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Career Practitioners´ Conceptions of Competency for Social Media in
Career Services
This article reports findings from a phenomenographic investigation into career
practitioners´ understanding of competency for social media in career services.
Sixteen Danish and Finnish practitioners with experience using social media in
career services were interviewed in focus groups. Competency for social media in
career services was conceived as 1) an ability to use social media for delivering
information, 2) an ability to use social media for delivering career services, 3) an
ability to utilise social media for collaborative career exploration and 4) an ability
to utilise social media for co-careering. The findings can be used to develop preservice and in-service training of career practitioners and support for the
deepening of their competency, using the critical aspects that were identified.

Keywords: career services; career practitioners; competency; information and
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The exponentially increasing use of social media across the career service sector has
placed an increasing demand upon career practitioners’ ability to be innovative, take
advantage,of and fashion novel career service delivery formats with online technologies
(e.g. Hooley, Hutchinson, & Watts, 2010a, 2010b; Watts, 2010). In career services,
social media is fast becoming as much a necessity as an opportunity and competency to
work in this new mode is an area of increasing importance. To many, social media is
simply a collection of online tools used to share information, communicate, and
socialise with one another. In the broader sense, social media is defined as a process in
which individuals and groups develop common understandings and meanings with
contents, communities, and Web 2.0 technology (e.g. Ahlqvist, Bäck, Heinonen, &
Halonen, 2010; Kolbitsch, & Maurer, 2006). Thus, it primarily refers not to a particular

set of technologies but to types of practices (Bonderup, & Dohn, 2009). In order to
consider the usefulness and potential of existing and emerging technologies, it is
essential that career practitioners be appropriately trained in this area (e.g. Bimrose,
Hughes, & Barnes, 2011; Osborne, Dikel, & Sampson, 2011, Watts, 2010). There is an
urgent need for competency training to be firmly grounded in a framework of career
practice and for an emphasis to be placed on adopting a more developmental approach
to capacity building (Bimrose, Barnes, & Atwell, 2010). It is also very likely that
practitioners working in this area need to be trained differently than for the traditional
face-to-face service mode (Niles, & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013).
Considerable research has been conducted to identify the skills and
competencies that practitioners require in order to use existing and emerging
technologies in career services (e.g. Barnes & Watts, 2009; Barnes, La Gro, & Watts,
2010; Bimrose et al., 2010; Cogoi, 2005; CEDEFOP, 2009; Pyle, 2000). Careful
consideration has also been given to ethical issues related to the use of technologies in
career practice (e.g. Barak, 2003; Malone, 2007; Sampson, 2002, Sampson & Makela,
2014). According to Pyle (2000), the competencies needed for career practitioners using
information and communications technology (ICT) in career service delivery include
knowledge of computer-assisted software and websites, the ability to diagnose client
needs, the ability to motivate clients, the ability to help clients process data and the
ability to help clients create and implement an action plan. Cogoi (2005) identified three
purposes for ICT in guidance, each of which might require practitioners to develop
specialised/specific competences: as a resource, as a medium for communication and
for material development. More recently, Barnes and Watts (2009) mapped ICT-related
competences for guidance practitioners under two broad units: competence for using
ICT to deliver guidance and competence for developing and managing the use of ICT in

guidance. The first set of competences is comprised of using ICT to deliver guidance to
meet clients’ information needs, experiential learning needs, constructivist learning
needs and communication needs. The second set of competences is comprised of not
only developing the use of ICT-related guidance solutions, but also managing the use of
ICT-related solutions in a service context. Bimrose et al. (2010) emphasised that the
skills and competences required for Internet-based career guidance need to be regarded
as two separate but inter-related domains. One domain relates to the career
practitioners’ ICT user skills and competencies, while the other relates to more generic
career guidance skills and competencies.
Recent studies have revealed that in career services, the models of career
intervention and ways of experiencing and conceptualising social media appear to be
intertwined (Kettunen, Vuorinen, & Sampson, 2013, in press). The findings indicate
that if career field social media is to play an increasing role in career services, it is
necessary to expand career practitioners’ awareness of the varying models of career
interventions with online technologies. However, no research has specifically analysed
career practitioners’ conceptions of competency for social media in career services.
Throughout this article, the term competency will be used to refer to a combination of
the relevant attributes that underlie the aspects of successful professional performance
(Moore, Cheng, & Dainty, 2002).

Aim and Research Questions
This phenomenographic study sought to examine the conceptions of competency for
social media among career practitioners who have experience in using social media for
career services. The main aim is to discover and describe the qualitatively different
ways in which practitioners understand competency for social media in career services.
The key research questions are as follows: (1) What are the career practitioners’

conceptions of competency for social media in career services? (2) What are the critical
aspects that differentiate qualitatively varying ways of understanding competency for
social media? The ultimate aim of describing the variation is to expand the career
practitioners and trainers understanding of critical aspects in the development and
successful use of existing and emerging technologies in career services. The results may
support and provide an impetus for the development of pre-service and in-service
training of career practitioners while also contributing towards quality assurance in
training.

Methods
This study examined the career practitioners’ conceptions of competency for social
media in career services using a phenomenographic approach (Åkerlind, 2005b, 2012;
Marton 1981, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pong, 2005). Phenomenography
is a qualitative research approach that seeks to explore variations in how people
experience or understand a particular phenomenon. The primary outcome of a
phenomenographic analysis is a hierarchically structured set of logically related
categories that describe, on a collective level, people’s qualitatively different ways of
experiencing or conceptualising the phenomenon in question (Marton, 1986). Marton
and Booth (1997) emphasised that the categories of description should meet the
following three quality criteria: each category should describe a distinctly different way
of experiencing the phenomenon; a logical relationship between each category should
be hierarchically represented; and there should be a limited, parsimonious number of
different categories that describe the variation across the sample. The process used to
ensure quality descriptions in this study is described in the data analysis section.

Participants and the Context of the Study
The participants in this study were sixteen Danish and Finnish career practitioners with
experience using social media in career services. Seven of the sixteen participants were
from Denmark and nine were from Finland. There were ten females and six males, who
represented the age range from 30 to 59 and whose career service experience range
from 2 to 17 years. In keeping with phenomenographic techniques (Åkerlind, Bowden,
& Green, 2005; Marton & Booth, 1997), variation within the participants was
deliberately sought out in order to yield as much variation as possible in the
understandings of competency for social media in career services. Emails inviting
practitioners with experience using social media were sent to a variety of Finnish
professional guidance bodies and training units. An email was also sent to eVejledning,
a national eGuidance center in Denmark that provides services via various virtual
communication channels and social media settings. Experiences concerning the use of
social media guided the identification and selection of the interviewees, and purposive
sampling (Patton, 2002) was used to ensure the use of information-rich cases with the
potential to produce significant amounts of data relevant to the research investigation. In
previous phenomenographic studies, it has been suggested that as long as the sample is
selected so as to maximize variation, between 10 to 15 subjects is normally sufficient to
capture the variation (Åkerlind, 2008; Trigwell, 2000). The study participants represent
the guidance community from a variety of settings, including comprehensive, secondary
and higher education, as well as public employment services in both urban and rural
settings.

Data Collection
The data for the study were gathered using the focus group interview methodology

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2006; Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999; Krueger, 1997a, 1997b, 1998).
Because the aim of this study was to investigate a range of understandings of the same
phenomenon, focus groups were considered an effective method for encouraging the
participants to express their thoughts and experiences through interacting with each
other. Furthermore, focus groups were considered appropriate because
phenomenographic research aims to capture collective rather than individual accounts
of people’s experience and understanding of the phenomenon under study.
Three focus groups, one in English with Danish career practitioners and two in
Finnish with Finnish career practitioners, were conducted between February and May
2012. The focus group interviews were semi-structured and consisted of questions
designed to direct the interviewees’ focus towards the target phenomenon. The
following five questions were asked: “What is the role of the career practitioner in
meeting career services goals?”, “What is the role of social media in career services?”,
“What is career service like in social media?”, “What are the skills needed for social
media in career services?”, and “How can social media be best utilised in career
services?”. The interviews were informal and conversational, allowing the interviewees
to discuss their current understandings of and experiences with the phenomenon as fully
and openly as possible. Neutral follow-up questions were used to encourage the
participants to elaborate on or clarify their responses, examples of which include the
following: “Could you tell a bit more about that?”, “Could you describe it/explain it a
little further?” and “Could you give an example of it?” were used to encourage the
participants to elaborate on or clarify their responses. When asking follow-up questions,
the facilitator was careful to avoid leading the practitioners’ responses. Digital
recordings of the focus group interviews were transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data analysis
Phenomenographic data analysis strategies vary (Åkerlind, 2005b, 2012). Bowden
(1995, 2000b) has advocated for transcript analysis, whereas Marton (1986, 1994) has
utilised segments from transcripts and preferred to explore smaller section analysis. The
approach taken in this study followed the guidelines and examples offered by Marton
(1986), Bowden (2000a), Bowden and Green (2010) and Åkerlind (2005a,b) and sought
to consider the transcripts as a whole. The purpose of using the entire transcripts or
large sections of each transcript was to increase the accuracy of the interpretation of the
answers (Åkerlind et al., 2005).
The first phase of the analysis focused on identifying and describing the career
practitioners’ ways of understanding competency for social media in general terms.
Repeated reading afforded greater familiarisation with the data, and by focusing on the
similarities and differences in the expressed meanings cases of variation or agreement
were identified and grouped accordingly. Gradually, by comparing similarities and
contrasting differences, a draft set of descriptive categories for collective meanings was
developed, defined and named.
The second phase of the analysis focused on delineating the logical relationships
and the structure between the various categories. Common themes of variation in the
career practitioners’ ways of understanding competency for social media were identified
and used to structure the logical relationships both within and between the categories
(Åkerlind, 2005a). The aim was to reveal variation among the key aspects in terms of
how one way of seeing a phenomenon differs from another, more complex one
(Åkerlind, 2005a; Marton & Booth, 1997).
To ensure a robust analysis of the interview data, the data were first analysed by
the first author, and then, a second opinion was sought from research colleagues with

whom the first author met several times in order to discuss and revise the categories and
their structures. This was done in an attempt to ensure that each category would confirm
the validity of the interpretations of the data. Iterative re-reading and re-drafting
continued until saturation occurred, that is, until the re-reading no longer produced any
significant change in the categories of description (Bowden & Green, 2010).

Results
The analysis of the data revealed four distinct categories of description reflecting the
career practitioners’ conceptions of competency for social media in career services
(Table 1). Each category adds to or deepens the previous category. Competency for
social media in career services was conceived as 1) an ability to use social media for
delivering information, 2) an ability to use social media for delivering career services,
3) an ability to utilise social media for collaborative career exploration and 4) an ability
to utilise social media for co-careering. The formed categories were nested in
hierarchies expanding from the least understanding to the most complex understanding.
The phenomenal aspects differentiating the categories are known as dimensions of
variation. They comprise the critical aspects for expanding a more sophisticated or
complete level of understanding. These dimensions were named: approach to social
media, function of social media in career services, online skills, ethical principles and
personal characteristics.
Table 1. Career practitioners’ conceptions of competency for social media in career
services
File1

Each category is described in more detail below. Excerpts from relevant
interview transcripts are included to illustrate the key aspects of each category. It should

be noted that this categorisation represents collective conceptions of competency rather
than individual conceptions of competency for social media in career services. Thus, at
an individual level, some practitioners hold more than one conception of a given
phenomenon.

Description of the Categories
Category 1: Competency for social media in career services is an ability to use
social media for delivering information
In the first category, competency for social media is conceived as an ability to use social
media for delivering information. The practitioners’ approach to social media is
technology focused, meaning that emphasis is placed on the operational understanding
of various social media tools and ways of using these tools as a means for delivering
information.
“We have to know how social media tools, sharing and “likes” work. I am talking
about Facebook, but also Google+ and the other ones.”

Practitioners regard media literacy as a key online skill for social media use. In
this category, they emphasise that the ability to be an active and safe participants in
social media requires proficiency in locating, evaluating and using various types of
online content and services in a critical and active manner. Furthermore, the ability to
support individuals in this area is highlighted.
“Because career practitioners need to obtain an awful lot of timely information, I’d
say that having good media literacy is kind of like general knowledge, all-around
education.”

“You can find so much information from the Internet, but if you don’t know which
of them to pick from, then you’ll just be lost.”

Practitioners express ethical concerns about the accuracy and validity of
information, especially with respect to the information they present and share online.
Practitioners anticipate that their professionalism is more easily questioned or
challenged in open social media settings and they highlight the importance of the
professional tone and accuracy of information.
“You have to balance with making good posts and being right all the time.”

“I asked some of my colleagues before I posted it; yes, I had to feel sure that it was
all right.”

Personal motivation is considered to be a key factor for adaptation and
participation in social media. Practitioners state that interest in experiencing and
participating in social media is essential in order to learn what does and what does not
work in social media settings.
“Technical know-how, it is not a threshold question…I mean that if there is
motivation, for sure one will manage.”

Category 2: Competency for social media in career services is an ability to use
social media for delivering career services
In the second category, competency for social media is conceived as an ability to use
social media for delivering career services. The approach to social media is now content
focused, meaning that emphasis is placed on content-centred communication and ways
of using social media not just for delivering information but also as a medium for oneto-one communication.
“It is not the [social media] technology that is the main role; I mean that we should
be using it in such a way that the content rises in the focus.”

Practitioners regard online writing as being a key skill for social media use.
They emphasise that the ability to be a versatile writer and develop a style that meets
the needs of the individuals they are trying to reach or serve requires various types of
writing skills and a readiness to do things in new ways. Furthermore, thoughtful and
careful word usage is highlighted because the interpretation of the meaning, intent and
tone might rely solely on the typed words.
“In terms of online writings skills, I mean that you must be able to write with such
a language in there [social media] that you will be taken seriously. Literary
language may not quite be the thing.”

““The power of [typed] words and the attitudes that come across there [social
media] such as the choice of words, do I call myself ‘unemployed’ or am I
‘between jobs?’ Oh, well, I do reflect upon these things.”

In this category, practitioners ethical concerns extended from the accuracy and
validity of information to privacy issues in social media. Practitioners are especially
concerned with ensuring that communication with individuals is protected to the degree
they desire. The importance of understanding the privacy provisions and privacy
settings of various social media tools is highlighted. Additional concerns exist regarding
the line between personal and professional lives, which might get blurred in social
media settings.
“You have to also be aware of the risks, like the issues that we discuss with
individuals, with students, they are very private and if that would go public, I
mean, it could do a lot of harm.”

Practitioners express that the implementation of social media is an ongoing
process that requires not only motivation but also patience and perseverance.
Experimenting with and integrating social media is a step-by-step process, and it takes

time to establish a positive awareness before individuals find and engage with career
services.
“Conducting career services in social media requires patience.”

“One has to understand that it is not sealed and delivered at once but continues to
evolve over time.”

Category 3: Competency for social media in career services is an ability to utilise
social media for collaborative career exploration
In this third category, competency for social media is conceived as an ability to utilise
social media for collaborative career exploration. The practitioners’ approach to social
media is pedagogically focused, meaning that emphasis is placed on the methods,
techniques and activities that foster collaborative processes in career learning among
peer group members. While in the previous categories social media functioned merely
as an alternative channel, here practitioners perceive social media as an interactive
working space and an integral part of career services.
“You need to be able to break the content into smaller segments and it is about
making it a process, and then individuals can create content and contribute.”

“And at its best we are able to get the students to reflect on their own views and by
doing so they become producers of information themselves.”

“So, if you are good at this, you’ll have the capability to make something so
interesting that other people will like to share it: the questions or the answers.”

Practitioners in this category regard online discourse as being a key skill for
social media use. They emphasise that the ability to generate and maintain an engaging
and constructive online discussion with individuals and groups requires appropriate
structuring and active facilitation in terms of guiding and shaping the discourse.

Furthermore, the practical understanding of the methods for enhancing participation and
interaction in online discourse are highlighted.
“To my mind, skills for online discourse and know-how for the interpretation of
the online discussions are also strongly needed.”

“You don’t feed facts. You ask questions. So, actually, we should be very good at
doing social media.”

Practitioners have ethical concerns related to confidentiality. The importance of
preserving confidentiality while creating maximum value from the utilisation of social
media is highlighted. Especially when working with a group, emphasis is placed on
ensuring that participants understand and respect the confidentiality of the other group
members.
“You must be able to build a certain level of confidentiality so that they dare to
share their thoughts. It seems to me kind of like a key factor at the start or
otherwise the group won’t function so well.”

Practitioners state that establishing a presence and voice in social media requires
personal confidence. The willingness to throw oneself into an open social media space,
share information, and participate in online discourse takes courage.

“You need confidence to do things in social media.”

“You need courage. It is important. Your counselling competence can be
questioned at any time. That’s new.”

Category 4: Competency for social media in career services is an ability to utilise
social media for co-careering
In this fourth category, competency for social media is conceived as an ability to utilise

social media for co-careering where shared expertise and meaningful co-construction on
career issues takes place with and among community members. The practitioners
approach to social media is systemically focused, meaning that emphasis is placed on
rethinking the organisational culture of career services, as well as the ideology and
methods of practise and training. Unlike in previous categories, social media now
functions as an impetus for paradigm change and reform in career services.
“This is also changing the rules: career services can’t make social media behave as
career services would like it to. Instead, career services have to change the way
career services works so that it will work through social media. That is a big
challenge because we have to rethink the whole idea of career services.”

Practitioners regard online presence as being a key factor and skill for social media
use. They emphasise that the ability to project oneself as reliable and real in communities
where shared expertise and meaningful co-construction regarding career issues are present
requires a cognisant, properly managed and monitored online presence. Furthermore, the
practical understanding of methods and strategies for enhancing the sense of being with
others and being present via an online medium is highlighted.
”I think that in social media you have to put in significantly more effort to be
present and ‘switched-on’ than in live meetings.”

”And presence in social media, it has to do with understanding how to behave there
in such a way that you are treated as an equal and reliable.”

In this category, practitioners ethical reflections and concerns moved from
privacy and confidentially issues to professional proficiency in open social media
settings. Practitioners highlight the importance of ensuring that work-related activities
in open social media settings come across as professional. The emphasis is placed on

well-structured and well-thought-out professional goals and strategies that fit those
goals.
”I perceive that part of professionalism is that before you go there [social media]
you know what you are and what you want to bring out through this forum.”

Practitioners state that the utilisation of social media requires an innovative
approach. Due to the collaborative and social nature of social media, practitioners must
reframe their practice and both invent and design new ways of doing things.
“We need to create a completely new way of thinking in there [social media]...”

Relationship Between the Categories
The categories of description were distinguished from each other and organised
hierarchically through dimensions of variation that emerged from the data. Due to the
structural hierarchy of inclusiveness, some conceptions can be seen as more complete
and more complex than others (Åkerlind, 2005a).
The career practitioners’ approach to social media changed across the categories
of description. In category 1, where competency for social media is conceived of as an
ability to use it for delivering information, the distinct difference in relation to other
categories was the technology focused approach to social media. A shift from
technology to a content focused approach was discerned in category 2, where
competency for social media is conceived as an ability to use it for delivering career
services. A turning point occurred in category 3. This marked a change in approach as
the emphasis shifted from being mainly technology focused and content focused to
being pedagogically focused. In the most complex category, where competency for
social media is conceived as an ability to utilise it for co-careering, a shift to a
systemically focused approach was discerned.

In terms of the function of social media in career services, the transition across the
categories was from the means for delivering information to an impetus for paradigm
change and reform. The most distinct difference between category 1 and the other
categories was that social media functioned merely as a means for delivering information,
while in the more complex categories, the viability of social media as an alternative
communication channel and working space was also emphasised. A change from
emphasising the information transmission function to viewing social media as a medium for
one-to-one communication was discerned in category 2, where competency for social media
is conceived as an ability to use it for delivering career services. A turning point was again
seen in category 3, as it marked a shift in the function of social media from being an
alternative information and communication channel to being an interactive working space.
A significant shift where social media began to function as an impetus for paradigm change
and reform in career services was discerned in category 4, where competency for social
media is regarded as an ability to utilise it for co-careering.

Shifts in online skills appeared as transitions from media literacy to an online
presence. In category 1, media literacy, the ability to locate, evaluate and use various
types of online content and services in a critical and active manner was considered to be
a prerequisite skill for social media activity, whereas in category 2, versatile online
writing skills with a style that meets the individuals’ needs were emphasised since the
interpretation of the meaning, intent and tone may rely solely on the typed words. In
category 3, where competency for social media is conceived as an ability to utilise it for
collaborative career exploration, online skills are extended to participating in online
discourse, which requires appropriate structuring and active facilitation in terms of
guiding and shaping constructive discourse. In the most complex category, the emphasis
was placed on online presence skills.

Ethical principles regarding the use of social media varied across the categories.
In category 1, where competency for social media is conceived as an ability to use it for
delivering information, the ethical concerns relate to accuracy and validity in obtaining
and sharing information online. In categories 2 and category 3, where competency for
social media is regarded as an ability to use it for delivering career services and
collaborative career exploration, the ethical concerns shifted to privacy (category 2) and
confidentiality (category 3) issues in social media. In the most complex category, ethical
reflections and concerns moved to those regarding professional proficiency in open
social media settings.
The personal characteristics of practitioners who work with and in social media
were characterised differently in all categories. In the least complex categories, the
identifiable characteristics were motivation (category 1) and patience (category 2).
Being confident was defined as a key characteristic in category 3, where competency for
social media is conceived as an ability to utilise it for collaborative career exploration.
In the most complex category, where competency for social media is conceived as an
ability to utilise it for co-careering, innovative behaviours and characteristics were
emphasised.

Discussion
This study identified career practitioners' different ways of understanding competency
for social media in career services in four distinct categories of description that ranged
from an ability to use social media for delivering information to an ability to utilise
social media for co-careering where shared expertise and meaningful co-construction on
career issues takes place with and among community members. Five dimensions of
variation were identified: approach to social media, function of social media in career
services, online skills, ethical principles and personal characteristics.

The findings show similarities with earlier studies on competencies required by
career practitioners to use information and communications technology in career
services; however, this study´s results also provide some new insights into those
discussions. The main similarities with earlier studies (e.g. Barnes & Watts, 2009) can
be found in the results from the first three categories, where the conceptions of
competency for social media in career services include the ability to deliver information
and career services, as well as collaborative career exploration. That finding is also in
accordance with Cogoi’s (2005) earlier observation that guidance practitioners may
require competences for using ICT as a resource, as a medium for communication and
for material development. The most complex category in this study revealed an
additional competency, an ability to utilise social media for co-careering, which has not
previously been discussed. In this category, the systemically focused approach to social
media was first articulated; social media became an impetus for paradigm change and
reform, and the emphasis was placed on methods and strategies for creating a cognisant,
properly managed and monitored online presence. The findings also further support the
observations regarding ethical issues related to the use of technologies in career practice
(e.g. Sampson & Makela, 2014) and Bimrose et al.’s (2010) notion that the career
practitioners’ ICT user skills and competencies, as well as their more generic career
guidance skills and competencies, need to be regarded as two separate but inter-related
domains.
The findings of this study show that competency for social media in career
services is not only about a particular set of new skills. Success in developing
competency for social media in career services is a dynamic combination of cognitive,
social, emotional and ethical factors that are interwoven. On the basis of our findings,
we argue that it is important to develop pre-service and in-service training of career

practitioners and support for deepening their competency for social media by using the
critical aspects identified in this study. There is an urgent need for both the pre-service
and in-service training curricula to be updated to include this knowledge. Career
practitioners and trainers should recognise the variety that exists in understanding
competency for social media in career services and they should understand the critical
differences between their current conceptions and the more advanced ways of
conceptualising competency that they can potentially move towards. A major task in
training is to bring about learning experiences that provide practitioners with the
opportunity to discern the critical aspects needed for expanding both their practical and
conceptual understandings of competency in the use of social media. The hierarchical
structure of the findings can serve as a pedagogical tool for trainers of career
practitioners, enabling them to ground and convert these new competences in the future
practice and continuous development in it. This is crucial if career practitioners are to
successfully adjust to the paradigm shift in career services that is emerging along with
the current use of social media (Kettunen et al., in press). This topic, like the
reaffirmation or revision of the role of guidance, is needed within training. Further
research and experimentation regarding the pedagogical use of the results are needed.
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