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Abstract 
The differences and synergies of a devolved approach to public careers services.
Careers guidance in the UK is devolved across the four home nations (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland). This symposium will explore how the nations use this flexibility to tailor services to their unique political, economic and social contexts, yet remain united by a common focus on professionalism and client centricity.
The symposium will explore the nature of the different career services across the UK and how their unique local needs shape their strategic and delivery approach. It will then delve into three key aspects of careers guidance, exploring the different and joint approaches. These three aspects are inclusion, the impact of technology and professional standards – the common thread across all the services.
The presenters will demonstrate how this devolved approach allows the flexibility to nurture different approaches and best practice across home nations with striking differences, and how the public careers services share approaches to enhance the service they provide to young people and adults.
Through this, we aim to offer insight for attendees working in systems with multiple careers services, as well as encourage them to share their own experiences and thoughts, so we cultivate excellence across all services and go on a shared journey to new horizons.
Keywords:   careers services; careers guidance; professional standards; inclusion, AI
Format:  This proposal is for a 60-minute joint symposium.  
· 5-minute introduction and overview of the UK home nations’ careers services
· 3 x 12-minute empirical papers presented as a brief panel discussion from the four nations.
· 19-minute questions and discussion (including sharing of good practice)
Introduction 
The UK comprises four home nations (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) which have a broadly similar culture, yet operate in separate and unique political, economic and social contexts. The delivery of careers guidance to young people and adults is devolved to each nation, and they each have their own publicly funded careers provision that operate independently of each other.
This creates the flexibility for each nation to set the strategic direction and delivery focus of their careers provision to meet their unique situation and needs. Yet there is scope for common approaches, and the services are united by their commitment to careers guidance as a professional activity, aligning with the professional standards set by the CDI as the professional body for the UK.
The UK’s careers structure offers opportunities to test and learn from different approaches to inform best practice, understand where we have similar and different challenges and to transfer knowledge across the devolved services. The symposium will share insights into how the UK nations’ careers services navigate their own paths, yet tackle common challenges and share insight for future development. The session creates an opportunity to learn from other nations that have a devolved approach – such as regional or state structures.
It is clear from OECD (2021) that labour markets across the world are constantly evolving, and careers guidance is a fundamental lever to help young people and adults thrive throughout their lives. Public careers provision plays a vital role for young people and adults, and it is critical that we take the opportunity to learn from the different approaches in the unique context of each service.
The structure of career development varies across the UK home nations, and is summarised below;
Wales:
Careers Wales (CW) is the national all-age, bilingual careers guidance service for Wales, delivering independent and impartial information, advice, guidance and coaching within a statutory remit set by the Welsh Government. We are a wholly owned subsidiary of Welsh Government and CW fulfils the statutory responsibility for delivering careers information, advice and guidance in Wales for up to 19-year-olds.  The offer provided to young people is delivered through dedicated teams allocated to every secondary school, comprising a Careers Adviser, Business Engagement Adviser and Careers and Work-Related Experience Co‑ordinator. We also provide a digital service to sixth forms and colleges. 
In addition, we provide a comprehensive adult careers guidance service across Wales through CW premises, co-located spaces, Jobcentres and a wide range of outreach locations. Our all-age remit enables a seamless offer for adults who are employed, unemployed, redundant, within secure estates or seeking sanctuary. Operating across a diverse landscape that includes both rural communities and densely populated urban areas, we adapt our delivery to local context and need. This combination of universal access, bilingual provision, government ownership and specialist support for groups such as sanctuary seekers and those in the secure estate reflects the distinctive setup of the careers system in Wales.
England:
England is undertaking a broad programme of reform across schools, skills and SEND to ensure every young person can achieve and thrive. A central priority is strengthening careers guidance, work experience and skills development so learners are well prepared for further study and employment.
Our plans to educate and train the future workforce will equip individuals with the skills and knowledge they need to succeed. At the heart of this vision is a commitment to ensuring that learners from all backgrounds receive high-quality careers guidance, workplace experiences, enrichment and skills development that prepare them for work and for life.
Secondary schools and colleges are legally required to secure independent careers guidance for all 11- to- 18-year-olds (and up to age 25 for those with an education, health and care plan). Secondary schools must also give pupils opportunities to meet apprenticeship or technical education providers. Schools and colleges are expected to follow updated Gatsby Benchmarks for good careers guidance, which are based on international best practice and embedded into careers statutory guidance. 
The government funds the Careers & Enterprise Company (CEC), established in 2015, to help schools and colleges to deliver high-quality careers provision. 96% of secondary schools and colleges are part of 44 careers hubs across England. They work in partnership with mayoral strategic authorities, local authorities and employers to align careers provision with local labour market needs. 
CEC is supporting the delivery of the government’s priorities to improve careers advice by funding training, resources and digital tools for schools, colleges and independent training providers, as well as deliver two weeks’ worth of work experience during secondary school for every young person.
For adults, Jobcentre Plus is being reformed across Great Britain to create a new employment service. Jobcentre Plus and the National Careers Service are being brought together in England to create a new integrated jobs and careers service for adults.   
Northern Ireland:
Careers guidance in Northern Ireland is delivered under a statutory duty, through an all-age public service model, reflecting devolved Government responsibility for education, skills and employment policy. The Department for the Economy (DfE) works in close partnership with the Department of Education (DE), to ensure coherence between careers education in schools and careers advice and guidance for young people and adults.
The Careers Service operates as a fully public, professionally qualified service, delivering impartial careers information, advice and guidance across all regions of Northern Ireland, to young people aged 14–19 (and up to age 25 for those with additional needs), as well as adults who are employed, unemployed, seeking to reskill or upskill, facing redundancy or returning to the labour market.
Careers guidance for young people is delivered primarily through formal Careers Education and Guidance Partnership Agreements arrangements with the Principal for each post-primary school. The Careers Service provides comprehensive one-to-one guidance interviews, support to explore pathways, make informed subject and post-school choices and understand progression options across further education, apprenticeships, higher education and employment.
Careers interventions are prioritised for pupils with barriers to progression, including those with a disability, medical condition or Special Educational Needs (SEN). Early identification of risk is supported through an annual Year 12 destination exercise, which enables the Careers Service to identify young people at risk of becoming NEET and provide preventative and follow-up support.
The Careers Service delivers a comprehensive guidance offer for adults including support for those who are unemployed, under-employed, seeking to reskill or upskill, facing redundancy or returning to the labour market. Delivery takes place through Careers Service offices, co-located and outreach settings, Jobcentre environments and community venues. 
Delivery of careers services in Northern Ireland is being strengthened through the Joint Careers Action Plan 2025–2028, jointly owned by DfE and DE, published in June 2025. It sets out a programme of reform focused on creating a more cohesive and integrated careers ecosystem that supports individuals throughout their lives, earlier intervention (including primary schools), improved targeting, strengthened provision for individuals with Special Educational Needs (SEN), digital innovation, enhanced support for parents and carers. 
The Careers Action Plan reflects the recommendations of Transforming Careers Support for Young People and Adults (the Independent Review of Careers Guidance conducted in 2022), alongside wider strategic priorities relating to skills development, inclusion, and economic growth.
Scotland:
Skills Development Scotland supports people to develop the skills and capabilities they need to achieve rewarding careers throughout their lives. Our Career, Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG) services are central to this mission, providing high-quality, impartial support at every stage of the career journey.
SDS’ CIAG services reach every corner of Scotland, delivered in schools (361 state secondary schools), communities (19 centres, 42 colleges and over 242 community venues), through our freephone helpline, and online at My World of Work to ensure accessibility for all. Our services provide support for people of every age and stage; from pupils in school exploring career options, to adults seeking to upskill, retrain or change direction.
In the context of a rapidly changing world of work, our services are anchored in the principle of building personal capability through career management skills (CMS) which are fully aligned to the Curriculum for Excellence and the all-age meta-skills required to thrive in an uncertain future.
System Collaboration and the Scottish Careers Collaborative: 
Scotland’s careers system is underpinned by strong professional practice, committed organisations, and a shared ambition to support people of all ages to build fulfilling and sustainable careers.  In a rapidly changing labour market, realising this ambition increasingly depends on how effectively the system works together, aligning policy, practice and investment to maximise impact.
The Scottish Careers Collaborative (SCC) has been established to support this alignment. It provides a national, cross‑system forum through which government, delivery partners, employers and the careers profession can work collectively to strengthen all-ages careers support for Scotland. The SCC is overseen by the interim Co-Chairs who undertake this role independently from their organisational roles. Both report directly to the Scottish Government Minister for Higher and Further Education.
The SCC plays a system‑level convening and enablement role. It does not deliver services or programmes directly. Instead, it focuses on fostering shared understanding, clarity of roles and coordinated effort across the system. The logic being that sustainable improvement can be achieved by strengthening connections between organisations, rather than creating new structure or services.
A key contribution of the SCC is to offer a bridge between policy and practice. The Collaborative supports the system by helping align priorities, identifying opportunities for collaboration, and ensuring practitioner and learner insight feeds upwards to policy makers. 
The vision underpinning the Collaborative is: a cohesive, accessible and unavoidable infrastructure for lifelong career support, embedded across the system. It recognises that career support is delivered across multiple settings and life stages, and that collaboration is necessary to deliver effectively and cohesively across stages and transitions. Each system actor has a role to play, directly or indirectly, in supporting people to navigate and benefit from the system.
As the Collaborative has matured, activity has focused on enabling change and learning together. This includes thematic work on digital service innovations, including the use of artificial intelligence, all‑age careers support, work experience and equalities; engagement with ongoing government reform; engagement with local and sector‑based partnership; and early exploration of shared digital and data opportunities. A phased approach has been adopted, stabilising and aligning activity before assessing impact and future direction, to ensure collaboration remains purposeful, prioritised and aligned. 
For international observers, the Scottish Careers Collaborative offers a practical example of a system convening entity in action. It demonstrates how government and partners can invest in the conditions that allow careers systems to thrive. All of this being underpinned by shared outcomes, trusted relationships, space for collective learning and, critically, collaborative action. In a period of economic change and skills transition, this form of collaboration is central to building public services that are resilient, responsive and fit for the future.
The Collaborative PhD Programme
The collaborative PhD Programme is a partnership between SDS and the Scottish Graduate School of Social Science (SGSSS). It was established in 2013 to enhance collaboration between the Scottish academic community and industry by supporting policy-relevant skills research. Our PhD students explore key questions on career information, advice and guidance, skills policy, skills delivery, and equalities. The programme produces innovative research aligned to the evolving skills agenda in Scotland. It also helps to develop a new group of expert researchers with an in-depth understanding of the unique Scottish skills landscape. 
Examples of doctoral alumni research:
· The role of networking and social media tools during job search: an information behaviour perspective
· The impact of job quality on mental health among young workers in the UK
· Mind the GAP: an investigation into the factors influencing student, academic and employer perceptions of graduate attributes. 
· Examples of current collaborative PhD research:
· Virtual models of working and the implications for career information and guidance.
· Vulnerable young people’s experience during the transition to adulthood: a longitudinal investigation in Scottish birth cohort
· Informing Scotland’s CIAG services for all life stages
· Neurodiverse youth identities in career transitions: Between the physical and virtual world of work

The target audience
This symposium is for practitioners, policymakers, researchers and academics who are interested in the strategic and delivery challenges of public career services.
Objectives
1. To set out the common and unique features of devolved careers services across the UK, highlighting key aspects of individual and shared learning by the services.
2. Through this, to explore the challenges and opportunities created by devolved approaches to careers provision across nations, states or regions.
3. To highlight the importance of professional standards and recognition in aligning services across different contexts; 
4. To provoke discussion around models for international comparison of careers systems and approaches to devolved services.
Theoretical basis 
This session focuses on policy and delivery-based discussion rather than being explicitly theory-focused. The design and work of the UK nations’ careers services will be informed by theory and research in different ways and to different degrees. Issues related to professionalism will be informed by Gough & Neary (2021).  
Methodology 
Drawing on case studies from the four UK home nations, the symposium will provide a brief overview of the structure of careers services across the UK before focusing on three areas that are currently critical to all services; inclusion, AI and professionalism. Through comparison of the approaches in these areas, the contributors will highlight the common and unique aspects of their strategy and delivery approaches to supporting people across the UK.  
Conclusions 
The comparison of careers provision across the four devolved nations of the UK provides insight into how such an approach can work, the benefits of devolved provision and the opportunities to share learning. From the overview of the systems and the focus areas of the three papers, we will draw the following conclusions on the opportunities and challenges of such an approach: 
1. There is clear value from nations being able to design and deliver careers services that recognise their local economic, social and political needs, yet also opportunities to share learning, best practice and test new approaches in different contexts.
2. Inclusion is a key focus for all careers provision across the UK, in particular targeting young people not in education, employment or training (NEET), as well as people with disabilities, who are neurodiverse or who face mental health challenges. 
3. All the nations recognise the impact of technology and AI, not only in the delivery of their services, but also in the nature of work and the career opportunities facing clients. Yet their individual approaches to AI adoption reflect the political, economic and social contexts in which they operate.
4. A commitment to professional standards through an independent professional body underpins all the careers provision across the UK nations, ensuring high quality delivery for young people and adults.  
Presentation 1   Panel discussion
Approaches to Inclusion
Abstract
England:
The number of young people aged 16-24 not in education, employment or training (NEET) is at its highest since 2014. High-quality careers guidance is one of the most effective preventative tools. Evidence shows it reduces the likelihood of a young person becoming NEET by 8% at both post-16 and post-18 transition points. The Government’s commitment to providing two weeks of meaningful work experience for every young person further strengthens this prevention effort by increasing awareness of jobs and pathways such as apprenticeships, building confidence in key skills like speaking and listening, and helping young people make more informed choices.
Our aim is to improve life chances by ensuring young people from all backgrounds receive careers guidance that raises aspirations, supports informed decision-making and builds social capital, particularly for those with limited networks. Employer engagement, role models and mentoring are central to this approach. 
Inclusion and personalisation are embedded in the Gatsby Benchmarks of Good Careers Guidance, which expect schools and colleges to meet the individual needs of every learner. We use data to identify pupils at risk early in secondary school and target additional support. We fund CEC to work closely with Special Educational Need (SEN) organisations and local government, to ensure guidance is tailored and accessible. A Community of Improvement for Inclusion shares effective practice across careers hubs, schools and colleges.
Research consistently shows that disadvantaged pupils are more likely to enter lower-paid or less secure careers, even when they achieve strong academic results. They are also less likely to receive or engage with career support, often relying on informal ‘hot’ information from their social networks rather than formal guidance. This means that simply providing more information is not enough. Careers provision must actively broaden horizons and challenge perceptions about what is ‘for them’. 
Schools play a crucial role in improving social justice by identifying barriers to participation the proving targeted support. By helping pupils and their families to understand the full range of pathways, including apprenticeships, T Levels, supported internships and routes into higher education, schools can ensure every young person considers the widest possible set of career options. 
Northern Ireland:
Careers services in Northern Ireland play a central role in supporting inclusive participation in education, training and employment, particularly for young people and adults who experience barriers to progression. The Careers Service identifies that approximately 5% of 16–17-year-olds each year are not in education, employment or training (NEET), who are proactively followed up by Careers Advisers and supported through case-managed interventions to re-engage with education, training or employment.
The role of high-quality careers guidance as a preventative intervention is embedded within delivery arrangements, particularly at key transition points. Early identification mechanisms, including annual destination exercises at Year 12, enable Careers Advisers to identify pupils at risk of disengagement and prioritise targeted support before destinations are finalised. 
The central aim of inclusive careers provision in Northern Ireland is to improve life chances by ensuring that individuals from all backgrounds can access impartial guidance that raises aspirations, supports informed decision-making and builds social capital. This is particularly important for learners and adults who may lack access to informal professional or occupational networks. Employer engagement and exposure to the world of work are being progressed across schools, further education and adult careers provision, supporting individuals to broaden horizons and better understand the full range of pathways available to them.
Data is used systematically to identify individuals who require additional support, including those with Special Educational Needs, disabilities or other vulnerabilities, and prioritise early and proportionate intervention, particularly for pupils approaching key transitions. 
A dedicated SEN Delivery Model has been developed to prioritise SEN pupils in schools and support vulnerable adults, including tailored guidance approaches, specialist careers advice templates, resources for parents and carers, and close collaboration between education and health partners. Careers Advisers undertake specialist training in areas such as neurodiversity, autism and mental health to ensure guidance is accessible and responsive to individual needs.
Individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to encounter restrictions to opportunity and rely on informal sources of advice, so careers guidance emphasises actively broadening horizons and challenging assumptions about what opportunities are attainable. 
Schools, colleges and community-based services work collaboratively with Careers Advisers to engage families, build understanding of pathways and support informed choices across further education, apprenticeships, higher education, training and employment.
The Careers Service works closely with statutory, voluntary and community partners, including youth justice, health and social care and welfare services, to support individuals with complex needs and ensure continuity of guidance across institutional boundaries. Quality and professionalism further support inclusion, with the Careers Service maintaining matrix Standard accreditation and investing in ongoing workforce development, including the introduction of a new trainee Careers Adviser programme.
Scotland:
The 16+ Participation Portal:
Developed by SDS for a range of partners, the 16+ Participation Portal is a secure, user-friendly online system enabling local authorities, colleges, and partners to track and support young people aged 16 to 24. It was launched in March 2025, replacing the legacy 16+ Data Hub, enhancing reporting and data extraction. The portal provides a real-time view of young people’s post-school destinations from the shared dataset, enabling quick identification of those needing support and ensuring timely interventions. Data easier to share and analyse helps partners deliver consistent and responsive services that guide young people towards positive outcomes in education, training, or employment.
The Learner Profile and Experiential Career Learning (ECL):
Codesigned with over 300 learners and educators the new SDS learner profile is a digital space developed within My World of Work that helps young people explore and record their individual skills, strengths, and career interests. 
Delivered by SDS in partnership with Education Scotland and Qualifications Scotland, the learner profile brings together tools such as Skills Explorer, My Strengths and career ideas, allowing young people to track progress, build a narrative on progress and reflect on real experiences. Learners can also highlight achievements and goals, and securely share their profile with advisers, teachers or parents to support meaningful, joined up‑ guidance. As of February 2026, close to 50,000 learner profiles have been created. 
Scotland is piloting an approach that combines Experiential Career Learning (ECL) in schools with small-group guided reflection. Secondary school pupils undertake hands-on “Skills Challenges” (curriculum-based projects co-designed with teachers and employers) and then meet in groups with an SDS careers adviser to reflect on what they learned and how it links to future careers. This model engages whole classes, making guided career learning an “unavoidable” part of education for students.  Early results show it builds meta and career management skills, sparking meaningful career exploration. Rolling out ECL and group career coaching sessions at scale means we are evolving adviser capabilities in collaborative settings. SDS created learning and resources for the dynamics of group engagements within the pilot and Shape of Practice. Through collaboration we are developing these enabling conditions with the cross-sector Scottish Careers Collaborative and ongoing pilot evaluations. By blending real-world learning with peer career discussion, this flagship model is making career guidance a collective, embedded experience.
Research and Customer Voice:
SDS has a programme of research which allows us to understand young people’s career choices. Our research with young people explores career choices and preferred pathways, influences on career choices and pathways, and experience of CIAG support. The programme of research is led by the SDS Evaluation & Research team.
· Pupil Voice 2024 Senior Phase research gathered input from S4-S6 pupils in Scotland on SDS CIAG services. SDS surveyed almost 11,000 pupils – one of the biggest pieces of research of its kind in Scotland. 
· Pupils Voice 2025: S1-S3 research pilot took place in summer 2025 with 700 pupils as a pilot and is likely to extend to 2026.
· Young People Career Ambitions 2024 provides insight on career choices, influences, and motivations of 3,000 school leavers across Scotland. 2025 research is currently in the field.
· Parent and Carer Voice Research 2023/24 provides insight on parent’s perceptions and attitudes towards work-based learning, as well as knowledge of CIAG service and confidence having career conversations with the child they care for.
· Young People in Scotland research was conducted in partnership with Ipsos and explored the views of young people aged 11-18 years, specifically focusing on their plans after school, key influencers and their view and perceptions of careers.
The results from these research projects are shared across SDS to help shape and improve service delivery, and with our government colleagues to inform their evidence base and policy development. The young people research publications can be accessed on the SDS website.
Wales:
We provide targeted support in key stage 4 with early and additional interactions for those who may be under-represented in the labour market or more at risk of not entering a positive outcome after leaving school. Targeted support includes those who have a disability or additional learning need, young carers, care experienced young people, those who speak English as a second language (ESOL), anyone educated other than at school (EOTAS), those receiving free school meals and any other known support need or barrier that may mean someone is more at risk of being NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training). We monitor our engagement with young people in the target group as well as across the protected characteristics of gender, ethnicity and disability and language preference (Welsh or English).  The data shows that we are delivering an inclusive service across these factors and are reaching and supporting young people regardless of gender, ethnicity, disability and preferred language. In fact, the take up of support from those who have a known disability is even greater than for those who do not have a disability.  
Our Working Wales service delivers CIAG support to customers from various backgrounds, including those in communities, prisons, probation, and approved premises. We are expanding services for disabled customers by working with relevant groups to reach more individuals. For all customer groups, we aim to provide guidance and help them access work, training, or provision that supports to overcome barriers. Our work in Prisons consistently receives a 100% satisfactory rate.
One of the biggest challenges around monitoring inclusivity is getting the right data at the right time. However, even where there are challenges with this, we prioritise training and knowledge sharing for our Careers Advisers on equity and inclusion to improve accessibility and engagement across the board. We regularly work with partner organisations to help us ensure that we deliver an inclusive service and continue to develop and tailor our services to the needs to all customers. In the last 12 months we've had a particular focus on anti-racism training and working with the Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team (EYST). We've also been working with the Carer's Trust to review our support for young carers and are also developing a Corporate Parenting Pledge to outline our commitment to supporting those who are care experienced.  We also liaise with the Disability Champions in Welsh Government and Careers Advisers working in Special Schools or Additional Learning Needs bases receive specialist training from the CDI to tailor their career guidance skills to better meet the needs of those with additional support needs. 




Presentation 2 Panel discussion
Impact of Digital and AI
Abstract   
Northern Ireland:
Digital technology and artificial intelligence are increasingly shaping education, careers information, recruitment processes and labour market demand. Digital access to careers information and guidance already forms a core part of service delivery. The Careers Service provides web-based and telephone guidance, supported by online information resources and labour market intelligence products. 
Digital channels are used flexibly to support young people, adults and parents, particularly where face-to-face access is not possible or where timely intervention is required at key transition points. These foundations are being strengthened through the development of a dedicated all-age Careers Portal, designed to connect education, skills and labour market information within a single, authoritative digital platform. This will support individuals, advisers, educators, parents and employers, while promoting greater consistency, transparency and accessibility across the careers system.
The Careers Portal is positioned as a system-enabling infrastructure rather than a standalone information product. Its purpose is to improve accessibility, consistency and usability of careers information across Northern Ireland. This long-term digital investment reflects recognition that scalable, high-quality digital infrastructure is essential to delivering a modern, inclusive careers system.
Careers Advisers continue to play a central role in interpreting information, supporting decision making and following up with individuals who require additional guidance. Digital services therefore enhance, rather than replace, professional careers guidance, ensuring that technology supports personalised, high-quality interactions.
As artificial intelligence becomes more embedded in workplaces and recruitment processes, Northern Ireland recognises the importance of workforce capability within the careers system. Professional development for Careers Advisers includes building confidence in digital delivery and understanding how technological change is shaping occupations, skills and progression routes. This ensures advisers are equipped to support individuals to understand the implications of AI for their education and career choices, and to engage with digital systems responsibly. Pilots under the Careers Action Plan include a digital support model for autistic clients.
Scotland:
As general-purpose AI tools become more accessible and embedded into everyday use career practitioners sought guidance on how this might impact their professional practice.
To address this, we set out to develop an interactive learning module and Ethical Use of AI in CIAG guidance both grounded in the fundamentals of ethical professional practice. 
As a starting point, we consulted with the Career Development Institute (CDI) and Career Wales who were both in the process of creating their own learning. We also reached out to our own advisers, and our PhD sponsored student (Natural Language interfaces to support Career Decision-making of Young People) to capture their experiences and knowledge.
Facilitated sessions were delivered exploring practitioners’ attitudes to AI, how the code of ethics related to AI usage and what they as the human in the process could do within a guidance engagement that AI could not.
[bookmark: _Int_K77Wzcj8]On completion of the facilitated session practitioners undertook a two-hour self-directed module. This module focused on practical examples of working with customers and AI tools, support with AI prompting and further embedding the ethical approach to professional practice. As a mandatory piece of learning this is being delivered to around 670 practitioners across all customer facing roles and will continue to evolve under the Shape of Practice CLPL framework.
AI and digital capability are central to SDS’s strategic direction. Building on learning from recent transformation activity, SDS is refocusing investment in skills, capability, and capacity to achieve a step change in the ethical, trusted use of AI across the organisation.
A new programme is being established to bring digital, data, technology, and AI activity together and to set clear priorities for future investment. It will coordinate and focus effort on the highest value uses of AI, strengthen the use of data and insight, improve personalised access to services and learning, and boost productivity. Throughout, SDS will ensure AI is used responsibly and securely, in line with organisational values, supported by clear guidance, appropriate tools and resources, and targeted skills development for colleagues.
Currently the use of M365 Copilot (full license) in CIAG is a key priority for 2026/27, we are working to better integrate Copilot across services, focusing on customer experience, professional practice, and ethical use. CIAG teams are being asked to hold structured discussions and submit collective thinking, based on examples of new ways of working that have been developed as ‘proofs of concept.’ This approach aims to involve colleagues, allowing space to reflect, raise concerns, and help shape CIAG guidance and next steps, including reflective practice with customers. This will help us develop our roadmap for 26/27, scale up any pilots we decide to take forward and inform the new transformation programme.
Wales:
Artificial intelligence and digital technologies are reshaping both the labour market and the expectations our customers bring to CW. Customers increasingly need support to navigate AI‑enabled recruitment processes, fast‑changing job roles, and digital tools that can feel complex or intimidating. This shift means careers guidance is no longer just about information and decision‑making, but also about helping individuals build confidence in using technology, understand how AI affects their career options and recruitment processes, and make informed choices in a new employment landscape. CW is responding by embedding technology in ways that enhance, rather than replace, high‑quality professional guidance and employability support, ensuring clients receive timely, focused and personalised support.
One example of how we deliver that support is the use of AI to create post‑guidance notes. This demonstrates how technology can reduce the administrative burden for advisers, freeing up more time for meaningful interactions with clients, while ensuring follow‑up information is clearer, more consistent and easier for customers to use. Another example is a CV tailoring project, which shows how AI can support more personalised outcomes by helping clients adapt their CVs to specific roles and sectors, while still being guided by professional insight from the “human in the loop”. Together, these approaches allow Careers Wales to respond more quickly to individual needs and focus our professional expertise where it has the greatest impact—supporting clients to move forward with confidence in a changing labour market.
England:
Digital technology and artificial intelligence are transforming education, careers information and the labour market. England’s careers system is evolving to ensure people can navigate these changes confidently and make informed choices.
The National Careers Service provides online and community-based support, offering information on around 750 job profiles, tools to explore skills and interests, and access to advisers through webchat and a telephone helpline. Dedicated digital support is available during the exam results period to help young people and their families understand their options. From this year, students in England will be able to receive and share their GCSE exam results through the new Education Record App, making it easier to present verified information to employers and education providers.
As AI becomes more embedded in the workplace, we recognise the need for ongoing workforce development for careers advisers and careers leaders, ensuring they can use AI responsibly and ethically. Young people also need guidance on how AI is reshaping education, job roles and required skills, so they can engage with new technologies safely and confidently.
We are working across the UK nations to share learning on the use of AI in careers guidance and we are keen to draw on international examples, including New Zealand, to inform future practice.



Presentation 3    Panel discussion
The role of professional standards
Abstract
Scotland:
Within SDS we have developed, piloted and are currently rolling out the Shape of Practice which is a career-long professional learning (CLPL) framework for career practitioners. The framework consists of 5 fundamental elements central to the delivery of career, information, advice, and guidance, encircled by elements which are informed by government, organisational priorities, customer experience, and the career development sector.
The encircling elements will be reviewed annually, providing the opportunity for the framework to adapt in response to a range of influences and influencers, thus providing the opportunity for practitioners to be agile in their approach to excellence. The framework composition guides the inclusion of wider sector resource, research, and development opportunities (national and international).
Integrated features include:
· My Contribution – My Professional Development 
· Observation framework
· Career development sector learning
· SDS Academy systems 
· National approach to reflective practice (which includes peer coaching and facilitation).
A distinct focus on CIAG professional learning will ensure that SDS fosters a strong mission for high functioning professional practice. This is based on the ethos of continuous growth within individual practice, giving assurance that our national career service can deliver and efficiently switch up gears as our customer needs and the requirement of service offers changes. At the core is our professional sector Code of Ethics and National Occupational Standards ensuring practitioners “monitor and maintain their fitness to practice and function within the boundaries of their training and expertise.”  https://www.thecdi.net/about-us/cdi-code-of-ethics.
Wales:
All our Careers Advisers are professionally qualified to Level 6 in Careers Guidance & Development and are members of the UK Career Development Institute, maintaining their place on the professional register by completing at least 25 hours of CPD each year. We have a comprehensive induction and training programme for Trainee Careers Advisers and for qualified staff, we run Guidance refresher training and upskilling on new models, theories and practices as needed. Advisers have professional development discussions with their manager throughout the year to review their training plan, objectives and any learning needs. CW has a comprehensive quality assurance process for monitoring and maintaining careers guidance standards, with Advisers being required to undertake observations and assessments to review their professional practice against these standards. Any areas for development are agreed and coaching is provided to support individual areas for development. We are currently reviewing our processes for ensuring quality standards in guidance with our staff contributing significantly to the evaluation and design of a new approach.
Every customer who receives careers guidance is given a feedback survey and current customer satisfaction levels sit at 98% across services. We have also developed a measure for the impact of guidance on four areas of career management, tracking changes from a benchmark level through our Careers Check survey done in Year 10 before any careers guidance interventions have taken place. The initial data suggests that there is significant improvement following one guidance interview in customers' motivation (40% increase), career planning (30% increase), adapting to change (30% increase) and confidence (10% increase). On all of these measures, a further increase is seen for those who had more than one interview. 
England:
In England, statutory guidance requires every school and college to appoint a named careers leader who is responsible and accountable for delivering the institution’s careers programme. Careers leaders should be part of, or work closely with, the senior leadership team and must have the time and support needed to lead effectively. Strong careers leadership is essential to delivering high‑quality guidance.
The Department for Education funds careers leaders training, which has been shown to improve practice. The CEC’s 2021 evaluation of training found that schools and colleges with trained careers leaders achieved more Gatsby Benchmarks and were more likely to ensure students had encounters with employers (Benchmark 5). CEC also operates a Learning Academy, offering tailored online training for careers leaders, teachers, Special Educational Needs Coordinators, senior leaders, governors and the wider workforce.
The Gatsby Benchmarks include an expectation that every young person should have a personal guidance meeting with a trained careers adviser by age 16 and again by age 18. In England the appropriate level of qualification for a careers adviser was defined by the Careers Profession Task Force in 2010 as a minimum of level 6 (degree level) in a career development subject. The statutory guidance sets expectations that careers advisers should hold a Level 6 or Level 7 qualification in career development, such as the Level 7 Qualification in Career Development (QCD) or the Level 6 Diploma in Career Guidance and Development. 
In statutory guidance, we recommend that schools and colleges use the UK Register of Career Development Professionals, held by the Career Development Institute, to find a suitably trained careers adviser for services such as personal guidance. Registration confirms that an adviser is qualified to at least level 6 in a career development subject, abides by the CDI Code of Ethics and undertakes regular CPD. Schools should support and enable CPD so advisers remain up to date. The government is currently developing targeted CPD modules for advisers working with young people who have additional needs or who are at risk of becoming NEET.
Northern Ireland:
In Northern Ireland there is a strong emphasis on professional standards as a foundation for high‑quality, impartial and inclusive careers guidance. The Careers Service operates as a fully professionalised public service, with clear expectations regarding qualifications, continuing professional development and quality assurance. These standards underpin consistency of delivery, public confidence and accountability across all settings in which careers guidance is provided.
All Careers Advisers within the Northern Ireland Careers Service are professionally qualified to a minimum of Level 6 in career guidance and development and are members of the UK Career Development Institute (CDI). Registration with the CDI confirms that advisers meet recognised qualification thresholds, adhere to the CDI Code of Ethics and undertake ongoing continuing professional development, ensuring professional competence is maintained in a changing education and labour market context.
Professional standards are embedded throughout the adviser lifecycle. The Careers Service operates a structured induction programme for Trainee Careers Advisers, alongside sustained professional development for qualified staff. Continuing Professional Development includes refresher training in guidance practice, labour market intelligence updates, and specialist training to support work with individuals who have additional needs, including Special Educational Needs, neurodiversity and mental health considerations. Professional development needs are reviewed through regular supervision and performance management processes.
Quality assurance is a core feature of careers delivery in Northern Ireland with dedicated comprehensive quality guidelines being advanced through the Careers Action Plan. The Careers Service also maintains matrix Standard accreditation, providing independent external assurance of the quality, impartiality and effectiveness of careers information, advice and guidance services. The framework supports systematic observation of practice, feedback and coaching, with agreed development actions where improvements are required, embedding a culture of continuous improvement across the workforce.
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