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Abstract: A growing number of career practitioners and career services are integrating artificial intelligence (AI) into their professional practice, while professional and empirical discussion of what AI is and what it is for in the career development process is still emerging. The IAEVG Communique (2024) has drawn attention to both the opportunities and the challenges that AI poses for career, educational, and vocational guidance. Considerable research has examined the skills and competencies required for using information and communications technology (ICT) in career services (e.g., Barnes & Watts, 2009; Bimrose et al., 2010; Cedefop, 2009), and attention has also been given to ethical principles and guidelines for service delivery. Less is known about how career practitioners themselves conceive of AI in the context of career development. This paper reports findings from a phenomenographic study of career practitioners’ conceptions of AI in career development. Data were collected in 2025–2026 through semi-structured interviews with educational, vocational, and career guidance practitioners working in comprehensive, secondary, and higher education and in public employment services. The analysis produced four qualitatively distinct and hierarchically inclusive categories of conception: AI is understood as (1) a threat, (2) a useful tool, (3) a collaborative space, and (4) an agent of change. Six critical aspects differentiate the categories: the perceived nature of AI, practitioners’ attitude, AI’s role in guidance, opportunities seen, the ethical view taken, and AI’s role in the wider system. The outcome space provides a framework for reflecting on how AI is currently understood and for identifying the professional development and policy implications for the career guidance workforce.
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Introduction
A growing number of career practitioners and career services are integrating artificial intelligence (AI) into their professional practice. To consider the usefulness and potential of existing and emerging technologies, it is essential that career practitioners are appropriately trained in this area (e.g., Bimrose et al., 2010; Kettunen et al., 2015; Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). Considerable research has examined the skills and competencies required for using ICT in career services (e.g., Barnes & Watts, 2009; Bimrose et al., 2010; Cedefop, 2009; Cogoi, 2005; Pyle, 2000), and attention has also been given to ethical principles and guidelines for service delivery and use, notably through the work of professional associations such as IAEVG. The IAEVG Communique (2024) on the role of AI in career, educational, and vocational guidance has drawn particular attention to both the opportunities and the challenges AI poses for the profession. This paper contributes to the field by examing how career practitioners conceive of AI in career development.
Objectives
1. To discover and describe the qualitatively different ways in which career practitioners conceice AI in career development.
1. To identify the critical aspects that differentiate these qualitatively varying ways of understanding AI.
1. To consider the implications of the result to professional practice, competence, and the responsible use of AI in career guidance.
Theoretical basis
The study is grounded in phenomenography (Marton, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997), a qualitative research approach developed to disclose the limited and logically interrelated ways in which a group of people experience, understand, or conceive of a particular phenomenon. Phenomenography does not aim to describe individual participants but to map the collective variation in conceptions and the critical aspects that differentiate them (Åkerlind, 2005). Conceptions are typically described as hierarchically inclusive: higher-order conceptions incorporate the awareness expressed in lower-order ones. Phenomenography has been used in career guidance research for example to examine practitioners’ conceptions of social media (Kettunen et al., 2013), ethical practice in social networking (Kettunen & Makela, 2019), the challenges of implementing ICT in career services (Kettunen & Sampson, 2019), innovation in career development (Kettunen, 2023), and systems development in lifelong guidance (Kettunen et al., 2023). 
Methodology
Data were collected in 2025–2026 through semi-structured interviews with educational, vocational, and career guidance practitioners representing comprehensive education, secondary education, higher education, and public employment services. Participants were drawn from the Finnish lifelong guidance community and represented both urban and rural setting. Informed consent was secured and the study followed the ethical principles of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity. Interview questions were open-ended and directed participants’ attention to the target phenomenon of AI in career development, inviting them to articulate their experiences, understandings, and expectations. Analysis followed an established phenomenographic procedure (Åkerlind, 2005; Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018), moving iteratively between the data as a whole and specific excerpts to identify categories of description and the critical aspects distinguishing them.
Results
The analysis produced four qualitatively distinct and hierarchically inclusive categories of description of AI in career development: (A) threat, (B) useful tool, (C) collaborative space, and (D) agent of change. These categories vary along six critical dimensions: the perceived nature of AI, practitioners’ attitude, AI’s role in guidance, the opportunities seen in AI, the ethical view taken, and AI’s role in the wider system. The outcome space is summarised in Table 1.
In the threat conception, AI is experienced as a risk external to the work of guidance. Practitioners report a sceptical or cautious attitude, anticipate that AI will be disruptive or dehumanising for guidance, and see few or no opportunities. The ethical view is one of high concern, and AI is positioned as an external threat to the practitioner–client relationship.
In the useful tool conception, AI is experienced as a helpful instrument for routine tasks. Attitudes are pragmatic, and the anticipated role of AI is to support the practitioner in time-consuming tasks, saving time. Ethical views are present but unclear, and AI operates as a background tool while the practitioner remains in the foreground of the guidance process.
In the collaborative space conception, AI is experienced as a thinking partner that participates in guidance alongside the practitioner. Attitudes are exploratory; AI enhances personalisation of guidance and offers insights that inform better decisions. Ethical considerations are approached reflectively, and AI functions as a real-time support within the guidance process, echoing the notion of co-careering previously developed in relation to social media (Kettunen et al., 2013).
In the agent of change conception, AI is experienced as a transformative force that redefines guidance systems and expands access. Attitudes are positive, ethical considerations are integrated into practice rather than treated as a separate concern, and AI is understood as system-level intelligence that reshapes how career development services are organised and delivered.
Conclusions
The study makes visible the qualitatively distinct ways in which career practitioners conceive of AI in career development. The outcome space functions as an analytic tool for practitioners, supervisors, educators, and policymakers to reflect on how AI is currently understood in their settings and how its use might be developed in a way that is consistent with the aims of career guidance. For professional competence, the critical aspects identified in the study offer a foundation for initial and continuing professional development that addresses AI alongside ethics, data literacy, and the relational core of guidance. 
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