even education in relation to one’s 
career.

Such an approach would generate awareness of the 
main attributes of equality and inequality, marked as 
these are by the intersectionality and consubstantiality 
of class, gender and race. In Silva’s words: ‘the 
awareness of social place, gender and skin colour 
attributes at work fosters the person’s ability to place 
himself/herself as a subject of his/her educational and 
professional future’ (Silva, 2010: 177).

This framework – which focuses on the four themes of 
relational ontology, narratability, intercultural dialogue, 
and ‘student and subject’ – provides us with some of 
the conceptual tools and lenses needed to develop 
ways to support each person’s career projects within 
FRQWH[WV�PDUNHG�E\�VHYHUH�LQHTXDOLW\��:LWKLQ�WKH�
framework of the Southern epistemologies referred 
to in this proposal, knowledge is not conceived in an 
abstract way, but as a practical knowledge arising from 
FRQWH[WV�PDUNHG�E\�SV\FKRVRFLDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\��,W�LV�
to such practical considerations in the articulation of 
intercultural career guidance that we now turn.

Practical underpinnings

Ribeiro, Uvaldo and Silva (2015) have summarised 
WKH�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�SURSRVDOV�IRU�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�
based on Southern epistemologies and have 
proposed that the diagnostic or development logic 
underpinning approaches to career guidance in the 
JOREDO�1RUWK�VKRXOG�EH�UHSODFHG�E\�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�
of vulnerabilities, and that the focus of intervention 
should not be on the person but on social bonds.

Thus, the intervention is designed as a psychosocial 
intervention that transforms the career guidance 
practitioner into a communitarian worker rather 
than a traditional counsellor. Such a practitioner is 
particularly skilled in mediating psychosocial support 
processes rather than in providing individual guidance. 
He or she acts as an intermediary between the guided 
student and the career possibilities that are to be built 
in the working world, often by joint action with and 
through the community. As Ribeiro, Uvaldo and Silva 
(2015: 202) note, career guidance workers use such 
community-based action to ‘help the persons in socio-
occupational vulnerability to achieve educational and 
labour goals through sharing support and acting as 
intermediary for the relationships between them and 
the community actors and institutions’. 

In other words, those providing career guidance 
act on the basis of relational knowledge production 
emanating from intercultural dialogue, helping students 
become the subjects of their choices. This can happen 
because such choices are co-constructed jointly 
between the career guidance counsellor, the guided 
students and the communities in which they are 
inserted or want to insert themselves in.

In such a situation, the career guidance counsellor no 
longer occupies the safe and secure place of ‘the one 
who knows’. Rather the counsellor has to leave the 
position of ‘guide’ to assume that of the ‘intermediary’. 
As such, counsellors facilitate the articulation of the 
mainstream culture with the local culture – what 
Santos (2002) refers to as ‘cosmopolitanism logic’. 

The practical approach proposed for career guidance 
IURP�WKLV�6RXWKHUQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�WKXV�KDV�ÀYH�
assumptions based on the four theoretical foundations 
that have been presented above. Each of these 
DVVXPSWLRQV�LV�EULHÁ\�H[SODLQHG�EHORZ�

First, intercultural career guidance is based on personal 
narratives articulated with social discourses.  It should 
assist the student to co-construct a personal narrative 
of his/her own life story, which connects the individual 
H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�WKH�VRFLDO�IRUFHV�WKDW�KDYH�VKDSHG�LW�

Second, it focuses on the process, because 
understanding the personal process of constructing 
SURMHFWV�LV�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�GHÀQLQJ�D�VSHFLÀF�
project at a given life moment.

Career construction and reduction of psychosocial vulnerability…
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7KLUG��LW�FRQVWUXFWV�FRQWH[WXDOLVHG�FRQFHSWV�DQG�
practices with instituting function without imposing 
RU�DSSO\LQJ�D�SUHGHÀQHG�VWUDWHJ\��,W�LV�QRW�DQ�H[LVWLQJ�
strategy, which is simply applied in the current 
counselling situation. It is always built through a 
relationship between student and career guidance 
counsellor based on the knowledge of both.

Fourth, it works based on a ‘diatopical hermeneutics’ 
(Santos 2002). This is a key principle for intercultural 
career guidance, and refers to the process of 
interpretation (hermeneutics) carried out between 
persons or groups in different and unequal socio-
cultural positions (di – two and topoi – positions 
or knowledge production places). In this relation, 
intercultural dialogue is generated between different 
and unequal knowledges (e.g., between the technical 
H[SHUWLVH�RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�FRXQVHOORUV�DQG�WKH�
everyday knowledge of guided students). A good 
H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�LV�ZKHQ�D�SHUVRQ�ZKRVH�ZRUNLQJ�OLIH�LV�
predominantly marked by informal jobs, seeks help to 
think about his or her career. Counsellors usually have 
OLWWOH�SHUVRQDO�H[SHULHQFH�RI�ZRUN�LQ�WKLV�SUHFDULRXV�
sector of the labour market, and therefore require 
the everyday knowledge of the counselee to be able 
to help him or her in the process of building career 
projects. 

Finally, intercultural career guidance proposes an 
intersubjective validation of knowledge with the guided 
student as the protagonist in the process. Career 
guidance is preferably carried out by means of group 
and communitarian strategies that potentially generate 
D�¶ZHE�RI�PHDQLQJIXO�H[FKDQJHV«DV�D�SRVVLEOH�VSDFH�
of support to the differences, as a meeting place and 
respect for diversity’ (Rascován, 2005: 124).  As we 
have already noted, and following Santos (2014), the 
contemporary construction of knowledge should be 
the task of everyone, i.e., there should not be some 
that are more able than others to produce knowledge, 
even taking into account the fact that the different 
parties in a particular interaction have different levels 
of competence and responsibility. Instead, there 
needs to be a recognition that everyday knowledge is 
legitimate, and that co-constructors of knowledge are 
all in a situation of mutual incompleteness.

Strategies and approaches that include the use of 
‘intersubjective interaction scenes’ (Paiva, 2005), of 

‘communitarian groups’ (Rascován, 2005), and of 
¶SV\FKRG\QDPLF�JURXSV·��/HKPDQ�HW�DO��������DUH�
H[DPSOHV�RI�LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLFHV�
that take into account the above-mentioned 
theoretical and practical proposals.

The key principle underpinning intercultural career 
guidance is further illuminated if we take the liberation 
psychology developed by Martin-Baró (1994) into 
account. For the latter, the possibility of emancipation 
is neither action taken by someone on behalf or in the 
place of others, nor is it self-liberation. Rather, it is an 
enabling encounter of liberation, a shared action that is 
performed co-intentionally, in which both are engaged 
subjects in the act.

7KH�H[FKDQJH�LV�QRW�RQO\�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�
knowledges but also between different cultures, 
L�H���WKH�H[FKDQJH�LV�EHWZHHQ�XQLYHUVHV�RI�GLIIHUHQW�
PHDQLQJV��EDVHG��IRU�LQVWDQFH��RQ�RQH·V�H[SHULHQFHV�
RI�JHQGHU�VH[XDOLW\��UDFH�HWKQLFLW\�DQG�VRFLDO�FODVV�
FXOWXUH��7KHUHIRUH��H[FKDQJHV�LQ�LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FDUHHU�
guidance informed by this perspective have a dialogical 
and psychosocial quality about them, because career 
projects are the outcome of mutual interaction 
between two partners: the career guidance counsellor 
and the guided students in a given community. Both are 
engaged in a process of ‘co-construction’, what Santos 
(2001) also refers to as ‘mestizo knowledge’.

Conclusion
Our proposals regarding intercultural career 
JXLGDQFH�DUH�EDVHG�RQ�D�SURGXFWLYH�H[FKDQJH�ZLWK�
both Northern and Southern epistemologies, and 
especially between social constructionism and critical 
/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�WKHRULHV��:H�KDYH�RXWOLQHG�IRXU�
basic theoretical foundations: relational ontology, 
narratability, intercultural dialogue, and the guided 
student as a rights holder and as an agent of choices.

We have argued that intercultural career guidance 
should identify psychosocial vulnerabilities, take into 
account the cultural differences between people, and 
focus its interventions in helping students construct 
and reconstruct their bonds and social networks by 
means of an intercultural dialogue. In addition, such 
forms of career guidance require collaboration with 
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the community, with the career guidance counsellor 
acting as a communitarian agent.

In conclusion, we highlight the importance of thinking 
RI�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�DV�LQWHUFXOWXUDO��FRQWH[WXDOLVHG�DQG�
plural. It recognises the intertwined and intersectional 
QDWXUH�RI�UDFH�HWKQLFLW\��JHQGHU�VH[XDOLW\��DQG�VRFLDO�
class – dimensions which cannot be separated from 
each other in any meaningful manner when considering 
social injustice. This means that intercultural career 
guidance cannot really divide and sort out people 
according to some of these dimensions; nor should it 
FUHDWH�VSHFLÀF�VWUDWHJLHV�IRU�HDFK�JURXS��VXFK�DV�FDUHHU�
JXLGDQFH�IRU�/DWLQRV�RU�IRU�OHVELDQV��5DWKHU�WKDQ�WKDW��
the whole point behind intercultural career guidance is 
to bring people together to deal with the differences 
from the perspective of diatopical hermeneutics, 
taking strength from a counter-hegemonic logic of 
cosmopolitanism in order to jointly face situations of 
psychosocial vulnerability and social injustice.
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This article demonstrates that in Denmark there 
is considerable focus on educational and career 
choices during the last year of lower-secondary school, 
and investigates the possibility of using Amartya Sen’s 
capability approach as a lens to analyse this focus. It 
is argued that attention to the processes occurring 
before choices are made is of central importance, as 
these help to give students a genuine opportunity 
to choose from a broader range of options. This 
consideration is important from a social-justice 
perspective even if students end up choosing what 
they would have chosen without broader knowledge 
DQG�UHÁHFWLRQ�

Introduction
A focus on social justice has strong roots in the 
history of career guidance thanks to Parsons’ 
Choosing a Vocation (Parsons, 1909). In the literature, 
there are varying views as to how career guidance 
promotes social justice, if at all. Scholars wonder 
ZKHWKHU�WKH�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�ÀHOG�KDV�GULIWHG�DZD\�
from its roots in social justice, focusing instead on 
interventions primarily aimed at the individual without 
DGHTXDWHO\�FRQVLGHULQJ�FRQWH[WXDO�DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
conditions (Arthur, Collins, McMahon & Marshall, 
2009: 22). They also speculate as to whether career 
education practices ‘rarely aim at enhancing equality of 
opportunity, of lessening social inequity or enhancing 
collective development actions’ (Guichard, 2001: 166). 
Much of the literature on career development and 
social justice is primarily conceptual in nature and 
gives little attention to the challenges and successes 

H[SHULHQFHG�E\�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV��:H�
need to focus on social justice in relation to, rather 
than detached from, practice (Arthur, Collins, Marshall 
& McMahon, 2013: 137; Irving, 2015), and to give due 
attention to what is actually to be done in practice 
(Hooley, 2015: 13), based on empirical observations 
(Berthet, 2010: 85).

One of the roles of youth guidance centres in 
Denmark involves supporting students in lower-
secondary education (Danish grades 7 – 9/10, ages 
14-16/17) in choosing upper-secondary education 
programmes. In the evaluations, surveys, research 
reports and articles produced on these youth 
guidance centres there is no focus on researching 
social justice issues (Skovhus & Thomsen, 2015). This 
DUWLFOH�H[SORUHV�KRZ�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�XQIROGV�LQ�WZR�
Danish lower-secondary schools and how the students 
perceive the guidance activities which are offered 
WR�WKHP��7KH�HPSLULFDO�H[DPSOHV�DUH�GLVFXVVHG�XVLQJ�
Amartya Sen’s capability approach as an analytic lens. 

Initially the capability approach was not intended to 
be a theory about social justice. Sen’s starting point 
ZDV�WR�ÀQG�RWKHU�ZD\V�WR�HYDOXDWH�ZHOO�EHLQJ��SRYHUW\�
and living standards than using an income approach 
or a utility approach. Sen argues that we should focus 
instead on what people are actually able to be and do, 
on the freedom they have to choose and live a kind 
of life they have reason to value. This is what Sen calls 
¶FDSDELOLWLHV·��D�FRQFHSW�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�H[SODLQHG�LQ�PRUH�
detail later on in this article. Even though the basis 
of the theory was not social justice, it has become 
important in research and discussions of justice in 
relation to career guidance and education, see for 
H[DPSOH��%HUWKHW��������%RQDO�DQG�7DUDELQL��������

A focus on educational choice has social 
justice consequences - an empirical study 
informed by Sen’s capability approach

Randi Boelskifte Skovhus
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*DOOLRWW�DQG�*UDKDP��������/DQ]L��������5REHUWVRQ��
������6DLWR��������6HQ��������8QWHUKDOWHU��/DGZLJ�	�
Jeffrey, 2014; Unterhalter, Vaughan & Walker, 2007).

In the article, I argue that when considering career 
guidance in relation to social justice and capabilities, 
it is important to adopt a perspective which covers 
more than choices of education alone.

Methodology
The empirical studies which are the basis for this 
article formed part of my PhD research into career 
education and guidance in lower-secondary education 
in Denmark. In Denmark, compulsory education begins 
in pre-school grade (age 6) and ends after ninth grade 
(age 16). Tenth grade is optional. Students then choose 
between vocational and upper-secondary education. 
Guidance practitioners employed by youth guidance 
centres provide guidance in relation to this transition. 

The empirical study was conducted in two ninth-grade 
classes for a total of 46 days spread over the whole 
school year. The classes were in two different schools 
connected to two different youth guidance centres. 
���VWXGHQWV��WZR�FDUHHU�JXLGDQFH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�DQG�VL[�
teachers were included in the research.

The methods used were interviews with students and 
career guidance practitioners as well as participant 
observation of guidance activities, lessons and 
students’ breaks.

In this article I present one case about a student called 
Carl (not his real name) to demonstrate the focus on 
FKRLFH�ZKLFK�SHUYDGHV�WKH�HPSLULFDO�ÀQGLQJV�

Sen, on whose theory this article is based, stresses 
the importance of operationalising the capability 
approach in a practical sense to assess justice (Berthet, 
Dechézelles, Gouin and Simon, 2009: 3), but without 
dictating which method should be used to conduct 
the work (Berthet et al., 2009: 20). The methods 
described above were chosen to gain insight into how 
career guidance in Danish schools unfolds, into how it 
makes sense for the persons involved, and into their 
subjective reasons for action. 

%HIRUH�,�SUHVHQW�WKH�NH\�ÀQGLQJV��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�
provide a brief account of the central aspects of Sen’s 
capability approach.

The capability approach and 
social justice
Amartya Sen is a Nobel prize-winning Indian 
economist and philosopher who has worked in the 
United Kingdom and the United States for many years. 
In 1979 Sen presented a theory called the capability 
approach (Sen, 1979). He points out that most 
theories about social justice argue for the equality 
of something, but that this ‘something’ can vary. 
Traditionally, in relation to equality, there is a focus 
on utilities (concentrating on individual happiness or 
pleasure), or income, wealth or resources, which Sen 
calls ‘goods’ (Sen, 1992). Sen’s starting point for the 
capability approach is that the critical question is not 
whether we need equality. The really critical question 
is ‘equality of what?’ (Sen, 1979, 2009: 293). Sen points 
out that the answer to this question is capability, 
where capability is ‘a person’s actual ability to do the 
different things that she values doing’ (Sen, 2009: 253). 
The focus is on human lives and not just the goods 
they possess or have access to. Sen highlights that 
by changing the focus from the means of living to 
the actual opportunities people have, the capability 
approach represents a fairly radical change in the 
evaluative work on justice (Sen, 2009: 253).

Freedom is closely connected to human capabilities. 
In the capability approach, there is not just a focus on 
what people succeed in doing. There is also a focus on 
the freedom people actually have to choose between 
different kinds of lives (Sen, 2009: 18). Freedom to 
choose contributes to our well-being, but Sen points 
out that the importance of freedom goes beyond well-
being. Freedom has an intrinsic value since ‘being able 
WR�UHDVRQ�DQG�FKRRVH�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�DVSHFW�RI�KXPDQ�
life’ (Sen, 2009: 18). Freedom is valuable because more 
freedom gives a person more opportunity to pursue 
his or her objectives. Another central aspect concerns 
the process of choice, e.g. that ‘we are not being 
forced into some state because of constraints imposed 
by others’ (Sen, 2009: 228).

Randi Boelskifte Skovhus
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If we understand freedom in a narrow sense, it is 
VXIÀFLHQW�WR�EH�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�ZKDW�D�SHUVRQ�HQGV�XS�
ZLWK��%XW�LI�ZH�MRLQ�6HQ�LQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�
options and freedom to choose as important, we also 
need to focus on the process and the way a person 
reaches a choice (Sen, 2009: 230). 

It is important to mention that Sen does not represent 
the understanding that people’s choices are detached. 
He points out that rather than choosing in a free and 
GHWDFKHG�PDQQHU��SHRSOH�DUH�SURIRXQGO\�LQÁXHQFHG�
by their environment. In addition, what people value 
LV�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKHLU�VXUURXQGLQJV��5REH\QV��������
102; Unterhalter et al., 2007: 5). Among other things, 
that is why it becomes interesting to focus on career 
guidance as one aspect of the students’ surroundings, 
as well as discussing the role of career guidance in a 
social justice perspective.

7KH�FDSDELOLW\�DSSURDFK�LV�UHOHYDQW�IRU�H[DPSOH�IRU�
poverty analysis in developing countries (Robeyns, 
2005: 101; Sen, 1987: 109), but the theory is not 
restricted to the analysis of poverty and deprivation. It 
can also serve as a framework for project evaluations 
RU�WKH�PHDVXUHPHQW�RI�LQHTXDOLW\�LQ�DIÁXHQW�
communities (Robeyns, 2005: 101).

Before I move on, it seems fair to mention that Sen’s 
theory has been criticised in various ways. Wells (n.d.) 
KDV�OLVWHG�PRVW�RI�WKHVH�FULWLTXHV��,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W�RQO\�
some of the main ones are mentioned. Some, for 
LQVWDQFH��KDYH�DUJXHG�WKH�WKHRU\�GRHV�QRW�VXIÀFLHQWO\�
H[SOLFDWH�ZKDW�LV�PHDQW�E\�DQG�ZKDW�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�
capability (Williams, 1987); others have claimed that 
it is necessary to discuss and make a list concerning 
which capabilities are important or trivial (Nussbaum, 
2003), or that the capability approach in general is 
under-theorised. Additionally there has been critique 
of the lack of focus on the ‘power relations that cause 
and reproduce underdevelopment through national 
and political institutions’ (Navarro, 2000: 661). It 
has also been pointed out that there is a tendency 
for the capability approach to focus on individuals 
DW�WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�LQKLELW�SHUVRQDO�
ÁRXULVKLQJ��%RQDO�	�7DUDELQL���������,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�
QRWLFH�WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�FRQGLWLRQV�H[LVWLQJ�LQ�VFKRRO�DQG�
career guidance. Graham and Harwood warn against 
using the capability approach naively, because it can 
raise the temptation ‘to focus simply on building the 

individual capacity of students without recognising 
what structural and political barriers impede their 
participation’ (Graham & Harwood, 2011: 137).

These critiques of the capability approach seem to be 
well founded. Even so, I found the theory useful when 
carrying out a qualitative analysis of selected empirical 
data from my PhD research on youth career guidance, 
largely because it provides perspectives on the focus 
on choice, which is conspicuous in the data material. 
The focus on choice is not new. In 2004 the OECD 
found that career services ‘too often fail to develop 
people’s career management skills, but focus upon 
immediate decisions’ (OECD, 2004: 3). The analysis of 
P\�HPSLULFDO�ÀQGLQJV�RXWOLQHG�EHORZ�VKRZV�WKDW�WKLV�
may still be the case with youth career guidance and 
associated activities. 

Focusing on choice
In Denmark, education is free. This includes not only 
compulsory education, but also upper-secondary 
education, vocational education and higher education. 
Every Dane over the age of 18 is entitled to a study 
allowance for his or her further education – regardless 
of income. In theory, this means that young people can 
choose which educational programme they like, as long 
they are assessed as being ready for it and as long as 
they meet the requirements of a certain level of marks 
if admission is restricted or regulated.

In lower-secondary school there are various 
mandatory career guidance activities, such as 
‘bridge-building activities’ in which the students visit 
educational institutions (Ministry of Education, 2014), 
and some optional activities, such as short internships.

Now I will introduce a student named Carl from one 
of the classes involved in my research. At the age of 12 
Carl decided that he would like to become a mechanic. 
For a couple of years he worked after school in a 
garage. In the eighth grade he went on a bridge-
building visit to the mechanical engineering vocational 
school. He enjoyed this visit and afterwards said he 
was sure he wanted to be a mechanic. In his tenth-
grade class, the plan is that all the students should visit 
various vocational programmes. Carl is not interested 
in these visits. His mother calls the school and tells 
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them that Carl will do an internship in a garage 
while the other students visit the various vocational 
programmes. Carl tells me he cannot see the point in 
visiting the other programmes because ‘they’re not for 
me, because I know I’m not going to be any of those 
things.’

The issues that arise in this case relate not to Carl 
alone, but to many of the students involved. Most 
of the students primarily value the career guidance 
activities in relation to whether the activity, in their 
opinion, is directly relevant for them in making a 
choice of educational programme. The students 
who were not yet clear about what to choose after 
lower-secondary school considered it very valuable 
for them to visit educational institutions in the range 
of educational pathways they were considering. But 
if the students had already chosen which vocational 
or upper-secondary educational programme they 
wished to attend after lower-secondary school, 
they rarely thought it was relevant or meaningful 
to participate in career guidance activities such as 
visiting an educational institution. This perspective is 
connected to self-understanding, which is an issue 
which I discuss in my PhD dissertation (Skovhus, n.d.). 
Using the capability approach, this focus on the end 
process of choice can be related to what Sen calls 
‘functionings’. As Robeyns (2011) notes, ‘functionings 
are ‘beings and doings’, that is, various states of human 
beings and activities that a person can undertake 
[…] Capabilities are a person’s real freedoms or 
opportunities to achieve functionings. Thus, while 
travelling is a functioning, the real opportunity to 
travel is the corresponding capability. The distinction 
between functionings and capabilities is between the 
realized and the effectively possible, in other words, 
between achievements, on the one hand, and freedoms 
or valuable opportunities from which one can choose, 
on the other’.

The analysis shows that the focus on choice is 
connected, among other things, to the practice of the 
career guidance practitioner and teacher involved. 
When they introduce a guidance activity to the 
students, such as a visit to an educational institution, 
they mainly justify why the students should participate 
by saying that the students need to join so they can 
ÀQG�RXW�ZKHWKHU�WKH\�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�FKRRVH�WKLV�
VSHFLÀF�HGXFDWLRQDO�SURJUDPPH�DIWHU�ORZHU�VHFRQGDU\�

school. Many of these career guidance activities are 
isolated activities for which the students are not 
prepared, and no follow-up initiatives are implemented 
either. 

Preparation and follow-up could help the students to 
consider more carefully what they might learn from 
the activity in a career learning perspective, even if 
they are initially certain that the activity in question 
�IRU�H[DPSOH�D�VSHFLÀF�SURJUDPPH�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�ZKLFK�
they are going to visit) is not relevant for them. The 
adoption of a wider perspective might broaden the 
student’s perspective and help them to think more 
deeply about and understand the educational and 
vocational system, how things work and the kind of 
social system of which they are part. This might in 
turn help them to make good choices in a longer 
perspective as well – alone and together. I will relate 
aspects like these (the potential for career learning in 
DQ�DFWLYLW\��UHÁHFWLRQ��EURDGHU�SHUVSHFWLYHV��DQG�WKH�
support that can be provided for deeper consideration 
of the alternatives) to capabilities.

Capability and a broader 
perspective than choice
It is not surprising that in the last year of compulsory 
school young people and their guidance practitioners 
focus on which education pathway to choose. The case 
of Carl shows that some students have actually already 
made their choice of education long before grade nine.

The capability approach is centred on freedom and 
opportunity. As noted above, Sen points out that being 
able to reason and to have the freedom to choose 
between different things that you value doing is central. 
There is a focus on people’s actual opportunities to 
FKRRVH�WR�OLYH�GLIIHUHQW�OLYHV��QRW�H[FOXVLYHO\�RQ�WKH�
end-process of a choice. In other words, the focus 
is placed not only on which course of education a 
\RXQJ�SHUVRQ�HQGV�XS�FKRRVLQJ��VWDUWLQJ�DQG�ÀQDOO\�
completing. The process before the choice is central. 
With this in mind, and based on Sen, I argue that it 
LV�QRW�VXIÀFLHQW�WR�IRFXV�RQ�FKRLFHV�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�
programmes by young people. It is also vital to support 
FDSDELOLWLHV�²�ZKLFK�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W�PHDQV�RSHQLQJ�
RSWLRQV��VXSSRUWLQJ�UHÁHFWLRQ��DQG�JLYLQJ�VWXGHQWV�D�

Randi Boelskifte Skovhus
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genuine opportunity to make other choices. In other 
words, it is important to support the students to 
ÀQG�RXW�ZKLFK�SURJUDPPHV�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�WKH\�FDQ�
DFWXDOO\�FKRRVH��WR�VXSSRUW�WKHP�LQ�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�
what they value and considering their actual options 
– not only to help them make the right choice, but 
also to contribute to social justice (with justice being 
understood by Sen as the freedom to choose between 
various ways to live, including education and vocation). 
This is a crucial aspect even if it turns out that young 
people make the same choices they would have made 
LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�ZLWKRXW�DQ\�EURDGHU�NQRZOHGJH�
DERXW��RU�H[SHULHQFH�RI��HGXFDWLRQ�SURJUDPPHV�DQG�
vocations.

It is important to remember that the choice of 
upper-secondary education programmes is only 
WKH�ÀUVW�RI�P\ULDGV�RI�FDUHHU�UHODWHG�FKRLFHV�WKH�
person must take throughout life. In lower-secondary 
education, it is important to build a base that can be 
developed continuously. The young person will need 
this base when he or she chooses what to do after 
vocational or upper-secondary education – and again 
and again throughout life. As mentioned above, the 
HPSLULFDO�ÀQGLQJV�JLYH�UHDVRQ�WR�EHOLHYH�WKDW�VWXGHQWV·�
opportunities for building capabilities are reduced 
when they (or the professionals who work with them) 
focus overwhelmingly on choice.

Discussion and conclusion
7KH�FDSDELOLW\�DSSURDFK�RIIHUV�DQ�DQDO\WLFDO�WRROER[�
(Berthet et al., 2009: 2), selected parts of which have 
been used in this article. The approach draws our 
attention to additional ways of understanding social 
justice – alternative paths instead of climbing the social 
ladder, for instance (Hansen, 2015).

The empirical data shows that a narrow focus on 
choice as young people in the last year of lower-
secondary school choose between subsequent 
educational programmes can adversely affect their 
motivation to participate and engage in career-
choice activities – activities which could contribute 
to capability development. Based on the capability 
approach, it is argued that it is important from a social-
justice perspective to give young people real options 
to make different choices, for instance by providing 

them with knowledge of a broad range of educational 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DQG�WKH�FKDQFH�WR�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�
UHÁHFW�RQ�WKHP��7KLV�LV�WKH�FDVH�HYHQ�LI�VWXGHQWV�HQG�
up choosing what they would have chosen without 
EURDGHU�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�UHÁHFWLRQ�

In continuation of the analysis above, some questions 
can be raised about the capability approach. Questions 
such as how much capability (for instance connected 
WR�NQRZOHGJH�RI�DQG�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�YDULRXV�HGXFDWLRQDO�
options) is required before we can regard a choice 
as being genuinely free. And whether it is possible for 
the range of capabilities of a young person to be so 
EURDG�WKDW�LW�EHFRPHV�WRR�GLIÀFXOW�WR�PDNH�D�FKRLFH�
and turns out to be a problem for him or her. Despite 
questions like these, I wish to stress that the capability 
approach contributes relevant perspectives when 
we want to understand career guidance practice in a 
social justice perspective. 

Sultana points out that it is important not to 
overestimate the role career guidance can play. But 
it is also reasonable to argue that career guidance 
can make a positive difference in the lives of citizens, 
possibly contributing to equalising life-chances rather 
than just reproducing social class destinies (Sultana, 
2014: 317). Based on Sen’s framework, it seems fair to 
argue that career guidance has the potential in theory 
to contribute to social justice and increased capability, 
but that the analysis of career guidance activities in 
lower-secondary school reveals that whether and how 
career guidance actually succeeds in contributing is a 
PDWWHU�IRU�HPSLULFDO�H[DPLQDWLRQ�



A
rticles

|��April 2016, Issue 36

Randi Boelskifte Skovhus

References
Arthur, N., Collins, S., Marshall, C. and McMahon, 
M. (2013) Social Justice Competences and Career 
Development Practices, in Canadian Journal of 
Counselling and Psychotherapy, 47, 2, 136–154.

Arthur, N., Collins, S., McMahon, M., and Marshall, C. 
(2009) Career Practitioners’ Views of Social Justice 
and Barriers for Practice, in Canadian Journal of Career 
Development, 8, 1, 22–31.

Berthet, T. (2010) Capability Approach, Policy Analysis and 
School Based Guidance Policies in France (Collaborative 
project WorkAble, Deliverable 2.2. Final report 
(mimeo)).

Berthet, T., Dechézelles, S., Gouin, R. and Simon, V. 
(2009) Toward a “Capability” Analytical Model of Public 
Policy? Lessons from Academic Guidance Issues. Presented 
at the 9e Congrés: Asociación Española de Ciencia 
Politica: ’Repensar la democracia: inclusion y diversidad, 
Malaga, Spain.  https://halshs.archives ouvertes.fr/
halshs-00512331/document (accessed 14 February 
2016).

Bonal, X. and Tarabini, A. (2016) Being Poor at School: 
([SORULQJ�&RQGLWLRQV�RI�(GXFDELOLW\�LQ�WKH�)DYHOD��LQ�
British Journal of Sociology of Education, 37, 2, 212-229.

*DOOLRWW��1��·\D�DQG�*UDKDP��/�-���������$�4XHVWLRQ�RI�
Agency: Applying Sen’s Theory of Human Capability 
to the Concept of Secondary School Student Career 
“Choice”, in International Journal of Research & Method 
in Education, 37, 3, 270-284.

*UDKDP��/�-��DQG�+DUZRRG��9���������'HYHORSLQJ�
Capabilities for Social Inclusion: Engaging Diversity 
through Inclusive School Communities, in International 
Journal of Inclusive Education, 15, 1, 135–152.

Guichard, J. (2001) A Century of Career Education: 
Review and Perspectives, in International Journal for 
Educational and Vocational Guidance, 1, 155–176.

Hansen, E.J. (2015) Social Mobilitet: Drøm, Realitet, Illusion, 
(1st edn), Copenhagen: Hans Reitzels Forlag.

Hooley, T. (2015) Emancipate Yourselves from Mental 
Slavery. Self-actualisation, Social Justice and the Politics 
of Career Education, Derby: International Centre for 
Guidance Studies, University of Derby. 

Irving, B.A. (2015) Locating Social In/Justice within 
Career Education in New Zealand High Schools: A 
Critical Exploration. University of Otago, Dunedin, 
New Zealand.  https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/
bitstream/handle/10523/5929/IrvingBarrieB2015PhD.
pdf?squence=3&isA lowed=y (accessed 14 February 
2016).

/DQ]L��'���������&DSDELOLWLHV��+XPDQ�&DSLWDO�DQG�
Education, in Proceedings of the 4th International 
Conference on The Capability Approach. 

1DYDUUR��9���������'HYHORSPHQW�DQG�4XDOLW\�RI�/LIH��$�
Critique of Amartya Sen’s Development as Freedom, 
in The International Journal of Health Services, 30, 4, 
661–674.

Nussbaum, M. (2003) Capabilities as Fundamental 
Entitlements: Sen and Social Justice, in Feminist 
Economics, 9, 2, 33-59.

OECD (2004) Career Guidance: A Handbook for Policy 
Makers, Paris: OECD Publications.

Parsons, F. (1909) Choosing a Vocation, Boston: 
+RXJKWRQ�0LIÁLQ�

Robertson, P.J. (2015) Towards a Capability Approach 
to Career: Applying Amartya Sen’s Thinking to Career 
Guidance and Development, in International Journal for 
Educational and Vocational Guidance, 15, 75–88.

Robeyns, I. (2005) The Capability Approach: A 
Theoretical Survey, in Journal of Human Development, 6, 
1, 93–114.

Robeyns, I. (2011) The Capability Approach, in Zalta, 
E.N. (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2011/entries/
capability-approach/ (accessed 14 February 2016).

Saito, M. (2003) Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach to 
(GXFDWLRQ��$�&ULWLFDO�([SORUDWLRQ��LQ Journal of Philosophy 
of Education, 37, 1, 17–33.



A
rt
ic
le
s

60| Journal of the National Institute for Career Education and Counselling

Sen, A. (1979) Equality of What? Presented at The 
Tanner lecture on human values, Stanford University. 
KWWS���WDQQHUOHFWXUHV�XWDK�HGX�BGRFXPHQWV�D�WR�]�V�
sen80.pdf (accessed 14 February 2016).

6HQ��$���������7KH�6WDQGDUG�RI�/LYLQJ��LQ�+DZWKRUQ��
G. (ed) The Standard of Living, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Sen, A. (1992) Inequality Re-examined, Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press.

Sen, A. (2009) The Idea of Justice��/RQGRQ��3HQJXLQ�*URXS�

Skovhus, R.B. (n.d.) Doctoral Thesis Under Creation, 
Aarhus, Denmark: Aarhus University.

Skovhus, R.B., and Thomsen, R. (2015) Popular 
Problems, in British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 
DOI: 10.1080/03069885.2015.1121536.

Sultana, R.G. (2014) Career Guidance for Social 
Justice in Neoliberal Times, in Arulmani, G., Bakshi, A.J. 
/HRQJ��)��7��/���DQG�:DWWV��$�*���HGV���Handbook of career 
development, New York: Springer.

The Ministry of Education (2014) Vejledningsloven - 
Bekendtgørelse af Lov om Vejledning om Uddannelse og 
Erhverv samt Pligt til Uddannelse, Beskæftigelse m.v. LBK 
nr. 995 af 12. september 2014 [Consolidation Act on 
Educational and Vocational Guidance and Compulsory 
Education, Employment, etc. Consolidation Act no. 995 of 
12 September 2014]. 

8QWHUKDOWHU��(���/DGZLJ��-�*��DQG�-HIIUH\��&���������
Aspirations, Education and Social Justice: Applying Sen 
and Bourdieu, in British Journal of Sociology of Education, 
35, 1, 133–145.

Unterhalter, E., Vaughan, R. and Walker, M. (2007) The 
Capability Approach and Education.  
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/
educationresearchprojects/documents/
developmentdiscourses/rpg2008walkermclean9.pdf 
(accessed 14 February 2016)

Wells, T. (n.d.) Sen’s Capability Approach, in Internet 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  http://www.iep.utm.edu/sen-
cap/#H5 (accessed 14 February 2016)

:LOOLDPV��%���������7KH�6WDQGDUG�RI�/LYLQJ��,QWHUHVWV�
and Capabilities, in Sen, A. (ed) The Standard of Living, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

For correspondence
Randi Boelskifte Skovhus is a PhD student on the 
/LIHORQJ�/HDUQLQJ�5HVHDUFK�3URJUDPPH�DW�$DUKXV�
University, Denmark.

She is also an associate professor on the diploma 
programme in educational and vocational guidance at 
VIA School of Continuing Education, Aarhus, Denmark.

Email: ras@via.dk

A focus on educational choice has social justice consequences…



News

|61April 2016, Issue 36

EditorialPublications

Find out more and order online at www.sagepub.co.uk

Introduction to Career Counselling & 
Coaching
by Hazel Reid, Canterbury Christ Church University

Are you a trainee career counsellor or coach wondering what 
theory and skills you will need to help support clients in a 
YDULHW\�RI�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�FRQWH[WV"��7KLV�LV�WKH�ERRN�IRU�\RX�

This practical introduction will take you through the established and 
HPHUJLQJ�WKHRU\�DQG�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�FRQWH[WV�LQ�ZKLFK�FDUHHU�ZRUN�WDNHV�
place. You’ll be introduced to the key skills and techniques you’ll need, 
and shown how various models used in career conversations look in 
practice.

7KH�ERRN�DOVR�H[DPLQHV�SURIHVVLRQDO�LVVXHV�VXFK�DV�WKH�XVH�RI�GLJLWDO�
WHFKQRORJLHV��ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�GLYHUVLW\��DQG�EHFRPLQJ�D�FULWLFDOO\�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLWLRQHU���$OO�RI�WKLV�LV�EURXJKW�WR�OLIH�
WKURXJK�HQJDJLQJ�FDVH�VWXGLHV�DQG�UHÁHFWLYH�TXHVWLRQV��KHOSLQJ�\RX�SXW�ZKDW�\RX�OHDUQ�LQWR�SUDFWLFH�

This comprehensive resource is essential reading for trainees on a range of career work courses and for 
SUDFWLWLRQHUV�LQ�WKHLU�FRQWLQXLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW��7KH�ERRN�DOVR�H[DPLQHV�SURIHVVLRQDO�LVVXHV�VXFK�DV�
WKH�XVH�RI�GLJLWDO�WHFKQRORJLHV��ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�GLYHUVLW\��DQG�EHFRPLQJ�D�FULWLFDOO\�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLWLRQHU���$OO�RI�WKLV�LV�
EURXJKW�WR�OLIH�WKURXJK�HQJDJLQJ�FDVH�VWXGLHV�DQG�UHÁHFWLYH�TXHVWLRQV��KHOSLQJ�\RX�SXW�ZKDW�\RX�OHDUQ�LQWR�SUDFWLFH�

This comprehensive resource is essential reading for trainees on a range of career work courses and for 
practitioners in their continuing professional development.

Teasing out the similarities and differences 
between the two activities of career 
counselling and career coaching is a bold, and 
welcome, step.

Jenny Bimrose, Institute for Employment 
Research, University of Warwick

Hazel Reid has produced an authoritative 
and timely review of careers education and 
guidance counselling – pulling together 
several strands of new knowledge and 
understanding in a style that is well-balanced 
and easily accessible.

Michelle Stewart, Course Director, Careers 
Guidance, London South Bank University

This book is highly engaging and well written 
– it will meet the needs of both practitioners 
DQG�WUDLQHHV�DW�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�
career counselling and coaching is becoming 
increasingly dynamic.

Steve Sheward, Career Counsellor and Senior 
CBT Therapist working in the NHS

October 2015  304 pages.
+DUGEDFN�������������������� 
£75.00 / €102.00
3DSHUEDFN�������������������� 
���������¼�����
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The conference will be organised around three main themes:

• The changing context for work and career

• Shifting theories and concepts

• Innovating practice

The Fellows of NICEC are delighted to be 
organising this two-day conference, which will 
SURYLGH�D�PL[WXUH�RI�NH\QRWHV��GHEDWHV��VHPLQDUV�
and open discussion and will seek to address the big 
LVVXHV�UHODWLQJ�WR�WKH�FDUHHU�GHYHORSPHQW�ÀHOG�

Twenty years ago Tony Watts and other NICEC 
colleagues published Rethinking Careers Education 
and Guidance: Theory, Policy and Practice (Watts, 
/DZ��.LOOHHQ��.LGG�	�+DZWKRUQ���������7KLV�ZDV�
XQLTXH�DV�D�PXOWL�DXWKRUHG�WH[W�WKDW�VRXJKW�WR�
integrate career education and career guidance and 
develop a more nuanced educational basis for our 
work.  It featured new career learning theory and 
methods of measuring impact through learning out 
comes.  It was argued that careers work is inevitably 
SROLWLFDO�DQG�DQ�LQÁXHQWLDO�IUDPHZRUN�ZDV�GHYHORSHG�
for understanding this.  The role of career theory 

in one-to-one work was discussed in new ways.  It 
was further recognised that careers work takes 
place within a range of international socio-cultural 
FRQWH[WV�DQG�VHFWRUV��H�J��SULYDWH�VHFWRU��ZRUNSODFH��
statutory, schools, colleges, universities, and 
communities). 

Rethinking became a well-thumbed classic for 
UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�DQG�D�FRUH�WH[W�RQ�UHDGLQJ�
lists, but it is increasingly out of date.  In this 
conference we invite you to look forward to the 
QH[W����\HDUV�DQG�DVN�

�z What can we still take from Rethinking today?

�z What was missing? What voices, theories and 
FRQWH[WV�ZHUH�QHJOHFWHG"

�z What now appear to be the dead ends, the 
fertile areas, the new paradigms?

�z +RZ�GR�ZH�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�RXU�ÀHOG�WRGD\"

�z :KHUH�GRHV�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�WKH�ÀHOG�OLH"

Rethinking Career Development for 
Global Contexts

Residential Conference 21st & 22nd September 2016

For information on how to book on NICEC events, please visit www.nicecjournal.org/events



News

|63April 2016, Issue 36

Forthcoming events 2016

NICEC Events Calendar

Event Place Date and Time

Seminar: New European Guidelines for Policies 
DQG�6\VWHPV�IRU�/LIHORQJ�*XLGDQFH
John McCarthy, NICEC International Fellow and 
Director of The International Centre for Career 
Development and Public Policy

/RQGRQ Thursday 17 March 2016 2pm-4pm

-RKQ�ZLOO�SUHVHQW�WKH�RULJLQV�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�UHFHQWO\�SXEOLVKHG�(XURSHDQ�*XLGHOLQHV�DQG�H[DPLQH�
their structure, coverage and potential usage.  The discussion will focus mainly around the following 
questions:

• Why is career guidance of policy interest at EU level? How has this interest manifested itself?
• What is a European Reference Policy Framework? Why is it important?
• Is there a need for a European Reference Framework for policies and systems for career guidance?

The Guidelines can be viewed on the following link:

http://www.elgpn.eu/publications/browse-by-language/english/elgpn-tools-no-6-guidelines-
for-policies-and-systems-development-for-lifelong-guidance/

Participants are strongly encouraged to download the Guidelines in advance of the seminar.

Seminar: Rehabilitation of Offenders,  
/HLJK�+HQGHUVRQ��1,&(&�)HOORZ /RQGRQ Monday 9 May 2016 

5pm-6.30pm

Seminar: [Topic to be agreed] 
&ODXGLD�+DUULV��&KLHI�([HFXWLYH��7KH�&DUHHUV�	�
Enterprise Company

/RQGRQ Wednesday 21 June 2016 5pm-
6.30pm

Conference: Two-day residential 
Rethinking Career Development for Global 
&RQWH[WV

University of 
Derby

Wednesday 21st & Thursday 22nd 
September

Seminar: Appropriate Attire for Careers 
Tristram Hooley and Julia Yates, NICEC Fellows /RQGRQ

Thursday 24 November 2016 5pm-
6.30pm

Event Costs: 

Seminars and Network Meetings:
• included in membership fees for NICEC Fellows and members.
• £20 for seminars; £40 for network meetings for non-members.

NICEC residential conference:
Fees have yet to be agreed, but we will need to recover the costs by charging a fee to Fellows, Members and 
non-members.
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CDI Training and Events Programme

Forthcoming events 2016

Training and Skills Events

An Introduction to Careers Work in Schools and Colleges Stoke-on-Trent
/RQGRQ

Thursday 30 June 2016
Wednesday 19 October 2016

Advanced Career Guidance and Coaching Skills York Tuesday 22 March 2016

Introduction to Careers Information and Advice Skills
Manchester
Somerset
/RQGRQ

Thursday 14 April 2016
Wednesday 4 May 2016
Tuesday 17 May 2016

%XLOGLQJ�&RQÀGHQFH�	�3URWHFWLQJ�5HVLOLHQFH��$�&DUHHU�
Coaching Workshop Edinburgh Thursday 28 April 2016

Two Day Course for Careers Practitioners in Guidance 
7KHRU\�DQG�3UDFWLFH��4&)�/HYHO��

/RQGRQ
Birmingham
Manchester

Wednesday 18 & Thursday 19 May 2016
Tuesday 18 & Wednesday 19 October 2016
Tuesday 8 & Wednesday 9 February 2017

Managing Careers Guidance in Schools, Colleges and 
/HDUQLQJ�3URYLGHUV

/RQGRQ
Bristol

Wednesday 6 July 2016
Wednesday 19 October 2016

,QVLJKW�LQWR�/DERXU�0DUNHW�,QIRUPDWLRQ /RQGRQ Tuesday 18 October 2016

,QWURGXFWRU\�/HYHO�0DQDJHPHQW�7UDLQLQJ�
• 3URYLGH�/HDGHUVKLS��9LVLRQ�DQG�'LUHFWLRQ
• Facilitate Innovation and Change
• Managing Teams
• Develop and Support Individuals
• Build and Sustain Relationships
• Manage Information and Knowledge

/RQGRQ
/RQGRQ
/RQGRQ
/RQGRQ
/RQGRQ
/RQGRQ

Wednesday 13 April 2016
Wednesday 11 May 2016
Wednesday 15 June 2016
Wednesday 13 July 2016
Wednesday 14 September 2016
Thursday 13 October 2016

Conferences

UCAS Presents: All You Need to Know about Clearing 
2016 

Glasgow
/HHGV
Cardiff

Thursday 19 May 2016
Wednesday 8 June 2016
Wednesday 15 June 2016

Annual Conference (Schools) - Heredity deals the cards, 
environment plays them: Harnessing careers work to 
support social mobility

Birmingham Wednesday 22 June 2016

Other Events

Coming for June/July:
Regional Day Conferences focusing on the new careers 
strategy and statutory guidance

TBC TBC (Pending publications of the new 
Careers Strategy)

Webinars See CDI website for details and booking/

All CDI events can be booked via the CDI website at:  www.thecdi.net/Skills-Training-Events

Please note that the CDI has now launched a brand new online event booking system. This enables booking of multiple delegates, a 
clean new interface and the ability to pay online by Paypal or Credit/Debit Card. 

If you are looking for training and CPD opportunities that are not currently available here, we can create events and courses to meet 
your needs. Please contact sarah.garratt@thecdi.net


