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Abstract 

This exploration of guidance counsellors’ social representations of their mission and of career generates two pairs 

of opposing social representations. The first pair—impartial educational support on behalf of the individual and a 

practice of matching on behalf of the business sector—concerns their mission. Constitutive elements of these refer 

to their professional identity and, in contrast, to surrounding actors’ misinterpretation of their mission. The second 

pair—the common view of career as something bad and career in the context of guidance as something other the 

common view—concerns career. Guidance counsellors express an uneasy relationship to career and implicitly view 

it as internal personal growth.   
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Introduction 

The increased interest in lifelong guidance during the last decade, especially on the part of 

policy makers at the European level (see e.g., Council of the European Union, 2004, 2008; 

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop), 2005; European 

Commission, 2004) requires increased research on the subject. Attention towards career 

guidance as an important element to be integrated into lifelong learning strategies appears to be 

driven by employer representatives, business, and industry’s interest in lifelong learning based 

on their need for a more knowledgeable workforce (Jarvis, 2009). This trend is also apparent in 

the Swedish context: the leading Swedish business association (Svenskt Näringsliv) has 

published numerous reports, web-articles and debates about educational and vocational 

guidance on their website. Their stated agenda is to ensure competition, liberalize the economy, 

and create a growing and flexible labour market, in line with their support of the European 
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policy goal to make Europe the most competitive and dynamic economy in the world 1.  As 

noted by several authors (Kidd, 2006; Nilsson, 2010; Van Esbroeck & Athanasou, 2008), career 

guidance is not an easily defined concept that affords clear job titles. The practice is often 

perceived differently by different actors in different countries, and it changes over time (see 

eg., Savickas, 2008). Neither is career, as the key issue for career guidance, an easily defined 

concept (see eg., Arthur, Hall, & Lawrence, 1989; Collin, 2007; Patton & McMahon, 2006). 

Explorations of European policy documents concerning lifelong learning strategies and 

guidance policy making, and public policies for career guidance and career development, make 

evidence both the increased attention and the need for further research (cf. Bengtsson, 2011; 

Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2012; Watts, 2005; Watts & Fretwell, 2004; Watts & Sultana, 2004). A 

recent analysis of the language of career in EU policy documents on guidance (Bergmo-

Prvulovic, 2012) revealed that, as underlying perspectives, the economic, learning (with an 

adaptive approach), and political science perspectives dominate, as communicated by the 

issuers of such documents. An extended analysis of the implications of such dominating 

perspectives for guidance practice and professional ethics (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2014) indicated 

ethical tensions for guidance professionals in that the perspectives underlying EU policy place 

greater emphasis on guidance as conducted on behalf of society  rather than the individual 

(Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2014). Those underlying perspectives also contrasted with how a group of 

adults influenced by changing working life conditions socially represent career (Bergmo-

Prvulovic, 2013). Therefore, it is important to explore how career guidance professionals—

located intermediately between individuals and the marketplace— understand their mission and 

the meaning of career therein. Career guidance professionals’ understand of career within their 

mission most certainly influences their manner of supporting people. With social representation 

theory as both theoretical and methodological approach, this study explores what thoughts and 

ideas, or social representations, career guidance professionals have about their mission and how 

they view the meaning of career therein.  

Background 

The development of the guidance profession internationally and in Sweden has been changing 

over time in line with trends and changes in society (Lundahl & Nilsson, 2010; Nilsson, 2010; 

Savickas, 2008). The career guidance profession began its development in Sweden in the early 

1900s with the transition from an agricultural to an industrial society, which created division of 

labour, occupational differentiation, and separation of education and employment. Such 

developments—in many countries—led to increased interest in  educational and vocational 

choice (Nilsson, 2010; Savickas, 2008). Since then, the guidance profession has been associated 

with educational and vocational choice and decision-making; these have been considered the 

traditional issues for guidance professionals. In Sweden, guidance professionals are still best 

known as educational and vocational guidance counsellors. Because of tremendous changes in 

working life, however, as noted by several authors (Kidd, 2006; Lindh & Lundahl, 2008), 

people must often continuously reshape their careers, so they need support with other career-

related issues, and sometimes later in life. As noted by Savickas (2008), guidance support 

changes as the world of work changes. The tremendous changes and decentralization processes 
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in organizational systems as the world transitions from an industrial age towards a knowledge-

based society have posed challenges for both organizations and the workforce these past 

decades (Ekstedt & Sundin, 2006a, 2006b).  

Such developments make it difficult to separate educational and vocational choice from career 

issues, as they are so intimately intertwined. Lindh (1997) distinguishes between guidance in 

the broad sense—all operations of organizations/institutions that are offered as preparation for 

future educational/vocational/life choices, including some labour market operations and the 

provision of vocational orientation material—and guidance in the narrow sense of the 

interactional process conducted within an institution/organisation. That is, guidance in the 

narrow sense is the personal guidance encounter with individuals and groups, part of people’s 

career and socialisation processes throughout their lives. As Lindh (1997) describes, these 

processes might be called educational guidance, work guidance, life guidance, or even career 

guidance, depending on the focus of the interactional process.   

In the year 2000,the concept of career guidance became more common (Lindberg, 2003; Lindh 

& Lundahl, 2008; Nilsson, 2010), along with its use internationally, as evidenced by the 

establishment of the International Handbook of Career Guidance (J.A. Athanasou & R. Van 

Esbroeck, 2008). Even though most Swedish professionals in the field still do not have the word 

career in their formal titles, the word has been included in the latest declaration of ethics for 

educational and vocational guidance counsellors (cf. Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2014). Lindberg 

(2003) argues, however, that the word “career” might be somewhat “value-laden”, as in the way 

we speak of “climbing the career ladder” (Lindberg, 2003, p. 4). Lindberg (2003) suggests that 

“life path” might be a better alternative. The word “life” is also evident in the existing European 

Lifelong Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN). According to their website2, ELGPN aims to 

assist EU member states and the European Commission in developing European co-operation 

on lifelong guidance in the education and employment sectors. Nevertheless, the terms career 

and career guidance are on the rise in Sweden and also internationally, despite the embedded 

conceptual confusions.    

Given the background outlined above, it is clear that career guidance is an important practice 

and that it has received much attention from policy actors and stakeholders with interest in 

career issues, most certainly because career or lifelong guidance is regarded as an important 

part of supporting people as the world of work is changing. Considerably less attention has been 

focused on the conflictual concept of career as being implicit in guidance practice. In addition, 

the concept of career is rooted in ideas from the industrial world of work (Savickas et al., 2009), 

and people have their own everyday knowledge of what career is (Collin, 2007)that also appears 

to be anchored in past conditions (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013). The meaning of career among 

career guidance professionals in a changing world of work has yet to be explored.   
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Theoretical framework 

This study is based on the significance of how our socially formed and shared everyday 

knowledge influences our daily lives and everyday practices. Social representation theory 

serves as theoretical framework to disclose guidance counsellors’ everyday knowledge of the 

guidance counselling mission and of career therein. Social representation theory was formulated 

by Moscovici (1961, 2008) and further developed by others (see e.g., Abric, 1994, 1995; 

Jodelet, 1995, 1989; Jovchelovitch, 2007; Marková, 2003). Social representations, described as  

“ways of world making” (Moscovici, 1988, p. 231), help us make sense of our world and 

interact within it with other social members. They are a  

…system of values, ideas and practices with a twofold function; first, to establish an order which 

will enable individuals to orientate themselves in their material and social world and to master it; 

and secondly to enable communication to take place among members of a community by providing 

them with a code for social exchange and a code for naming and classifying unambiguously the 

various aspects of their world and their individual and group history. (Moscovici, 1973, p. xiii)  

  

This study therefore assumes that a professional community—a group of people trained or 

educated to perform a certain profession, such as educational and vocational/career guidance 

counsellors—establishes a professional order that provides them with codes for social 

exchange, naming and classifying various aspects of their professional practice, and a group 

history.  

In Sweden, guidance counsellors organized themselves in an association in 1989 (Sveriges 

Vägledarförening, 1989) to protect and promote professional and ethical awareness in the 

profession. This type of activity appears to be an expression of professionals’ struggle for 

professionalization, a process in which a professional group strives to draw boundaries between 

their own practice and that of other professions in order to protect their common interests 

(Ratinaud & Lac, 2011) and in which they also struggle to achieve recognition for their 

profession in relation to another profession, as noted by Nilsson (2010) regarding the 

distinction between the guidance and teaching professions. Professionalization is described as 

the transition from a non-professional to a professional state, which structures one or several 

representations of one or more objects in a given professional field (Ratinaud & Lac, 2011).  

This study thus assumes that, as a group, educational and vocational guidance counsellors —

form social representations of their practice and of career and career guidance as objects of 

that practice. According to Ratinaud and Lac (2011), professional representations comprise a 

specific category of social representations, neither defined as a scientific knowledge, nor a 

common sense. Professional representations are elaborated in professional interaction and 

action, by professionals whose identities they form. Such identities correspond to certain 

groups in a specific professional community. In referring to work by Garnier in 1999, Ratinaud 

and Lac, d, describe professional activities as regulated by professional, conceptual maps that 

present ideas that differ from social thoughts, i.e., a professional reality. 

Given the increased interest in career guidance, lifelong learning and lifelong guidance 

observed on the policy level as well from researchers, this study assumes that guidance 
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practice is consequently influenced by social change. The need to pay attention to issues of 

and spaces for change has been emphasized in social representation theory (Gustavsson & 

Selander, 2011) and empirically explored among adults in a context of changing working life 

(Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013). The dynamic elements of change related to stability suggests 

social representations to be mediated meaning making (Gustavsson & Selander, 2011), or a 

space of negotiation of the meaning (Tateo & Iannaccone, 2012).  

In order to understand social influence and social change, we need to take the thinking society 

into consideration, as suggested by Billig (1993). Such thinking is essentially rhetorical, and 

Billig (1993) draws our attention to the argumentative dimensions of thinking. The rhetorical 

approach claims that when people think they are implicitly or explicitly arguing with 

themselves and/or with others. Billig (1993) argues for the necessity to consider the 

argumentative meaning of a discourse: “Unless one understands what counter-discourse is 

being attacked, either implicitly or explicitly, one cannot properly understand a piece of 

argumentative discourse” (Billig, 1993, p. 41). Using a rhetorical approach, this study pays 

attention to the tensions and oppositions, the variety and two-sidedness, that might arise in 

thinking, which is regarded as a type of internal dialogue in which people reason and argue 

with themselves in their attempt to resolve something unclear (Billig, 1996).    

Methodology 

This study is an empirical investigation of how professionally trained guidance counsellors 

socially represent their professional mission and career as the object therein. The investigation 

stems from the increased interest for their profession among policy actors and stakeholders, 

who recognize guidance as an important of lifelong learning strategies (cf. Bergmo-Prvulovic, 

2012; Jütte, Nicoll, & Salling Olesen, 2011). The increased interest seems to involve certain 

expectations of what career guidance is and of what guidance practice should deliver. This study 

explores what thoughts and ideas, or social representations, guidance counsellors have about 

their mission and about the meaning of career therein. The paper thus aims to answer the 

following question: 

What social representations do guidance counselors have about their professional mission, and 

how do they view the meaning of career therein?  

Data collection  

The data collection methodology was inspired by an empirical study that employed an essay 

approach using open-ended questions (Chaib & Chaib, 2011). The present study requires 

several questions, however, which affects respondents’ ability to provide responses as detailed 

as an essay method might yield. The intention behind the questions to the guidance counsellors 

is to search for characterizations of their professional mission and the meaning of career therein. 

An inductive, descriptive approach (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013; Moscovici, 2008) was used. The 

appropriate data collection method for such an approach was found to be a combination of the 

essay method and a type of enquiry with open-ended questions that would provide space for 

guidance counsellors’ reflection.  
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Data was mainly collected by e-mail. This approach contains both possibilities and limitations. 

Such a method saves time in that respondents can answer directly in the e-mail, instead of the 

researcher having to record and later transcribe interviews. The answers can then be directly 

sorted into documents as the basis for analysis. The method creates possibilities for busy 

respondents to answer when it is most convenient for them, and their thoughts and ideas can be 

written down directly. The approach also made it possible to reach many guidance counsellors 

from a broad geographical area. On the other hand, such an approach also entails limitations: 

the guidance counsellors might put aside the e-mail to answer later, and then not answer, 

because of lack of time; written answers might require them to think for a while before 

answering, which might lead to less spontaneous answers compared to data collection methods 

of a more associative character (cf. eg., Andersén, 2011; Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013). Therefore 

there is a risk that the “thinking” that occurs before respondents write down their answers is 

lost and not collected. However, methodological considerations led to the decision of collecting 

data mainly by e-mail, as it would reach a larger amount of guidance counsellors in various 

areas and sectors. The immediate contact through e-mail also established a continuously 

available channel for communication in case of further questions or explanations.  

The questions are formulated based upon the results of earlier studies which revealed 

discrepancies between underlying perspectives on career in EU policy documents (Bergmo-

Prvulovic, 2012), which indicated the presence of ethical tensions in guidance practice 

(Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2014), and which analysed and described how a group of adults socially 

represent career (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013). The discrepancies and tensions indicate the need 

to turn the focus toward the group of professionals that deals with those contradictions and 

tensions in their career-supporting professional practice. Consequently, guidance counsellors’ 

social representations of their professional mission and of career therein need to be explored.  

Three basic areas have guided the formulation of questions, as together they are assumed to 

cover the object of interest: a) guidance counsellorsʼ views and characterization of their 

specific professional mission, b) guidance counsellorsʼ experiences of other stakeholdersʼ 

views of the guidance mission, and c) guidance counsellorsʼ views on the meaning of career, as 

the core object in guidance practice (J. A. Athanasou & R. Van Esbroeck, 2008). By formulating 

and then asking some open-ended questions within these three areas, the intention is to cover 

the intertwined object of career within guidance counsellors’ professional area and mission. As 

noted by Abric (1995), data collection through interviews necessitates content analysis, which 

involves a high degree of interpretation. The methodological approach here is a combination of 

the essay and enquiry method, and in order to minimize the risk of subjectivity from the 

researcher in the interpretation process, the questions were formulated in order to stimulate the 

activity of each respondent and to ensure their answers are based on their own thinking (Abric, 

1995).  

To test and verify the data collection method with regard to trustworthiness and credibility, a 

pilot study was conducted in February 2013 among a group of guidance counsellors gathered 

at a network meeting. All participants worked with/or had recently worked with adults’ career 

issues in guidance counselling at the time of data collection. They were given six open-ended 

questions in order to capture the three aspects described above. The aim was to verify whether 
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the questions resulted in answers that would capture the three aspects and whether the 

participants properly understood the questions or the questions needed to be reformulated. After 

a preliminary analysis of the answers received, the six questions were reduced to four (see Table 

1), as the answers to some questions overlapped with answers to others. The answers contained 

descriptions that, altogether, captured the three aspects very well, so only some small changes 

in formulations were made to simplify the questions to make them easier to read and understand. 

Table 1. Questions to educational and vocational/career guidance counsellors 

1. Describe how you see your mission as a guidance counselor and how you think it should be. 

2. What expectations concerning what the guidance mission is supposed to accomplish do you 
experience from surrounding actors (such as business, labour, politicians)? 

3. How do you perceive these expectations and your ability to live up to them? 

4. What do you think of when you hear the word career in conjunction with guidance support to 
your applicants/clients/pupils/students? 

 

Data was collected on three different occasions during springtime 2013 and 2014, the pilot 

study included. Since the pilot study participants corresponded with the required group for this 

investigation and the answers corresponded with its purpose, the answers were included in the 

empirical material. The main data collection was conducted during May 2013 and March 2014 

among guidance counsellors working in 15 different municipalities in three different counties. 

The organizers of a training project held in this region in 2013 had gathered guidance 

counsellors’ current e-mail addresses, and access to the e-mail list was granted to permit the 

request for data collection. Three counties covering 170 guidance counsellors from elementary 

school, high school, adult education, higher education, private schools, and job placement 

services were selected for the request, as they were assumed to represent the professional 

community of Swedish guidance counsellors in adequate breadth. 

In an e-mail, guidance counsellors were asked to participate. They were given information of 

the study, questions concerning background data, and questions concerning the content of the 

study. Data collected during May 2013 resulted in fewer answers than expected, and an analysis 

of reasons was conducted. Some guidance counsellors responded that they could not participate 

because of their heavy workload. Therefore, a second occasion for data collection was arranged 

in March 2014 to adapt the time for data collection to better fit in with the guidance counsellors’ 

working conditions.  

Altogether, 47 replies were received, but 6 participants from the pilot study completed their 

answers during the 2014 data collection, so a total of 41guidance counsellors participated in the 

study. Most respondents answered by e-mail, and some delivered their handwritten answers to 

me.  Participation was voluntarily, and all answers have been handled anonymously in the 

presentation of the results.  

Processing and analysis of data 

The respondents’ answers to the questions were inserted into a table structure in a word 

document, initially sorted according to the question answered. The answers from the pilot study 

were arranged and merged together according to the questions as ultimately formulated. Each 
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respondent was assigned a number, and all answers were coded so that they could be related to 

the respondent during the analysis process. For example, the code (14.1.4) refers to the time of 

data collection (14 for March 2014); the particular respondent (1); and the meaning unit for 

analysis (4 for an answer to question four). Qualitative content analysis (see eg., Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005; Moscovici, 1961, 2008) was used as the basic method to inductively approach 

and explore the content of the collected answers, which were regarded as the units of analysis.  

The written replies comprise from one or two sentences up to 43 sentences per question. The 

textual units vary in their degree of detail, and a greater number of sentences does not always 

mean that the textual unit contains more meaning, as the answers also vary in how guidance 

counsellors express themselves. Moreover, textual units vary in length of sentences. Some 

sentences contain only a few words, while others have up to 69 words. Table 2 provides an 

overview of the empirical material, summarizing sentences, and words analyzed related to each 

question. 

Table 2. Overview of the number of sentences and words analyzed related to each question.  

Question Number of 
sentences 

Number of words 

1 229 2.781 

2 153 2.589 

3 121 2.021 

4 131 1.882 

Summary 634 9.273 

 

It is generally accepted within the social representation theory approach (cf. e.g., Abric, 1995; 

Moscovici, 2000; Moscovici, 2001) that a social representation is formed by its constitutive 

element. An element is a set of free utterances expressed by people towards an object and 

through which people describe the salient characteristics and attribute a symbolic or iconic 

representation of that object, thus contributing to the formation of social representations of that 

object. The analytical process consequently aims to formalize a theoretical frame of such 

utterances in order to disclose the social representations from the sets of utterances and 

expressions, considered as the basic elements that constitute social representations. Based upon 

this reasoning, utterances from each respondent were read several times to gain an overall 

understanding of their meaning content. Then the meaning units were coded with synthesis 

keywords or phrases. To answer the research question, there is a need to initially identify the 

elements that constitute a social representation, the content of the social representation (Abric, 

1995) among guidance counsellors. The meaning units with similar or identical codes were 

brought together, followed by inductive formulations of secondary and primary elements that 

altogether disclose what constitutes the social representations. To minimize the risk of 

subjectivity in the inductive formulation of secondary and primary elements, the material was 

read by a fellow researcher, and the inductive coding and formulation of constitutive elements 

was thereafter discussed to secure a common understanding of the material and its meaning. 

Table 3 shows examples of how the inductive exploration of any given response has been 

conducted.  
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Table 3. Example of the inductive exploration, condensation, and coding towards secondary 

and primary elements  

Textual unit Condensed 

meaning unit 

Code Secondary 

elements  

Primary elements  

I try to not take it too 

seriously, but sometimes I 

become very irritated that 
there´s a lack of insight 

into how a guidance 

counsellor shall work 
according to ethical 

principles. I always try not 
to govern the students, not 

to give advice, etc. 

(13.26.3) 

I try not to take it too 

seriously 

 
 

I become irritated that 

there´s a lack of insight 
into how we shall work 

according to ethical 
principles 

 

I try not to govern or 
give advice 

Try to not care too 

much about 

unreasonable 
expectations 

 

Lack of insight into 
guidance counsellors’ 

ethical way of 
working 

 

Non-governing, non-
advice- giving way of 

working 

Professional belief in 

disregarding   

unreasonable expectations 
 

 

Ignorance of the 
profession´s mission and 

expertise 
 

 

 
Non-governing/non-

steering, non-advice- 

giving  

 

 

 
 

A misinterpreted 

mission and profession 
 

 
 

 

The guidance 
profession´s unique 

ethical stance 

I feel most people don’t 
know what an educational 

and vocational guidance 

counsellor does. 
In some cases some might 

think that that we should 

be matching more towards 
how the labour market 

looks in the local 

community (it has 
happened that politicians 

have urged us to make sure 

that more students choose 
the health care program) 

(13.14.2) 

Most people don’t 
know what a guidance 

counsellor does 

 
 

 

Some might think we 
should match more 

towards the local labour 

market 

Lack of knowledge 
about the profession’s 

expertise 

 
 

Expectations on 

matching towards 
local labour market 

Ignorance of the 
profession´s mission and 

expertise among actors 

 
 

Misinterpretation of the 

mission as matching 
based upon stakeholders’ 

needs rather than 

individuals’ needs 

 
 

 

 
A misinterpreted 

mission and profession 

It is still a very value-laden 
word that means “climbing 

the ladder”. If it is going to 

be used, it is necessary to 
explain what it might 

mean in a wider sense. 

Since guidance counsellors 
are quite familiar with the 

meaning, it is not that 

value-laden for me, 
personally (14.28.4) 

A value-laden word that 
means “climbing the 

ladder” 

 
 

If used, an explanation 

is necessary 
 

 

Guidance counsellors 
are familiar with the 

meaning; not value-

laden for me 

Career as climbing 
the ladder, as 

negative/value-laden 

 
Requires an 

explanation of the 

meaning in wider 
sense if used 

 

 
Guidance counsellors 

familiar with the 

meaning 

General view of career as 
“climbing the ladder” is 

negative /value-laden 

 
Avoidance/desensitization 

of the word career in 

dialogue 
 

 

 
Professional belief of 

“career” as something 

other than the general 

view 

 

General everyday 
knowledge about career 

as something 

negative/bad 
 

 

 
 

 

Career as “something 
other” than the general 

view 

 

Initially, the textual units were shortened into condensed meaning units to comprise the main 

meaning of the answer. Thereafter, each condensed meaning unit was inductively coded with 

certain synthesis keywords or phrases. These codes, together with their related condensed 

meaning units, which revealed same or similar content, were thereafter combined. An inductive 

exploration of what seemed to be common elements among these codes led further to the 

formulation of secondary elements, followed by a new inductive exploration of the common 

elements in the formulated secondary elements, which finally resulted in the formulation of 

primary elements. Table 4 provides a full overview of all secondary and primary elements. In 

line with the argumentative dimensions of thinking (Billig, 1993), utterances from the same 

respondent can occur within different elements, as the respondents implicitly argue with 

themselves in their reflections and contrast one sentence written with the following sentence. 

Therefore, a search for both coherence/consistencies and (with attention towards the 



  

10 
 

argumentative dimension) contrasts/contradictions in the utterances was conducted, as 

described methodologically by Chaib and Chaib (2011). This procedure resulted in 26 

secondary elements, which in turn led to the formulation of 9 primary elements, as described in 

Table 4. After the formulation of primary elements, a final analysis of the content in each 

primary element was conducted. This analysis was concerned with commonalities throughout 

the utterances and codes in each primary element, both in terms of professionally shared 

knowledge and professionally shared contradictions, which finally generated four social 

representations.  

 

Table 4. Secondary and primary elements towards the generation of social representations   

Secondary elements  Primary elements  Social representations  
generated from the secondary and primary 

elements  

Individual-based  

The guidance professions' 

unique ethical stance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impartial educational support 

on behalf of the individual 

Non-directive//non-steering/non-advice-

giving  

Value-free, neutral/impartial  

Awareness creation (for personal 

development, about  

alternatives/possibilities, and for choice and 

decision competence) 

 

 

 

Profession-specific 

issues/objectives, working 

methods and specific nature 

Dialogue (as the central working method) 

Expert-knowledge in information-giving 

Individual-based, situation-based, and future-

oriented approach 

People’s plans, next steps forward, 

continuing development, movement forwards 

in present/towards future education, working 

life/life/adult life, hopes/future visions/ 

goals/dreams 

Indistinct/changed organizational structure  

 

Inter-organizational and outer-

organizational demands and 

conditions 

Inter-organizational collaboration  

Informal conferral/unequal division of 

responsibilities for the 

guidance mission in the broad sense 

Increased attention/demands – for better or 

worse 

Social/societal influence on both clients and 

the profession  

Ignorance of the profession's mission and 

expertise among actors  
 

 

 

A misinterpreted mission and 

profession 

 

 

 

A practice of matching on 

behalf of the business sectors 
 

Misinterpretation of the mission as (a 

steering , directing, persuasive/advisory, 

prophesizing) matching/recruitment/skills 

provision based upon stakeholders needs 

rather than individuals´ 

Guidance profession is a misused and 

untapped resource 

Difficult/unreasonable expectations from 

stakeholders 

Professional  belief in disregarding 

unreasonable expectations 

Professional desire for appropriate 

expectations 

The general view of career as “climbing the 

ladder” is negative/value-laden 
 

General everyday knowledge 

about career as something 

negative/bad 

 

The common view of 
Avoidance and desensitization of the word 

career in dialogue 
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Secondary elements  Primary elements  Social representations  
generated from the secondary and primary 

elements  

Career as intertwined with education and 

work 
Career as localized outside 

guidance practice  
career as something 

bad  
Career as localized in work and working life 

Professional belief of “career” as something 

other than the general view 
Career as ʻsomething otherʼ 

than the general view  
Career in the context 

of guidance as  

something other than 

the common  view  

Career as personal growth and development 

in life  

Career as movement towards a future goal Career as the movement 

process itself  

Career as the goal itself Career as the destination 

 

Empirical findings 

The identified content of utterances revealed both coherence/consistencies and 

contrasts/contradictions, as argumentative dimensions. Constitutive elements in the utterances 

generated four social representations, through what is shared professional knowledge, which 

forms their professional identity, and shared oppositional, or argumentative, thoughts among 

guidance counsellors. The representations are given in oppositional/argumentative pairs. The 

first pair, impartial educational support on behalf of the individual and a practice of matching 

on behalf of the business sector, concerns the profession’s mission. The second pair, the 

common view of career as something bad and career in the context of guidance as something 

other than the common view, concerns the meaning of career within the profession. Below, the 

content of each social representation will be presented according to the constitutive primary 

elements, here highlighted as sub-headings in italics; the constitutive secondary elements 

therein (see Table 4) are reported in italics within the paragraphs under those sub-headings.  

 

Impartial educational support on behalf of the individual 

The first social representation expresses the profession’s mission, and derives mainly from 

utterances grouped under the first aspect, which is concerned with guidance counsellors’ views 

on their mission. However, this social representation also derives from utterances grouped 

under the second aspect, which is concerned with guidance counsellors’ views on other 

stakeholders’ perceptions of their professional mission, as the respondents define their mission 

in contrast to others’ views of their mission.  

The guidance profession’s unique ethical stance  

Guidance counsellors emphasize their profession’s unique ethical stance, which comprises 

three specific elements:  the practice being 1) individual-based, 2) non-directive, non-advice-

giving, and 3) value-free, neutral/impartial. The element of being individual-based runs 

throughout the codes and utterances as a central aspect, clarifying that educational and 

vocational/career guidance is conducted on behalf of the individual and is based upon 

individuals’ needs, potentials, wishes, conditions, prerequisites, and preconditions. This 

element is noted in several utterances characterizing the guidance professional as someone 
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“who always bases their support on individual interests, abilities, etc.” (13.1.2) and “on the 

individual’s needs, preferences, and prerequisites” (13.9.1). Moreover, some guidance 

counsellors describe their role as similar to a lawyer, that is, as being the individual’s advocate 

and representing the individual, as exemplified in the following utterances: “to be the 

individual’s attorney” (14.37.1) or “a person representing the individual” (13.8.1). There is a 

professional belief among guidance counsellors in having confidence in individual freedom of 

choice and a professional belief that the individual has the preferential right of interpretation as 

to the meaning of ‘forwards’. Guidance counsellors being non-directive and non-advice-giving 

specificity is emphasized mostly in contrast with other stakeholders’ views and expectations of 

the guidance profession. The importance of not being directive in the guidance practice is 

emphasized: “The most important thing in our role /…/ is to not intervene with dominance” 

(14-33-1); “Sometimes you are expected to tell the clients what they shall become, which is not 

our job” (13-15-2). Guidance counsellors emphasize the importance of being neutral and value-

free in the guidance practice. In guidance dialogue with clients, information is given without 

being directive or advice giving in character. Their unique ethical stance is also characterized 

as their being free from preconceptions, as their refraining from judging clients in advance. 

Guidance counsellors anchor their descriptions of unique ethical stance in the profession’s 

common declarations of ethics (1989, 2007), and they contrast it with the expectations from 

stakeholders who do not focus on the individual, as exemplified in the following utterance:  

“They do not place focus on the individual, contrary to educational and vocational guidance 

counsellors’ ethical principles” (13.9.3). 

Profession-specific issues/objective, working methods and specific nature 

Guidance counsellors express their main profession-specific objective as awareness creation 

for personal development, awareness creation about alternatives/possibilities for choice and 

decision competence. Guidance counsellors offer support with dialogue as the central working 

method for personal growth to self-awareness, responsibility, and self-help. Dialogue is 

regarded as the main task in guidance, but it appears to be drowning in other tasks, as shown in 

the following utterance: “In my opinion/…/ you should have more time for the main mission, 

i.e., the dialogue” (13.18.1).  Their approach in dialogue is characterized as individual-based, 

situation-based, and future-oriented. The mission’s main object in guidance dialogue between 

guidance counsellor and client, where the individual has the preferential right of interpretation 

as to the meaning of ‘forwards’, is concerned with people's plans, next steps forwards, 

continuing development, movement forwards in present or future education/working 

life/life/adult life, and hopes about future visions/goals/dreams. In statements about the 

guidance mission’s object emerges an interconnection with an implied meaning of career that 

localizes career in the future. In dialogue, individuals’ internal resources, strengths, interests, 

goals, abilities, and competencies are made visible and recognized: “often, I try to make visible 

young people’s different skills and qualities on an individual level…to see that person” 

(13.18.2), which in turn creates awareness for self-awareness towards self-help. In addition, 

guidance counsellors offer awareness creation of surrounding present and future 

alternatives/possibilities. Neutral/impartial information about alternatives is given, as part of 

dialogue, in order to create a space for reflection about possible alternatives. Dialogue is 
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emphasized as the central method, and neutral, value-free information giving as part of the 

dialogue. The information-giving part of dialogue, in turn, requires expert knowledge in 

information giving about education and the labour market. Information is also described as a 

part of outreach collaboration activities and meetings, often conducted because of internal-

organizational conditions. However, the dialogue is seen as the main working tool, while 

information is regarded as subordinated dialogue. The creation of awareness for personal 

growth towards self-awareness and the creation of awareness surrounding present/future 

alternatives/possibilities are important processes towards supporting awareness creation for 

choice and decision competence, as exemplified in the following utterance:  

The goal for all educational and vocational guidance efforts is to  

result in students’ increased knowledge about working-life, secondary  

schools and the education system at large, and for them to learn about  

their own abilities and opportunities – a competence for future choices  

(14.42.2).    

Inter-organizational and outer-organizational demands and conditions 

Guidance counsellors point at difficulties in balancing between inter-organizational and outer-

organizational demands and conditions. Some inter-organizational conditions are described as 

indistinct/changed organizational structure, as exemplified in the following utterances: “Since 

I work at two schools, the work becomes neglected, which results in emergency actions. I call 

for a distinct organization in which other staff shall also be responsible for the operation” 

(13.16.1); “My mission does not have a distinct framework” (13.21.1); “There should be an 

operational plan that directs and that is also possible to evaluate” (13.23.1). The organizational 

structure can be characterized by the form of projects supported by the municipality and 

European funding resources, such as the Swedish ESF Council, or by organizational changes 

of dismantling and rebuilding the area of guidance:  

I work within the form of a project/.../supported partly by the  

municipality but also by the ESF, which extends this job beyond  

the scope compared with a traditional job in educational and  

vocational guidance. (13.18.1)  

Within the employment service, a lot has happened the last year,  

we have a clear guidance mission/…/. Earlier, guidance in employment  

services was an important and well-developed area, but for some years  

between 2004 and 2007, this entire operation was dismantled. (13.20.3) 

Other conditions are characterized as inter-organisational collaboration with other professions 

and support to colleagues, as found in these statements: “I am available with support to teachers, 

etc. /…/ and I am part of different groups” (13.15.1); “I am part of the student and healthcare 

team” (13.16.1). Moreover, guidance counsellors describe an informal conferral and/or 

unequal division of responsibilities for the guidance mission in the broad sense, where, inter-

organizationally, they are delegated the full responsibility to conduct guidance activities (in the 

broad sense), even though other professional groups should be involved as well: “I am supposed 

to inspire and help the teachers fulfil their informational and teaching tasks concerning 
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educational and vocational guidance” (14.29.1); “I do an enquiry investigation where I want to 

know how much knowledge of professions they get in the different topics” (13.21.1).  

Since school is supposed to prepare students for society and  

working life, it is important that the educational and vocational guidance  

work is integrated with the whole school and becomes everybody’s  

common concern. This requires collaboration between teachers and  

educational and vocational guidance counsellors. (14.42.2)  

 

In this school, I am the one responsible for ensuring that educational and  

vocational guidance is being conducted in a proper way. Actually,   

the responsibility rests ultimately on the principal, but I feel that  

it is delegated to me. (14.29.1) 

Regarding outer-organizational demands, guidance counsellors describe an unequal division of 

responsibilities between the education sector and the labour market sector. For instance, 

guidance counsellors experience that working life and the labour market sector impose all 

responsibility on the education sector to deliver a trained and experienced workforce:  

When it comes to the labour market, they want to have an educated workforce that  

is ready when they [graduate]. Ideally, they shall have experience as well.  

How on earth is that supposed to happen? (13.21.2) 

Likewise, the business sector needs to open up their workplaces, to offer internships and good 

working conditions, in order to attract new workers. However, as exemplified here, employers 

appear not to recognize their part of the exchange between the education and employment 

sectors: “Employers do not recognize their part in getting their employees to be ambassadors in 

order to attract” (14.31.3). To meet both business needs and the needs of individuals, it is 

necessary for everyone, both in the schools and the community, to make greater efforts: “This 

requires a greater effort towards educational and vocational guidance in the broad sense by 

everyone in schools and in the local community” (14.31.3). In addition, more resources and 

improved collaboration between the parties involved is necessary:  

It requires more resources for us guidance counsellors and at the  

same time an improved collaboration between the parties involved.  

It is not only we as guidance counsellors who shall work for a  

decrease of “incorrect choices” among students and people; rather it  

is a collaboration between different actors, and here there is a lot of  

work to be done. (14.36.3) 

 

Guidance counsellors also describe increased attention/demands for the profession and its 

mission – for better or worse. Among the positive effects of this increased attention are 

mentioned the visibility of the profession’s importance for society, a more positive attitude on 

the part of other actors, and increased access to guidance: “The expectations have changed the 

last years. A more positive attitude from other actors. The importance of our profession is more 

highlighted” (14.46.2); “Educational and vocational guidance has become an important factor 

in society” (14.47.2); “The demand for availability of educational and vocational guidance has 
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been strengthened” (14.36.2). However, alongside with increased attention come increased 

demands and expectations, while available resources are insufficient: “I believe it is good that 

educational and vocational guidance has been given attention and has been strengthened; 

however, this requires more resources for us practitioners” (14.36.3); “According to national 

goals, there are never resources to achieve what is expected because you shall do more for less” 

(14.34.3). Moreover, a change in the kinds of tasks guidance counsellors must put emphasis on 

has occurred; an increase in administrative and curative tasks is mentioned, as well as an 

increased need for special support in teaching activities: “The mission as a guidance counsellor 

has become more administrative and more curative only during the past 2 to 3 years/…/more 

students/clients are in need of special support in teaching activities, and there are not enough 

resources for this” (14.28.1). Lack of time is also highlighted as a negative effect: “It is difficult 

to find time to really achieve quality in all guidance efforts” (14.32.3); “Quite demanding and 

it has become more and more. Difficult to find time, despite long experience” (14.47.3). In 

addition, adult clients are mentioned as a group forgotten by surrounding stakeholders: “All the 

above-mentioned actors have many expectations on secondary school students, but they forget 

the group of young adults who move forwards to adult education. This in turn also leads to no 

investment in adult education” (14.43.2); “Very often, politicians forget that adults also need 

guidance.” (13.20.3)  

It would be appropriate, and this is something I have struggled with for  

over twenty years now, for each medium-sized municipality to set up  

a guidance centre with general/neutral guidance (this exists at a few  

places where the employment service is a co-organizer) that adults can  

turn to, regardless of whether they have a job or not. It’s not everyone  

who chooses education directly after high school. In addition, we talk  

about lifelong learning. Our drop-in-service is for general guidance,  

but is not sufficient. (13.20.3) 

Outer-organizational demands and conditions are described as social/societal influence on both 

clients and the profession, exemplified by surrounding attitudes/values/conditions in society. 

For instance, guidance counsellors experience that today’s social change involving new training 

and skill requirements prioritizes theoretically talented students and that individuals often lose 

their motivation because of increased training requirements:  

Politicians have high educational requirements; it is barely enough  

with secondary education./…/Those who are practically talented are not  

doing so well, even practical subjects contain theory/…/motivation/…/ 

disappears because of all studies. Adolescents have great demands on  

them, no training no job, barely a job with training. (13.21.3) 

Likewise, there exist preconceptions about youth in the surrounding society, described as 

follows: “Media’s image of adolescents who haven’t completed their education implies that the 

majority in society have a negative image of them as a group./…/should get a chance to work 

and show what they are capable of without being judged in advance” (13.18.3). Clients are also 

influenced by other people speaking about professions and workplaces: “For instance, what 

parents and others say about the professions/jobs/workplaces in the immediate area” (14.31.3). 

The constant societal changes, with new skill needs and training requirements, entail huge 
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demands on the guidance profession, as they require guidance counsellors to continuously keep 

themselves up to date with correct information about the current rules:   

Since the education sector and working life continuously change, and also  

concerning demands and need of competencies, a well functional educational  

and vocational guidance is required. (14.42.2) 

It requires a lot of expertise with all rating forms. Adult vocational training,  

apprenticeships —quite new forms, require constant updates and information  

sources in order to not get lost in the jungle of transition rules and times  

for reports.” (14.47.1) 

 

A practice of matching on behalf of the business sector 

A misinterpreted mission and profession  

Guidance counsellors experience ignorance of the profession’s mission and expertise among 

actors: “I experience that most people do not know what a guidance counsellor does” (13.14.2);  

“There is a great deal of ignorance about what educational and vocational orientation and 

guidance is, and how we work” (13.16.3); “Sometimes I become very irritated about the lack 

of insight into how a guidance counsellor shall work according to ethical principles” (13.26.3); 

“I am disappointed about their expectations! They do not seem to know what kind of 

competence we have” (14.35.2). Guidance counsellors describe other stakeholders’ perceptions 

of their professional mission as being in contrast with their actual mission, that other actors 

misinterpret their mission as matching/recruitment/skills-provision based upon stakeholders’ 

needs rather than individuals’ needs.  Other stakeholders believe that guidance counsellors are 

working in a steering, directing, persuasive, advisory and prophesising way, as exemplified in 

the following statements: “You are expected to be able to tell the clients what they shall become, 

which is not our job” (13.15.2); “To ‘tell someone’/ ‘govern someone’ about what he or she 

should choose is not the correct way, even if there were a severe shortage in that particular area” 

(14.33.2); “Many believe that this is how educational and vocational guidance counsellors are 

working, that is, steering students toward areas/industries that need workers” (14.33.2); “Many 

of the politicians and employers /…/believe that I am a person who is able to ‘see’ and give 

advice to people about what they should do and educate themselves for in the future” (13.18.3); 

“I feel they want me to match and recruit, and I consider that not to be my mission.” (14.27.2) 

I feel, unfortunately, that the expectation from all sides is mostly about  

telling the adolescents where jobs are available, what educational programs  

they should go, and perhaps above all, to keep the adolescents in the  

community. (14.41.2)    

Local politics and local economic interests are expected to override the individuals’ needs and 

interests, and if individuals’ choices do not correspond with local politics and economic 

interests, a liability is placed on the guidance counsellor: “some might think that we should 

match more towards the labour situation in the community (it has happened that politicians 

urged us to ensure that more students choose the nursing and care program)” (13.14.2); 

“Politicians sometimes want the students to choose the local community’s schools, but this is 
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something that I as a guidance counsellor can´t govern, other than with impartial 

enlightenment” (14.29.2). “I feel accused by business when students do not choose, for instance, 

the industrial program. Or when students choose schools other than in the community, I feel a 

huge liability is placed on me as a guidance counsellor…” (14.27.3). Expectations and 

perceptions from representatives of the business sector as well as from schools and education 

providers do not correspond with the guidance counsellors’ perceptions of their profession. For 

instance, education providers and the business sector expect recruitment, not guidance: “The 

expectation from schools and the business sector is recruitment, not guidance; we are expected 

to recruit towards where there is a labour market, and the question of whether the individual 

wants to work with this is uninteresting” (13.11.2). Moreover, guidance counsellors describe 

the business sector as expecting the labour market needs to be the dominant needs, not the needs 

of the individual, as described in the following utterances: “The business sector often believes 

that we as guidance counsellors can fix it so that the students choose in line with what the 

business sector needs regarding skills provision” (14.29.2). 

From the business community, we know that there are those who believe that we 

should fill “gaps” where needed, that it should be the labour market needs that 

determine what education or vocation the individual chooses, and not vice versa.  

An ethically indefensible way of working for us educational and vocational  

guidance counsellors, who always base our activities on individuals’ interests, 

abilities, etc., and which, unfortunately, leads to a misunderstanding between us. 

(13:1:2) 

Colleagues and parties from education providers expect guidance counsellors to also 

recruit the “correct type” of people who are motivated and do not cause any trouble:  

Municipal adult education expects me to recruit the “right people”.  

When problems arise after “incorrect recruitment”, I am expected to  

solve the problems. It may be absent students, unmotivated students,  

students with neuropsychiatric diagnoses or mental disorders. (13.2.2) 

Guidance counsellors express frustration that the guidance profession is a misused and 

untapped resource because of wrong priorities on the part of leaders and principal organizers. 

Such priorities lead guidance counsellors to be too occupied with administrational tasks, as well 

as tasks of an informative character, with less time for guidance, i.e., awareness creation in 

dialogue with clients, as exemplified in the following statements: “Instead, many believe that I 

work as an administrator and that I should prioritize those tasks instead of guidance” (14.30.2); 

“My mission is also to inform; unfortunately, however, it is perhaps as an informant I mostly 

have to act” (14-27-1). Guidance counsellors are often part of several different group 

compositions, loaded with administrative tasks that clearly might be performed by other 

professionals: “Guidance counsellors are involved in all sorts of constellations and many of my 

colleagues have a lot of administrative tasks that could equally be performed by a school 

leader’s assistant, for example” (14.42.2). Even though both administrative and informative 

tasks are integrated with guidance, it is obvious that these tasks are seen by respondents as 

secondary to guidance dialogue. Some statements even express that it is a struggle to work with 

the profession’s core mission, as well as a struggle to resist administrative tasks:  
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“I find that I often have to fight to get to work with guidance. It is not  

what the principal organizer and my headmaster give priority. I often  

have to struggle to resist all the administration tasks.” (14.30.3) 

Guidance counsellors describe themselves as being an untapped resource, as underutilized 

according to what they have been trained for: “I should be a larger support for the teachers; but 

I feel I’m underutilized by them” (14.27.1); “If they knew more about what guidance can do 

for people, then we would probably get to do what we are trained to do” (13.14.3).  

In training for guidance counsellors, a strong focus is put on the  

actual dialogue. I do not think there are many in the education  

sector who understand the degree to which dialogue is the majority  

of our training. If they did, I think they would turn to us in more  

situations. (14.33.1)  

Guidance counsellors describe difficult/unreasonable expectations coming from other 

stakeholders: “The business sector’s expectations are not that easy to live up to” (14.31.3); “It 

is sometimes difficult to live up to these expectations/…/since as a guidance counsellor I am 

very careful not to tell what is right or wrong” (14.33.3). 

We are expected to foresee all gaps where you can’t find an  

educated workforce, while at the same time we must ensure  

that everyone is competent—we are also supposed to be the  

ones to predict the gaps. (13.24.2) 

Moreover, there is a professional belief in disregarding unreasonable expectations 

expressed in terms of the ethical way of working as being overriding:  

 “I can’t live up to it; instead the ethical guidelines apply to me as far as possible” (13.16.3). 

“I, personally, get very stressed by these expectations; however, I have no intention to 

change my way of working to fulfil the expectations” (14.41.3). Guidance counsellors 

describe frustrations regarding the impossibility of and contradiction in representing two 

sides: “Pretty difficult combination! To represent the student + society/labour market” ( 

13.8:3); “It clashes of course, because it is the individual’s thoughts that govern the process 

and not what the surrounding actors want” (13.10:3); “It is in conflict with the guidance 

counsellor’s ethical principles” (13.9:3). Guidance counsellors also express professional 

desire for appropriate expectations: “I would probably actually wish that more people had 

more expectations of our profession, if they knew more about what guidance can do for 

people”(13.14.3). In order to promote more appropriate expectations, they strive to 

communicate their profession’s mission: “I am clear with what they can expect; it is 

necessary for us to be that and not take for granted that they understand” (13.15.3); “Instead 

I try to tell how we would like to work, i.e., impartially, from the client’s situation” 

(13.25.4). However, they also poorly communicate their specificity: “In general, I believe 

that we guidance counsellors are bad at communicating what we do and what it is that is 

specific about our professional role, that is, I mean, in particular, guidance as a process with 

the individual as the main actor.” (13.1.3)  

The two following social representations are also presented as in opposition to one 

another. They derive mainly from the third aspect, which is concerned with guidance 
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counsellors’ views of career. However, these representations derive implicitly from other 

aspects as well, as the respondents contrast their reasoning about career with their 

reasoning about their mission and with other people’s ideas of career.  

The common view of career as something bad  

General everyday knowledge about career as something negative/bad 

Guidance counsellors express that the general view of career as “climbing the ladder” is 

negative/value-laden which leads to their avoidance/desensitization of the word in 

dialogue with their clients.  Several guidance counsellors clearly consider and reflect upon 

the meaning of career in their responses. They find the meaning to be double-edged—both 

negative and difficult to clarify—and express aversion to the word: “It is still a very value-

laden word that means ‘climbing the ladder’” (14.28.4); “Doesn’t give me good vibes. 

Career isn’t the most important thing” (14.42.4); “Negative. Everybody might not want to 

think career” (13.5.4); “Don’t like the word. It’s a military term! Working life isn’t usually 

linear from a ‘lower’ to a ‘higher’ position (13.12.4); “Career, in my ears, does not sound 

completely positive, so I seldom use it (14.46.4); “Do we have to guide toward careers?!” 

(13.5.4); “Development (but it took time – the word is double-edged)” (13.17.4); “I 

seldom or never use this word when guiding my students” (13.1.4). The double meaning 

of career also has negative connotations of egoism and ruthlessness:   

Career in guidance support contains double messages: I can definitely  

see it as a planned/unplanned way to reach a goal, but it also sounds a  

bit bad. To push yourself forward and only think of yourself in order  

to reach a goal, where the journey is all about ‘elbowing’ yourself  

forward without much consideration for others. Career, for me, is a bit like  

climbing the ladder and I’m not satisfied until I’ve reached the top. (14.33.4) 

There is also an uncertainty about how to deal with the meaning of career in dialogue with 

clients, as well as a notion that it should be desensitized and that one should give preferential 

right of interpretation to the person using the word:  

Help! I become afraid when a client who is an employed “successful”  

adult comes and asks me for guidance in order to advance their career.  

I feel I am not used to meeting such people, and I believe that my tools  

are not good enough. (13.2:4) 

The word career in guidance maybe wants to desensitize something  

that already exists in real life such as social media. The person using  

the word has the preferential right of interpretation, what it means  

in the context. (14.34.4) 

Career as localized outside guidance practice 

Career is seen as something intertwined with education and work, where education can 

result in vocational development or in a vocation/career as a long-term goal, and in that 

sense, career is localized in work and working life: “To me it is obvious that it is related, but 

sometimes it might give a misleading picture of what we do. However, I still want to have 
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the same title, i.e., educational and career guidance counsellor” (13.15.4); “…/long-term 

goals with the education the client is interested in (14.36.4); “A continuation and 

development of studies/work” (14.47.4); “More of a vocational career than an educational 

career anyway” (14.44.4). “One can make a career in one’s current job, but one can also 

educate oneself for a new occupation and change careers” (14.30.4). In localizing career in 

working life and something that lies ahead of the individual, career is also viewed as 

something that contains possibilities for economic advancement—for reaching higher in a 

specific area through different education, jobs and workplaces if possible—but also for just 

feeling comfortable with the work one has: “I think of different vocations and possibilities 

for economic advancement for the person.” (13.22.4) 

Containing possibilities that, through different education/vocations/ 

workplaces, [a person can] reach higher in a specific area, if possible. 

However, it doesn’t have to mean that everybody shall do so; it might just 

mean being comfortable with your work. Can everybody make a  

career according to my first interpretation? I don’t think so  

(14.37.4) 

Career in the context of guidance as something other than the common view 

Career as ʻsomething otherʼ than the general view  

Guidance counsellors have a professional view of career with which they contrast the general 

interpretation that exists among other people; they see themselves as interpreting the meaning 

differently. However, at the same time, they seem to have difficulty in clarifying what meaning 

they ascribe to career: “I feel I cannot clarify this at the moment.” (14.27.4)  

It is still a very value-laden word that means ‘climbing the ladder’.  

If it is going to be used, it is necessary to explain what it might mean  

in a wider sense. Since guidance counsellors are quite familiar with the 

meaning, it is not that value-laden for me, personally. (14.28.4) 

Nevertheless, the guidance counsellor who uttered the above does not clearly reveal elsewhere 

what is the meaning with which guidance counsellors are familiar. The word career is described 

as giving a misleading picture of what a guidance counsellor really does. They say they ignore 

the word because clients have difficulty understanding the meaning. They also regard the 

general view as giving a misleading picture of working life, and they say that the general view 

needs to be de-dramatized.  

At the same time, career in guidance support is viewed as “something that educational and 

vocational guidance counsellors have always worked with, whereas other actors are now 

earning money on it” (13.6.4). When guidance counsellors further reflect and clarify their view 

of career, and of the main issue they work with, they express career as something positive and 

as something other than the general view of career. Career is then described as a good name for 

life-development:  

I think that it is a word that means for many people that you  

should ‘rise in the ranks’, and then it is a bit value-laden, but  
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actually it is a good word for the development we undergo in life.  

(14.31.4) 

 

Career is a completely good word for me. You can make a 

career in many different ways – it’s something that develops in  

people having to do with education and work./…/It is pretty  

much we ourselves who sometimes add impose value on the  

word. (13.26.4) 

Given what guidance counsellors actually do in their practice (described earlier as profession 

specific issues/objective, working methods, and specific nature), their view of career appears to 

be interconnected with the localization of career in the future, and career in guidance practice 

means to develop and support people’s growth and self-confidence: “To develop and support 

students’ personal growth and self-confidence” (13.16.4). Career in the general sense is not 

seen as most important, but rather self-knowledge and knowledge about one’s own abilities and 

possibilities: “Career is not the most important thing. The most important thing is self-

knowledge and knowledge about abilities and possibilities. To also have quality of life” 

(14.42.4). Career is more “to develop, to grow” (13.5.4). The implied meaning of career in 

guidance practice is thus career as personal growth and life-development.  

Career as the movement process itself  

In describing what they do in practice, guidance counsellors describe career as localized in the 

future, as future education and future work, as future dreams and goals, as future adult life: “To 

guide towards further education and work” (14.45.1); “To provide guidance toward continuing 

studies and for their future working life/careers” (13.19.1); “/…/help the student into the 

future” (13.21.1); “/…/to prepare them for the future and adult life” (14.31.1); “/…/to 

provide/…/a steady foundation for continuing steps towards the future (14.39.1); “Visions you 

may have for goals you want to reach” (13.44.4); “I see ‘future plans’, ‘development’, and 

‘hopes for the future’ as  similar words” (13.18.4); “/…/a plan of a future working life” 

(13.20.4).  

Career as the destination 

On the one hand, career is seen as the journey towards a goal, on the other hand, the goal 

itself: “The way towards the dream or the goal my student has. Or perhaps the goal itself” 

(13.24.4); “Career for me is to have a long-term goal of what a person decides to educate 

himself for, if one now wants to make a career” (14.36.4); “The person’s long term goal is 

often a career – the dream scenario and how to come closer ” (13.8.4).  

Interpretation of empirical findings 

Clearly, guidance counsellors argue and strive to resolve the discrepancy between conflicting 

ideas about their mission with support from two oppositional social representations. These two 

representations are conflict with each other. The first  representation illustrates how guidance 

counsellors have acquired a professional representation (Ratinaud & Lac, 2011) that is anchored 

in and objectified (Moscovici, 2000) through social and communicative exchange in 

educational processes based upon the ethical declarations (Sveriges Vägledarförening, 1989, 
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2007) designed to strengthen and define the profession. The second representation seems to be 

an articulation of an argumentative discourse (Billig, 1993) communicated by surrounding 

actors. Guidance counsellors argue against this social representation and contrast it with their 

professional representation, which they regard as the correct one, since their professional 

activities are regulated by ethical declarations that function as professional, conceptual maps, 

presenting a “professional reality” that differs from other social thoughts (cf. Ratinaud & Lac, 

2011).  As argued by Billig (1993), unless one understands what counter-discourse is being 

attacked, one cannot properly understand the argumentative discourse. According to this 

reasoning, guidance counsellors experience their first professional representation as being 

attacked by the second representation, and they see the second representation of social thoughts 

as differing from their professional reality (cf. Ratinaud & Lac, 2011). The attacking 

representation reflects ideas of guidance as a steering, matching practice. Such ideas are 

communicated by representatives of business and industry, the labour market, and policymakers 

in line with the increased interest these stakeholders have given guidance-policy-making in 

lifelong learning strategies in recent years (cf. Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2012).  

It is also clear that guidance counsellors argue with the meaning of career with support from 

two oppositional social representations. These representations are in conflict with each other. 

The first representation reflects elements of the general everyday knowledge of career as 

“climbing the ladder” among ordinary people (cf. Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013), which guidance 

counsellors argue against, as they find that this first representation gives a misleading picture 

of working life and also of what guidance counsellors really do. In many utterances, aversion 

to these social thoughts is evident. Guidance counselors have clearly acquired a professional 

representation (cf. Ratinaud & Lac, 2011) of career as something else, as evident in the second 

representation, which is anchored in and objectified (Moscovici, 2000) through social and 

communicative exchange in professional practice. They argue against the first representation 

with support from the second and consequently reject the everyday knowledge shared among 

people in everyday life. Nevertheless, they express an uneasy relationship to career in that they 

have difficulty clarifying and defining their own meaning of career. Rather, they implicitly 

characterize their professional view of career as personal growth and life-development with 

support from constitutive elements of their professional representation of their mission as a non-

governing, educational support on behalf of individuals. Their social representation of career 

as something other than the commonly held view appears to be anchored  in the humanistic 

approach of their practice, as evident in psychological perspectives that have long dominated 

the career guidance and counseling field (cf. Arthur et al., 1989; Kidd, 2006).  

This humanistic, psychological perspective is challenged by the underlying perspectives on 

career found in EU guidance-policy documents, which implicitly communicate careers as 

subordinated to market forces (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2012). This clearly indicates yet another 

discrepancy between guidance counsellors’ and surrounding actors’ interests. Guidance 

counsellors define their professional reality by contrasting  themselves and their field-specific 

salient objects (cf. Ratinaud & Lac, 2011) , such as the guidance mission and career, to other 

social thoughts. Given that both their mission and career as the object therein are socially 

represented among guidance counsellors in argumentative, oppositional relationships,, clearly 
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the mission and its object are undergoing change (cf. Gustavsson & Selander, 2011) due to such 

social influence (cf. Billig, 1993) that is evident in the changing organizational landscape and 

increased interest from policy makers and stakeholders (cf. eg., Jarvis, 2009).  

The argumentative relationship contains dynamic elements in which guidance counsellors 

clearly negotiate with themselves in their internal thinking about what meaning (cf. Tateo & 

Iannaccone, 2012) shall be ascribed to the guidance mission and to career therein. However, as 

noted by Billig (1993), the argumentative discourse needs to be understood in order to 

understand why guidance counsellors’ counter-discourse is considered as being attacked. Given 

that guidance counsellors have acquired a professional reality with professional representations 

of their mission and career that differ from surrounding social thoughts (cf. Ratinaud & Lac, 

2011), this leads the profession into situations where their professional systems of values, ideas 

and practices—their communication with professional codes for exchange, and how they name 

and classify their professional world (Moscovici, 1973)—are tremendously challenged and 

attacked.  

This might explain guidance counsellors’ frustrated expressions concerning other stakeholders’ 

lack of knowledge and misinterpretation of their mission as being steering and matching based 

upon stakeholders’ needs, which clearly collide with their professionally acquired ethical 

stance. As guidance counsellors indicate, their professional view of career is in sharp contrast 

to commonly shared social thoughts, or common sense knowledge, among ordinary people in 

everyday life. Furthermore, they argue against the steering/matching perspective on guidance 

that is based upon the needs of stakeholders’ and which communicates careers as subordinate 

to market forces (cf. Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2012).  

There are therefore discrepancies between peoples’ common-sense knowledge and guidance 

counsellors’ professional representations of career and between underlying economic 

perspectives on career and guidance counsellors’ professional representations of career. 

The apparent imbalance between the education and business sectors when it comes to taking 

responsibility for guidance in the general sense, points to potential difficulties for guidance 

counsellors: without the labor market and business sector taking enough responsibility, how 

might guidance counsellors be able to communicate to their clients transparent 

educational/skills requirements or attractive possible outcomes with regard to those very 

sectors?  

Implications for practice 

Guidance counsellors support their clients guided by their social representations, which lead 

them to not work in a governing/matching way based upon business needs. Furthermore, they 

also de-dramatize, correct, negotiate, or even avoid the meaning of career. Localizing career in 

the future, or outside guidance practice, implies that career is a specific goal to reach. But then 

career would also be someone else’s business, i.e., the business sector’s business. However, 

this sector appears to neglect its responsibility concerning how to communicate or guide toward 

possibilities and opportunities in that sector. At the same time, career among guidance 

counsellors is seen as both the process of movement (towards the future) itself and as the 
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destination. Career is also expressed as something guidance counsellors have always worked 

with. Nevertheless, the uneasy relationship to career among guidance counsellors and the 

aversion expressed towards the concept and to social thoughts of career shared as common-

sense knowledge among people lead guidance counselors to define themselves away from 

others’ view on their profession and others’ view on career. This would imply difficulties and 

uncertainty on the part of guidance counsellors with regard to how to support people who need 

guidance support related to the common-sense knowledge of career. People who undergo 

processes of work-related change, especially, socially represent career as social/hierarchical 

climbing, as a game of exchange in which certain efforts should result in certain outcomes 

(Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013). This raises the question of how well prepared guidance counselors 

are to meet that type of need, when they declare such aversion to and clearly argue against that 

social representation. Instead of taking command of the career concept and even more clearly 

define the meaning of career within the profession, they tend to actually define themselves away 

from their own primary concern. Instead of having clear communications and responsibilities 

from employers concerning career possibilities, they avoid or negotiate the meaning of career 

with their clients. Moreover, even though people’s common-sense knowledge of career is 

“anchored in the past” (Bergmo-Prvulovic, 2013) and based upon past division of labour and 

working life conditions, people’s career-related needs must be taken seriously,  primarily 

among employers in the labour market and business sector  and others involved in the career 

process, instead of being handled in an abdicated manner from these sectors. The driving forces 

behind lifelong learning and guidance strategies focus to a wide extent on adaptation abilities 

and skills provision among the work force in order to fit with and match market needs. 

However, guidance counsellors define their professional identity in contrast with stakeholders’ 

interests and stakeholders’ (mis)interpretation of their mission. Guidance counsellors more 

easily define themselves in terms of what they are not, and what they do not do, rather than 

more clearly clarifying their specific uniqueness and the nature of their support of people’s 

internal personal growth and life-development. This leads them to define themselves away from 

certain arenas. This might be an explanation of why the professional field of guidance has been 

blurred and populated by several other actors such as employment counsellors, human resource 

development practitioners, life coaches, and rehabilitation counsellors (J. A. Athanasou & R. 

Van Esbroeck, 2008).  
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