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Abstract

Educational and career guidance consists of various forms of support to individuals
considering their educational and professional future. During the last five years various types
of quasi-markets have been introduced in Sweden at all levels of the educational system. This
paper presents some recent Swedish experiences of how publicly financed Internet portals are
constructed and used as a means to provide guidance (‘e-career guidance’). The main
guestion in the following is. what are the roles and controversies associated with the
emergent construction and use of e-career guidance in quasi-markets for education? E-
career guidance is more than anything seen as a source of opening up access to information.
The most controversial aspects concern whether information should be neutral or not, and
how it should be used. It is concluded that the aims with processes such as these are twofold:
constructing a tool for e-career guidance as well as an intermediary between citizens and the
guasi-market for education.
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1. Introduction

Information technology has been used in educationa and career guidance for more than three
decades (Harris-Bowlsbey & Sampson 2001) and severd authors have dedt with the theoretical as
well as practica aspects of this phenomenon and its effects (c.f. Offer & Sampson 1999, Tait 1999,
Watts 1996). Put briefly, guidance congsts of different activities aming to creste self awareness,
opportunity awareness, decison learning and trandtion learning in a Stuation when an individud is
consdering higher educationd and professond future (Watts 1996). Therefore, guidance is of
importance both from an individuad as well as a societal perspective (Grubb 2002, SOU 2001).
During the last five years various types of quas-markets for education have been introduced in
Sweden a dl levels, from compulsory education to adult educetion. This paper presents some
recent Swedish experiences of how information technology, or more particularly; publicly financed
Internet portals, are constructed and used as a means to provide guidance (‘e-career guidance’).
The main focus in the following is on how e-career guidance is affected by the introduction of quasi-
markets for education.
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Leading theorigts describe quas-markets as follows ‘Thus [...] there are independent indtitutions
(schools, universties, hospitals, resdentid homes, housing associaions, private landlords)
competing for customers. However, in contrast to conventiona markets, al these organizations are
not necessarily out to maximize their profits, nor are they necessarily privately owned. [...]. On the
demand side, consumer purchasing power is not expressed in money terms in a quas-market.
Instead either it takes the form of an earmarked budget or ‘voucher’ confined to the purchase of a
specific service dlocated to users, or it is centrdized in a Sngle state purchasing agency’ (Le Grand
& Bartlett 1993, p. 10).

As areault of the introduction of quas-markets there is an increased need for various forms of
intermediary positions between citizens and public services some authors argue. Their role might be
such as to scan the citizens preferences by means of information technology (Bellamy & Taylor
1998) or to provide information on the various options available to citizens (Grubb 2002, SOU
2001). As clamed by this author, a further consequence of the introduction of quas-markets is the
gppearance of a broader target group for guidance in general, as well as for e-career guidance in
particular. The emergence of a broader target group for guidance has been pointed out by previous
research (Tuijnman 2002), but not with a pecid reference to quas-markets. Also, research into e-
career guidance has mostly treated higher age groups (Watts & Jackson 2000).

Further, the introduction of quasi-markets might be accompanied by features that are of relevance to
the congdruction and use of ecareer guidance. Previous research defines technology as a
complement to human guidance (Waitts et a. 2000). Offer et d. (1999) in turn discuss the issues of
qudity in the content and use of e-career guidance from the point of view of the users needs. As
regards the issue of content they argue tha there is the problem of rdiability and vdidity of
information, some of which are accentuated by the introduction of the World Wide Web with its
many times uncontrolled informetion.

In a sudy Tait pursues a principa discusson about the consequences of using technology in
guidance (Tait 1999). He suggests that: ‘Rather than assume that crucid eements are lost when
human reationships are mediated by technologies, it ssems more fruitful to examine how they have
changed’ (Tait 1999, p. 118). This perspective can be contrasted with one in which certain effects
and characterigtics of technology in guidance are assumed (Watts 1996). Also, as concluded by
Offer & Sampson, the introduction of e-career guidance ‘[...] involves a process of mutua
congtruction of roles, needs and purposes—a process that can be built in more or less to a computer
program or website even whereit is not mediated by guidance staff’ (Offer et d. 1999, p. 514). It is
here argued that this perpective on e-career guidance has been used only to a limited extent in
previous research. However, the emergent perspective on the construction and use of information
technology as outlined here pertains to a certain tradition within the research field of information
systems. Some of the more obvious examples are Ciborra (2000) and the description of gradual
development and use but aso to some extent Actor Network Theory (Akrich 1992).

The main contribution of this paper will be a discusson of e-career guidance in the light of aspects
like eg. the target group for guidance, the role or anticipated forms of use of technology and
information with a specid reference to a quas-market Stuation. This means that, ingpired by the
research gpproach in the fidd of e-career guidance and information systems, the three cases will be
andysad focusing on the following question: What are the roles and controversies associated
with the emergent construction and use of e-career guidance in quasi-markets for education?
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The paper proceeds as follows. First there is a short section on methodologica issues in association
with the study. Thereafter follows an anadlyss and discussion of the three cases. Findly, some
conclusonswill be drawn from the study.

2. Method

This paper is based upon the following three cases:

Regiond case 1. www.infoteket.se is a website for guidance with broad categories of
information aimed a clients from 16 years and upwards. It is owned by the agency for adult
education in the city of Goteborg and the loca divison of The National Labour Market
Board in Sweden (“Lansarbetsndmnden”).

Regiond case 2: www.indranet.nu is a webste for guidance in the form of information about
schools amed a students between 16-19 years that is owned by 13 municipdities in the
west of Sweden. www.gymnasieva.nu is a webste with a smilar purpose introduced by
Goteborg, which isthe largest municipdity in the region.

Nationd case 1. Srison www.skolverket.se is a webste for guidance in the form of
information and gatistics emanating from al schools in Sweden amed at sudents between
7-19 years of age. It is owned by the Nationd Agency for Education (“Skolverket”).
Further, www.utvag.skolverket.se is a webste for guidance with broad categories of
information and target groups.

All cases provide experiences of webdtes or portds that are owned by public agencies and can be
characterized as innovative in one respect or another. The cases provide important experiences of
the relaively few people that according to the common judgement of informants are involved in the
congruction of e-career guidance in Sweden. Accordingly, they contain a significant share of current
innovative experiences of the construction of e-career guidance with relevance to the quas-markets
for education in this country.

Fourteen interviews have been carried out with people representing the owners and/or the designers
of respective website. The interviews took place in September 2001-February 2002. There was a
second round of interviews in September-November 2002. The interviews treated such issues as
the history of the websites, their anticipated forms of use or roles, as well as to some extent ther
actud use. The systems for e-career guidance have adso been examined through direct inspection
with a focus on their functionaity. The next section tries to capture the processes where the
emergent roles or anticipated forms of use of e-career guidance and associated controversies
appear as described by the interviewees. In the following section these experiences are discussed in
amore generd perspective with a specific reference to issues like e.g. the target group for guidance,
the role of technology and information in a quasi-market Situation.

Apart from these types of data, a closer examination of the views of guidance seekers and guidance
practitioners might also have been relevant. For practica reasons this has not been a part of the
present gpproach in other forms than as described above.
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3. The Emergent Construction of E-Career Guidance

3.1 TheRegional Case 1

www.infoteket.se (henceforth referred to as ‘infoteket’) has a history that dates back to the pre-
Internet era (1992). In this year an innovative loca centre for guidance was started in the city of
Goteborg. Guidance practitioners working as designers of information technology were in charge of
the new centre. They had a specid interest in moving information concerning education and career
issues closer to clients.

Intentions. The clients should have direct access to computers containing information about
educational and career issues on the career centres premises.

During this period these activities were financed by the agency for education a the city of Géteborg
and the locdl divison of The Nationd Labour Market Board in Sweden (*Lansarbetsnamnden”).
The attitude towards information technology was very positive among the designers, and they came
very ealy into contact with visons of the potentid of the Internet. As a result a rather primitive
website was launched in 1994 with information about educationd and career issues.

Intentions. Infoteket and its website was seen as a tool by which clients could find
information irrespective of time and place.

At that time, the initiative can be characterized as a unique way of using the Internet to inform about
educationa as well as career issues. During the second hdf of the 90's similar initiatives were taken
in other Swedish regions, while infoteket has been developed continuoudy. In the year of 2000 the
ownership and locdisation of infoteket in Goteborg was questioned. The physicd centre for
guidance was closed down in its previous form, and was taken over by other centres with a more
direct focus on adults. The virtud infoteket was provided with means for its further exisence by the
municipa agency deding with education for adults as wdl as by the loca divison of The Nationa
Labour Market Board as before.

Intentions. The infoteket was seen as an important tool for e-career guidance that should be
more closaly tied to adult guidance seekers, which were its main group of clients.

In March 2002 a report was published by the educationa agency at the city of Goteborg. Its main
line of argument was, that due to the multitude of choices that are opened to younger students by
means of e.g. the quasi-markets for education there is an increased need for guidance. The need for
independent e-career guidance in the form of qudity information as wdl as facilities for sdf-
reflection was emphasized Backlund & Asplund 2002). However, the idea to provide aso the
youngest students with guidance was seen as unredigtic primarily due to limited resources.

Intentions. Infoteket should be tailored according to the particular needs of students between
13-19 applying for different educational programs in the quasi-market for education. There
was a controversy concerning other possible alternatives as for example a closed groupware
systems directed towards the pupils in the municipality, as well asin the form of indranet (see
next section).

Thefind politica decison in this respect has not yet been taken.
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3.2 The Regional Case 2

A magority of the young people in Sweden continue their studies between 16-19 years of age. The
prospective students are in a pogition to choose from a variety of theoreticdly and practicaly
oriented programs, some of which can be found in their own municipdity or in another municipaity
in the region. In 1995 a discusson among 13 municipdities (GR’ or The Goteborg Region) took
place in the region featuring how computers could improve the application process as well as
provide information about the process. As a result from this discusson a computerized information
system (‘Indra’) was implemented with the help of a designer gppointed by the 13 municipditiesin
collaboration. This system was aimed at guidance practitioners that handled the application process.
As a next step, the guidance practitioners could pass this information over to the prospective
students.

However, the Internet was more and more seen as a means to provide some of these resources
directly to the students and their parents. The designer supported this idea and managed to get some
financia support from the municipdities to pursue it. In the autumn of 2001 a webste
www.indranet.nu (henceforth referred to as ‘indranet’) was ready to be used in the application
process for educationa programs beginning in the autumn of 2002.

Indranet provides information about different programs, types of schools, and in which municipdity
they can be found. Some of the information is neutral in character (where to find a program,
information about the application process), but there are dso links to information produced by the
various schools.

Intentions: Sudents and parents should use the system to get an authoritative view of the
possibilities in the whole market for education in all of the municipalities as well asto carry
out the application itself except for the final confirming signature.

However, the manager of the education in Goteborg has perceived the competition between schools
that are being run by the city and by other agencies as harmful.

A counterclaim from the manager of education in Géteborg considered the common website
for information about educational options as less fortunate from the point of view of its own
municipal schools.

This has led to the launching of www.gqymnasieva.nu as a specific website that should be accessed
asaprevious step before indranet. It was launched through an advertisng campaign in connection
with the gpplication process in the winter of 2001-2002, and contained information with the purpose
of marketing schools Stuated in the city of Goteborg that are run by the municipdity.

Intentions. The municipality of Géteborg by means of an advertising campaign recommended
that www.gymnasieval.nu should be used to find positive information about the municipal
schoolsin Goéteborg, aswell as a first step in the application process.

In October 2002, in due time for the new application process, a Smilar website presenting the
schools that are run by the city of Goteborg was launched in an advertisng campaign as well as by
other means.
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3.3 TheNational Case

During the 90's the Swedish system for compulsory education for students between 7-19 years of
age has undergone severd types of changes. One type of change is the introduction of ques-
markets as described above. As a consequence, students and their parents have, much more than
previoudy, the right to choose among the various schools that are available. A further god is that the
education provided by public as well as private agencies should be of equd qudity. This makes it
more important to closaly follow the activities in the Swedish schooals in the form of grading, codts,
gaffing etc. The Nationd Agency for Education (“ Skolverket”) is in the centre of this process, thus
recaiving the bulk of information on these issues from the 289 municipdlities.

In 1997 a governmenta proposal with a specific focus on the Swedish school system highlighted the
vaue of finding new ways of improving the access to this information. As a result of this discusson
the Internet was defined as a tool for connecting the various types of information and on the other
hand making it accessble to a larger audience. In the autumn of 2001 siris and salsa were
introduced as specid features on their own website www.skolverket.se. The new facilities gave on-
line access to various reports and statistics that previoudy were presented on paper. Srig/salsa dso
contain a database with tatistics focusing on the costs of schooling, the staffing, but aso the grading
in the schools. It is possble to compare one specific school with other schoals, or to compare
schools in one municipality with other municipalities etc according to ones own choice.

Intentions. Srig/salsa should be used as a flexible and open access to all the information
about Swedish schools that is collected by this agency. Professional users as well as parents
and pupils should use it to reflect about the activities in the schools of today, but it might be
of use also for parents and students in their choice of education as a help to compare
different schools.

However, ranking lists comparing different schools were produced and published in the newspapers
in connection with the activities when siris was launched.

There was a counter claim emanating from the National Agency for Education saying that the
statistics in sirig/salsa should be used by professionals as well as pupils and parents as a
ground for discussing and comparing the schools of today, but not for producing ranking
lists.

Furthermore, in 1996 the Nationd Agency for Education was given a leading role in an initigtive to
cregte a porta that connected dl webstes with information from every leve of the educationa
system (www.utvag.skolverket.se) denominated Utvag. The website Utvag was launched in 1998
in avery modest way, and its information has been dmogt datic during the last years.

Intentions. The website should be used as an infrastructure that provides parents and pupils
access to information about the educational system as a whole. Controversy: The role of the
website was unclear, and it never got an active role as a provider of e-career guidance.

The Nationd Agency for Education Hill has an interest in the issue of providing a nationa platform
for e-career guidance. Interestingly, a governmenta report (SOU 2001) suggested that a nationa
website should be introduced that covers al aspects of guidance on educational and career issues.
At present, the agency hasindigated a project in which they have aleading role in such amisson.




Agneta Ranerup E-Career Guidance in Quasi-Markets

4. Discussion

4.1 The Emergence of an Enlarged Target Group for Guidance

In the introduction it was argued that the quas-markets for education have resulted in an increased
need for intermediary postions between citizens and services as wel as the gppearance of a
broader target group for e-career guidance. Therefore it is interesting to notice that al our three
cases represent attempts to provide e-career guidance directed towards a quasi-market situation.

Quas-markets exist in many countries and might vary concerning fundamenta features (Le Grand et
a. 1993). Despite this, it is argued here that in cases where there exists a more direct option to
affect the choice of, for example education by the parents and pupils themsalves one can expect a
amilar enlargement of the target group for e-career guidance as seen here.

More specificaly, in Sweden there seems to be a target group for e-career guidance consisting of
children (6-12 year old) and their parents, as well as systems for e-career guidance that at least
partly cover these issues (c.f. Srigsalsa). At the same time, the actors that are involved in the
congruction of e-career guidance seem only to partidly recognize these new needs in the sense that
they are defined as a task that guidance professonas should handle. According to practitioners this
is partly a consequence of a lack of resources that are dedicated towards guidance, as well as an
unclear organization of guidance (SOU 2001). This means that at present in practice the somewhat
higher age groups are prioritised among the broader target group for guidance.

As noticed above, previous research into e-career guidance has focused on the somewhat higher
age groups than those at interest here (Watts et d. 2000). However, in case very young clients for
some reason need guidance e.g. in connection with the quasi-market for education in Sweden, the
more likely it isthat hisher parents are active participants. The consegquence of thistype of changeis
an issue for further research.

4.2 E-Career Guidance as a Stand-Alone Provider of Guidance

As indicated in the introduction, previous research argues for the vaue of using information
technology in guidance as a complement to human guidance. In two of our three cases there is an
intention that e-career guidance should be seen as the most important form of guidance. For
example, from its very beginning the intention with the activities in connection with infoteket has
been to create an independent user of e-career guidance, both as a source of information and for
cregting sdf- awareness and decision learning. In the case of indranet the intention of some of the
actors is very smilar, but there aso exists an intention to supply an infrastructure of guidance
professionals. This judgement to some extent also gppliesto Siris/salsa, abet as noticed previoudy
the infrastructure for human guidance is marked by insufficient capacity and unclear organisation
(SOU 2001). Interegtingly, in February 2003 for the firgt time a municipdity promoted their own
website as the outstanding form of support in the choice of schools for children between 6-15 years
of age.

A pragmatic view on the increased role of technology in guidance is that it represents a drict
necessity againgt the background of the scarce resources available to guidance despite the increased
need. This means that it gives a least some support to the broad groups with rdatively smple needs
that for economic reasons never will be met by guidance professonds. In generd terms, the policy
to limit the access to guidance to specific needy group versus defining it as a universd right is a
problematic and partly politica phenomenon in itsdf (Watts 2001). However, irrespective of ones
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view on the drict necessity of these arrangements the actual consequences of the changed role of
technology is an issue for future research.

4.3 The Smplicity and Complexity of Providing I nfor mation

The most smple and clear-cut anticipated role of technology as presented by the interviewees
indicates that e-career guidance should be used to provide open access to information irrespective
of time and place.

Thisrdaively smple view can be contrasted with what Offer & Sampson describe in more principa
terms as the risk of ‘[...] bias on the part of the information developer [thet] may have influenced
the presentation of the data—e.g. organisations wishing to portray an occupedtion or inditution in the
most poditive manner possible (Offer & Sampson 1999, p. 502). As a contradt, this study
emphasizes what can be characterised as different views in regard to the roles the provided
information should have (more neutra as opposed to information of a more marketing character).
Also, the issue as such can be characterized as a mix-up of roles of being an actor that provides
guidance and information as well as one that provides information about its own educationd
activities (Grubb 2002).

A phenomenon that adds to the complexity of providing information is the controversy concerning
using datigtics for ranking that gppeared in connection with siris/salsa. It is the view of this author
that the controversy reflects not only the use of the technology but aso aspects related to the
activities of the service providers (the schools, universities etc)). Fadilities for ranking can be
characterized as a very direct and seemingly exact way of evauating the service providers that, for
this very reason, are perceived as deeply controversid by some of the actors involved. Thisis adso
supported by other experiences (Norén 2001). Also, in relaion to publicly financed schools in many
countries, there might be a contradiction between, on the one hand the god of exposng the
differences in qudity in services and the god of equd quality in the educationa system (Levacic &
Ross 1999). As such, the facilities for ranking are not only yet another facility that is made available.
For some sarvice providers in quas-markets, differences in quaity per se are percelved as
controversa.

Last but not least, the question of bias as discussed above is not only present in the form of
information of a more positive character than what might have been reasonable (Offer et d. 1999).

Some authors argue that al kinds of markets, including quasi-markets, are constructed in the sense
that for example facilities to provide information about available dternaives must be available as
well astools by which to evauate these aternatives (Calon 1998). This in turn means that e-career

guidance has a new and very specific role as a bearer of sgnificant features of the quas-market. As
a consequence, in the particular Stuation of providing e-career guidance in quasi-markets the design

of the technology isin effect a part of the congtruction of the market (Callon 1998, Ranerup 2002).

The amplest exampleis the information about available options, which is a necessty in a market. A
subtler example is the datigtics that are sometimes used for ranking, a procedure that by some
actors is perceived as highly controversd, but from a market point of view is characterized as a
relevant feature (Callon 1998).

Asaguiddinefor desgn it must be remembered thet in practice the ams with processes like these
are twofold: congtructing a tool for e-career guidance as well as what can be characterized as an
intermediary between the citizen and the quas-market for education. This means that the
anticipated behaviour the technology ams to support as wel as the modds (theoreticd and
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precticd) tha lies behind it must be carefully consdered. For example, as a basis for the
congtruction e.g. practice-oriented, unreflected models or, on the other hand, models of caculative
consumers (Cdlon 1998) or models of individuas that are cgpable of planning their lifelong learning
by means of technology (Tuijnman 2002, Waits 1996) might be used. A careful consideration of
these matters is even more important againgt the background of the increased use of technology in
guidance. What is detected here is an aspect that goes beyond ‘the distinctive nature of guidance
and into the ‘the ebbs and flows of politica processes (Watts 2001, p. 173). It is here argued that
this is, for better and for worse, a built-in quality of the congtruction of e-career guidance within
quasi-markets.

5. Conclusion

This paper has introduced the complexities or controverses that are associated with e-career
guidance in quasi-markets markets for education. The result supports the emergence of an enlarged
target-group for e-career guidance, which in turn more than previoudy is seen as a sand-adone
facility rather than a complement to human guidance. It is aso seen as a source to open up accessto
information. The most controverda aspects found are those associated with different views
concerning the ams with the information, as well as how it should be used. Admittedly, the festures
of quas-markets vary but are characterized by a strong option for direct choice of citizens in
Sweden (Norén 2001). However, it is the view of the author that the wider effects of these and
smilar experiences are of relevance to the future of e-career guidance in quas-markets.
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