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subtle regulatory mechanisms
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Abstract Current political strategy to reform career guidance systems in Europe 
is regulated by subtle practices. Using the governmentality perspective, the pur-
pose of this article is to make sense, in theoretical terms, of governmental reason 
and mechanisms in reshaping of career guidance systems. The investigation draws 
attention to mechanisms and practices such as monitoring and evaluation which 
indirectly operate in the policy process to make career guidance systems amenable 
for management. Drawing empirically on European policy texts, the analysis fo-
cuses on policy use of “good practice” and provision of data, which work upon the 
attitude to performance improvement and self-improvement. This article seeks to 
elucidate that incentive for learning from “good practice” and evaluation is related 
to the present form of governance by indirect mechanisms, and that this kind of 
governance enables constant reconstruction of career guidance.

Keywords governmentality · self-improvement · evidence-based policy · 
technologies of government · feedback

1  Introduction

Today national career guidance policies in European countries and transnational net-
works are in varying ways designed in accord with the current European policy to 
reform existing career guidance in Europe (Frübing 2013). The objective of Euro-
pean career guidance policy is not to establish uniform career systems in Europe but 
to coordinate them towards mobility and flexibility (Council of the European Union 
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2004, 2008). Coordination is not compulsory; instead a commitment to comparison 
is mobilised which facilitates control of career guidance systems. In Lifelong guid-
ance across Europe: reviewing policy progress and future prospects it is formulated:

A shared key challenge to the Member States is to determine common guide-
lines and principles for improving, assessing and measuring the efficiency of 
guidance systems and the institutions responsible for actual service provision. 
Further, there is a need to develop a more sustainable and transparent evidence 
base to support the policy design, especially from the perspectives of qual-
ity assurance, outcomes and cost-effectiveness of guidance service delivery 
(CEDEFOP 2011, p. 108).

In a broad sense, career guidance is related to employment and education, and it 
is around these issues policy for reconstruction of European career guidance can 
be made conceivable for intervention. Current European career guidance policy has 
been studied from actual policy steps and their linkage to European education and 
training programmes (McCarthy 2007). Another study focuses on implementation 
and evaluates the effectiveness of career guidance programmes and their effects 
(Whiston and Buck 2008). Drawing on insights from Michel Foucault’s analytics 
of how to govern (Foucault 1991), the current paper takes another strand, namely to 
examine the ways by which European career guidance is rendered governable. The 
purpose of this article is to make theoretical sense, from a governance perspective, 
of governmental reason and mechanisms and procedures which operate in the policy 
process of reshaping career guidance. This investigation is restricted to European 
career guidance policy as it is enunciated in texts. It omits an observation of policy 
enactment, that is, realisation (in contrast to merely implementation) of policy in a 
specific environment and situation (Ball et al. 2012). Drawing empirically on Euro-
pean policy texts, this article examines policy use of “good practice” and provision of 
data, which is a method assumed to encourage learning. Moreover, attention is drawn 
to techniques of governance such as monitoring, evaluation and feedback which is 
typical of contemporary managerial forms of control through audit (Power 1994). My 
investigation seeks to illuminate the work of evaluating instruments and intellectual 
technologies in strategies for producing efficient and effective career guidance.

To date, the above described angle to study governance has been underestimated in 
career guidance research. However, research literature in education has investigated 
use of data in standardising academic assessment on reliance on service and policy 
use of statistics to legitimise policy (Ozga 2009). One example on this point is com-
parative studies such as the Survey of Adult Skills (OECD 2013) in which data is used 
to support policy measures. Another approach to governance pays attention to policy 
use and provision of data to motivate policymakers, practitioners and citizens to take 
some kind of action (Decuypere et al. 2011). A telling example of this procedure is to 
identify so called “good practices” in European reviews on national career guidance. 
The current paper examines policy use of “good practice” and provision of data, 
which is transformed into evidence, and it is therefore connected to evidence-based 
policy discourse (ibid.). From an epistemological lens, evidence discourse could be 
regarded as a specific regime of truth in which some ways of speaking and acting are 
made possible and others are downplayed (Foucault 1982a).
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After introducing the theoretical approach and considering its relation to analysis 
of policy discourse, I describe mediating instruments and circulation of information 
which support the emergence of a space of comparison of career guidance in Europe. 
Thereafter, the study draws empirically from policy texts and scrutinises policy use 
of data and instruments for evaluation which operate in the shaping of standards of 
improvement career guidance. It is followed by a discussion of the thoughts and 
practices which underpin the political strategy for reconstruction of career guidance. 
This paper seeks to contribute to existing research (see e. g. Bergmo-Prvulovic 2014; 
Käpplinger and Robak 2014) applying the governmentality perspective to understand 
contemporary forms of governance of career guidance.

2  Analytical approach

This study analyses political power from Foucault’s notion of governmentality which 
focuses on questions of the modes of governing and how much, and by which thoughts 
of how to govern in a specific historical time and space (Foucault 1991). According to 
Foucault (1982b, pp. 788 et seq.), government is not imposed upon others; instead it 
implies freedom to act and power is exercised indirectly in an interrelated process of 
governing of others and governing the self, which operates as “conduct of conduct” 
(Foucault 1982b). This kind of governmental rationality operates by technologies of 
government which mediate thoughts and deploy diverse mechanisms which can be 
acted upon (Miller and Rose 2008, p. 32). The concept of technology is understood 
in a broad sense and comprises intellectual technologies (including texts) and tech-
nologies of the self. The latter is a form of conduct which acts upon self-regulating 
dispositions of the subject, which here refers to both the individual and the collective 
subject (Foucault 1988, 1991).

The governmentality perspective allows me transgress levels and focusing on 
operations which enable the linkage of political strategies for career guidance at one 
place and action in another. In this regard, study of policy extends the field. It is 
targeting and comprises a wider examination of the ways by which intervention and 
regulation is made possible. Consequently, attention is drawn to subtle mechanisms 
which can be located in instruments (e. g. indicators, reference tools), and discursive 
practices (e. g. common vocabulary, feedback and learning activities) (Rose 1999, 
p. 198).

Policy is based on ideas and assumptions about how the society should be regu-
lated. In line with other governmentality studies in the field of educational policy 
(e. g. Fejes 2014; Forneck and Wrana 2005; Simons 2007, 2014), I scrutinise the 
complex of governance by which career guidance systems are made amenable for 
management. In particular, attention is paid to connections of intellectual technolo-
gies and instruments which deploy actions to motivate, facilitate, differentiate, and 
control the activities of subjects. This approach allows me to pose questions on the 
discursive formation in which the condition of truth-claims on career guidance are 
defined. My analytic method is to track components which visualise, deploy and 
arrange information on career guidance and examine in which actions they function 
in policy formation of career guidance. By this method, I detect patterns of regula-
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tive practices and how they connect with each other. Further, reading policy texts 
at the surface, I analyse assumptions of improvement and self-improvement; which 
thoughts that motivates them and by which mechanisms they get legitimised.

3  Construction of a space for a political strategy

The European member states have agreed upon two Council resolutions which seek 
to establish more systemic career guidance and to better integrate career guidance to 
lifelong learning (Council of the European Union 2004, 2008). As previously men-
tioned, the agreement has no binding rules and no sanctions; in their place are tech-
nologies of rule such as mutual learning, interdependence and peer pressure (Borrás 
and Jacobsson 2004). Thus, intellectual technologies operate in a process of fabrica-
tions of the role of career guidance in relation to certain objectives.

A specific instrument for the development of systemic career guidance is the Open 
Method of Coordination (OMC), which consists of tools for implementation, such as 
establishing indicators and benchmarks as means of comparing best practices, and 
periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review as a mutual learning process (Euro-
pean Council 2000, paragraph 37). These tools work upon national and transnational 
collaboration in the politics of European integration and mobility. However, the tools 
are not unique for European Union, but similar components are used in models for 
standards (e. g. on quality) in national career guidance system (Niedlich et al. 2007). 
The OMC has rendered much research. In the field of education, authors suggest 
that the European Higher Educational Area (EHAE) and the Bologna Process are 
expressions of the OMC (Olsson et al. 2015), which, it is argued, produces particular 
technologies for establishing a space of comparison (Lawn and Grek 2012). Space 
is understood not as a bordered territory, but as a discourse or a scheme of relations 
within which imaginaries of the global and Europe are made real (Nóvoa 2015). 
In accord with above mentioned studies, the present study considers the OMC as 
machinery for construction of a space for calculation in terms of a political strategy. 
The regulative power within the OMC shapes specific selections of what is consid-
ered to be important and reasonable within a particular policy process. The OMC 
aligns elements and concepts from diverse fields; for instance, benchmark can be 
traced to business, indicators to statistics and peer review to science. Rearranged 
within a space for comparison and control, these concepts transform into social tech-
niques to connect places and actors (Larner and Le Heron 2002).

The above mentioned abstract space for policy enables information to flow in 
multiple directions to be enacted and translated for further circulation, for instance 
within transnational and national forums (e. g. the German National Guidance Forum 
in Education, Careers and Employment). Information feedback on policy is gath-
ered by expertise at various agencies (e. g. the European Lifelong Guidance Policy 
Network, ELPGN, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Train-
ing, CEDEFOP, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
OECD) and consultant firms or clearinghouses guidance (e. g. the Danish Clearing-
house for Educational Research, http://edu.au.dk/en/research/research-areas/danish-
clearinghouse-for-educational-research/). Educational research has investigated the 
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complex relationship between public and private policy actors to define reforms in 
education, but here is not the place to pursue this issue (Hogan et al. 2015). Instead, 
attention is directed to the role of expertise, which is not merely to gather informa-
tion but to reorganise texts and indicators, which are combined with data from other 
domains in the design of further texts and monitoring. Consequently, policy texts 
such as reviews, handbooks and kits for policymaking, questionnaires, guidelines, 
indicators and glossary are not only dissemination of information, but fabricated bod-
ies of data which are assembled in a particular way as facts. In this way, policy dis-
course organises a specific way to think of career guidance, its role and function. This 
is further elaborated in the next chapter.

4  Reconstruction of career guidance: evaluation, feedback and provision  
of data

Policy continuously reviews whether national career guidance systems meet the 
objectives of better improvement and the agreed upon priority to develop career guid-
ance (Council of the European Union 2008, p. 6). The rationale of improvement, 
according to policy, is better performance. The routines of monitoring and evalua-
tion attempt to make member states accountable for learning from data and generate 
performance. This strategy is articulated in the policy questions posed to monitoring 
and evaluation respectively: “Are we doing things right?” and “Are we doing the 
right things?” (ELPGN 2014, p. 12). These questions indicate that “things” already 
exist and it is actual career guidance which is evaluated; whether its function fits to 
objectives or must be enabled. This governmental reasoning is underpinned by the 
monitoring-evaluation complex, which operates in a loop of feedback information 
and allows for estimation of “retrospective judgment on policy’s success” as well 
as “inform the design and implementation of new policies” (ELPGN 2014, p. 24). 
In a similar vein, the German project The Open Process of Coordination for Qual-
ity Development (2009–2012) consists of six phases which end with “the develop-
ment targets are assessed once again on the basis of the results and further measures, 
broader or new targets are agreed-the circle is closed, and a new round of quality 
development may begin” (nfb & IBW 2012, p. 10). Thus, the term quality is not 
a fixed, but what is considered as quality emerges within the policy process and 
becomes temporarily stabilised as “facts” (Decuypere et al. 2011, p. 128 et seq.).

Monitoring and evaluation of policy are not tools that stand for themselves, but 
the policy process involves various incitements for actions. Two kinds of incitements 
can be identified within European career guidance policy: procedures for compari-
son of performance and provision of data for learning improvement. Comparison 
towards targets and standards informs one policy document formulation of perfor-
mance improvement:

Member States now have at their disposal a vast array of comparative data 
against which they can benchmark themselves and their services. They also 
have several case studies of successful responses to the challenges that most 
countries are facing in their attempt to develop a guidance system that serves 
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well both the public and the private good. Further, they have a set of practical 
common reference tools for designing and improving lifelong guidance sys-
tems and policies (CEDEFOP 2008, p. 67).

However, behaviour and attitudes to improvement involve other mechanisms such 
as mutual learning which invokes the readability for change among member states, 
decision-makers and career guidance practitioner. Activities for mutual learning and 
sharing experience are incitement for learning to judge the needs of change (or not) 
within an organisation or in this case programme of restructuring career guidance 
systems. Discourse of learning appeals to personal self-reflection on whether one’s 
action is efficient in relation to improvement outcome.

Assessment of effectiveness of career guidance is rarely measured by numbers, 
which are based on accuracy. Instead, policy identification of “good practice” serves 
as indicator of success and deficits of improvement. Policy provision of “good prac-
tice” displays an imagination of difference of improvement and that someone is 
“doing” career guidance better. This imagination urges member states and decision-
makers to learn why and how some of them are capable to mobilise resources to 
deliver what is pronounced as effective career guidance. Further, circulation of “good 
practices” mediates feedback information to member states on their position in com-
parison to others. In accord with the method to define success and deficits, policy 
reviews of progress identify “gaps” of performance in relation objectives and time-
tables (e. g. CEDEFOP 2008; NICE 2012).

Similarly to “good practice”, policy shapes “best evidence” as an indicator of 
assessment of what is central in evaluation of career guidance. Construction of spe-
cific evidence of career guidance is categorised by discourse of efficiency pertinent 
to certain goals in a specific context. In one research paper on an online professional 
resource in United Kingdom, evidence-based policy is coupled with impact and the 
goal is “to design services that reach ever-increasing numbers of people in a cost-
effective and efficient way” (Hughes and Graiton 2009, p. 7). Further, policy design 
of specific evidence through use of existing research is assumed to bridge the gap 
between policy, research and professional practice. It is formulated: “There seems 
to be an uneasy relationship between policy, practice and research. The findings of 
research studies are not always pertinent to the problems of guidance practitioners or 
of much practical value in policy-making” (CEDEFOP 2011, p. 108). Congruent to 
this statement, the report Evidence Base on Lifelong Guidance (ELPGN 2014) gath-
ers a large number of diverse research studies on actual career guidance which are 
divided by their capacity to bring about specific evidence on efficient career guidance 
policy and practice. This capacity involves the ordinary practice of career services, 
which is anticipated to ensure “a culture of data gathering, use of client feedback, 
and continuous service improvement, which can provide a good baseline for research 
studies and national evaluations” (ELPGN 2014, p. 59). Thus, Construction of an 
evidence-based policy on career guidance appears to start from learning from actual 
career guidance.

From the above, it can be distinguished two modes of governing performance 
improvement in career guidance: by monitoring/evaluation and by use and provision 
of data. The next chapter will briefly elaborate upon thoughts which underlie the 
complex of governing career guidance and its limits.
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5  The strategy of control

Subtle regulative elements of motivating and evaluating actions of improvement and 
self-improvement can be situated in a strategy of control which implies that actors, 
such as member states, respond to assumptions of the capacity to control one’s own 
performance of improvement. This strategy will be depicted by drawing attention to 
two mechanisms: establishment of a space of comparison and impetus for learning. 
First, the assumption that career guidance can be measured in relation to perfor-
mance is supported by performance indicators and provision of examples of good 
practice (Simons 2007, p. 536). These mechanisms make national career guidance 
performance visible and comparable. It is a procedure which gives an impression 
that improvement is possible and motivates self-knowledge and self-improvement.

Second, policy use of examples of good practice and feedback on actual career 
guidance work as statements of success and what needs to be changed and improved 
and invoke to better performance. Also the loop of monitoring and evaluation, which 
is constantly there, at a distance, is part of concerting where and which things that 
should be changed and by whom. By these mechanisms, the possible is made con-
crete. The shaping of the possible start from a constructional view based on what is 
known and what has proven to work in existing career guidance in a specific context. 
In other words, the potential is not thought of in terms of normative ideas of progress, 
but it is estimated in relation to the actual performance. As a consequence, techniques 
of improvement of career guidance operate within the gap between the actual per-
formance and optimal performance. It is assumed that motivation of learning can 
bridge this gap and modify agents’ (member states) attitudes and aspirations of self-
improvement (Simons 2014, pp. 5 et seq.). The broad concern with self-improvement 
is linked with learning. Activities of mutual learning and sharing experiences encour-
age the capacity of learning and to communicate learning. In organisational learning, 
this procedure works upon a learning attitude and to find other ways of doing things 
better (Karlöf et al. 2001, pp. 3 et seq.). It is a form of learning integrated to effi-
ciency, which invokes self-reflection on taking control of one’s own operations. The 
above described modes of governance are directed towards responsibilisation of the 
organisation of career guidance and actors (member states, decision-makers, practi-
tioners) within the field of career guidance; to make them use provided examples and 
instrument and activate their learning capacity.

6  Conclusion

The purpose of this article was to make theoretical sense of rationalities and the 
complex of mechanisms by which European career guidance is governed. Instru-
ments such as the cyclical process of monitoring, evaluation and feedback are part 
of this complex, but likewise policy use and provision of data. These mechanisms 
support the underlying rationale of the governmental strategy that career guidance 
can be administrated more efficiently. This is a managerial strategy which is oriented 
towards better improvement performance. What can count as optimal performance 
is constructed from activities in existing career guidance system and assumptions 
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of improvement made up from specific internal standards of efficiency. However, 
to achieve standardisation is not a closing end; rather, the complex of mechanisms 
for making career guidance amenable for management is directed towards constant 
learning for improvement and self-improvement. This form of governance opens for 
ceaseless reconstruction of career guidance systems.

Drawing on Foucault’s (1982b) thoughts of governing by actions to act upon, this 
study has emphasised the importance of mechanisms with a double impetus: learn-
ing and change. It has been shown that stimulating learning seeks to motivate actors 
to manage change (what can be changed or not) and to inscribe a sense of control 
of needs and what works or not (Simons 2014). Policy conceptualisation of learning 
is connected to efficiency, which can be regarded as an effect of the governmental 
strategy that takes its form of performance improvement and continuous change. 
How learning is enacted in different ways in diverse settings is an issue that could be 
addressed by further research.
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