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Summary

The Counselling and Guidance Network has, by exchanging experience, discussions, studies, and reflections, in 
addition to carrying out a minor study, tried to examine the need advisors have for knowledge of and views on 
working life. The study has among other things revealed an additional need among advisors and counsellors for 
knowledge about working life. Reviewing the education for advisors in the participating countries has highlighted 
this need because within the various areas of education the main emphasis is on student and careers guidance 
within the school system and education. 

As a starting point the network mapped similarities and differences in Nordic education for advisors, in general as 
well as in particular, as to what sort of knowledge on working life is offered within the framework of education. 
An empirical study on the advisors’ knowledge of working life and the labour market, and their need for further 
knowledge of this area was carried out.

The study also revealed that practising advisors are inadequately provided with up to date information on working 
life and a context for such updating. This is also true for all types of guidance and counselling.  

Based on the above we maintain that it is urgent and desirable that educational institutions, within the framework 
of the education of advisors, improve this area of education, and develop working life competences for the stu-
dents. The network further considers that the continuous updating of working life information should also be en-
hanced and strengthened for advisors in practice.  

The report presents the results from our studies and it is our hope that it will contribute to the improvement of the 
quality of guidance and counselling from a Nordic perspective. 
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Introduction 

NVL’ s guidance and counselling network is a Nordic network for adult counselling with representatives from Den-
mark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. The work in the network is based on the Nordic Council of Ministers’ 
strategic plan for education and research and is across sectors within the lifelong learning perspective. NVL’s vision 
is to show diversity, encourage cooperation and strengthen the Nordic dimension. 
The network’s intention is to provide a meeting place for projects and contexts, between policy and practice, in 
addition to stimulating dialog within the Nordic region, fostering innovation and contributing to development by 
encouraging cooperation and engagement in matters concerning adult learning.  

The main focus of the group is to examine and reflect on guidance and counselling for the adult population in 
the Nordic countries. The aim of the network is to exchange experiences concerning adult guidance and to look 
at the systems in the different countries with regard to the organisation, theories and practices of adult guidance 
and counselling as well as to examine how the guidance and counselling education programmes cater to the adult 
population with regard to their needs for specific guidance.

Another goal of the network is to emphasise the importance of quality when providing career guidance to adults. 
The definition of career guidance being – the professional services and activities aimed at assisting individuals, of 
any age and at any point throughout their lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices and to 
manage their careers. 
The source of quality in career guidance is based on the quality and design of the education offered to the guid-
ance practitioners and enabling them to maintain their knowledge and the quality of their work through lifelong 
learning. 

Adult guidance is an important part of lifelong learning, and is prioritised by SVL (Steering Group for the Nordic 
Cooperation on Adult Learning) within the Nordic Council of Ministers. 
The network has mapped similarities and differences in Nordic education for advisors, in general as well as in par-
ticular, as to what sort of knowledge of working life is offered within the framework of the education. An empirical 
study on the advisors’ knowledge of working life and the labour market, and their need for further knowledge of 
this area was carried out.

Because of the lack of a common Nordic definition of counselling, the NVL, in this report uses the same definition 
as that used by OECD and CEDEFOP in OECD’s publication Career Guidance: A Handbook for Policy Makers (2004).
„Career guidance refers to services and activities intended to assist individuals, of any age and at any point 
throughout their lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their careers. Such 
services may be found in schools, universities and colleges, in training institutions, in public employment services, 
in the workplace, in the voluntary or community sector and in the private sector. The activities may take place on 
an individual or group basis, and may be face-to-face or at a distance (including help lines and web-based services). 
They include career information provision (in print, ICT-based and other forms), assessment and self-assessment 
tools, counselling interviews, career education programmes (to help individuals develop their self awareness, op-
portunity awareness, and career management skills), taster programmes (to sample options before choosing them), 
work search programmes and transitions services”. (p.11)
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Lifelong learning, lifelong counselling 
and future competences 

An aid in developing competences for the future

In January 2006 the Nordic Network for Adult Learning established a think tank to draw the outlines for discussions 
organised by the Nordic Council of Ministers on future competences from the perspective of continuing education. 

A work group of Nordic specialists was formed to perform the task of identifying future key competences. The 
work focused on a number of critical questions: What will Nordic working life and society look like in the future? 
What competences will adult individuals need to develop in order to function? Through what systems and organi-
sations can this competence be developed? 

Based on the trends and developments that may influence our societies during the next five to ten years, a series of 
images of the future were sketched. The work group concluded that competences should be categorized into three 
main groups: Professional competence, social competence, and personal competence. The work group produced 
19 messages. Two of them are closely linked to the provision of lifelong guidance:

Message number 6: Adult education must systematically create constructive conditions for people to deepen their 
self-awareness and reinforce their self-image as this provides the foundation for effective competence development 
in other fields.

Message number 14: Diverse forms of counselling and career coaching will play a central role in enabling individu-
als to take personal responsibility for planning and continuing their competence development.

The report supports, as do many other documents based on the experience of various European countries, the 
importance of lifelong guidance in promoting lifelong learning through activating citizens in developing their skills 
and in being active in their own competence development.

The European Union has further reinforced the function of counselling with a resolution. The resolution “Council 
Resolution on better integrating lifelong guidance into lifelong learning strategies” contains four points that the 
member states are requested to follow:
1. Encourage the lifelong acquisition of career management skills
2. Facilitate access by all citizens to guidance services
3. Develop the quality assurance of guidance provision
4. Encourage coordination and cooperation among the various national, regional and local stakeholders

For further information: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/educ/104236.pdf
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Background
 
Adult Counsellor’s need for a knowledge of working life 
 
In the report we use the “arbetslivskunskap” working life knowledge in the sense of understanding and knowing 
working life in a broad sense, being familiar with the supply of and demand for labour, understanding the relation-
ship between education, work, recruitment and career change, understanding adults under changing circumstanc-
es, laws and regulations and knowing how to seek information. 

During the last decade a series of changes have influenced the role of the counsellor, both in general and in more 
specific terms. The changes in the labour market are an ongoing process following changes in society on a local, 
regional or global level. 

The structural transformation of working life has influenced the mobility and exploitation of labour. New markets 
are established and old ones closed down. Technical development has added new substance to old routines and 
new assignments emerge as a result of the changes. 

A great number of assignments performed nowadays are hard to define, because, among other factors, the appli-
cation of computers is a necessary part of almost all types of assignments. The application of computers is obliga-
tory for many people in order for them to be able to perform their job and this makes it more difficult for someone 
who is not involved in the work to describe the job. 

With the growing number of choices, combined with the escalating number of providers in the field of education 
and players in the labour market, every individual is exposed to a complicated picture of what jobs can be performed 
after a completed education and what qualifications have to be acquired in order to be able to perform particular 
tasks. Different educational backgrounds may lead to similar work at the same time as education becomes more and 
more specialised. 

Qualifications tend to be less transparent. Many employers put emphasis on more abstract competences such as 
social competences, independence and flexibility for the sake of more specialised competences. Specialised compe-
tences are developed within the companies, in their own educational departments and thereby become less “vis-
ible” for the ambient society. 

Rapid changes in working life and in the labour market, and cultural diversity, in addition to the extensive flow of 
information, make it necessary for counsellors to continuously update their knowledge of areas involving the labour 
market and qualifications and , based on that knowledge , create systems which benefit the individuals seeking 
counselling. The counsellor should be familiar with functions of the labour market and how education and working 
life interact. Furthermore, extensive knowledge of the rights and obligations of the labour market are absolutely 
necessary to be able to work as a good counsellor. In addition, the counsellor has to be familiar with, and be able 
to explain the differences between a trend, a prognosis and a whim in the labour market and in a simple way apply 
the concepts from a local, regional and national perspective. 

A necessary starting point for a practising professional is to be aware of his own learning and his own view of how 
learning takes place. Thorough knowledge of labour markets, working life and education are prerequisites for qual-
ity counselling which the seeker has a right to demand. The present problem is not lack of information but whether 
one has the knowledge to find relevant information and is able to interpret it in the right way.  
With respect to the validation of knowledge and real competences becoming a part of adult education and lifelong 
learning, counselling and guidance face different conditions that make it necessary for the counsellor to continu-
ously update his or her knowledge of changes in the labour market. The validation of knowledge and real compe-
tences is a form of identification and verification of an individual’s competences and qualifications that requires that 
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the counsellors have extensive knowledge of working life, the content of the work and the working environment. 

During recent years, the educational institutions’ courses on working life and the labour market have deteriorated. 
As syllabuses for the various counsellor and guidance courses in the Nordic countries reveal, this competence has 
been surpassed by more theoretical areas of education. The loss of working life competence does not occur with-
out consequences to the actual practice of guidance.   

The counsellor has a great need and continuous demand for further education and updating about working life 
and its mechanisms. The need for adult counselling and guidance is currently growing rapidly due to ongoing re-
dundancies and lay-offs that demand individual solutions for adjusting to the ever-changing labour market.  

Career counsellor competences
 
In view of the aim of the report as well as what has previously been explained here, there is a strong focus on ex-
plaining what knowledge and competences are needed for counsellors. 

These competences, which preferably can be expressed in terms of quality measurement, have  as one of their main 
objectives the clarification of what knowledge the counsellor needs in order to provide practical advice to a the 
client who is seeking qualitative and general guidance within the framework of lifelong learning. The objective is to 
secure, from a societal as well as individual perspective, legitimacy, quality and equality.

Counselling is an educational process to the extent that it provides the individual with tools so that he/she can 
make decisions that enable him/her to live a more “effective life” as well as to progress in life. The methods applied 
are salutogenic. This implies that the positive aspects of the individual are highlighted and the counsellor is focused 
on what aspects of the individual can be further developed. The method increases understanding, awareness and 
practical skills.

A grown up individual is a result of what he/she has experienced and through the counselling process his/her own 
potential, hidden resources and unexploited capacity are revealed. In the counselling process the counsellor links 
the experiences and the competence of the individual to their working life and vocational education, both short 
and long term. This relationship between the counsellor and the learner implies that the counsellor needs to have 
an in-depth understanding of working life. Knowledge about working life is an imperative skill for the counsellor in 
his/her effort to make the learner aware of what factors will make him successful when he enters the labour mar-
ket.

Through the understanding of the counsellor about society and the labour market, the learner can from an indi-
vidual perspective establish a basis on which he/she can construct a vision for the future. The counselling can in a 
qualitative way be adjusted to the situation of each individual.

These requirements for quality and competence in working life and in the labour market have as their main objec-
tive to clarify what competence as well as what attitude the counsellor needs to command in order to be able to 
provide the learner with counselling which is as broad-based as possible.

As a point of departure for describing the required competence in practical terms, we can divide competence in to 
two main areas. 
Key competences, which all counsellors need to be in command of.
Specialised competence that is related to working life and the labour market.

Key competence is a competence embodying the know how and skills as well as the attitude towards counselling 
that is fundamental for all work with career development, irrespective of profession.
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Counselling requires many different, specialised competences, but here we refer to requirements that need to be 
fulfilled in order to be able to provide counselling concerning working life and the labour market.

This includes competence concerning:

• Supply and demand for labour
• Different professions and tasks, how they develop, arise or disappear
• The situation at work-places with respect to salaries and required skills
• Legal framework
• How to seek information
• Competence development, at home and abroad
• The link between competence development and work
• CV’s and application for employment
• Recruitment
• Demographic development
• The organisation of the labour market
• Dynamics of change

The above-mentioned elements are competence requirements for those who intend to deliver service to persons 
who seek assistance and support from a professional counsellor.
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Systems for adult counselling  
in the Nordic countries
 
An overview

Denmark
In connection with a comprehensive structural reform, which came into effect on 1st. January 2007, the public 
employment services and the municipalities’ employment offices were merged, and 91 Job Centres, which cover all 
98 municipalities, now provide vocational/career guidance for adults. One of the main reasons for creating the new 
structure has been the wish to establish a one-stop access system, making it easier for citizens to get the employ-
ment and guidance services which they need and are entitled to. 

The job centres are entitled to provide information, counselling and guidance about work openings and education 
to all citizens, and to the employed. In Denmark it is called “open guidance”. The problem is that the services are 
limited and differ from one job centre to another in how many resources they allocate in open guidance. In some 
job centres open guidance is offered every day - in others only once a week.  

Under the Ministry of Education, 7 regional guidance centres have been established and their main function is to 
guide in relation to higher education. Though their main function is to guide young people in the transition from 
youth education into higher education, they also provide guidance and counselling for adults outside the education 
system wishing to enter a higher education programme. 

An on-going experiment in order to support the guidance system for adults is carried out by establishing activities 
and networks between existing institutions, but without creating new guidance institutions as in the guidance re-
form on the youth level in 2004. At the end of 2007, 22 adult guidance networks, which cover the whole country, 
were established. The main tasks of these networks are 1) to provide outreach services especially to low-skilled 
workers at their workplace; 2) to train so-called “training ambassadors” among staff at the workplaces; 3) to estab-
lish networks among enterprises; and 4) to give advice to employers. 
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Finland 
There are two established systems of guidance and counselling that complement each other in their operation and 
goals: student counselling provided by the school system, and the vocational guidance and career planning, togeth-
er with the educational and vocational information services run by the labour administration. 

The division of tasks between these two systems is clear. Educational institutions have the main responsibility for 
counselling of pupils and students. Universities and high schools, and some special schools are exceptions to this 
rule. The guidance and counselling services for adults are still in the development phase compared to the estab-
lished system of services for students in primary schools, secondary and vocational schools. Some adult educational 
centres have recently started specialised guidance services, while in most adult educational institutions the only 
counselling services offered are by the teachers responsible for guidance as a secondary task to their teaching. Ac-
cording to the current regulations on adult counselling and guidance within the educational system these are basi-
cally set by the syllabus. According to the law on vocational adult education (21.8.1998/631) it is stated that the 
educational provider is entitled to provide education meeting the needs of individual students that often includes 
guidance and supervising. Within liberal adult education and the open universities there are no current regulations 
set for the provision of adult counselling. The advisors in the school system usually have pedagogic education in-
cluding specialisation in guidance. 

The psychological career guidance services of employment offices are mainly intended for those outside the educa-
tion and training system. There are, anyhow, also other professional groups at the employment offices than the 
psychologists who are working with guidance: educational advisors, rehabilitation advisors and career counsellors. 
However, all guidance and counselling services provided by employment offices are available for students too,  
when needed, and some of the employment offices work in close cooperation with local educational institutions. 
The goal of the guidance and counselling services is to help individuals make choices concerning their education, 
training and career planning at different stages of their lives. In Finland all citizens have a chance to receive  
guidance and counselling whether they are students, at work, unemployed or outside the labour market.  
The counselling and guidance praxis is described in the laws of public employment services (30.12.2002/1295).  
The requirement for vocational psychologists working at employment offices is a MSc. in psychology.  	

The development in Finland during the past years has been towards a holistic system of counselling and guidance 
aiming at providing all citizens with support during periods of transition, regardless of age or position in the labour 
market. The ministry for labour and the ministry of education formed a joint workgroup that has set fort a strategic 
plan for adult counselling, (Työhallinnon julkaisu 365/2006). This cooperation resulted in an extensive development 
programme financed by the European Social Fund during the years 2007-2013. The aim of the programme is to 
develop new web and telephone-based forms of personal service, and to educate teachers and other groups of 
professionals working with guidance and counselling across sectors. During the last ESF-period a special web-based 
service with working life information was created; 
ammattinetti.fi.
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Iceland 
The majority of guidance and career counsellors in Iceland work within the formal school system at all levels (prima-
ry, secondary, tertiary). The ministry of education is responsible for the formal school system and guidance provided 
there. Career counsellors also provide guidance and counselling within employment offices (Ministry of social af-
fairs and social security), lifelong learning centres (Ministry of education, Icelandic Confederation of Labour and the 
Confederation of Icelandic Employers), at community level (local communities), and in private practice. 

Adult guidance is a relatively new concept within the Icelandic community. Career counselling for adults on the 
labour market has received special attention lately concentrating on the needs of different groups with a focus on 
those who have not completed upper secondary education. The Education and Training Service Centre (ETSC) co-
operates with 12 lifelong learning centres around the country towards reaching out to adults with little formal edu-
cation, working on motivating them in their competence development and linking them with suitable educational 
offers. The ETSC develops educational offers, based on needs assessments, in cooperation with the lifelong learn-
ing centres and relevant stakeholders, which can be validated into the formal school system, aiming at building a 
bridge between the non-formal and formal school systems. The Icelandic educational system is open to all ages, 
including adults who want to continue their education or re-enter. Institutions that provide guidance and counsel-
ling specifically for adults are the following: 

• Employment offices. Guidance and career counsellors are based in public employment offices around the country, 
eight in total. 
• Lifelong learning centres are located at ten different places around the country and offer guidance and counsel-
ling, as well as two educational centres within the industries. These services focus on guidance for employees on 
the labour market with little formal education, including guidance related to lifelong learning and validation of 
competences. Trade unions have been active in the development of guidance and counselling for their members.
• Municipality level: In Reykjavík, the Adult Education centre is open to all community members and professional 
counsellors offer guidance and counselling. 
• The guidance and career counsellors are located at community centres in Reykjavík and work in close cooperation 
with professionals such as social workers, psychologists etc. 
• In private organisations. Career counselling by private practitioners has been quite limited. 

Norway
In Norway there is a tradition of providing guidance and counselling within the formal educational system (compul-
sory, secondary and tertiary), and post tertiary level (i.e. college and university). This type of guidance primarily fo-
cuses on various educational possibilities and to a lesser degree on possibilities in the labour market and questions 
concerning the labour market. 

NAV (Arbeids- og velferdsforvaltningen) is the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Organisation, the sister organisation 
to the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) / The Swedish Social Insurance Agency (Försäkring-
kassan). NAV was established in 2006, as a comprehensive welfare reform, planned to finish in 2009. By then there 
will be a NAV office in every municipality in Norway where services are offered and self-service where possible. Self-
service on the Internet and by telephone makes the services more accessible to users and gives more time for closer 
follow-up for users with extensive or complex issues. According to earlier employment law NAV were assigned the 
responsibility for adult guidance and counselling. This was removed from the legislation a couple of years ago and 
this type of guidance and counselling is not prioritised within the NAV anymore. 

There is an existing agreement that career counselling in Norway shall be strengthened and there are ongoing re-
search projects aimed at finding the most suitable system for adult counselling and guidance in Norway. During the 
period 2005 -2007 a pilot project was carried out in three municipalities under the commission of the Norwegian 
Directorate for Education and Training. Three municipalities (Nordland, Telemark and Akershus) received a grant to 
try out different models for career counselling. The project has been assessed both in an interim report and a final 
report. The project resulted in national recommendations on how municipalities should organise their career coun-
selling services, and in the national budget for 2008 the government granted funds to all municipalities to strength-
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en the area of counselling and guidance. There are plans to increase the amount granted for 2009. A number of 
municipalities have commenced the establishment of career counselling services, but since there are no national 
recommendations, the supply varies with regard to extent and organisation from one municipality to another. 

In several reports and assessments recommendations on the establishment of a national centre for career coun-
selling have been proposed. This measure has not been taken, but in a Proposition, (St.prp. nr.1) for 2008-2009 
the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research consider it necessary to establish a national centre for career 
counselling, in order to ensure that the needs of citizens, working life and society are met.� In 2009 the Ministry to 
call upon VOX, The Norwegian Institute for Adult Learning, to propose a mandate for such a national coordinating 
organisation and assess the need for resources, organisation and leadership. 

There are a few private practitioners offering their services in Norway. Adult guidance and counselling at commu-
nity level is provided by some municipalities in resource centres and in some of them the emphasis is on coopera-
tion between different bodies like the educational system, the labour market and NAV. There is a great demand for 
guidance within the adult population and services are limited. All adults (over 25 years) in Norway have a right to 
a secondary education and to have their real competence validated. Career centres have been established in a few 
communities.  

Sweden
In Sweden there is a long tradition of independence amongst the different social service departments, including 
schools and education. The different departments develop their own goals and are unique in the sense that the 
government has no legislative power over these activities. 

However, the departments are restricted to certain guidelines from their superior ministries. The National Agency of 
Education (Skolverket) and Swedish National Labour Market Administration (AMV- Arbetsmarknadsverket) are re-
sponsible for guidance and counselling and give guidelines to the local authorities. The local authorities decide their 
own course of action based on guidelines to achieve educational guidance and job orientation for students as well 
as for adult education and for adults in general. 

This service is provided in National Schools for Adults (Vuxenutbildningen) or Schools for Adults run by communi-
ties or in special career guidance centres often combined with lifelong learning centres and to a certain degree the 
Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). The number of counsellors with adequate education for 
adult counselling has grown during the past years in connection with commitment from local education centres 
and the validation of adults’ real competences at the same time as the personal guidance efforts of the Swedish 
Public Employment Service have declined. Recently the services have invested in technical support that enables cus-
tomer self-service, with computers from which they can get information via different sources on the Internet. 

Traditionally, counselling has been viewed as an individual right, but for some years, people outside the educational 
system or not registered at a labour market office have had difficulty finding information on counselling. The situa-
tion has improved since many municipalities have established career guidance centres. An unemployed person can 
seek counselling services at employment offices, but this type of service requires that the individual is seeking em-
ployment or is in some kind of a “transition period”.   
Recently the possibilities of finding qualified counselling have improved. 

�  Chapter. 258, Aim for 2009, 3rd. part.
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Summary
The overview shows that guidance and counselling for adults is provided within all of the participating Nordic 
countries. The service is primarily provided within the school system and in employment offices. Private guidance, 
counselling agencies, web-based counselling and information are, to some extent, available in all of the countries. 

This overview implies that all the Nordic countries are working towards increasing access to counselling services 
for the adult population. This is probably a result of the societal changes, the opening of educational possibilities 
and diversity of professions that in turn are caused by globalisation and increased mobility of the workforce. This 
calls for the guidance and counselling profession to look closely at their own education so that the best service is 
available to the adult population. A strategically organized leadership at government level is needed in order for 
the adult population in the Nordic countries to have complete and open access to guidance and counselling in the 
Nordic region. The cooperation of relevant social partners and between service units is of utmost importance.

Counsellors’ education  
in the Nordic countries
 
The content of counsellor education as well as qualification requirements varies to a great extent in the Nordic 
countries. This even applies to the professional titles for counsellors:
Denmark: Careers advisor, student advisor, study counsellor (at seven centres in the country, advising on higher 
education).
Finland: Student advisor, study supervisor, vocational counsellor, vocational psychologist, careers advisor
Iceland: Study and careers counsellor
Norway: Careers advisor, occupational and study advisor, student counsellor 
Sweden: Student and careers counsellor, student counsellor (in colleges), occupational counsellor (at employment 
offices), career counsellor (working mainly at career centres)

Below is a brief summary that describes how counsellors’ education is organised in the Nordic countries. The over-
view demonstrates significant differences in the ways in which the education is conducted. As of 2008, Sweden 
is offering master’s programmes for counsellors, which implies that all the Nordic countries could offer master’s 
programmes. In Denmark, the master’s programme is a one-year programme within the ordinary system for adult 
education. Consequently, the Danish master’s programme is not comparable to the other countries’ master’s pro-
grammes.  
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Knowledge concerning working life in the Nordic  
counselling education 

In connection with a more precise mapping of education the network focused on the content of working life 
knowledge. This reveals that there is great deal of variation among the components in different countries, both 
with regard to quantity and quality and the lack of common definition and systemization. 

In some of the educational programmes, students can choose to take modules on the subject, but the problem is 
that it is not an obligatory part of the education. In the obligatory education the subject is often covered as a part 
of a number of modules covering an overview of social sciences rather than as a separate subject in itself. Another 
example of how it is an implicit element is where it is a part of career guidance as an academic discipline, rather 
than concrete knowledge relating to the labour market and working life. 

Mapping counselling and guidance education in the Nordic countries reveals that the part of the education deal-
ing with working life and the labour market in most of the countries is far from sufficient if the aim is to provide 
adequate insight and the knowledge needed to provide counselling and guidance for adults in transition while tak-
ing the rapid changes of the labour market into account. The network believes there is an apparent need to further 
systemize and define the requirements for working life knowledge as an obligatory part of the education for pro-
fessional career counselling in the Nordic countries. 

Denmark
In the fundamental education for counsellors the obligatory part only includes a partial section on working life and 
labour market knowledge. An optional course (module) named Adult Guidance contains further education on the 
subject but the course is a part of a study direction in adult counselling which has to be selected at the start of the 
education. 
On the master’s level in guidance and counselling the content of the subject is also limited. There are however other 
types of education, not directly related to guidance and counselling, that offer education on working life and the 
labour market. 

To sum up it can be stated that in education for counsellors in Denmark, education on working life and the labour 
market is inadequate.

Finland
Regarding Finland, in the university educations offered for guidance and counselling the content devoted to work-
ing life and the labour market varies a great deal. At Jyväskylä University, the 60 credit education is divided into five 
different elements and one of the elements - Societal Awareness (Samhällelig medvetenhet) counting 10 credits 
- is almost entirely concentrated on working life and labour market knowledge. In the education for counselling at 
Joensuu University the schooling on working life and the labour market is inherent in other elements of the educa-
tion, as in didactics and discussions on specialised teaching methods it is required that the students gather that type 
of information. Pro-graduation thesis and other papers may certainly include much knowledge relating to working 
life and the labour market depending on the theme. The subject may also be chosen as a part of optional studies. 
The main focus of the educational programmes for guidance and counselling offered by the polytechnics is also on 
counselling methods and communication skills, but usually there is at least one course on changes in the working 
and educational market and trades. Labour market policy plays a central role in the education offered by the Minis-
try of Employment and the Economy, but the development of trades and branches is not nearly as well represented. 
An obligatory one or two week period of practical training at the students own choice, is usually spent with a com-
pany, and this has proven to be very useful. 
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Iceland
The education of guidance practitioners has been quite focused on educational guidance within the formal school 
system. Through the development of a master’s programme the possibility of choosing to focus more on guidance 
outside the formal school system is evident. Within the education a specific course that aims at increasing knowl-
edge about the labour market or workforce development and changes within the local and global community is 
available, although it is to some extent included in several courses. Currently the education is being re-evaluated, 
taking into account the increasing demand for labour market knowledge.

Norway
Among practising counsellors the need for knowledge concerning working life and the labour market is perceived 
to be greater than what is provided in the course of the education. How great the emphasis is on the subject varies 
greatly between colleges and the teaching is in most cases a single guest lecture by a representative from the Nor-
wegian Labour and Welfare Organisation (NAV).  In general it may be stated that education on the basic principles of 
working life and the functions of the labour market is much too limited and should be strengthened by all providers 
of education for guidance and counselling. A part of the education should also contain an element on how infor-
mation can be updated. Practitioners consider that this plays a very important role in achieving success as a career 
counsellor. 

Sweden
All education for study-advisors and career guidance at the three areas in Malmoe, Stockholm and Umea include to 
a greater or lesser degree courses on working life knowledge and principles of the labour market. 

The study

The representatives in the network carried out a study on the need for and opinion on working life knowledge in 
their respective countries based on their circumstances and conditions in these countries.  The study consisted of 
three parts. The first part was a mapping of existing educations for counsellors in general. The second part aimed 
at establishing to what degree working life knowledge is represented within the various educational programmes. 
The third part contained a survey from all the countries on the need for and perception of working life knowledge 
already practising counsellors have in order to succeed in counselling and guidance. 
This part also examines how the counsellors maintain and update their knowledge and whether anyone is responsi-
ble for ensuring the competence of adult counsellors in guiding adults on a rapidly changing labour market. 

Every single guidance and counselling network representative has conducted interviews with a selection of adult 
counsellors, representing various parts of the career guidance systems in every country. The interviewed counsellors 
represent diverse segments of the educational system and the employment services. Diverse methods have been 
applied. In some instances, groups of counsellors have been interviewed. Elsewhere other individual interviews have 
been employed as well as telephone interviews and questionnaires via e-mail. 
However, the content of the questions has always been the same: What situations in your work as a counsellor 
require knowledge of working life and the labour market? What type of knowledge do you need? How should 
knowledge on working life be incorporated into counselling? How do you acquire information about the subject 
today? Who enables you to acquire the knowledge you need? Are you a part of a network with other counsellors 
or persons knowledgeable on the subject? How would you prefer to obtain this type of knowledge in the future?

The aim of the study has been to shed some light on the counsellor’s need for and application of knowledge about 
the labour market and working life in the act of counselling.  The interviews were based on a questionnaire, includ-
ing questions like: In what situation in your counselling does a need for knowledge about the labour market and 
working life arise? What type of knowledge do you need? How should knowledge on working life be incorpo-
rated into counselling? How do you acquire information about the subject today? Who enables you to acquire the 
knowledge you need? Are you a part of a network with other counsellors or persons knowledgeable on the sub-
ject? How would you prefer to obtain this type of knowledge in the future?
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Implementation

Denmark
The first part of the study contained a review of the diploma education in study and career counselling focusing 
especially on how working life is incorporated into the education. The master’s programme in counselling was also 
included in this part of the study. 

The second part of the study was carried out through individual interviews and dialogue with counsellors from four 
different counselling institutions. A counsellor from a vocational school, an adult study centre (VUC), from a guid-
ance centre and from a job centre (employment service) participated in the interviews. In the interviews the partici-
pating counsellors to some extent described the background and experiences of their colleagues.  

The interviews were carried out according to the common framework described above. 

Finland
The first part of the study contained a review of the educational programmes for counselling at the University of 
Jyväskylä and the University Joensuu, HAMK – University of Applied Sciences and Jyväskylä Polytechnic as well as 
the education provided by the Ministry of Employment and the Economy, the Labour Institute in Jyväskylä.

The second part included two occasions for discussion. The first discussion was organised in Helsinki where coun-
sellors from different organisations discussed questions they had received in advance. Among the participants there 
were counsellors from the employment services and the university and adult education centres, in addition to indi-
viduals developing counselling services. 

The second discussion was in connection with a national personnel education for study advisors and career counsel-
lors working at employment offices. Questions on working life knowledge were presented to 25 counsellors from 
the whole of Finland. The participants on both occasions were also able to add to their contribution in writing af-
terwards. 

Iceland
In Iceland the questionnaire was sent by e-mail to all career counsellors in Iceland, a total of ca. 200 individuals. 
Those working with adults were asked to respond and many of them replied. Those who replied could also write 
personal comments. 

Norway
The study was carried out by e-mail and telephone interviews. Questionnaires about the emphasis on working life/
labour market knowledge in the education of counsellors were sent to all colleges and universities in Trondheim by 
e-mail. A follow up to those who did not respond was done with telephone interviews. In addition career counsel-
lors in four counties: Telemark, Hordaland, Buskerud and Troms were interviewed by phone. 

Sweden
The study was carried out in two parts in Sweden. In the first part ten career counsellors working with adults were 
informed about the purpose of the study and invited to take part in a seminar on the problem related to the coun-
sellors’ need for working life knowledge and understanding of the labour market in his/her counselling practice. 
The counsellors in question received a basis for discussion, a questionnaire and an article on guidance, counselling 
and working life knowledge in order to prepare for the seminar. This material was then followed up with a one day 
seminar where the issue, the experiences and knowledge of the counsellors were discussed resulting in material 
being provided for this report. 
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Result
 
Some recurrent groups of adults seeking counselling and guidance

The study confirmed that there exist a number of “typical” groups of adults seeking counselling and guidance and 
their need for counselling and guidance contributes to the definition of the knowledge that the counsellors must 
have. 

First and foremost is the group of adults changing jobs, which are either forced to change profession or do so vol-
untarily. Around 30% of the workforce changes jobs yearly. Many are forced to change professions, either because 
of their health, i.e. they have acquired some illness, or have “burned-out”, causing them to leave their profession. 
Others wishing to change profession have been enticed by the economic boom but in many instances have an un-
realistic view of their own potential. 

Another group consists of those adults who are employed but in need of study guidance and career counselling for 
their career development because they lack qualified education and have a limited perception of the possibilities 
offered by society to strengthen their position on the labour market. This group usually needs information about 
study guidance and career counselling and how and what the services can contribute to their development.  This 
group requires outreach work. 

In addition there are the unemployed seeking guidance on their possibilities on the labour market. An extra chal-
lenging group are academic individuals with a narrow area of expertise, together with immigrants who experience 
difficulties in finding their place on the labour market. The needs of immigrants vary, based on their educational 
background and working experience in addition to their cultural background. 
The integration of immigrants is often a long and demanding process, involving many different authorities, educa-
tional instances and other professionals. To develop a coordinated service process where the individual is in focus is 
a challenge facing the whole system. In order to do this, cultural competences, language skills and expert knowl-
edge on counselling methods are required. In addition there is the group of individuals working with temporary 
assignments, such as project recruitment. 

Individuals seeking counselling and guidance aimed at validation of real competences also make up a large group. 
The concept of validation of real competences, the new learning term and lifelong guidance require extraordinary 
knowledge about the labour market and contributes to the exposure of the counsellors’ knowledge about the la-
bour market. There is also an emerging need for guidance of older individuals about to exit the labour market on 
how to decrease time spent working for the sake of their leisure activities and counselling for pensioners.

The need for knowledge on working life and the labour market 

In all the Nordic countries the dilemma was pointed out, as was the issue of the balance between the interests of 
society against those of the individual with regard to including the labour market. Some counsellors even doubted 
whether it should be a compulsory element of all counselling instances. Some raised ethical questions and discus-
sions about how, for example, information about shortages on the labour market should be a part of guidance 
and to what extent counsellors could be expected to relocate people to where labour is wanted. As one of the 
interviewees said: You should inform and guide in an objective manner, but make certain that the client makes the 
choice.   

But it was also made clear that information about the labour market in counselling is not all about orientation on 
where labour is needed. 
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Another thing revealed in the interviews was that it can be difficult to update knowledge about the labour market 
if one does not already possess basic knowledge about the labour market attained for example through counselling 
education. As an interviewee put it, he had received a key to understanding the labour market through his educa-
tion, and he regarded this as essential part of being able to follow, understand changes and put them into the right 
context etc.

The study actually revealed that there is an enormous amount of information about the labour market in the Nordic 
countries, but for counselling a particular type of information is needed, and that particular type is neither easily 
available nor easily comprehensible. There are a lot of numbers and statistics on hand but not in context and these 
may therefore be difficult to use. The information is for professionals and not for counsellors needing to apply the 
information in a different context. To be able to familiarize oneself with all that information and to distinguish what 
is important is an important competence for a counsellor. It was also revealed that in some countries there is a need 
for organised Web-based information to be available for counsellors to use with their clients. 

The counsellors that participated in the study want both more basic and updated knowledge on working life and 
the labour market. Whether the subject is represented in counselling and guidance education is one issue but an-
other is how to ensure that the knowledge is updated. 
The study reflects that there is a growing need for this type of knowledge among counsellors. The clients expect 
answers to a number of questions on how they should act on a labour market undergoing rapid and never-ending 
changes. The political systems also put an increased emphasis on information about the labour market in counsel-
ling and guidance. Therefore it may seem strange that there is less concentration on supporting counsellors with 
this knowledge now than during the past. One example of this is that the systems of guidance and counselling 
within the educational system and employment services are further apart now than in the past and that cross-secto-
ral networks in counselling are non-existent. Therefore the counsellors experience isolation working in one counsel-
ling system without being connected to other counselling systems. This contributes to decreased knowledge about 
each other’s systems and areas of knowledge - the labour market among other things. 

Examples of the need for knowledge:
The study reveals that counsellors lack concrete knowledge and competences in the following areas: 

• The general development of the economy and the development within different branches from a local, national 
and global perspective, future need for competences, democracy, etcetera.
• The employment process, the whole process with applications, CV’s and interviews including trends in the area 
under discussion.
• Career building, the relationship between education and work and the reverse (real competence) understanding 
at which profession / vocation the education is aimed, even particular niches, career change, how to move from 
one job to another, where further education is necessary and when one possesses the competences needed.
• Validation and qualification, real competences, formal and informal competences. 
• Business administration: recruitment and HR – what is important for companies when recruiting, internal  
competence development. 
• Starting a business.
• Rights and obligations in relation to the labour market, wages, working environment and so on.
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Summary and final discussion 

Being knowledgeable about the economy and labour market means that you have to be familiar with various subjects. 
It does not only require an overview of the development of the labour market, where there is a demand for labour etc. 
It also means understanding competences in relation to the connection between education and profession. 

How is it possible to obtain this knowledge in the different counselling and guidance systems? Is anyone responsible 
for providing the counsellor with this knowledge? 

The study reveals that the participating counsellors do receive information concerning the labour market and related 
subjects from the media, vacancy advertisements, clients, Web portals, magazines, debates, conferences, meetings 
and information material provided by the employment offices. Many of the interviewees emphasised that they gather 
a relative amount of information from their clients, which is interesting because the clients have a profound expecta-
tion that the counsellor is well informed on the subject. To correct and complement ones knowledge is acceptable and 
reasonable but to acquire basic knowledge via that source is not, in terms of professional counselling and guidance. 

It is characteristic of the manner in which the counsellors acquire knowledge on the subject that it is done at random, 
in a way that is neither structured nor systematized. In all but one counselling institution, the main emphasis is not 
on this subject and there are not enough resources to perform any systematic work with it. It is therefore coincidental 
information the individual counsellor has/receives and it is up to every individual to motivate themselves to acquire the 
knowledge believed to be necessary. It also depends on the prior knowledge and experience the counsellor has. In this 
context one can consider how the counsellor develops his/her own competences – how active he or she is in lifelong 
learning and what tools can be reliably applied  while analysing ones own need for competences. 

The conclusion, therefore, is that no one can be held responsible for adult counsellors having adequate and updated 
knowledge on the economy and the labour market, neither in the counselling or guidance institutions nor in other 
authorities. It may seem strange considering that there is also considerable political concentration on labour market 
knowledge and perspectives within the guidance and counselling services in the educational system. 

How could it be possible to cover the subject in an organised manner? 
The interviewed counsellors were asked how they would like to receive knowledge regarding the labour market in the 
future and what needed to be done to realise these ideas? The following are some of the ideas presented: 

• More and better contacts with companies through longer practical periods in companies in addition to short study 
visits. 
• Formalized cross-sectoral networks between counsellors from all parts of the system 
• Improved cooperation with the Ministry of Education and the Ministry for Employment and the Economy on this 
dimension.
• Basic course on the labour market. 
• Further education and possibly continuous or supplementary education after the counselling education.    
• A yearly updating in the form of, for example, a course. 
• Development of existing portals with career profiles and knowledge concerning the labour market.
• Establishing a portal site with knowledge in relation to the labour market. 
• A one week course in social sciences. 
• Cooperation with and introductions from labour unions and employers’ associations. 
• Presentations / lectures by experts both national and international.
• Establishing study circles.   
• Targeted information presented in easily understandable language. 

Based on the results of the study for the need of more knowledge on the economy in adult counselling and the pro-
posals made by the counsellors the network regards it as necessary to strengthen knowledge concerning the economy 
at different levels. This should be done through more in depth knowledge in the basic education and through supple-
mentary education at the same institutions that provide the basic education. At the same time it is also of great impor-
tance that practising counsellors can continuously update their information outside the formal school system. This can 
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be brought about by individual counselling institutions or networks of institutions developing a closer relationship with 
working life and becoming more outgoing towards the economy and parties on the labour market. The counselling 
institutions can play an important role in focusing on the economy and taking initiatives towards shared discussions 
and competence development on the matter.  Ministries, particularly the Ministries of Education and Labour also share 
an important responsibility for ensuring that the subject is prioritized and that this important/vital competence of adult 
counsellors is strengthened.  
In the end the responsibility for offering counsellors further education, ensuring their participation therein and for 
continuous updating lies with the heads of the organisations where counsellors work. The network also considers that 
in order to increase knowledge on the subject it is the task of every individual counsellor to develop cooperation with 
the labour market and become more outgoing towards the parties in the labour market. In addition, it is important 
that the counsellor is engaged in different professional networks and counsellor networks where the transference of 
knowledge can take place.   
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