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Abstract:
Introduction: In rural communities young people can face acute stay/leave dilemmas. Where they hold strong family relationships and a sense of belonging to rural communities, they can also face a ‘mobility imperative’ (Farrugia, 2016) to leave to progress their education and employment opportunities. The dilemmas of youth are mirrored at community level, where supporting young people to reach their potential and achieve higher levels of skills may be valued but come at the risk of longer-term population and economic sustainability through processes of ‘brain drain’. Career guidance services are potentially at the nexus of these dynamics, but how career guidance practices respond to these dilemmas has received very little attention.  
Objectives: This paper aims to identify how rural career guidance practice is conceptualised by practitioners and other stakeholders and specifically to identify how career guidance is understood to address the mobility dilemmas of rural young people, and the needs of rural communities and the individuals within them. 
Theoretical basis: Alexander and Fuqua (2024) have suggested that ‘ruraling’ career guidance can expose and critique underpinning assumptions of career guidance practice. This paper specifically explores how thinking from a rural perspective exposes tensions in the policy rationales for career guidance provision, and raises critical questions about how the purposes of career guidance are understood. Applying a social justice lens (see for example Hooley et al., 2018) the paper exposes these tensions and explores new possibilities for reimagining rural career guidance practice.
Methodology: this research utilised participatory action research conducted in three Danish rural communities. In each community 8-10 professionals involved in career education and guidance met together four times over the course of a year, in a research circle. The research explored existing perspectives on, and practices of, career guidance and developed a series of new innovations in career guidance practice. 
Results: the results expose tensions between educational policy interests (which typically focus on mobilising young people) and regional development interests (which typically focus on ‘retaining’ young people). Career guidance provision is understood to deliver against both goals, and tensions between them are obscured by practices and institutional contexts which often divide young people into two different groups: potential higher education entrants (who are encouraged to be mobile), and potential vocational entrants (who are encouraged to focus on locally available options). The results demonstrate the problematics of such a simple bifurcation, and outline the importance of career guidance practices which involve greater critical and reflexive awareness of the problematic dynamics of place and mobility, and which seek to address these directly with young people.  
Conclusions:  The paper outlines how the ways in which existing career guidance provision is shaped by wider policy interests and institutional contexts can risk services inadvertently acting as a spatial sorting mechanism for young people, reinforcing problematic dynamics of place and mobility. However, through developing a reflexive approach to practice, alternative, and more socially just, possibilities are revealed. The paper concludes with implications for the training and support of practitioners and for policy interests in regional and rural development. 
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