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Abstract. This article discusses changes in working life and other aspects of life and their
significance for counselling and guidance. It focuses on a shift in research, international
debate and goal documents rather than in counselling practice. The paradigm shift refers
to the change from a modern to a more post-modern view, which means that counselling
should be oriented more towards the whole person and his or her life projects. The aim in this
perspective is to make clients more proactive in constructing their own lives. Some clients,
however, are still stuck in a passive and helpless role. This is a great challenge for counsellors
who are striving to develop more holistic working methods. The transition from a modern to
a more post-modern society requires a counsellor with a wide arsenal of interventions and
many working tools, i.e. a multi-instrumentalist. The conclusion is that counsellors have to be
more aware of the different situations, expectations and forms of behaviour faced by clients.
Counsellors have to develop new methods centred round the clients’ self-activity.

Résumé. Le changement de paradigme: rhétorique ou réalité? Cet article discute
les changements intervenus dans la vie professionnelle et dans d’autres aspects de l’existence,
ainsi que leur signification pour le conseil et l’orientation. Il est centré sur un changement
radical intervenu davantage dans la recherche, la discussion scientifique au plan international
et les hypothèses de recherche que dans la pratique du conseil. Le changement de paradigme
renvoie au passage d’une conception moderne à une conception post-moderne, ce qui signifie
que le conseil devrait être davantage orienté vers la personne totale et ses projets de vie.
Le but, dans cette perspective, est de rendre les clients plus proactifs dans la construction
de leur propre vie. Certains clients, cependant, sont encore enfermés dans un rôle passif
et frappé d’impuissance. Cette situation constitue un énorme défi pour les conseillers qui
s’efforcent de développer des méthodes de travail plus holistiques. La transition d’une société
moderne vers une société davantage post-moderne appelle un conseiller disposant d’un large
arsenal de types d’intervention et d’outils de travail nombreux, c’est-à-dire un conseiller
“multi-instrumental”. La conclusion est que les conseillers doivent être mieux avertis des
spécificités des situations auxquelles leurs clients sont confrontés, de leurs attentes et des
types de comportements qu’ils adoptent. Les conseillers doivent développer de nouvelles
méthodes centrées sur le soi en action des clients.

Zusammenfassung. Der Paradigmenwechsel – Rhetorik oder Realität? Dieser
Artikel diskutiert Veränderungen in der Arbeitswelt und in anderen Lebensbereichen
und deren Bedeutung für die Berufliche Beratung und Berufswahlvorbereitung. Das
Augenmerk liegt mehr auf einer Verschiebung in Forschung, in der internationaler
Diskussion und in Thesenpapieren und weniger auf der beraterischen Praxis. Der Begriff
des Paradigmenwechsels bezieht sich dabei auf die Veränderung von einer modernen hin zu
einer post-modernen Betrachtungsweise, d.h., dass sich Beratung stärker an der gesamten
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Person und deren Lebensprojekten orientieren sollte. Aus dieser Betrachtungsweise ist
das Ziel von Beratung, die Klienten stärker zu einer pro-aktiven Entfaltung ihres eigenen
Lebens zu führen. Einige Klienten sind jedoch noch in einer passiven und hilflosen Rolle
befangen. Dies stellt eine große Herausforderung für Berater dar, die sich stärker um die
Entwicklung ganzheitliche Methoden bemühen. Der Übergang von einer modernen zu einer
post-modernen Gesellschaft erfordert Berater mit einem sehr breiten Repertoir an Methoden
und Arbeitsmitteln, im Sinne eines Multi-Instrumentalisten. Die Schlussfolgerung ist, dass
Berater sich stärker der unterschiedlichen Situationen, Erwartungen und Verhaltensmuster
bewusst sein müssen, denen ihre Klienten gegenüberstehen können. Berater müssen neue
Methoden im Zusammenhang mit Eigenaktivitäten der Klienten entwickeln.

Resumen. El cambio de paradigmas – ¿retórica o realidad? Este artículo aborda
los cambios en la vida laboral y otros aspectos vitales y su importancia para el
asesoramiento/consejo y la orientación. Se centra en los cambios ocurridos en la investigación,
el debate internacional y los documentos marco más que la práctica orientadora. El cambio
de paradigma se refiere al cambio de una visión moderna a una post-moderno, lo que
significa que el asesoramiento/consejo debería orientarse más hacia la persona global y sus
proyectos vitales. El objetivo de esta perspectiva es que los clientes sean más proactivos en
la construcción de sus propias vidas. Algunos clientes, sin embargo, están todavía atascados
en un rol pasivo y desamparado. Esto constituye un gran reto para los orientadores que están
dedicando sus esfuerzos a desarrollar métodos de trabajo más holístico. La transición de una
sociedad moderna a una más post-moderna exige un orientador con un amplio repertorio
de intervenciones y diversas herramientas de trabajo, es decir un “multi-instrumentalista”.
La conclusión es que los orientadores tienen que ser más conscientes de las formas de
comportamiento, expectativas y situaciones diferentes a las que se enfrentan sus clientes. Los
orientadores tienen que desarrollar nuevos métodos centrandos en la propia actividad de los
clientes.

New concepts

In Sweden a newly presented governmental report (SOU, 2001) caused a
lot of discussion. In the report it was suggested that the new concept for
guidance should be called careers guidance. In Swedish the word career is
closely connected to making a career and climbing upwards sometimes at the
expense of other people. The word is not as in English connected to guidance.
So what is the reason for suggesting a new concept? The arguments referred
to in the report are that we are in a shift of paradigm. We have left the old
industrial society and have moved to the post-modern era. There have been
many changes connected to working life, family structure and education. New
technology has created new patterns of communication and new ways of
looking at work and occupation. A new structure is emerging where espe-
cially young people see their career development in a life-long perspective,
sometimes connected to their own life projects (Jonsson, 1995). Finally there
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is a shift from more collective and institutionally based solutions to a society
where the individual is more at the centre.

These tendencies can be summarized as:
• increased decentralisation, giving local authorities greater freedom to

individually shape their own counselling services,
• greater individualism combined with immensely increased freedom of

choice in the educational sector creating great demands on counsellors,
• a rapidly changing labour market where new technologies play an

important role,
• a mixed labour market with a growing shortage of labour and marginal-

ised groups with high unemployment,
• a shift towards a less clear and distinct formulation of the demands of

competence from the labour market. Today many employers emphasise
more abstract competencies and features such as social competence,
independence, flexibility etc.

• a growing tendency for young people to stay longer in education and
postpone their entrance into the labour market.

• a multicultural society where persons with a first language other than
Swedish have a much higher unemployment rate than persons with
Swedish as their first language

• a more internationalised educational sector and labour market.

Holistic counseling

The supposition is that societal change influences the way people think,
reflect and act. Consequently counselling has to change and meet the new
circumstances. The result is a need for a concept often named holistic coun-
selling. In the holistic field a constructivist perspective has been of great
interest in Scandinavian countries and Vance Peavy, through his lectures,
workshops, articles and books (Peavy, 1998) is probably the person who has
had the greatest influence.

In many ways there is a connection between the discussion referred to
above and the agenda in international research and debate. Savickas (1993)
writes about the absence of current career counselling theories and says that
concepts like congruence, developmental tasks and career maturity are a part
of last century’s objective science. He believes career counselling in the post-
modern era “will rely more on autobiography and meaning making than
interests inventories and guidance techniques” (p. 14).

Collin and Watts (1996) with reference to the shift towards a post-modern
society say that this calls for a “potentially radical shift, not only in career
theory but also in related policy and practice” (p. 393). Peavy (1996) writes
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about the revolutionary changes economically, socially and politically. He
argues for a new view on counselling as a logical consequence. He is,
however, aware of the strength of the old patterns and uses a metaphor to
say that counselling and psychology “are badly in need of revision since
the philosophical horse they have both ridden for the past three-quarters of
a century is – unfortunately, dead but still dominant” (p. 23).

The last point is important; the old ideas and methods are not even dead.
They are still alive as can be documented by some examples from Nordic
research. Many research projects have been inspired by the ideas of holistic
counselling and intend to work within a constructivist framework, but this
view cannot be seen in counselling practice. One of the main problems is the
counsellors’ lack of insight about clients’ expectations.

Goals and reality

An interesting parallel with the discussion above is the experience from
Sweden in the 1970s. At that time Sweden had official goals for coun-
selling that were very radical and emphasised a proactive counsellor role
directed towards groups with lower capacities, known as compensating guid-
ance. The counsellors should contribute to greater equality and try to change
patterns related to social background and gender. The perspectives were also
a part of the training for counsellors. Goals were, however, not the same as
reality, which many counsellors soon found out. In many ways there was no
understanding of their efforts to fulfil the goals. Research (Jonsson, 1979;
Franke-Wikberg & Jonsson, 1981; Åsemar, 1985) showed that the counsel-
lors’ work in schools was quite different from what was outlined in the goal
documents. In practice, counsellors were mainly occupied with information
giving and the researchers could see few signs of the counsellor as an agent
of social change. Colleagues such as teachers and headmasters were unaware,
uninterested and partly did not really accept the official goals (Åsemar, 1978;
Jonsson & Nitzler, 1982).

There are parallels to be drawn with the situation today. It is not so much
the difference between goals and reality, but between a post-modern view in
research and international debate and a counsellor’s everyday practice, which
is still based in the 20th century. Research results in Scandinavia lend support
to this argument.

Different expectations

Nilsson-Lindström (1999a, 1999b) reports two separate evaluations of
courses for persons experiencing long-term unemployment. The courses were
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divided into four modules lasting 26 weeks in total and including a 10-
weeks internship at a working place. Eight groups of twelve persons each
took part in the project. Inspired by Patton (1986) she used a method called
process evaluation. This evaluation is based upon an approach where the
research instruments are constructed in co-operation with the counsellors.
The project is under continuous evaluation; the follow-up and analysis uses
both quantitative and qualitative methods, and the results from the evaluations
are discussed continuously with the counsellors. The evaluation consisted
of two separate questionnaires answered on the first and last day of the
project. Based on these questionnaires a strategic selection was made and
eight persons were interviewed twice. Also, the counsellors were interviewed.

One important result produced by these evaluations is the difference in
expectations of the participants and how these expectations influence the
way counsellors work and behave towards their clients. Nilsson-Lindström
distinguishes three groups of participants: the patients, the clients and the
colleagues. In both studies, the patients turned out to be the largest group.
They have a passive attitude and an expectation that the counsellors should
be the experts. The clients, who were only found in one of the studies, expect
to be seen and want attention and understanding from the counsellor. They
are also rather passive. The third group, the colleagues, are very few in
number and are more on par with the counsellors. They are prepared to take
responsibility for their situation and are much more proactive than the other
participants.

In the report (Nilsson-Lindström, 1999a) the author states that the parti-
cipants’ different views are connected to their attitudes towards paid work.
The patients are characterised by an attitude where work is seen as an
economic obligation. You work to earn money. The second group, the clients,
has an attitude towards work as a place where they acquire a social identity.
For colleagues, work is a place for self-fulfilment and for this group work and
leisure are intertwined.

One of the goals of the courses was to strengthen self-activity among
the participants and create a counselling process. This type of coun-
selling directed towards personal counselling was called counselling for life.
According to the counsellors it was necessary to apply a holistic view that
included the whole person and his/her situation. But the big group of patients
had different expectations, which led to tension between what the counsel-
lors and the clients wanted. As expressed by one of the counsellors “Reality
wasn’t the same as we thought it should be” (Nilsson-Lindström, 1999a,
p. 64). The counsellors “wanted to avoid a role where we can fix everything.
But that was the role which most of the critical clients asked for” (p. 69). A
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reluctance on the counsellors’ part to undertake this role was perceived by the
participants as a lack of commitment and long-term planning.

A similar conclusion was reached in another project (Jakobsson & Strand-
berg, 2001). In this project 73 persons divided into six groups took part in
a 14-week training programme. All participants were followed during the
course and in addition answered a questionnaire nine months after the end of
the course. Also, all counsellors were interviewed at the end of the course. In
this case one of the goals for the counsellors was to work from a constructivist
approach, but the evaluation showed that such a method only had a minor
impact and that instead it was the participants’ expectations that governed
the direction of those interviews carried out by the counsellor. The authors
used the concept choice cases and change cases (Tyler, 1969; Lovén, 1991)
to explain their results. According to the authors, choice cases were more
prepared to take responsibility than were the change cases who more or less
waited for the counsellor to suggest a solution.

Moreover, a Finnish research project (Vehviläinen, 1999) indicates the
difficulties with counselling based on the activity of individuals and their
self-responsibility. The study describes and analyses how counsellors in
Finnish career guidance training courses carry out counselling encounters.
The author outlines the key goals for this type of training as “There is a funda-
mental reconstruction of the role of the counsellor. The diagnostic expertise
of a psychologist is abandoned, as well as the knowledge-based expertise
of a traditional teacher. The counsellor is a process-facilitator, a co-expert,
a mentor” (p. 11). By analysing 21 videotaped counselling encounters the
author discusses the concept of advice giving and self-directedness in more
detail. She concludes that there are certain discrepancies between above-
mentioned goals and the results of the study. Especially with adolescents
some evidence indicate that the counsellors act more for the student than with
the student. The author points out “the limits of the pedagogy based on self-
directedness” (p. 249). This is more pronounced with students who remain
passive in planning situations. In the final discussion, the author reflects on
the results and suggests that the counsellors need to “find procedural models
to do counselling in such a way that they could replace advising, evaluating
and suggesting and other such ways of presenting the counsellor’s views to
the student” (p. 268). This will require great methodological skills, but also a
very proactive role for the student, she concludes.

Focus on the counselling interview

The studies mentioned above deal mainly with adults and some of these had
been unemployed for a long time. One argument is that these clients are
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stuck in a more passive and withdrawn position than more normal clients. In
the early 1990s a research project was conducted with guidance counsellors
in relation to their interviews with students at a comprehensive school (9th
grade) (Lovén, 2000). The results of this research project are similar to those
with adults.

The main purpose of this study was to highlight the counselling inter-
view in connection with the choice of upper secondary school from three
perspectives: the student’s, the counsellor’s and society’s. The intention was
to describe and analyse the counselling interview in the ninth grade with
relation to:

• The student’s expectations, perceptions and values before and after the
interviews.

• The counsellor’s perceptions and values after the interviews.
• Society’s goals and purpose for student counselling in secondary

schools.
• The theories and models for career development and counselling.

Special focus was placed on the student’s reflections and behaviour related
to the choice of upper secondary school and not directly connected to the
counselling interview.

The study was based on videotaped interviews between counsellors and
students in the 9th grade. In addition the students were interviewed before
and directly after their counselling interviews, and two years later. A student
survey with other students was used as a broader reference. The counsellors
were also interviewed after their meetings with the students. A total of 20
counselling meetings and 26 interviews with counsellors and students were
conducted and analysed.

The results showed that in spite of the counsellor’s aim to act in a long-
term perspective, process-oriented and activity-based perspective, this was
not the case in the interviews. The counsellors were generally good listeners
and cared about the students. In several cases the counsellor also opened new
perspectives for students and these perspectives led to decreased anxiety for
the students. The risk of dropping out of from education was reduced, which
was evident in the subsequent study. The relationship was characterised by a
factual position. The counsellors dominated the speech space and sometimes
took the role of teacher or adult. This did not mean that the counsellors were
totally in control of the interviews. The students reacted promptly when they
were not in agreement with the counsellors. However, this dominance led to
a loss of efficiency and in certain occurrences there was a tacit agreement
in which both student and counsellor came to some sort of false agreement
about the student working harder to raise his/her grades. This dominance also
meant that the students were not sufficiently activated.
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There was a strong conviction among counsellors that students needed a
great deal of information. The undeclared conviction about information distri-
bution was that everyone could receive information. In their commentaries
after the interviews none of the counsellors discussed the fact that students
could not for different reasons receive, assimilate, and process information.
Three pitfalls were identified in connection with information in the study:
information overload, unclear information, and irrelevant information. All
three pitfalls recurred in different interviews.

Learned helplessness

Even the students, in this project, considered information as the dominant part
of counselling. They expected a lot of information, which became evident in
the pre-interviews, but they were not prepared to search for the information
themselves. Several of the students saw counsellors as a sort of informa-
tion bank who could always answer their questions. Some students were so
passive that the author with reference to Seligman (1976) talked about learned
helplessness. This means that the students through school had learned to
be passive and not participate in or take responsibility for their own lives.
The counsellors, typically, became more proactive and, as a result, rein-
forced the student’s passive role. In many ways these students’ behaviour
was reminiscent of a visit to the dentist’s. They sat down and waited for
the dentist/counsellor to fix the problem. These sorts of expectations were
connected with advice giving.

Overall, the students wanted a proactive counsellor, though not too much
proactive. One of the students summarised this dilemma of giving advice
without directing the student as follows:

. . . understand and give advice but not directing me . . . They [counsel-
lors] shouldn’t say that ‘this is good’ because then it’s easy you just do
it. Neither is the opposite good, because that’s like they don’t care. It’s
better with someone who cares but not too much, you know. (Loven,
2000, p. 112)

One of the conclusions was that counsellors must be more process-
oriented and activity-based and use more new instruments and methods. They
could, for example, use more drawing techniques or self-help materials. The
term multi-instrumentalist could be used to describe the new role.

10 years hence

The empirical material from the study mentioned above is 10 years old
already and therefore it seemed interesting to find out if there were any
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changes compared to the present. Sixty counsellors enrolled in a training
course were asked to compare their experience of eight weeks of practice
with the results of the study. The comparison showed that the patterns for
those working in comprehensive and secondary schools were nearly the same
as in the original study in spite of the ten-year interval. Though, about half
the group had practised in adult education and labour market offices, their
experience was much the same as that of those practising in schools. This was
especially true for the high degree of information and passive client role. The
differences were that adult guidance was characterised by a person-oriented
agenda and more complex client backgrounds. According to the counsellors,
the explanation for the patterns described was lack of time, which led to a
proactive counsellor role. Another explanation was that the clients’ expect-
ations were oriented towards the counsellor as an expert: “Give me what I
need, you’re the expert”.

Counsellor as an expert

The research and experiences mentioned above give us something to think
about. Many clients, young and adult, had expectations that are not in line
with counsellors’ goals and intentions. The post-modern view is clearly
present but many people are still trapped or stuck in the modernistic society
with values and expectations that are more oriented towards the counsellor as
an expert. Lindgren, Packendorff and Wåhlin (2001) see human beings in the
future as neo-industrial and post-modern. The former means someone still
living according to the norms of the industrialised society but with greater
mobility and another outlook than previous generations.

A key concept in the studies above is client expectations. This concept has
been discussed in several studies (Åsemar, 1985; Lindh, 1997). According to
one study (Galassi et al., 1992) the concept can be divided into two parts,
i.e. preferences and anticipations. The difference is that what the student
anticipates he will receive in the counselling situation (anticipation) is not
the same as what he wishes (preferences) to receive. The demands on the
counsellor to clarify his own and the client’s expectations are obvious.

As mentioned before there is no clear limit between younger and older
clients. Even the young generation has different views and different expecta-
tions. The mantra is that flexibility and readiness for change are important
in working life. Young people should be prepared for fast changes, new
jobs and shifting work tasks. This also means greater uncertainty, which,
in particular, the employer side sees as necessary. However, these patterns,
which are thought to be characteristic of today’s youth, do not completely
stand up to close scrutinity. Some studies show that young people in this
respect are conservative. In one of the investigations carried out in Sweden,
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young peoples’ selection patterns were identified (Ljung, 2000). This study
suggests that young people seek security, which limits their choice of flexible
courses. The author observes that this has not changed since she was in upper
secondary school herself ten years before.

Homogeneity – a myth

One of the main conclusions of research on young people is that they differ
in values and ways of coping with life. The study of life projects (Jonsson,
1999) found three groups of young people. The first one had more traditional
life projects, the second had social life projects and the third individualised
life projects. In another research project the authors (Lalander & Johansson,
2002) identify two groups: the inheritances and generation X. The first group
were more oriented towards traditional norms and values and the second
were more changeable and flexible. According to some researchers (Lind-
gren, Packendorff & Wåhlin, 2001) the concept of the transgressing career
is growing. With reference to the concept of the boundaryless career (Arthur
& Rousseau, 1996) the authors emphasise the importance for these types of
personalities to have an ongoing reflection process and social interaction to
develop their own self-image.

We are apparently in a period of transition, a shift of paradigm, where
some of the old patterns are gradually diminishing and new ones are devel-
oping. But this process differs for different countries, organisations and
persons. Many persons have the same basic needs as before and values that
are based on the modernistic society. The way to reach them and hopefully
help them depends on values, social class, gender and in particular, cultural
background.

The theories in career development are slowly beginning to adapt to the
new patterns but one of the problems is to unite so many different approaches.
Some researchers criticise career development theories and methods for being
too middle-class oriented and not directed to individuals and groups that have
a working class background (Roberts, 1981). With reference to the Spanish
speaking population in the USA Arbona (1996) asks ironically: “What does
the career counselling field – its theories, research and practice – have to
offer to individuals who are born and raised in low-income uneducated
households?” (p. 49).

Stuck in conventions

Amundson (1998) has shown how counsellors are stuck in counselling
conventions. Many of these conventions are based in the industrialised
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society. We sit in our rooms, have more or less standard timetables, use oral
language as the main instrument of communication and so on. Amundson
gives many new perspectives and presents different working methods to make
the client more proactive and responsible. Amundsons’ book is a book of
methods. Peavy (1998) adopts a more theoretical approach. Between them,
the two books provide a good framework for counsellors in Scandinavia. They
have, however, not discussed the complex patterns of how different clients
anticipate counselling.

At this point it should be stressed that the intention is not to undermine
the discussion and emphasis of holistic counselling. On the contrary, there
are many reasons for changing the role of the counsellor and the content of
counselling. But it is important to be aware of different counsellor and client
expectations, society’s goals, and policymakers’ opinions, whether visible or
non-visible. These are all part of a complex pattern, which influences and
sometimes directs the counselling content.

Counsellors are not confronted with a new type of client personality even
if the changing world also influences the individuals’ attitude and ways of
thinking. Many basic needs are the same as thirty or forty years ago. The
human being has a need for security, and carves to be taken care of. Some
people are ready to take responsibility and get on with their lives, but others
have become stuck in a more passive role where experts like counsellors are
expected to give advice, support and rapid information. If the counsellors
want to be part of a development where clients take more responsibility and
are more proactive, this must be mirrored by thinking that will require great
efforts and patience. The mechanisms that turn counselling into a passive
pattern are, as mentioned above, much stronger than many counsellors are
aware of.

New technology

New technology offers new possibilities to give the clients greater ownership
of their own ideas and plans, but it has to be formed in ways that inspire
client activity and self-responsibility. Some innovations have been made or
are under construction. Examples include the Finnish website Career Storm
(www.careerstorm.com) and two Swedish computer programmess, Structure
and Horizon (Struktur and Horisont). All of them are based on the user’s own
activity and with the intention of strengthening the user’s self-responsibility.
Limited experiences, through training courses and not scientifically based,
indicate that many users get tired or bored of using these tools and turn into
a more passive pattern. However, more research should show whether this
picture is correct. Technology does not only have an influence on the direct
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encounter between counsellors and clients. The organisation we build to meet
the different needs can be designed in a different way to extend the use of new
technologies. For example a combination of different Internet services with a
well-structured counselling centre designed so that the different requirements
can be profitable both for the individual and the authority responsible.

Is this a phenomenon that concerns Scandinavian countries only? Hardly.
There are many similarities with other countries even if we have different
organisations and structures. The development towards a life with more
choices and breaking points, that puts growing demand on flexibility and
responsibility in working life are all part of a global pattern, but the pace and
extension are different. Counsellors have always had different clients with
different needs. Happy Hillary, Frustrated Frank, Depressed Dave, Worried
Willy and Reflecting Rita are all clients that most counsellors have met and
will meet again. If counsellors are going to leave the expert role and be co-
constructors or mentors, they will have to create new tools and new methods
and also be aware of the expectations and anticipations of clients. This is a
great challenge for both researchers and practitioners.
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