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ANNA TONI AND RAIMO VUORINEN

9. LIFELONG GUIDANCE IN FINLAND

Key Policies and Practices

ABSTRACT

Finland has a long history of good collaboration between the educational and 
employment sector regarding lifelong guidance, specifically career guidance. Today, 
this manifests as having a national strategy for lifelong guidance, good access to 
high quality services and innovative pilots such as the One-Stop Guidance Centres 
for youth. The new government led by Prime Minister Sanna Marin has decided to 
put even more efforts into lifelong guidance. This chapter describes what has been 
done and what future challenges lie ahead.

INTRODUCTION

Finland has a long history of career guidance programmes and policies that help 
individuals to develop the skills to move effectively through learning and work 
(Kasurinen & Vuorinen, 2008; Merimaa, 2018). The services are provided mainly 
by two established public systems. The Ministry of Education and Culture is 
responsible for the organisation and funding of guidance and counselling services 
in comprehensive and upper secondary schools and in higher education. In 
comprehensive and upper secondary level education career guidance is a scheduled 
compulsory element in curriculum and a student entitlement. The Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Employment is responsible for establishing political guidelines 
and strategic goals for the national labour market policy. Guidance and counselling 
services provided by the ‘Employment and Economic Development Offices (TE 
Offices)’ complement school-based services as they are mainly targeted at clients 
outside of education and training institutions. There has been a clear division of 
labour as well as long co-operation between these two systems.

EVOLUTION OF GUIDANCE SERVICES IN EMPLOYMENT SETTINGS

Professional vocational guidance and counselling began in Finland in 1939 
when a psychologist´s position was created in the employment office in Helsinki 
(Nummenmaa & Sinisalo, 1997). The pioneering career counsellor and counselling 
psychologist was professor Niilo Mäki, who worked in the office from 1941 to 1946 
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(e.g. Kiianmaa & Pulliainen, 1989; Tapaninen, 2006). In 1948 the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 88 on public employment services gave a 
recommendation that all nations should provide a free public employment services. 
During the 40s and 50s, 13 Finnish municipalities became involved in career guidance 
and established vacancies for vocational psychologists (Nummenmaa et al., 1997). In 
the 1960s, the position of career guidance as part of Finnish employment policies and 
practices strengthened further when it was written in the law (Suomen asetuskoelma, 
1960). A nationwide organisation of vocational guidance offices was developed 
under the labour administration and in the 1970s vocational guidance offices and 
employment offices, were joined into one employment service (Nummenmaa et al., 
1997) under the Ministry of Employment.

The labour administration in Finland was reorganised in the late 1980’s and 
regional employment agencies were changed to regional centers for trade and 
employment. In this new context the role and position of vocational guidance was 
diminished in regional administration (Vuorinen, Leminen, & Pulliainen, 2014). A 
new, efficient way to address the needs of individual customers was developed in 
the employment offices through the tiering of services into self-help, group-based 
services and intensive case-managed services, including individual counselling 
(Sultana & Watts, 2006).

In 2007, the Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Ministry of Labour were 
merged into the Finnish Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment. The regional 
administration was reorganised into 15 Centres for Economic Development, Transport 
and the Environment (ELY Centres). One year later in 2009 the employment offices 
were renamed similarly as ‘Employment and Economic Development Offices (TE 
Offices)’. Subsequently the vocational psychologists started working in a branch 
named ’vocational development services’ in co-operation with educational advisors, 
vocational training advisors, rehabilitation advisors and advisors for labour market 
training. In 2013, the vocational psychologists started to work within all the three 
service lines with the overall service model:

1. Employment and Business Services
2. Business Competence Development Services
3. Supported Employment Services

The reform of national employment and economic offices was based on the goals 
of the national strategies on employment and entrepreneurship. The underlying 
principles in the reform were customer-orientedness, equal access, societal efficiency 
and productivity. Attention was given to core functions: the supply of skilled labour, 
fast placement of job-seekers. As an outcome of the reform the traditional vocational 
guidance came to an end as an organisational stand-alone service and the previously 
separate concepts of ‘vocational guidance’, ‘educational advice’ and ‘vocational 
rehabilitation’ were merged into one concept ‘vocational guidance and career 
planning’ (Vuorinen et al., 2014).
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INTEGRATION OF CAREER GUIDANCE WITHIN EDUCATION SYSTEM

As the vocational guidance services reached a sustainable status in the employment 
sector in the 1970s, the vocational psychologists visited schools and provided career 
guidance in co-operation with a network of designated career teachers. In 1970, 
Finland started a major school reform process and the formal dual system was 
transformed into a nine-year comprehensive education system. At that time, career 
education was embedded in the national core curricula as a compulsory subject for 
all students (Kasurinen & Vuorinen, 2008; Merimaa, 2018). In the 1980s school 
counselling was integrated into upper secondary general education and vocational 
secondary level education as well.

In general, guidance services are provided and co-ordinated by full-time school 
counsellors, who are employed by the schools. They are in charge of the timetabled 
career education sessions, group activities, individual guidance and co-operation 
with employers and stakeholders. School counsellors co-operate with group tutors 
who support their own students on daily activities. Also, all teachers are expected 
to instruct their students in study skills in particular. In vocational education and 
training (VET) career education is integrated into all vocational subjects and the 
transition skills are developed in co-operation with local employment and economic 
offices, companies and local youth services (FNAE, 2016a, 2016b).

In 2002, the National Board of Education conducted an evaluation of guidance in 
basic and upper secondary level education. According to the results, students received 
information on how to apply to secondary or tertiary education but less current 
labour market information. The focus of the career education programmes was on 
the completion of programmes rather than transitional issues from lifelong learning 
perspective (Numminen & Kasurinen, 2003). As a response to this, the subsequent 
reforms of the national core curricula (FNAE, 2016a, 2016b; Opetushallitus, 2004) 
emphasised the career development process and acquisition of career management 
skills and entrepreneurial skills in all grade levels from primary school through to 
secondary schools and in vocational streams. The European Lifelong Guidance 
Policy Network (ELGPN, 2012, 2015a) defines Career Management Skills (CMS) 
as ‘a range of competences which provide structured ways for individuals and 
groups to gather, analyse, synthesise and organise self, educational and occupational 
information, as well as the skills to make and implement decisions and transitions’ 
(ELGPN, 2012, p. 21).

The reform in upper secondary education in the 1990s emphasised co-operation 
between general and vocational education with flexible programmes and the right 
mix of guidance and education opportunities to ensure that there are no dead ends 
once students have graduated (Numminen & Kasurinen, 2003). General education 
and vocational qualifications became more equal as students could obtain general 
eligibility for higher education from both tracks. Thus career education acts as a 
link between the school, community and working life. It promotes social justice, 
equity, equality and inclusion and prevents marginalisation from education and 
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employment (Hooley, 2014). As a compulsory curriculum entitlement, it provides 
an opportunity to reflect on future options with the whole age cohort and it is a 
cost-effective measure for preventing drop-outs and further social exclusion. The 
knowledge and skills developed in career education contributes to the availability of 
the skilled labour force and the balance between the demand and supply of skills and 
competences in the future labour market (OECD, 2004).

Working life, careers and attitudes towards work in Finland are going through 
large and dynamic changes. There is a rising demand for learning across all levels 
of qualifications (Blossfield, Kilpi-Jakonen, Vono de Vilhena, & Buchholz, 2014). 
This is due to an increasing share of knowledge work, rapid skills renewal, and 
strong focus on innovation and development, in parallel with an ageing work force 
and growing skills shortages (Tikkanen & Nissinen, 2016). It has been estimated 
that in each year approximately 400,000 Finns change jobs (Lindholm, Kesä, 
Kukkonen, Jämsen, & Hyttinen, 2017). In the last few years structural and long-
term unemployment have been quite high in Finland (e.g. Duell, Thurau, & Vetter, 
2016; European Commission, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c) and the unemployment rate has 
been higher than in other Nordic countries (OECD, 2018). However, during 2018 we 
have seen a positive trend in the labour market (e.g. OECD, 2019; Official Statistics 
of Finland, 2018). Finland is now facing a shortage of skilled workers in some areas. 
For instance, there are not enough information and communication technology (ICT) 
specialists. According to the OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018), more than 9 in 
10 of all job openings in Finland (including replacements for vacated jobs) between 
now and 2030 will be for high- or medium-level qualifications. The average across 
the other OECD countries is 5 in 10 jobs. Demands for competences and skills are 
getting more varied and more challenging all the time. Education is becoming the 
new insurance for independent livelihood.

Finland has also adopted the European Flexicurity agenda (Council of the 
European Union, 2007) as a response to the changing world of work and structural 
changes in the job markets. Flexicurity attempts to reconcile employers’ need for a 
flexible workforce with workers’ need for security. It tries to ensure that whereas 
employees might more easily lose their job, they are less likely to lose their livelihood 
(Sultana, 2012). Since 2005, an operational model of change security targeted for 
workers dismissed for economic reasons or those at risk of dismissal has facilitated 
employees to shift from one job to another. The legislation regarding change security 
in the competitiveness agreement entered into force 2017. The employer has to offer 
the employees that they have dismissed for economic reasons coaching and training 
which enhance the employability of the employee. The employer finances this 
training and its value should be equivalent to the pay of the employee.

The flexicurity in the labour market has also been enhanced by changes to the social 
security system and principle of lifelong learning. For example, more emphasis has 
been put on the possibility to study while receiving employment benefit and labour 
market training has been developed more towards fitting labour market needs.
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LIFELONG GUIDANCE IN FINLAND TODAY

Like in many countries, in Finland guidance is distributed across educational, labour 
market, social and health provision, under different ministries and other jurisdictions 
(schools, tertiary education, public employment services, social partners, the 
voluntary sector, the private sector, different projects). All providers are facing a 
growing demand for guidance whilst also having to deal with the need to make 
savings. In order to avoid overlapping services a new trend has emerged towards 
cross-sectoral networks in guidance services (Nykänen, Saukkonen, & Vuorinen, 
2012) and flexible development of the totality of guidance services. (Spangar, 
Arnkil, & Vuorinen, 2008). Key features in a well-functioning service network are 
collaborative and dialogical creation of knowledge, inclusive collaboration and 
emergent development of new type of leadership and management in networks 
(Nykänen, 2011).

The Finnish Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and the Ministry 
of Education and Culture established a national lifelong guidance working group 
in 2010 and extended its mandate in 2011 into the National Lifelong Guidance 
Coordination and Cooperation Group. The goal of this national representative 
structure is to enhance national, regional and local information, advice and guidance 
services with a lifelong approach, support the implementation of the Youth Guarantee 
Initiative and strengthen multi-administrative and multi-professional co-operation 
among the service providers and policy makers. The national working group is co-
chaired by the Ministry of Education and Culture and the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs and Employment with close co-operation between these two sectors. In 
addition to these two ministries, the group consists of representatives of different 
ministries and agencies related to them and different education and labour related 
unions and students’ organisations. The group has defined the following strategic 
objectives for developing lifelong and life wide guidance in Finland (Opetus- ja 
kulttuuriministeriö, 2011):

services will be equally accessible for all and they meet the individual needs;
individual career management skills will be strengthened;
those who work in the field of guidance will have the required knowledge, skills 
and competences;
a quality assurance system for guidance will be developed; and
the guidance system will function as a coherent and holistic entity.

In addition, the group has given several recommendations on for example multi-
professional guidance services, the development of digital services and the education 
and recruitment of guidance professionals.

In 2013, the regional Centres for Economic Development, Transport and the 
Environment (ELY-centres) were given the task of coordinating the development 
work on lifelong guidance provision in their own region by means of regional 
lifelong guidance working groups with representatives of the service providers 
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and key stakeholders. This new coordination model for guidance services has 
been implemented in accordance with the above mentioned five strategic goals for 
lifelong guidance. The following sections of this chapter include brief overviews of 
the current services in different sectors.

Career Education and Guidance Counselling as a Student Entitlement in 
Education

The Basic Education Act (628/1998, § 11) states that every pupil is entitled to adequate 
career guidance services (§ 30). Guidance services in upper secondary general 
education (Lukiolaki, 714/2018) and in vocational schools (Laki ammatillisesta 
koulutuksesta, 531/2017) are similarly prescribed by law.

In comprehensive education, career education is a compulsory element in the 
curriculum, comprising 76 hours of scheduled activities in students’ timetables 
during classes 7–9. In addition, there is an entitlement for individual guidance and 
group counselling, and practical work-experience periods in companies. In grades 
1–6, guidance is embedded in the work of the classroom teachers. Since 2016, the 
compulsory time slot for career education in the upper secondary level general 
education also totals of 76 hours. The students are further entitled to have access to 
career guidance for one year after graduation (FNAE, 2016a, 2016b).

The National Agency for Education defines the core curriculum but requires 
the approach to delivery to be organised locally. The local institutional curriculum 
must include a description of co-operation with the local labour market and business 
community. Classroom visits by labour market representatives, visits to workplaces, 
project work, the use of different sectors’ information materials and introduction-to-
working-life periods are central parts of this co-operation. The instruction in the other 
school subjects is to include modules that connect the knowledge and skills provided 
by the subject to the demands and possibilities of working life. The emphasis is on 
the promotion of CMS as an explicit competence area, not only on the choice of next 
school level. Students and their parents/guardians are to have the chance to receive 
information on optional elements of the curriculum as well as on the implications 
of these choices for the further education by meeting collectively with the teacher, 
school counsellor and students (FNAE, 2016a, 2016b).

During grades 7–9 the school is required to organise practical introduction-to-
working life periods (TET) with personal experiences in order to create a basis for 
educational and career choices and to increase appreciation for work life in general. 
In connection with the work experience programme, students should be able to 
evaluate the knowledge and experience they gain. TET is normally implemented 
in cooperation with the other school subjects utilising their content and working 
methods.

Although career education has similar status as other subjects in the curricula, the 
students are given no credentials. Evaluation is based on students’ self-assessment 
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as well as on interactions, guiding and encouraging feedback in conjunction with 
different guidance activities. The students reflect on their progress in discussions 
with the teacher, they learn to evaluate their potential, their skills, their ability to act, 
their agency and their resources, the amount and quality of their need for guidance, 
their ability to work in groups and their communication skills. Students are guided 
to understand how their values, beliefs and people that are important to them have 
impact on their choices and decisions. Students learn to evaluate their skills to 
seek information and skills to use ICT in seeking educational and labour market 
information. Students are encouraged to pay attention to their skills to evaluate the 
reliability and relevance of various information sources. Students are guided to be 
aware of various self-assessment methods and tools, and to identify how they can be 
used in their career planning. (FNAE, 2016a, 2016b).

According to international evaluations (Holman, 2014; OECD, 2004) the 
integration of career education into the curriculum has been considered one of 
Finland’s biggest strengths in guidance. In the PISA 2012 study (Sweet, Nissinen, &  
Vuorinen, 2014) Finnish 15 year-olds reported that compared with many other 
countries they had acquired competence in many dimensions of career development. 
In Finland, school was seen as a substantially more important source for the 
acquisition of career development competence than sources outside the school.

Career Services in Vocational Education and Training (VET)

The reform of vocational upper secondary education and training in Finland (2018) 
requires new forms of guidance services. Instead of the previous supply-oriented 
approach, the government is promoting a student-oriented and demand-driven 
approach with competence-based modules and validation of non-formal and informal 
learning. Each student will have the possibility to design an individually appropriate 
and flexible learning path to finish an entire qualification or a supplementary skill 
set corresponding to their own needs. The education providers will have increased 
freedom in organising their activities, including career education and guidance. From 
the beginning of 2018 the new law on VET requires that in each 3-year programme 
there is a compulsory module (25–30 hours) on the development of Career 
Management Skills (Laki ammatillisesta koulutuksesta, 531/2017). A personal 
competence development plan is drawn up for every student. VET providers and 
their guidance counsellors are the main source of information and guidance for 
students, but the public employment service produce labour market information, 
courses and guidance for young people as well.

Career Services in Higher Education

In higher education institutes (HEIs) guidance and counselling services vary in 
quantity and quality (Moitus & Vuorinen, 2003; Virolainen, 2007; Vuorinen et al., 
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2005). The HEIs have autonomy in designing the services, but they are developing 
indicators identifying how this process is promoted and supported and monitored 
as a part of the quality assurance systems of the whole organisation. In general, 
career centers or the student affairs offices are the places where students can ask 
about things linked with their studies, work practice, and student grants. In faculties, 
there are student affairs secretaries who are responsible for students’ study plans and 
for planning, developing and coordinating counselling services. In the universities 
of applied sciences (former polytechnics) career counsellors are responsible for 
guidance and counselling services. Academic tutors and other teachers together with 
peer tutors take part in counselling as agreed in the institutional plans.

Services for Young People

Studies (e.g. Salonen & Konkka, 2017) show that young people in Finland have a 
new way of thinking about work. Ethical values, global issues and the significance 
of work matter more than before to the new generation. Still, it is not so easy to enter 
the labour market as a young person with limited working experience and other 
personal challenges to conquer.

One of the biggest success stories of guidance in Finland in recent years has been 
the low threshold One-Stop Guidance Centres (Ohjaamo in Finnish) (see Kettunen 
& Felt, Chapter 20, this volume). Following the priorities of the national strategy 
for lifelong guidance and the youth guarantee initiative, Finland has established a 
network of locally operating One-Stop Guidance Centres that provide young people 
under 30 years old with information, advice and guidance on a walk-in and easy-
access basis and through multiple channels (e.g. face to face, online, phone). In spring 
2019, there were almost 70 One-Stop Guidance Centres. The One-Stop Guidance 
Centres have a national steering group chaired by the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
and Employment with representatives from different ministries, offices, unions and 
other third sector parties.

Even though there are many different support services available, some of the 
students in upper secondary education drop out and they especially are in a higher 
risk of marginalisation. According to official statistics presented in Finland’s Labour 
Force Survey (2015), in 2015, 66 000 of 16–29 year olds were NEET, representing 
about 10% of the age group. Seventy per cent of them were unemployed, 13% with a 
disability pension, 10% were taking care of children and with no information on the 
remaining 7%. The network of outreach youth workers reached 26,000 youngsters in 
2017 (Bamming & Walldén, 2018). The responsibility for outreach work in Finland 
lies with the municipalities (youth departments). The PES, youth workshops and 
One-Stop Guidance Centres cooperate closely with outreach youth workers.

Youth workshops support young people aged under 29 in tackling issues related to 
education and training, working life and life management. The workshop activities 
are based on learning by doing through coaching and practical work. The workshops 
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are work-oriented and communal learning environments. Youth workshop activities 
are mainly organised by municipalities, associations and foundations. They are 
available in over 90% of all municipalities. The Ministry of Education and Culture 
is responsible for developing the workshop activities and assists them with grants 
handled by the Regional State Administrative Agencies.

Services for Adults

For those over 30-years in age career guidance is more and more relevant as working 
life becomes more and more complex. Individuals are often seeking help to find 
a job or education in their ‘own’ field or another due to economic reasons, health 
problems, motivation or family situation.

The Finnish PES offers services to all citizens regardless of their employment 
status. For example, the TE-ASPA, customer service centre of the PES, offers 
distance guidance services either via phone, video or text. The employed adults are 
an important customer group for them. The PES also offers tests and tasks that can 
help an individual to clarify their interests and familiarise them with different tasks 
and jobs. A new digital ecosystem for PES as a joint effort with other stakeholders is 
on the way and promises to help people find jobs that match their skills and interests.

The main method of psychological career guidance in PES is guiding discussions, 
where the customers’ interests, limits, opportunities and challenges are pondered. The 
process can also include tests and ‘homework’. The aim is to support the customers 
to make their own decisions and to strengthen their own career management skills for 
future decisions. In addition to confidential psychological discussions networking 
and co-operation are important, when implementing the career plans and using other 
available PES services.

For the customers who do not need that much support, the main issues in guidance 
are related to surviving layoffs, raising awareness of international opportunities, 
support for job seeking and accessing training and coaching. Young people, low-
skilled workers and immigrants usually need more support and services and their 
employment plan usually involves several steps.

It has been estimated that 1.9 million Finns have an illness or a disability and 
600,000 of them feel that it affects their ability to get a job or continue in their current 
job (Sosiaali- ja terveysministeriö, 2019). If health problems, working conditions 
or other issues in personal life prevents someone from working in a field one has 
education for, an individual is entitled to vocational rehabilitation with monetary 
subsidy from The Social Insurance Institution of Finland or a pension company. 
Multisectoral Joint Service for Enhancing Employment (monialainen yhteispalvelu 
TYP) is an operational model in which the PES, municipalities and the national 
Social Insurance Institution co-operate to help people with multiple challenges to 
find a path towards work. The contents of vocational rehabilitation can include for 
example career guidance, re-education, multidimensional group coaching and work 
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trials. The operational model is regulated by law (Laki työllistymistä edistävästä 
monialaisesta yhteispalvelusta, 1369/2014) and has a steering group chaired by the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment. The steering is done in close co-
operation with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, Social Insurance Institution 
and representatives of the municipalities.

The services for migrants to Finland are regulated by law. Immigrants get 
free lessons and are required to learn Finnish or Swedish. Career guidance with 
interpretation can be accessed through PES and there are telephone service lines 
available in Finnish, Swedish, English and Russian. Russian speaking and Estonian 
speaking language groups are the biggest language groups of native languages 
in Finland. A foreign language and multicultural sensitivities provide special 
challenges to career guidance of immigrants. There is a special program financed 
by The Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) to develop guidance of 
immigrants in Finland. The city of Helsinki has piloted One-Stop Guidance Centres 
for immigrants.1

Career Information and ICT in Lifelong Guidance

In Finland, the Ministry of Finance steers public sector information management, 
structural development, and joint services and service provision. It also steers the 
general criteria for information security, prepares information and administrative 
policies and develops digital administration. Each ministry steers the development 
of information management and related projects in its own administrative  
branch.

The public guidance service provision in Finland relies more and more on online 
applications and tools. This follows the national strategic objectives in terms of 
making guidance services more easily available for all target groups to allow access 
to the services at a time, place and method most convenient to the users. There 
are several Internet portals developed by the national education and employment 
authorities, municipalities, different regional actors, youth information centres, etc. 
to serve the information, advice and guidance needs of their primary client groups. 
Mostly these services are available in Finnish and Swedish, often also in English.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment is building a common 
open-access platform (Job Market) for recruitment and competence development 
services of the citizens. The Ministry of Education and Culture and the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Employment have a joint high-level working group focusing 
on the interoperability of existing and future e-services for the citizens. The long-
term goal is to develop multi-channelled career services for citizens as an integrated 
element of national e-governance strategies. There is also ongoing work to better 
integrate public digital systems and services for people struggling with their work 
ability.
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Professionalism of Career Practitioners

Finland has a strongly professionalised system of guidance by international standards 
(Andreassen, Einarsdóttir, Lerkkanen, Thomsen, & Wikstrand, 2019; Cedefop, 
2009; Vuorinen & Kettunen, 2017;). The theoretical basis of the work and training 
of counsellors has been connected with the historical roots of career guidance 
and counselling. From the start, vocational guidance was based on psychology, 
and Finland’s first vocational guidance counsellors were qualified psychologists 
(Nummenmaa & Sinisalo, 1997). Career guidance was also one of the first fields 
of application in the developing science of psychology in the universities. The 
scientific approach goes well with testing and other methods used in psychological 
guidance. Some of the assessment methods developed in the employment agencies 
are still used in private personnel companies who provide personal compatibility 
assessment.

Currently, a prerequisite of a vocational guidance psychologist in the public 
employment services in Finland is a master’s degree in psychology. The Ministry 
of Economic Affairs and Employment organises in-service training for all labour 
administration staff. Many vocational psychologists also pursue (while working) 
postgraduate studies in working life and organisational psychology. It is equally 
common to obtain a diploma in therapy, for example in cognitive, cognitive-analytic 
or psychodynamic therapy.

Within educational settings, the evolution of the practitioner training was 
integrated within the implementation of the guidance services in the reforms of 
education in the 1970s and 1980s The first qualified practitioners were former 
teachers who acted as change agents for the reform by providing information on the 
reform to students, parents, teachers, employers and also social partners. The first 
master’s degree counsellor training programme started at the University of Joensuu 
in 1988 (Vuorinen & Lerkkanen, 2011).

Until the mid 1990s the school counsellors for different educational levels were 
trained in separate programmes. The reforms of national educational strategies and 
the core curricula 1994 started to emphasise individual learning paths and more 
consistent co-operation between educational institutes on secondary level education. 
In 1998, the qualifications of the school counsellors in comprehensive and secondary 
level education were standardised in legislation. In addition to the required 
qualification for teachers (a master’s degree or a special qualification for vocational-
school teachers), all school counsellors must have a certificate of completion of a 
specialist postgraduate diploma in guidance and counselling (60 ECTS). Another 
option is to have a master’s degree in guidance and counselling (300 ECTS which 
includes the pedagogical training (60 ECTC) (Vuorinen & Lerkkanen, 2011). In 
2019, there are two universities and five universities of applied sciences providing 
programmes which meet the legally defined qualifications.
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There has been significant improvement in professionalism during the last 
decade. In 2016, 97% of the practitioners working in comprehensive and upper 
secondary level education had legally defined qualifications for the job. The training 
programmes are attractive among applicants. In 2016, only 11% of the total amount 
of applicants for university for university training programmes were enrolled in the 
actual training in universities. For the training programmes in the universities of 
applied sciences, 24% of the annual applicants were approved (Kumpulainen, 2017).

In the educational sector municipalities have a statutory obligation to enable study 
counsellors to participate in-service training, although actual training opportunities 
vary from one region to another. The courses are provided by the training units, 
national association of school counsellors, regional administration bodies, trade 
unions, employer organisations and private consultants. Since the 1990’s the in-
service training has often been integrated with national development projects in 
guidance (Atjonen, Manninen, Mäkinen, & Vanhalakka-Ruoho, 2011; Vuorinen, 
2006). A remaining challenge is to support systematic professional development 
of the guidance practitioners. Practitioners who have completed the master’s level 
Career Counsellor Education are eligible for scientific postgraduate education and 
future positions as researchers (Vuorinen & Lerkkanen, 2011).

Lifelong Guidance Services for the Future

The field of career guidance is becoming more versatile all the time: more and more 
private sector companies offer guidance but also unions, rehabilitation organisations, 
insurance companies and employers. It will be a challenge and an opportunity to 
define the minimum competences of guidance professionals and to co-operate and 
collaborate to maintain good customer experience for those who seek guidance.

The Finnish school system is an international model of success and we have a 
strong belief in the formal learning system (Sahlberg, 2015). However, to comply 
with the labour market needs, more emphasis is needed on informal and non-formal 
learning. Inverse to the trend in other EU-countries, the participation of adults 
in non-formal learning has slightly decreased in Finland during the past decade 
(Eurostat, n.d.). According to OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment 
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), Finland has a wide gap in participation of job-
related learning. Those with low foundation skills are less likely to participate in 
adult education and training than those with better skills (Musset, 2015). In addition, 
the improving employment rates are shadowed by matching problems – employers 
are having a hard time finding properly skilled workers. In 2018, 41% of companies 
reported difficulties in recruiting people to jobs (Larja, 2019).

During the recent years, more and more emphasis has been placed on lifelong 
learning and upskilling and reskilling pathways also in Finland. A national reform for 
continuous learning has been enforced by the new Finnish Government (Publications 
of the Finnish Government, 2019) with a long-term aim to enhance more flexible 
education possibilities, personalised guidance and funding structures.
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This poses a challenge for the new Finnish government that has ambitious goals 
in raising the employment rate by putting efforts in lifelong learning and developing 
public services further. The new government’s strategy has explicit references to 
lifelong guidance. The aim is to improve guidance services not only for unemployed 
persons, but also for those returning from extended family leave, employees and 
immigrants. More coherent services are planned for employees, entrepreneurs and 
the self-employed.

The government programme invites all stakeholders to enhance the lifelong 
guidance services by utilising and intensifying the existing good practices in 
cross-sectoral and multi-professional service provision. The aim is to enhance 
services for those in need of special support (including people with partial work 
capacity, immigrants, people with disabilities, young people and older members 
of the workforce). The goal is also to improve the availability of work coaches in 
employment and social services.

The government presents concrete measures to strengthen the career education 
and guidance in different levels of education e.g. by examining the optional student/
practitioner ratio and by stronger emphasis on guidance within the transition phases 
during individual learning paths. The capacity of first and second generation 
immigrants to access further studies will be improved by more structured guidance 
and multidisciplinary collaboration with their families.

Regarding lifelong guidance and the successful implementation of upcoming 
efforts of the government, the government program and the reports on continuous 
learning (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2019; Sitra, 2019) highlight these factors:

1. redefining national lifelong guidance strategy and strategic steering at national 
level to support cross-sectoral co-operation;

2. a jointly agreed framework for national coordination and legislation of multi-
professional guidance services for all age groups;

3. better evidence of effectiveness and impact of guidance services for different 
target groups (special target groups named by the government: immigrants, low-
skilled, people returning from family leave, aged workers, entrepreneurs and 
guidance at workplace);

4. strengthening the role of PES by re-organizing and reallocating resources and 
strengthening individual guidance services;

5. strengthening career education and guidance at all levels of education
6. defining and promoting career management in curriculum;
7. making sure that the development of public digital ecosystems is cross-sectoral 

and provides tools for career development for the citizens; and
8. redefining a competence framework for career professionals.

To implement the goals set out in the government program, the above factors 
should be carefully considered by ministries and relevant stakeholders. To form a 
new national strategy on lifelong guidance, ministries need an up-to-date overview 
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of the guidance system today and its gaps. Information is needed on one hand on 
the resources and quality of the services and on the other hand, the needs of the 
special target groups, and whether these needs are met. Resources have already 
been allocated to national studies to feed the revision of the strategy. The Ministry 
of Economic Affairs end Employment conducted a mapping of guidance in the 
PES services in the autumn 2019. The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre has 
an ongoing study on transitions between studies and there is a research program 
focusing on the impact of One-Stop-Guidance centres.

The government has set up several high-level working groups to oversee the 
implementation of the government program, and two of them will be most relevant 
from the perspective of lifelong guidance. First, the Ministry of Education and 
Culture has set up a parliamentary working group on continuous learning with 
wide consultation of views from stakeholders and citizens. Second, the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs and Employment has set up seven working groups to support the 
ministerial group on employment. One of the subgroups has a specific guidance-
related task on the mismatch of skills and labour market needs. 

The mandate of the current National Lifelong Guidance Coordination and Cooperation 
Group was renewed in February 2020 and will have a special task to coordinate the 
preparation of the new strategy for Lifelong Guidance. The ministries need to decide 
whether they renew its mandate or revise the representative structures for national co-
ordination. As the guidance field is becoming more varied and complex it is necessary 
to create ways to react more flexibly to the hastening changes in the labour market.

Transforming lifelong guidance services for the future can only be made possible 
by intensifying the current co-operation of government sectors and administrators 
and by working closer together and breaking silos. From citizens perspective there 
is a need for public services to develop a transparent approach to working, where 
the citizen’s situations can be looked at as a whole, regardless of where and when 
and with whom they seek help. This requires even better co-operation between 
sectors and probably also the wider emergence of multi-professional services and a 
sustainable model of One-Stop Guidance Centres for all age groups.

NOTE

1 https://www.ihhelsinki.fi
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