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The politics of career guidance 

Careers education and guidance is a profoundly political 

process. It operates at the interface between the individual 

and society, between self and opportunity, between 

aspiration and realism. It facilitates the allocation of life 

chances. Within a society in which such life chances are 

unequally distributed, it faces the issue of whether it serves 

to reinforce such inequalities or to reduce them.  

Tony Watts 
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In other words… 

• Policy making isn’t a rational process. 

• Evidence matters… but not as much as politics.  

• A lot of policy making goes on under the surface.  

• Lots of people are involved, but they don’t all have equal 

influence.  

• It is possible to influence things, but only within a limited 

frame. 

• Moving outside of the frame changes what you are doing 

from policy to politics.  
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What do we know about Brexit? 

• It throws everything up in the air. 

• Changes the conditions within which individuals will 

pursue their careers.  

• Reduces the capacity of government to respond (at least 

in the short term). 

• New PM, possibly other changes in the government.  

• The trajectory that we are on may not continue. 

 

But there is NO PLAN so it could mean ANYTHING!!!!! 
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Things have got a lot better! 

In 2011 we asked were we seeing 

the collapse or transition of careers 

work? 

 

It seems to have been a bit of both. 



The current infrastructure for careers 
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Themes in careers policy 

• ‘Informed choices’ – information underpins good decision 

making by individuals.  

• Growing Apprenticeships 

• Social mobility 

• Education/employer engagement 

• The Gatsby Benchmarks 

• The dream of the technofix 
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Good career guidance (Gatsby) 

• A stable careers programme 

• Learning from career and labour market information 

• Addressing the needs of each pupil 

• Linking curriculum learning to careers 

• Encounters with employers and employees 

• Experienced of workplaces 

• Encounters with further and higher education 

• Personal guidance 



Compass 

 

http://compass-careers.org.uk 
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What needs to happen next? 

• Government should incentivise schools to bring 

their careers provision up to standard.  

• Government should hold school’s to account for 

careers (e.g. using Ofsted).  

• A single Minister for Careers (all age). 

• Rationalisation of the Government-funded 

organisations delivering careers programmes 

with CEC as the umbrella.  

• Bring order to the congested market place of 

service providers and websites.  

• Merger of quality standards.  

• Stress the importance of LMI.  

• More work experience. 
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What will happen next? 

• Careers Strategy 

 

 

 

• New version of the statutory guidance 

 

 

 

• More radical changes? 
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Concluding reflections on the situation 

• We have moved to a school-based system – but we have 

not invested in capacity building in schools. Developing 

new forms of leadership are likely to be key to this.  

• There seems to be recognition that careers initiatives 

have resulted in a tangle of provision and that something 

needs to be done – but what? 

• The infrastructure of the profession and the sector has 

been weakened by the radical changes that have taken 

place.  

• Government policy needs to be more consistent.  
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Reasons to be cheerful (part 1) 

• Careers is on the political agenda (life chances strategy) 

• The Careers & Enterprise Company provides a strategic 

body through which activity can be organised. 

• The Gatsby Benchmarks provide a widely agreed (and 

evidence based) approach to what needs to be done. 

• The flaws in the system are well understood. Hopefully 

this is the first stage to doing something about them.  
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