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Negotiating professionaland personalbiographies ina liquid world : creating space for

reflexive innovation in career counseéling

Hazel Reid & Linden West

Abstract

This paperexplores the constraint® innovative creative and reflexiveareers
counsding in anuncertainnecliberal world We draw on previouy reportedresearch into
practitioners’ use o& narrative modefor careercounseling interviews in Englandand a
Europewide autobiographical narrative study of naraditional learnergn universities The
latter draws ora number oharrativeinterviews with an asylum seekeo, debatevhether
sucha way of working with people, in a clinical stylé, offers contextualisednsight into
people’s struggles toonstructa careerand a methodology for doing s®he paperalso
examina the difficulties of creatinga ‘good enoughprofessional,psychosocial space for
expermentation withcreative approachas a marketised guidance woyldrhere more is

expected from less.

Key words: career development; auto/biographical; narrative career counsding;

creativity; reflexivity ; psychosocial

Introduction

In previous papers we reported on collaborative work wa#iteer guidance
practitioners designedto develop,chronicle and evaluate the use wérrative career
counselling methodderivedfrom the work of Mark Savickas. Wexplored practitioners’
struggles to learn, reflexively, from experience, as they ‘risked’ engagihghew methods
to enhance their practie a time when the manualisatistandardisationf practice,and a
focus onrelativelycrude outcomeneasuresind ‘efficiencies’ havebecome th@orm (Reid
& West 2011a 201Db).These concerns eclanxietiesin many professionafields in the
United Kingdom, such as social worKMunro, 201). ‘Manualisatioh has cometo
predominate which canincluderigid adherence talesignated proceduresd a lack of
creativity, accompanied by anxiety about getting things wraagvell as limited timédor
clients ratherthan workingmore creativelyover time, anagxercising huancepgidgement
in a developindiuman relationshign this paper wengage witha wider debaten how to

re-invigorate new kinds focareercounsding professionalismas well as considering the
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implications for training and continuingrofessional developmenAt the centre ofany
attempt tare-invigorate professionalispwe believelie basicquestion®f the epistemology
ontologyand methodologwyf practicein a world wheregrofessionalfhiave to cope with the
contradiction © politically imposed standardsargetsand ‘efficiency’ pressures langside
the frequentlyintenseneeds of those who contact them in precargtusations. Standards
targetsand efficiency are part of a ndiberal discoursethat derive from the premise that
professionalsare not to be trusted to deliver good and efficient services without the
discipline of strong competition ardearaccountability usingmeasurableutcomessuch
as entryinto the labour market or education and traininge suggest that a professional
reinvigoration could include understandirige potential roleof auto/biographicaharrative
methods inlluminating andhelping people find direction in liveaccompanied bynoreof

a psychosocialnterpretativerepertoirg informed by psychoanalysis, narratigeychology
and critical theoryThis in contrast t@a still dominantparrowerand overlyindividualistic
psychology with its neglect of the semantics of human experiencspecific cultural

contexts (Bainbridg& West, 2012).The spacédor experiment, however, can be limited.

This current papedraws on previoug reported research to extend the delaaigdraws on
the work ofcritical theoristAxel Honneth(1995a, 1995b, 2007, 2009). Troffers anew
theoretical lens for career counselling, lexedthrough the story chn asylum seeker called
Matthew.We hope to encourage practitioners and educatorsaofifponers to move away
from a reliance on traditional ways of ‘doing careers work’, and for thinking abdoivard
more interpersonal, relationakeflexive and contextual methodsd understandings, even

when this conflicts with organisationalessues.

Contextual background to the paper
Our startingpoint is an in-depth auto/biographical narrative study of a number of

career guidance professionals and their cliemt&ngland during 2008- 2010 Reid &
West 2011a, 2011b)Many of the tensiondluminated in thatstudy may resonatevith
colleagues working in career guidance and colingelin other countries However
contextualdifferencesmatter so we shouldbriefly explainthe condition ofcareer guidance
and counsdéihg in England as a basis fobetter appreciating theonstraintsinhibiting
creative practiceSome constrainteavebeenilluminatedin depthby thereflexive stories
practitioners a¢ld about attempts$o innovateand work in more cliertentred waysThere

arealsoboundaryissues between guidance ahdrapeuticcounsding, and questions as to
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whether career guidance practitioneare fully prepared (in Englarahd elsewheteor
‘educated enough’in termsthat we explain to work effectivelyand confidentlyin an
increasinglycomplex liquid world.

We llustrate tle point througha case studpf an asylum seeker in the Ukand
consider the methods of auto/biographical narratiterviewingas away to inform career
guidance and counidieg practice The casanaybe extreme- in the extent of dislocation
but it raises basiassuesabout careers workand its valuesn conditionsof economic
fragility andmassmigration the latterviewed asconstitutinga major crisis incontemporary
Europe. We summarisesome of the psychosociabnd culturalbarriers toprofessional
creativity, reflexivity andmore fulsomeengagementith the other. And we returnto the
importanceof narrativecareer coungkng for both practitioners and clients, processing
troubling experience anananaging endemic uncertainfyand for building however
problemati¢ acareer biographin whatBauman calls a liquidvorld (Bauman, 2000)here
may in fact bea profound contradictiobetweenthe needo taketime with clients to build
meaningful relationshig andto cultivate reflexivity, via storytellingand the ubiquitous
‘necliberal environmentof targets manualisatiorof practice discourses of efficiencgnd
work intensification a place in whichime, especially, has beeaolonised. To repeat, by
necliberal we mearthe pervasive discourse that markets best guarantee good provision
because they bring healthy competition and providers who are responsive to agstiom
only to ensure survivaind where performance is often measured by speed of ‘throughput’.

To return to our contextWatts (2010, 2013)has written extensivelyabout the
erosion of career services for young people in Englaledhassummarised receritiled
attempts to restore a quality serviaadthe implicationsof this. In brief, from the year
2000, careers advisers became ‘personal advisemg' many wereunqualified in career
guidancebut trained, in the main, through weblased National/ocational Qualifications
in generic support work (not Advice, GuidanceGmunselling) The changeted to the de
professionaliation, no less, of career guidance in England, as advisers previously
specialising ircareers workvere asked to work in holistic wgythe effect, in the context of
other changes, was to diminish their professional status and specialism (LeBatie¥,
2011).

Additionally, there have been extensigets to fundingleading to redundancies and
the dismembering okervicesacross England. Career servicessé@wondaryschools(ages
11-16) are no longer ‘free’ and increasingly marschools (also coping with resource

constrainty areunwilling to pay for an externadervice.The status of careers work within
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schools has been marginalisadd many schools’ commitment to career learning and
development is weak. Moreover, th@ivatisation’ of many career guidanservices has
led to a highly targetocusedform of provision Here time and relationship can bregulated

by a checkist mentality and pressur®® move people into jobs or education, however
unsuitable, unsustainable, shtetmor ethically questionable (as with zdrours contracts).
The professionarole of careecounsdbrs, in a zero contract, lowkill, unstableand even
exploitative economy,comesinto sharp relief. All of which is setin a context ofhigh
unemploymentacross the EUwith youth unemployment peaking at 19.2 million in the
second quarter of 2103 (Eurostat, 2015). Irtitine frame of our studwith career guidance
practitioners(2008 —2010), services were obliged to offer targeted support to prevent ‘at
risk’ young peofe becoming NEETrot in education,employment ottraining).During this
period, éght practitioners participated iour researci{reported inReid & West 2011a),
which they viewed as a welcome space to reflect on pradticéearn about ‘new’
approaches and also to think about their own struggliesneticworkplaceenvironments.

The CEO of the regional careers service for young people (called Connexass)
contacted and theroposedresearch was discussed. A commitment was given that
participants would be able to attend three whole day sessions with the researdhiers a
trial a new approach with clients. It wagreed that an email could be sentctoeer
guidance practitioners inviting them to contact one of the authors if they wished to
participate Seven practitioners contacted us and joined the research. The eighth participant
was undertaking a Masters programmigh the university, whilstworking as a careers
adviser in a university in anothpart of Soutkern England. Ethical approval for the research
had already been gained via our university and participants received anaitborsheet
and were able to ask questions before giving informed consent. On completion of the study,
two participants disseminated their learning to the company on an organisaadmalptr
day and by other informal means (e.g. advice to colleagues on using the appFrbach).
context then, is a certain placgein a particular countryat aspecific time notwithstanding
there are themes thatay resonate with career services elsewhere; where people are
similarly affected by economidecline and orecessionefficiency imperatives and focus
on ‘get them a job, any jobThe themesgliscussed willalso resonate withprofessionals
working in diverse public services, including those working with vulnerable children and
families (Munro, 2011

There is afurther contextualssue: what is offered in any ‘mainstream’ service in

England i.e. in publicservices, camot meaningfullybe called career coungkng; it is more
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instrumental, having to do withinformation advice and guidancéReid & West 2011a,
2011b).Moreover, vhat is offeredtends to be grounded in 20tkntury theory and practice
(Bimrose, 2009 and is less likely todraw on interpretative constructivistor critical
psychologicalapproaches thatonstitute careecounsding; albeit these approaches are
included in University training programmeBhis maybe the reasonwhy most practitioners
in England @ not refer to themselves as career colmsglalongside theanxiety about
crossing boundaries intoherapy, for which they are not qualifiedt should be notethere
that careers services differ in each of the home nationgldid, Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland)althoughthe pointcould be applied across the UKur argument ighat
working in a ‘clinical style’, as explainedelow, needs tdbe central tocareer counsing.
Career counskhg often involves working in border countrigetween advice, support and
therapyand even at timesrossing intaherapeutiderritory if in an appropriate and ethical
way. In other wordsconcerrabout the term career coutisgg may be connected to a lack of
adequatdraining and educatiorfor professionalsin some sectorsatherthan the needs of
clients struggling to cope with unstable labour marketsd th& social and personal
consequences.

The narrative careeconstruction modelrepresentsa deeply interpersonakeflexive
processit is more complex than information giving, advice or job preparatod drawing
on the work of Donald Winnicott (1971it)takes placen what weterma transitional space
for seltnegotiation Reid & West 2011a, 20114), Put another wayit is not about career
planning, which can suggest relatively stable employment market, but about working
alongside the client to identifico-constructymeaningful career projects, within a wider
notion of lifecareerand potential agery. Savickas states (2011, p.&areer counseling,
from the project perspective of individual design, views clients as authors who may be
characterised by autobiographical stories and who may be helped to refléettbemes
with which to construct thestories. However, we are also sensitive to the charge that such
a perspectiveisks reinforcing overlyindividualistic responseso the crises o& nealiberal
world: many problems, especially in marginalised communiéies,morestructuralsuchas
the distribution of opportunities, inequality and poverjongsidethe absence ojobs
(Roberts, 2013)Markets alongcontrary to the pervasive tenets of tiberalism, cannot
provide all the answersnor can career counsello(Sultana, 201)l Indeed, @art of the
present ‘dystopia’ might be the result of the ideologically normalising grip ofec
liberalism in which individuals should be able to copealongsidea corresponding

marginalisation ofdeasof collectiveaction andprovision asnotions ofthe publicrealm
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narrow (Honneth, 2009; Marquand, 200 The notion of collective action care applied
to the work of careecounselbrs: by, for instance, helping people create local exchange
trading systems in distressed areas, or enaldthgrs, such as retiree® support and
mentor individuals and introduce them to a range of potentially useful network®r Care
counsellors could train and support people in this kirmdebcacywork (Guichard personal
communication, dat@014). Interesingly, the story of the asylum seeker, beldsoadens
the ideaof careeritself, includng finding political agencythroughexperience®f support
advocacy andecognition

Creativity and purposein meeing the requirements of clients whose career
counsding needswe suggestincreasinglytranscend information aratlvice- requires, in
short,more nuance@nd developedareercounsding modelsthat draw on constructivis
narrative, bualso criticalandreflexive approachedhis has to dawith cultivating ‘cultural’
as well as personand psychologicakersibilities — what we term‘psychosocial’ — in
professionalsin what follows, ve explorethis using acase studyf ‘Mathew’ (all names
are pseudonyms)who was a ‘nontraditional learner in higher education. Thyestion
posed iswhat enabld him to ‘keep on keeping onn disorientatingexperienceand to
compose somdirection;and what might béhe links betweergood careecounsding and
the autdbiographicalnarrative researcimethodology used in the stui{Merrill & West,
2009; Bainbridge & West, 2012).

Matthew’s story: a case in point

The casestudy comes fromresearch amongon4raditional learners in universities,
financed by the European Union Lifelong Learnignd (FinneganMerrill & Thunborg,
2013) One of us West was centrally involved irchronicling the experiences ofon-
traditional students in a number of newer and older universities. The study involved seven
countries and used -tepth auto/biographicalarrativeinterviews, over three years, with
samples of students in elite, or oldestitutions and in newer universitieso illuminate
what enabled people to keep on keepindaoforge more confident identitiesd ‘learning
careers’ The auto/biographical narrativepproachused bythe eambasedin South East
Englandwasdescribed as working ira clinical stylé This is about being sensitive to the
emotional and unconscious dynamics of human interaction, inclwdagis difficult or
maybeimpossible to say and the researtbeple in creating a good enough, containing
space for open forms of storytellirand reflexivity as well as potentiabction (West,

Fleming& Finnegan, 2013).



Mathew’s story isof profound dislocationyulnerability, struggle and resilience in
which the availability of particular resourcespace in the university aradito/biographical
narrative researchmade a reallifferenceto his life andcareertrajectory Our basic point is
thatthese elementsan helpuscompose nevand bettemodek of careers coundeng. The
research desigms close to Savickas’ emphasis on storytelling and cultivating shared
reflexivity. Moreover,the research hageneratedan interdisciplinary theoretical repertoire
for thinking about the conditions for human flourishing, in particular usingskehosocial
theory of recognitionderived fromHonneth’'s work(Honneth, 2007; West:leming &
Finnegan, 2013; West, 20114

‘Mathew’ could have soughihelp from acareerguidancepractitioneror support
worker, but chose not torhis was mainlya result ofwho was availableand particular
teachersin an Access to Higher dtication programmeffering considerable emotional
supportand advocacgyover time but it wasalso because the research projesslf createl
particular qualies of narrative and reflexive space thabuld have beedifficult to find in
a conventional guidance settingvhat Mathewdid find were human and emotional
resources in the attentivenesdlod teacherandin the auto/biographical reseaeth(West,
et al.,2013). In fact, irdepth longitudinal research fulfilled a numberwaiat we might
label careecounsding functions, includingspaceor reflexivity. Mathew, as noted, was an
asylum seekeand fled from a violent war zone. He lived in a kind of border country
between different cultures. He struggled to survive in spaces that were nudvéig own
or safe. A first interview wadominated by the process of asylum seeking and the insecurity
and anxiety this lmught The need to feel legitimate in the eyes of authority figures,
represented, among others, by the interviewers,aléasstrong andat the coreof thefirst
interview.

Members ofMathews family had beerkilled in a civil war and he fled to Britain.
Place, materialesourcesbut also acceptance and security matteFhe space represented
by theautobiographical narrative interviemmight have been threatenirgsomewhere to
prove his worth- but it developed, over time, into a relatively secure space in which he
could negotiatearound who he was and potential ways forwardThere were four
auto/biographical interviews over a period of three years, while email covdacegulay
including towardghe end of the studwhereadvice and helpvere givenwith aspects of
essay writing and with what might underlie his reluctance to seek.hEtp contact was
regular but not excessiwehenthinking about how this might apply to the warkcareers

counsellors.



Mathew told storiesof racism in the part of London where he lived, in the first
interview, as well asof an ‘accident’: of failing to complete a first year programme at a
particular ‘elite’ univergy and feelingcut adrift. He searched in vain for a personal tutor
and for supportin that university, but felt none was available. His matec@lld be
considerecAn encountewith anunfamiliar, unconducive habitus, to use Bourdse(1988)
term, where he barely understood the rules and ritoiads elite cultural spac€West et al.,
2013).He was forced to withdraw but entered an Access to Higher Education programme
and found support from twdeachers aa local further education colleg&éhey were like
parents to him:

Well when | was in college, | used to go to court [courts of law to process asylum

application] to have interviews. They knesomething was going wrong ... they

knew | was vey committed to school and whénvasnot coming to college one day
they knew something was happeningiheysaid if you have any probleryou can

talk tous.

The teachersvrote a letter of support andemployeda lawyer to helpwith his
application for asylumThis gave Matthevgreaterconfidence to tell his storio them ‘I
mean the first thing about sedkposure is about confidence. They were like parents to me'.

Mathew became a patime student ora courseat anewer multicultural university,
where he feltmoreat home. He was working all hours to survive and still needing to prove
himself to the world. As a student, this was difficult; by the second interview hetaoless
of struggling with assignments. Mathew foundlardto seek help, needing to prove hetis
as a manfather and husband. He helped others, but‘watso good at helping sklthe
said But over the course of the project he became an advocate for other minority students a
the university and wagolitically active in the community othe rdationship between
poverty, racism ananental health issues. The narrative process was impadédnitn in
weaving meaning from the diverse fragmenitexperience antbr defining a futurecareey
working for others less privileged in relation to mental health. In Honnitiss(2007) the
research interviews offered bagkperience®f recognition— of attentiveness, respect and
time — which are fundamental to selbnfidence. Later, Mathew saidof the fourresearch
interviews undertakermver three years

Well actually, the whole of this interview process you can see all thagssg
looking back to where | started before you came in, before | entered Codlgae

in as an Asylum seeker, being advocated for by the lecturers. A year last fov
university, | had an accident there....I did not understand the system to satisfy my
desire, my goal of helping poor people. That became a failure for me.... if you don’t
be somebody, you're nobody.....So | went through the process, I'm a British Citizen!
Defend the interests of Britain. It is exciting because there are péauglsg who
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have been there for 15/20 years, throughout their life. They are not in tie syS0
| must count myself as an exceptional person... | want to make a connection where |
can be appreciated, can just achieve my goals of helping the poor.

So how might suchmaterial connectwith careercounselling? We note various
dynamics at worlkn the material, and the ideas of Honneth (2007; 2009), drawing on critical
theory andpsychoanalysisare helpful. Developing an understanding tife dynamics of
recognition -encompassing intimate, sweas well as wider societal levelss pertinent At
an intimate level, recognition has to do with experiences of selfhood, and of firmbdg g
enough space the creativawithout fear of rejection or never being good enough. Mathew
was able to play with future possibilities, because he felt seen emghrsedoy important
people The second type @écognitionis to do with selfrespect, when a person belongs to a
community of rights and is recognised as a legally mature person (Honnetla, 199%).
Recognition of the autonomous person, bearingtsigh law, is the basis fameaningful
selfrespect. Mathew began to participate in the rituals of the institulmooommittees, and
in advocacy work for notraditional students andfelt valued byothersas well as being
‘proper student This is ot abouthaving a good opinion of self, but a sense of possessing a
kind of shared dignity of persons as morally responsible agents and as capable of
participating in public deliberations.

The experience of being honoured by a community for contributions leads to the third
form of seltrelation which Honneth terms sasteem. People with high sel§teem will
reciprocate a mutual acknowledgement of each other’s contribution to the comframity
which social solidarity can grow (Honneth, 2007). Mathew became an actithsn wie
university but also the wider community, using his knowledge of diverse cultores
advocateon healthcare and to critically interrogate dominant assumptiongadh hewas
usingthe auto/biographical narrativesearch tdest out his career experiment and to feel
more legitimate and recognised in the proq¥gsst et al 2013; West, 2014)Yet, there is
more to it: the experience of feeling listened to and understood, being given time and
attention, and being able to talk, more or less openly, about difficult mateasicrucial.

At the heart oftheseprocessesire particular qualitieof good enough relationship, where
anxietyis contained ané person carplay, narratively with new possibilitiesin processes
of selfnegotiation Matthew is an example of constructingasitive career futurdrom a
past negative experience. Savickas describes this, tResple convert symptom into

strength througlactively mastering what they passively suffei@@11, p. 33).



Significantly, perhaps, Mathew forged a strong relationship with one of the
interviewers—a woman-and he talked openly about his problems in seeking help or feeling
vulnerableas a manPracesses of recognition are not simphd lineay as Honneth might
suggest (West, 2014 personmay move backwards and forwards in experiences of self as
new problems present themselvesa recursive proces3his found specific expression in
relation towriting, whichtowards the end of the processnaineda significant problem. He
was persuaded to seek help from a learning and support centre at the univershyg, but
researchers also helpexbs notedwith hiswriting and made suggestiof assignmentsHe
said he felt understood and supported aedt subsequer@mail messagetelling of his
progress and of the importance of the rese&@uhh research is profoundly relational and we
need to think about thearticularqualities oftheinteraction Clearlythis isresearch in a kind
of border country (Hunt and West, 2012) between research and therapy, and betwaen the
of conventionalresearcher andcting humaaly and ethically by helping with immediate
problems.Sustained reflexivitypecame essentjahowever,and dtention ha to be paid to
theworkingsof power and unconscious processes in which the ,datierresearchecan be
crucial towhat can be saiénd done negatively and positivelyQuestions were raised
throughout the research asthe extent to which the quality of the relationship enabled, or
not, someondike Mathew to claim space and find empowering forms of recogniiiéest,
et al., D13).

The need for a paradigm shift

Stories like Mathew’s suggest some of the qualities thay be crucial to good
career coungkng as well as narrative researdrhereis recognitionin the UK of the need
for a new paradigniBimrose,2009. Bimroseconcludeghat the matching model devised in
the early 28 centuryremains dominantdespite its flaws for contemporary cae®rorkin
a world where jobs for lifand clear career pathways have dissipdig@wise, he case for
a paradigm shifts argued in the USA and acrossntinentalEurope. This was the premise
of the European/American reseagioup formedo develop théLife designing approach
(Savickas et al 2009).In developing tis, the research group recognised #itiough there
may be somedangerof discounting the contribution of 20ttentury theories and models of
implementationthese approachese oftennot fit for purpose In increasingly vulnerable
econontes under the impact of financial criseglobalisationand austerityradical new

thinking is requiredbout careeandits managenent
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It is important to stress that the Life designing papermosoffering a ‘model’ or
singular approach for working with clients. This would be counterintuitive to the ppiigs
behind the development of an approach based in social constructionism, payish
attention to individual, relational and contextual influence8ut it is rethinking the
epistemology of careeHowever,we are aware thgiaradigms and theories, if viewed as
overly complex, will be ignored rather than engaged with by practitioners, partjcularl
where they operateithin time constraints where the norm is one relatively sbession
Indeed it is the ‘common sense’ simplicity of the trait/factor model that has kept if@live
over a hundred yearswith its alluring and'objective’ appealfor policy makers and service
funders.Yet, the needor seriousrethinking is alsopervasive. Te Life DesigningReport
of 2009 was a positional papahich recognigd the complex issuesround terminology
and the difficulties for innovation to ocguwollectively,‘on the ground’ One example oh
desire to embrace innovation collectively is tB& supportedErasmusNetwork for
Innovation in CareeiGuidance and Counselling in EurogNICE), bringing together
colleagues fronover %4 higher education institutiona 25 countriego work on innovative
practices forcareer counding. The work of NICE is publishedin a handbook that
emphasiseshe need forthe academictraining for career guidance and coufisg
professionals(SchiersmannErtelt, Katsarov, Mulvey, Reid & Wehei2012) in order that
practitioners arsufficiently educated for the challenges thiage. This of course begs the
guestion of what ‘academic’ mighteanand thespecificcontribution of universities in such
a project This is not to ignore the tensions that exist between univdraggdeducation
and workbased learning for the profession, or the contraction of the former in England. As
mentioned earlier, major cuts to funding have affected career services in theseahbic
and their ability to employ staff or finance training. What is emphasised isetit for
quality trainng for career professionals that goes beyandne size fits all’ approacand
includes a developed understanding of a range of approaches suitable for current and
emerging circumstance®/e suggest thaan academic educati@soneeds to encompass a
clinical dimension as a basier careercounseiing, alongsidecultivating understanding of

the epistemology of constructivishd psychosociglerspective# a liquid world.

Constraints to innovation
All the practitioners valued the workshops (three days in all). The first two
workshops provided a trainiragpportunityfor practitioners to try out the approach in a ‘safe

space’ and the third offered lacation to discuss their early ‘experiments’ using the
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approach and to evaluate their experiemicea seconghase ofour study, we interrogated
practitioner experienca-depth,and fourout of the original eighpractitionersrecorded
interviews with clients ah reflected on using narrativeareer counskng (Reid & West
2011b). This second phase of the research also provided, to some degree, a supervisory
space for the practitioners to discuss the use of the model and the issues an@éssuccess
experienced.There were problems among some of the group of career guidance
practitioners that we worked with in thinking about and experimenting with
auto/biographical narrative methods. Although interested and engaged inlyhetages of
the project, four of theight withdrew, citing ‘ pressure of workor ‘a change in work role

Using auto/biographical narrative interviews and analysisvhich carefulattention
is paidto the relational and emotional dynamicsimterviews was similar to theclinical
style of the RANLHE studyabove West et al 2013. We soughto explore the impact and
constraintghat careerguidance practitionersxperiencednd the emotions generateteir
stories shed light on difficultiesnd frustrations of innovating in professiocahtexs. All
four practitiones’ stories are ‘telling’ but welraw in particularon Zo€s story (Reid &
West 2011b) because aots powerto illuminate importantssues acrosall the casesThere
were similar themem all participants’narrativesbut Zoe’s material brouglhheseto life in
especiallycompellingways This is the telling story, or single case, like Mathewsfen
used in auto/biographical narrative enquiry and in qualitative research morg:witlete
particularsare illuminatedbut in a manner that enabldsks to be madevith macro and
meso level dynamic3he macro level ofecliberalideologypenetrated into the meso level
of work environmentsand practicesn the formof targets and constraints on time, although
agencywas possiblan the project andecause of what was experienced as the facilitating
presence of a universityOur approach to the analysef the material isfully discussed
elsewherdgReid & West 2011b;Reid & West 2014. We include Zoe’s case study here for
three reasons: to highlight the constraints to innovation evident in current practice, to
emphasiseghe potential of constructivist approaches and to advocate for ‘lealigiing
spaces to develop and evaluappropriate and innovative methods.

Zoe’s narrative

Zoe was an experienced carggndance practitioner who felt passionately about
young peopleand encouraged colleagues to join the project. In her conversations with us
there was a strong sense that Ipeofessional world discouraged creativiggven the

pressure to deliver clear and measurable outcatesindicated thapsacewasconstrained
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for experimentwith narrative based methqda herworld of competencéased training and
the manualisatiowf practice The geographical context in which Zoe operated is relevant,
an area that has suffered from processes ohdlestrialisation with fragile employment
prospects, high levels of unemployment and poverty.

The experience of using narrative basggbroaches and thentire poject evoked
ambivalent feelings irZoe It was exciting, stimulatingbut troubling and uncertain. She
was committed to her work and the project, yet the relative-epdadness of the narrative
method and the emotional and narrative uncertainties that couhddieed —for both her
and herclients - raised awkward questions. She described the constraint of the ‘normal’
model, i.e. having totick boxes and follow a 12 point interview protdcahd how this
closed down the space for innovation and creatitaigperimentingwith a differentkind of
space usinga narrative approacicould be scary: raising questioalBoutthe training, role
and expertise of the guidance workéoetalked ofthe difficulty of being‘exposed in doing
something that you’re not comfortable with or confident with first interview was fine’
despite her concerns. However, another interyigith a deeply disturbed young woman,
did not work so well The client talked a great deal about difficult issues in a
psychologicallydissociated manner and Zoe made the decision not to continue with the
narrative approach. And there wiasdequateclinical supervision for Zoe to engage with
and manage some of the feeliraggl thoughtengendered.

Zoe told us about how she attempted to introduce narrative methods in her role as a
managelin a team building exercisen astaff development dayShe used the simple device
of ‘tell me a storywith the staff, askingthem to talk about an interest or passion as a way of
mirroring good practice with clientsThere was‘'huge resistanceamong some and
accusations of being overly intrusia the feedback some colleagues insisted that private
and work life should be kegeparateOne implicationwas that bringing personal stories
into workis overly intrusive or it presented challenged tlvaresimply too much téake on
Or perhaps Zoe communicated her anxiety and the space, in Winnicott’s langusaget wa
‘good enough’Yet Zoeyearned for a world of serious engagement whthissuesof how
to work creatively and professionally in an environmenshe thought of as
‘deprofessionalised’which resonates with the findings of Lewin a@dlley 2011). The
projectrepresented hopeful space albeit a troubling of@r Zoe the basic difficulty had to
do withanabsence of professionalism amlgarning reflexive, creativecollegiateculture:

| want to be working in a collegiate manner with my colleagues and us all being
able to discuss things and work in this manner. The one sensation | do have is
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there aren’t many people within the organization that you can have those sorts of

discussionswith. It just wouldn't be something that would Ipessible;we don’t

share a language even, anymore.

What was clear wathat Zoe strived to be creative searching folearningspace
where meaningful practicmight be developed and discussedbetween colleagueand
ultimately for the benefibf the youngpeople Sadly, she was not sanguine that her working
context could providesuch spacer that manypractitioners viewedhis as desirable. But
despite misgivingandanxieties,she viewed her engagement with the project as beneficial.
Although Zoe used narrative model selectively, aspedfsthe method were seen as
transformative becausehey hadto do with buildng trust, rapport andecogntion of the
importanceof beinglistened to and valuedhe process encouragedreercounseling not

simply giving ‘information, advice or guidance’.

The auto/biographical impact of using a narrative approach

In our analysiof content angrocesswe discussedhe particular elemerdf Zoe’s
interview that relatedb the staff training day. We wonderaldoutthe story here, as by
Zoe Her colleagues, wmight geculatewere defending their personal lives, viewing work
as increasingly intrusive There is apossible split in which work can be seegnin its
intensification ascolonising private spadhatin turn generate understandableesistance
But, of course, wesimply do not know enough abothe dynamic between Zoe and the
group. We workedwith the transcriptf all four practitionemparticipants andhere were
commonalitieswith regard to the auto/biographicsignificanceof the work (described in
more detail inReid & West 2011b). For example,tibecame evident ithe analysis of the
four practitioners’ transcripts that the approach Idadsitrospectiorand selquestioning.
‘Jadeé indicated thashe felt' out of her depthat the startas she waworking in the project
‘with very experienced peopleJadewas trainedvia a work-basedNational Vocational
Qualification (althoughshe wasa graduatepnd one of the reasons the research appealed
was she felt that itcould provide the theetical friends that wre lacking in the NVQ
approachLike the othersshe was prepared to take a rsklthoughfrom her point of view
one unsatisfactorgarrativeinterview meant she did not continue to use the approach. What
she would have liked was an opportunity to process what happesagervision or other
educationakpacedut this was not availabla her worlplace

So is the narrative approach tocchallenging— or is any new approach / way of

thinking about and ‘doing’ career guidano® problematidn a manualised, target driven
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culture?Education and training for a professionalisatioare fiting to the contemporary
needs of society have, as arguedcompetewith the need for services to meet politically
defined outcomes and professional standards. In England resources atedesttifurther

cuts to public spending are likelwhich places an enormous burden on those delivering
services and the tensions cannot be ignored. But there is room for manoeuvre in the
cooperation and space provided by a university initiated research project, canidbe
replicated by similar collaborationsn other locations, in the search to revitalise and
enhance a profession.

Moreover, acal for more interpretive approaches for career guidance is not new
(Collin &Young, 1986). There isnow an increasinginternational literaturewhich can
provide substantial texts for both trainee and experienced practitiphed&ahon & Patton,
2006; McMahon& Watson, 2010, 20%1Savickas, 2011Lent & Brown, 2013. Savickas
and Hartung (2012) have made available a resource for career construction warkiswhi
available odine. Beyond the conceptual paper of the Life designing groupOi®Q Nota
andRosier (2015)have published an edited text that includes various international examples
of approaches-practice. Furthermplementatiorhowever, will requiregreaterrecognition
that interpretive, narrativeapproaches grounded in social constructionismequire a
fundamentakhift in conceptualising the purpose, practice and vatdieareercounseing —

what it can achieve and how it should be resourced.

Negotiating a practitioner biography: what should career practitioners be educated
for?

In terms of policy, Law (2011) states that individual professionalism requires
institutional and policy suppodnd that policycannothave a positivempact without the
commitment of the practitioner. He emphasises that that the meanings attribueedookth
of career practitioners are contestadohel not fixed. Careers work - who does it, with whom,
where and how needs to be examined in terms of relevance if it is to be a valued sérvice.
study byThomsen irDenmark (2012) challengesktablished ways of thinking about the 1-1
‘delivery’ of career guidancand coundéing. Her work suggests that it is the community
rather than the individual that should be the starting context inptbeess of career
guidance. Such collective and communal practice can avert the tendency tce assum
individuals make careemnd educationdldecision§ divorced from their sociatontextand
how powercirculatesin society Such ‘self-criticism’ of career guidancés difficult in

uncertain timesbut reformneeds to take place if careers work is to be viewed as credible
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and survive the current ‘trauma’ in EnglarfRoberts, 2013)and similar constraints
elsewhere

It may be the case that distinctions between different types of qan@essionals
become hirred For instancecareer coachmnis evident across many organisations, public
and private, so there is a further question about who will be giving career guidahce a
counsding in the future(Reid 2016) and howvthe current mergegrofessional organisation
in the UK (the Career Development Institwa) influencethis. If career coundiers are to
be part of the relevant service; i.e. the place where people go, the servicevidaed by
governments and policy makefisaw, 2011), then to do the job effectively they need to
have a broad grounding in new forms of trainjrfgr beyondsterile ‘tick box’ lists of

competences.

Cultural relevance and reflexivity

The psychological and culturabntextnecessitates greatemphasis being given to
the semantics of experience, lass the grammar of human development. Traditional
psychology (in Piaget’s work for instance), has emphasised the rules of lagtian— in
its aspiration to béscientific’, yet hasneglected thendividual's experience of what
happens to them, and the meanings they impute. Psychoanalysis and narrative gpgycholo
aspire to a more experientially derivestmanticepistemology (Bainbridg& West, 2012;
Bruner, 1990) More semantically attuned workvolves acollaborative relationship with
the client where decisionabout what works best are negotiated with the individual.
Storytelling is fundamentalto a new praxiswhere theory and practice are intimately
intertwined as is ollaboration,emphasising the need to understand what the cliens find
culturally relevant in terms of practice. There are power issues too whesemerms such
as ‘helping’ and ‘client’ thahaveto be addressed in a reflexive and critical approach to
cultural relevancgéWatson, 2013Arulmani, 2014;Reid & West 2014.

Constructing biographicity and a narrative identity

Paying attention to context is vitah order to avoid the slide into over-psychologised
approaches whiclneglect socieultural realities Hence ourfocus on theneed for more
critical approaches thare sensitive tthe social and economic forces that constrain, disrupt
and destroy aspirationbeyondan individual’scapacity tochange We needo be mindful
of the very real circumstances that overwhelras. Narrative @proaches encourage clients

to exploretheir life themesbut canbe misunderstood and thoughtrealistic,even illusory,
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if done in asimplistic insular ‘just follow your dreamsmodel. Any overindividualised
approachwill fail in times of economic recessi@n constraint when the opportunities to
pursue dreamsre not availablefor many, or where practitionergre under pressuréo
deliver measurable outcomér example, the current employment opportunitiedaaye
numbers of young people acrossrépe remaindismal Young people’s stories in such
circumstances are ‘constructed’ by the economic organisation of work, rather tivan the
dreams, aspirationand capabilities (Sultana, 201Migrants like Matthewface massive
barriersthat ‘matching’'to abilitiesand personality traitgets nowhere neaEven so, vaat
narrative approaches do in providing space to identify meaningful life thesmaelp the
individual to realise that there can be other possibilibeprogressn a life and career.

So, in upholding the benefitd the theory otcareer construction and narrative career
counselling, it is importanto pay proper attention tthe social cultural and economic
context Reality must play its part, once the interests and themes have been explored
using anarrative approach Beyond intention, the rkty test is in the action taken and
evaluated (Savickas, 2011), and in narrative career cdingstnis would be explored in a
follow-up encountemwhich does not have to be a faoeface interview.Too often in career
guidance the space for exploratigiimited, indecision is seen as a bad thing, rather than a
desirable space for reflection and considerati®avickas (201)l elaborates career
construction theory’'s model of adaptability, where what may be unrealistic shoice
barriers to implementin@ choicecan be explored further, using a range of collaborative
strategiesAnd like Bimrose and Hearne (201®)e are mindful that career adaptability is
not just for clients and have advocated for transitional sfaceractitioners to negotiate
their careebiographies andnhancerofessionalisnin uncertain times.

A further misunderstandingmight be that narrative approaches are for the
advantaged, articulate and ‘mature’ client, but there is more than one vedlyatatory- to
use narrative in career coulisey, aside fromthe %1 interview (Nota & Rosier, 2015)
including using lhe creative artl engelle andMeijers 2014 Reid 2016) The practitioners in
our project experimented in usitige narrative career counselling modéh some success,
amongyoung people in different social and economic contexts, with varying educational
levels and verbal attainmerBuccess was achieved by our practitioners in interviews of 45
to 60 minutes, with a brief follow-up contact.

In essence, narrative career coliisg encourages biograplilcagency and has the

potential to help clients tarticulate their intentionsas it clarifies the current choices to be
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made and enhances the ability to deci@®®avickas, 2011, p.131potentially finding

pathways to a careéuture.

Conclusion

Drawing onthesedifferent researclstudies,our core argument is thatde education
of career practitioners needs itovolve morethan instrumentalist' guidancé If we are
serious about social justieand ethics in caregmwork (Irving & Malik, 2005), training and
practice should includeuilding critical and reflexive ability tgrovide goodenough space
to listen to, hear and think abdbe stories beingtold. The storieshat emerge may be from
a different culturalcontext where the practitioner has b open to the individual teilg
their story within their own frame of meaningfor (in the widest sensanulticultural
narratives In the Westwe have also to recognigeatwe may beculturally stuck, unaware
of the culturaland economic, ‘employment markediscoursesthrough whichclients’
storiesare filtered Mathew for example,struggled with negativéales of asylum seekers
and ‘scroungers’He had, at times, made himself ill by seeking to provide for his family
(getting up early taking them to and collecting from school) and workingtipaias well
as being a student in a universig, a way of resisting stigmatisatidut attimes, it was a
close run thing as his health suffered.

We have usedhe two case studies to support our argument agahesgrowing
manualisation of practicdn a liquid world, ceativity, contextual awarenessriticality,
selftknowledge and judgement in workingith clients are becoming moreot less
important, as is the capacity forexperimentation withsomething likeauto/biographical
narrative methods and eclectic theoreticalrepertories. Matthew’'s experience of
auto/biographical research as, in effextcareer counsellingpace illuminates issues of
time, praxis and the management of contradictiomeluding the conflict between
managerial and cliefdentred discourses. We haxeferredto Honneth andhe need for
understanding of the place of ‘recognition’ in human flourishimgrking alongside people
and theiractualand often painful experiences whilst at the same time recognising what they
manage to achieve in gstructinga career psychosociajl. Note hasalso been madef
how human flourishing depends on different levels of-setbgnition: in intimatelives, in
groups ad inwider communies. The research werlinesthe importance o good enough
space tdell and develop stas, reflexively. In the context ofnass migration andnstable

labour marketscareer counsklrs will inevitably workwith many‘Matthews’. Traditional
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career guidances no longersufficient forthe reality ofsuchclients within theemployment

‘market’ in an unstable world. The need for a paradigm shifecoming more urgent.
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