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“Career guidance and public policy. Is there a gap? What should we do about it?" 

The central question for the OECD review of career guidance policies (OECD, 2004) was how the organisation, management and delivery of career guidance services can better contribute to national lifelong learning and active labour market policies. Countries taking part in the review certainly believe, if we take note of the national questionnaires that they completed, that career guidance should deliver both public and individual benefits. Conceptually it is not difficult to make a case for the importance of career guidance for public policy. And there is at least some evidence to support these conceptual arguments. There are many parallels between career guidance and services such as health and education. Each merits the attention of policy makers because it is the public purse that meets nearly all of the costs; and each serves important public purposes as well as delivering significant benefits to individuals. 

Nevertheless there are some large gaps between public aspirations and the reality of services on the ground. Access is limited; services tend to focus on immediate decisions rather than developing the skills that people need to manage their careers; training and qualification systems are weak; policy co-ordination and the evidence base needed to monitor services are poorly developed; and too little use is made of innovative and flexible delivery methods that can help to increase access. The effectiveness of national lifelong learning and active employability policies will be hampered unless these gaps are bridged. 

The review sets out six key issues to which policy makers should give priority:
1. Ensuring that resource allocation decisions give the first priority to systems that develop career self-management skills and career information, and that delivery systems match levels of personal help, from brief to extensive, to personal needs and circumstances, rather than assuming that everybody needs intensive personal career guidance; 2. Ensuring greater diversity in the types of services that are available and in the ways that they are delivered, including greater diversity in staffing structures, wider use of self-help techniques, and a more integrated approach to the use of ICT; 3. Working more closely with career guidance practitioners to shape the nature of initial and further education and training qualifications in support of the development of career self-management skills, better career information, and more diverse service delivery; 4. Improving the information base for public policy making, including gathering improved data on the financial and human resources devoted to career guidance, on client need and demand, on the characteristics of clients, on client satisfaction, and on the outcomes and cost-effectiveness of career guidance; 5. Developing better quality assurance mechanisms and linking these to the funding of services; and 6. Developing stronger structures for strategic leadership.

Ireland (OECD, 2002) was the first cab off the rank in the review: the first to complete its questionnaire and to receive a review team. In retrospect it is clear that career guidance in Ireland is relatively well developed, in some areas such as resources in schools and training arrangements, compared to other countries. Nevertheless it illustrates many of the problems that emerged during the review as general themes. These include: poor co-ordination of services across portfolios and weak instruments for steering services, including lack of adequate evidence; poor monitoring of inputs and outcomes and weak accountability mechanisms; relatively old fashioned delivery methods and training and qualification arrangements that are ill-adapted to support more innovative delivery systems; large gaps in provision (for example limited career education in schools); and weaknesses in career information.
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