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1. �About The Careers  
& Enterprise Company

Test, learn  
and adapt 

Build on 
what works 

Enable and  
convene the best  

programmes

Work nationally,  
tailor locally 



2. About this paper



Our work at The Careers & Enterprise 
Company follows the blueprint for good 
careers and enterprise support set out by 
Sir John Holman in the Gatsby benchmarks 
for Good Career Guidance2. This work 
highlights that young people need three 
things to successfully transition into the 
world of work:

1. �Encounters: with employers, with 
workplaces, with further and higher 
education.

2. �Information: about the labour market  
and pathways.

3. �A plan: rooted in what that young  
person cares about and is good at.

In our first year of operation we have 
focused on encounters, establishing a 
network to support more consistent 
encounters for young people. We now 
have Enterprise Advisers helping over 300 
schools put together programmes of proven 
career related activities for young people 
and made £9.5m of grants to organisations  
that provide these activities.

In this report, we turn our attention to 
the question of information and how 
young people make decisions that affect 
their future. Our research report Moments 
of Choice found that young people are 
reluctant to engage in thinking about 

3. Foreword

their future because they are faced 
with an impossible task: choosing from 
a vast array of possible careers on the 
basis of incomplete and non-comparable 
information. The result is that such 
decisions are often made on the basis of 
family expectations, popular TV shows or 
random events in the young person’s life.

We need to help young people make 
decisions by giving them a better 
understanding of what different careers 
involve and framing decisions in ways 
that are manageable. This may require 
simpler, clearer messaging to young people 
about what matters in career decisions 
and a better common understanding of 
how career decisions are made, in order 
that young people receive consistent, 
constructive advice from adults and are 
able to navigate their way through the 
increasingly complex world of employment. 

The research highlighted the importance 
of both inspiring young people with ideas 
about their future and then supporting 
them adequately when making decisions. 
In these pages, we are setting out the role 
we think we should play to address this 
and how we can support schools, careers 
advisers, parents and young people to make 
better sense of the choices they face as 
they grow into adulthood and begin their 
path through life. 

The mission of The Careers & Enterprise Company is to help young 
people make the transition from education into employment. Our goal 
is to help every young person find their way towards a productive and 
fulfilling adult life. 

2.	 *�The Gatsby Charitable Foundation (2014) Good Career Guidance [online]. Available at: http://www.gatsby.org.uk/uploads/education/reports/pdf/gatsby-sir-john-holman-good-career-guid-
ance-2014.pdf 
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Comments
Please send any comments or responses to this document to  
careerchoices@careersandenterprise.co.uk by Friday 30th September 2016.

Key questions
These are our initial proposals but before 
we implement them, we are publishing an 
outline of our plans in this discussion paper 
and are keen to hear views from as wide a 
range of stakeholders as possible. The key 
questions we would like to hear views on are:

�Á Is the need for 'public information' 
correctly identified and described?

�Á Is our approach to delivering this 
appropriate? 

�Á Are there any specific aspects of career 
decision making that you would like us 
to focus on?

�Á Are there any particular approaches 
to information dissemination that you 
would want us to adopt? 
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Research commissioned by The Careers  
& Enterprise Company has found that: 

�Á Young people are disengaged from 
thinking about their career because the 
task is made too difficult. This is caused 
in part by the difficulty of understand-
ing what different futures would really 
be like – without which it is hard to 
be enthusiastic about careers. But it is 
also, in part, due to the ‘high cognitive 
burden’ or ‘choice overload’ of attempt-
ing to make important decisions when 
it requires the consideration of large 
amounts of information that are difficult 
to interpret. 

�Á Instead of informed choice, young  
people fall back on simple heuristics – 
e.g. going to university will mean you 
can earn more – heuristics that are 
often based on the advice of parents 
and family. These ‘rules of thumb’ and 
the public understanding of what makes 
a good career decision are often wrong. 

�Á One barrier to engaging in thinking 
about careers was the degree to which 
young people had to go out and seek 
information. There were few mecha-
nisms that ‘pushed’ the most relevant 
information to them. They had little 
sense that anybody had been able to 
identify the opportunities open to them 
and point them towards the issues  
that mattered. 

Young people’s disengagement from 
informed career choices may result in poor 
decisions. For example, there is evidence 
that young people spend time on qualifi-
cations that add little or no value to their 
career prospects. Also, engagement in 
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career planning can itself increase people’s 
sense of subjective well-being with regard 
to their employment (see pages 8 and 10).

The Careers & Enterprise Company 
proposes to address these issues in the 
following way:

�Á Research  
We will work with the Department 
for Education and other organisations 
interested in researching career choices 
and which have access to data that can 
evidence which choices make the most 
difference to outcomes. We will co-or-
dinate research activity in this area and 
bring together experts and stakeholders 
to identify the best ways to support 
informed choice.

�Á Consensus Building  
We will convene stakeholders through 
the creation of an Advisory Council 
that can provide guidance and build 
consensus around the most important 
messages and information that young 
people need to hear.

�Á Public information  
We will develop proposals to dis-
seminate messages that address the 
behaviours and beliefs that lead to poor 
choices. We will disseminate information 
in accessible formats to schools and 
career guidance services about what 
matters most in careers decisions.  
We will use behavioural science to 
inform our messaging. We will use test-
ing and randomised trials to determine 
which messages are most effective. 
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5.1 What are career choices? 
Deciding what counts as a choice and what 
does not is far from obvious. Some things 
– e.g. choice of university – are usually 
regarded as being a choice made by the 
young person. Other examples – such as 
which secondary school you go to – are 
choices more often made by parents, 
although influenced by young people. 
Other ‘choices’ are determined primarily  
by your school – for example whether you 
start to think about your career at 7, 12, 14 
or 16 and how you go about it. Deciding 
to start forming a view of your skills and 
aptitudes earlier in life may be the most 
important ‘choice’ – but for most people 
that is a choice made by their school rather 
than individually and may not be seen as a 
‘choice’ at all.

Choice is most typically applied to a 
single point of selection. But the word 
choice is also used to refer to decisions 
about behaviour (e.g. choices with 
regard to drinking and smoking) which 
are characterised more by continuous 
application of a set of values. The decision 
to work hard at school or to undertake 
volunteering can be viewed as choices in 
some instances or behaviours in others. 

Choice is most typically applied to 
situations where the chooser experiences 
a high degree of agency – e.g. choice 
of consumer product. But choice is also 
applied to circumstances where they feel 
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There is a spectrum of choices from the 
complex which require greater expert 
support to the more straightforward that 



In contrast, people who took a job because 
it paid well did not earn significantly more 
but were less happy3. 

We believe that if young people feel more 
engaged in career choices it is likely to 
result in both better choices and happier 
people. Our approach, therefore, should be 
to draw our definition of informed choice 
widely to include both the degree to which 
young people have information about 
their possible futures as well as the degree 
to which they have the support and the 
capabilities to make sense of information 
and reach a decision.

5.3 �What is good ‘choice 
architecture’ in  
career choices?

Choice architecture describes the way in 
which decisions are presented to people. 
There is no such thing as a ‘neutral’ choice 
architecture which has no influence on the 
way decisions are made. 

More restricted sets of choices or 
information are sometimes regarded as 
being less neutral since the editing of 
choice sets and information requires certain 
value judgements to be made. However, 
the provision of wider choices sets with 
more complete provision of information 
can result in more people disengaging or 
making poor choices through lack of ability 
to interpret information. 

All choice architecture involves trade-offs 
between different types of potential harm 
and are treated with different levels of  
trust or suspicion. Young people can face 
highly edited choice sets presented by,  
for example, their parents; or much less 
edited choice sets – for example when  
they conduct career searches online.  

A less edited choice set does not equate 
to more empowered individuals if it results 
in choice overload and disengagement. It 
is not more ‘neutral’ if it leads to growing 
inequalities between those who are able to 
work with more complex information and 
those who are not.

Good choice architecture should present 
young people with a manageable set of 
decisions through an architecture that 
has been edited on the basis of a valid 
understanding of what is relevant and 
pertinent to that young person. These are 
the ‘choices that matter’ for that young 
person. While, on one level, some of these 
choices are individual to every young 
person, in some cases, the key information 
and understanding is something that 
applies to a great many people – for 
example questions about the value of 
different post-18 options. 

Personalisation is central to the creation 
of good choice architecture in complex 
scenarios. Personalisation means the 
degree to which the construction of choice 
sets and information sets is determined by 
what is known about an individual. Zero 
personalisation occurs when everybody 
has access to the same information and has 
to identify what is relevant to them. Weak 
personalisation occurs when information 
sets are created which are relevant to very 
large numbers of ‘average’ people – for 
example when information about career 
choices tells you about the average for a 
whole population of people entering into a 
particular career. 

3.	 Crust, G. and Hicks, H. (2015). Towards employability via happiness. Educational Developments. 16(1), 10–13.
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Effective personalisation is the construction 
of information and choice sets that are 
relevant to well defined groups of people 
who share common circumstances and 
who recognise such information as relevant 
to their situation. These information 
sets can then be tailored to individual 
circumstances.

Weak personalisation was something 
identified by our research into career 
choices. Effective personalisation is a key 
part of being able to push information more 
effectively and draw people’s attention  
to the decisions and the information of  
most relevance to them.





Tools such as Compass will help schools 
identify how to improve their careers 
provision.8 

Our investment fund supports the 
development and growth of the highest 
quality providers of careers and enterprise 
activities. Our second investment fund will 
support the development of mentoring 
to support young people who are 
underachieving at school. 

However, this is not enough. We also need 
to work with schools and career guidance 
professionals to make the experience 
of engaging in careers decisions more 
rewarding for young people. We need to 
help ensure they have a basic understanding 





–	 An annual conference which would 
bring together researchers from 
different disciplines (psychology, 
education, marketing, business) 
to share and take forward our 
understanding of good career choices.

2. Building consensus 
While it is never possible to gain universal 
consensus around advice to young 
people, we will aim to create a shared 
understanding of what matters most in 
careers advice. 

To do this we need to bring together 
leaders from education, business, careers 
guidance and academia. We propose to 
do this by creating an advisory group that 
lends authority and cross-sector support  
to the messaging.

We envisage that this would be employer-
led with perhaps: 

–	 3–4 employers including people from 
diverse range of industries and types  
of employment.

–	 3–4 independent experts including 
academics and career guidance 
professionals.

–	 3–4 people from education and training.

The advisory group would review evidence  
and could commission additional research. 
Its output would be advice statements – 
akin to consensus statements in healthcare 
– which boil down complex evidence into 
the key guidelines or advice that they felt 
could be supported by the evidence and be 
responsibly made. These advice statements 
would form the basis for creative treatments 
designed to communicate the messages 
effectively to schools and young people. 

ƒĺ�	bvv;lbm-ঞom�
Although the evidence base for good 
decision making is limited, even what 
is known is poorly communicated and 
misunderstood. Young people often 
underestimate what is required to 
achieve their goals or conversely they 
underestimate what their talents could 
allow them to achieve. 
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