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This article summarizes 12 presentations in Group 7 of the 2007 joint symposium of the International Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance, Society for Vocational Psychology, and National Career Development Association held in Padua, Italy, that focused on procedures for verifying the efficacy of vocational guidance programs. Three themes, or general tensions, emerged from the group's discussion of the presentations: (a) quantitative versus qualitative evidence, (b) public policy needs versus local needs, and (c) comprehensive versus cost-effective programs. On the basis of these core themes, recommendations are made for 3 potential directions for research that address certain threats and opportunities for the field. [PUBLICATION ABSTRACT]
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Headnote
This article summarizes 12 presentations in Group 7 of the 2007 joint symposium of the International Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance, Society for Vocational Psychology, and National Career Development Association held in Padua, Italy, that focused on procedures for verifying the efficacy of vocational guidance programs. Three themes, or general tensions, emerged from the group's discussion of the presentations: (a) quantitative versus qualitative evidence, (b) public policy needs versus local needs, and (c) comprehensive versus cost-effective programs. On the basis of these core themes, recommendations are made for 3 potential directions for research that address certain threats and opportunities for the field.

Conscious of an era emphasizing evidence-based practice and empirical standards of accountability, Group 7 of the 2007 joint symposium of the International Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance, Society for Vocational Psychology, and National Career Development Association held in Padua, Italy, focused on procedures that can enable practitioners, consumers, and stakeholders to evaluate the effectiveness of vocational guidance programs. In other words, how do practitioners know that vocational interventions achieve their intended outcomes? What are the criteria that should be adopted to judge the credibility of methods used for measuring such outcomes? After 12 presentations by scholars and practitioners from the international community of vocational guidance practitioners, the group's discussion led to more questions than answers. In this article, we summarize three thematic tensions that emerged during the course of the discussion. We also discuss threats, which were identified by the group participants, to the sustainability and adaptation, within shifting cultural contexts, of vocational guidance programs that are responsive to the needs of diverse populations across diverse settings.

Theme 1: Quantitative Versus Qualitative Evidence

Perhaps it was unavoidable that a tension between quantitative and qualitative methods of program evaluation would emerge. This tension became evident when Steven Brown of the United States responded, during the presentation of a paper (S. D. Brown, 2007), to a question about how researchers should demonstrate the efficacy of vocational guidance programs. His recommendation was to conduct a meta-analysis. S. D. Brown clarified that his idea should not be taken as seriously as it might have come across; yet, the authence thought that it was a crucial point, for it brought into play the relative priority that scholars should place on deductive, statistical findings versus contextualized, inductive findings. Although meta-analyses can help to establish the overall effectiveness of interventions, their relevance may be limited in guiding programs to meet the specific concerns of populations presenting with a constellation of risk factors and/or cultural matters that do not correspond to (or are not represented by) the prevailing samples, problems, and constructs on which the meta-analyses are based. Indeed, this limitation has previously been noted by Whiston (2002) concerning efficacy literature as a whole among career counseling interventions.

Cinamon (2007) highlighted the challenges of merging standardized quantitative outcome measures with locally constructed narratives in her study of Israeli youth at risk for school dropout (i.e., Russians, Ethiopians, Israeli Arabs) across seven high schools. In her school-towork project, which was designed to help schools build the capacity to carry out their own guidance programs, the author noted that common outcome variables, such as career decision-making self-efficacy, do not necessarily offer a useful assessment of program efficacy because they do not represent the same meanings to different children, depending on their ethnic experiences. Cinamon suggested that important outcomes of interest should not be restricted to quantitative measures, but should be complemented by qualitative findings, which, in her research, illustrated the value of assessing meanings and motivations that derive from outcome expectations. For example, Arab children born in Israel expected negative outcomes (despite exhibiting high levels of selfefficacy) because career success would mean, as one child expressed it, "going against my people" in a historical context of ethnic discrimination. At the 2004 joint symposium of the International Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance and National Career Development Association held in San Francisco, a similar concern of exclusive adherence to standardized quantitative outcomes was voiced in a discussion group that focused on cross-cultural perspectives of career assessment (Watson, Duarte, & Glavin, 2005).

One of the most polemical points of view on the relative value (or utility) of quantitative procedures was offered by Bright (2007) of Australia, who advocated a chaos theory approach to career counseling. Echoing the notion of positive uncertainty articulated by Gelatt (1989), the author proposed what some scholars in the field might call a paradigm shift from conventional career counseling models that portray an adaptive decider as someone who uses a rational, independent, and methodical decision-making style; in other words, he challenged the traditional notion that the decision maker, under ideal conditions, should be free of emotional distractions and should systematically gather, evaluate, and use information to maximize his or her future career goals, while calculating or weighing various career alternatives (see Phillips, 1997). In this respect, Bright also critiqued experimental designs and statistical models that have dominated program evaluation efforts, although he did not offer any clear alternatives to assessing program efficacy.

From a mixed methods perspective, Perry (2007) of the United States expanded on Cinamon's (2007) suggestions of moving toward blending narratives with numbers. In his study, which evaluated a career education program targeting urban minority youth, Perry described how qualitative data can be converted into quasi-statistical findings, and thus achieve a certain degree of transferability, through quantifying the developmental strength of internal variables (e.g., self-efficacy) using coding protocols built on consensual qualitative methods (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997). Perry also encouraged a social action approach, whereby programs are not only demonstrated to be efficacious, but also can be transformed into viable solutions that are embedded in a community. Although statistical procedures are vital for diagnosing career concerns - and thus appropriately intervening - as exemplified through S. D. Brown's (2007) meta-analytic factor analysis of correlation matrices that concern making vocational choices, they are not sufficient if the goal of efficacy research also entails altering contexts and transforming how systems regularly operate.

In the final analysis, discussion group participants concluded that quantitative and qualitative evidence are both important sources of efficacy verification and, consequently, are both needed in future research in the vocational guidance field. But in terms of how these two contrasting paradigms of inquiry could be integrated or mutually enhance each other, no straightforward, feasible solution was identified other than the consensus that the more ways that program efficacy can be demonstrated, the better.

Theme 2: Public Policy Needs Versus Local Needs

Another tension that became evident in Group 7 discussions was the need to persuade the policy makers when the objectives of vocational guidance efficacy research may come into conflict with the needs and values of local change agents. For organizations to make an investment in a model of vocational guidance, a rationale that is unsupported by the hard language of results (no matter how intuitively pleasing it may sound) may not be enough to convince local officials that a project is actually worth pouring millions of dollars into year after year. For better or for worse, behavioral (e.g., employment levels, grades, job retention rates) and economic (e.g., annual income, tax revenues) outcomes tend to be a preferred language of change for many power brokers who like to see logic models accompanied by long-term benefits, not just short-term changes in attitudes (e.g., career maturity). This dilemma presented significant challenges, leading the group participants to consider the question of which parties in society should be called on to define what are the most credible or important criteria for demonstrating program success, including the controversial issue of which criteria are more important than others.

Rossier (2007) from Switzerland pointed out several caveats in claiming that a program works in the absence of conducting follow-up assessments that may span from a month to an entire year, or even longer. According to his evaluation of a vocational guidance program serving college-educated young adults and another program serving adult job seekers, postintervention gains were not necessarily sustained. Aside from longitudinal designs, several presenters raised the issue of the difficulty of trying to satisfy public policy criteria when the purposes of a vocational guidance program (and needs of local stakeholders) do not coincide with those criteria. Ingstad, Warska, and Carey (2007) from Norway described a pilot project that developed local partnerships between businesses and secondary schools in Norway and Holland. The authors provided a practitioner-oriented structure of guidelines for school administrators, counselors, mentors, and parents, based on a social action approach, to facilitate the entrepreneurial spirit and vocational decision making of young people. Their project was in its early stages of development, and it was not designed to demonstrate statistical gains per se, but to forge the partnerships that would ultimately lay the foundation for its sustainability.

Nonetheless, questions remained as to how the partnerships and guidelines Ingstad et al. (2007) developed would acquire the capacity to expand their impact without being situated in a public policy model, or without disseminating the practical benefits of the project through some sort of statistical persuasion. To provide a model of appropriate ways to communicate with the power brokers in a language to which they are inclined to be most receptive, several presenters outlined strategies for verifying program efficacy in a way that connects vocational guidance programs to educational and career outcomes that are deemed important among key constituents (e.g., politicians, school superintendents, federal research organizations, foundations) who control and allocate substantial amounts of both financial and human resources.

One potential response to the public policy dilemma was the proposal by Trusty (2007) from the United States of a proximal-distal outcome framework to assist professionals in delineating a sequence of short-term and long-term criteria, including a rubric for tying program activities to specific outcomes (see D. Brown & Trusty, 2005). In effect, he stressed the value of empirically connecting immediate outcomes to progressively distant, long-term outcomes in a structured, predictable manner. His approach to vocational efficacy research was also articulated by Pavoncello and Iannis (2007) from Italy, who presented a pilot project conducted in 15 provinces across southern Italy. Driven by public policy goals of lifelong learning, social inclusion, labor market efficiency, and economic development, the authors wanted to develop an organizational model for quality assurance in employment centers throughout Italy. They also designed quality assurances to create a handbook that delineated and supported vocational guidance premises; specifically, they outlined four sequential steps related to this process: (a) training managers and practitioners, (b) defining common principles and priorities, (c) creating a model of intervention, and (d) establishing a monitoring system using advanced Web technology. As objective and as comprehensive as such approaches may sound, Schiersmann (2007) from Germany stressed that verification procedures are still unavoidably mired in a social context with particular struggles and histories that are far more complex for any single, uniform framework to take into account. Thus, she suggested that even the most appealing top-down models of evaluation will lose, to some extent, their level of application and logic. Yet, models moving from the bottom up presented inescapable problems of sustainability and limited amounts of money.

Conger and Hiebert (2007) from Canada tackled this balancing act from the perspective of employment equivalence as a measure of vocational guidance efficacy. Here the authors observed that the criterion that is most often used by those who provide government funding to determine the efficacy of career interventions is employment status - one that may clash with other criteria that may be valued just as equally (if not more) by local practitioners, such as returning to school to acquire work readiness skills. Unfortunately, Conger and Hiebert noted that many policies do not count these outcomes, favored by practitioners, as measures of success. To reconcile these divergent outcomes of choice, the authors suggested that an acceptable proxy criterion could be the calculation of various returns on the investment in vocational guidance. For instance, evaluators could justify the efficacy of their vocational guidance program by estimating, through relatively simple mathematical formulas, how returning for an associate's degree after high school would produce long-term benefits for multiple stakeholders.

To complicate matters even more, Lecomte, Savard, and Guillon (2007) from Canada and France focused much needed attention on the issue of whether efficacy verification should be more concerned with the process of career counseling or with ingredients of change that contribute to outcomes. In this regard, the authors offered directions for future research that emphasized a focus on counselor-level variables and training in career counseling - recommendations that have been voiced by other scholars in the field (e.g., Swanson, 2002). From this point of view, the need to prove that vocational guidance interventions actually work is no longer the real problem; rather, the implication is that there is a need to "unpack" the moment- by-moment interactions that emerge between counselor and client that facilitate or impede the likelihood of such outcomes to occur. This might involve a systematic focus on single-case study designs or interview methods.

Theme 3: Comprehensive Versus Cost- Effective Programs

The complex challenge of providing comprehensive vocational guidance programs in a finite system of funding and personnel signified a natural point of intersection with the first and second themes addressed by discussion group participants. Given that most projects presented in the group had to do with school guidance approaches, it was only fitting that critical questions would be raised about how these large-scale programs would, realistically speaking, continue to operate. After all, such programs must inevitably identify mechanisms for providing the same quality of services (and the same level of outcomes) in the most efficient and cost-effective manner possible if they are to survive.

In many ways, the tension between wanting to provide a comprehensive, coordinated, wraparound approach (whereby youth receive all the vocational services they need) and wanting to effectively contain the costs for such services resembles the familiar issue found in psychotherapy pertaining to component studies, that is, the comparison of effect sizes (or outcomes) between a treatment package with a particular component and a treatment package without that component. Ann and Wampold (2001), for example, used a dismantling strategy to determine whether the removal of specific ingredients in a meta-analysis of component studies resulted in poorer outcomes, or if outcomes remained the same. If the outcomes were no different after dismantling the components, the implication would be that adding more components to a treatment docs not yield an outcome that is improved compared with a less specific treatment and, therefore, is not worth the higher costs. Similar logic could be applied to dissecting the benefits of certain features in schoolbased vocational programs that offer services to youth across various settings (e.g., home, school, community) and at multiple levels (e.g., individual, group, family). Would it be useful, for example, to investigate which elements of effective vocational programs directly relate to the vocational domain as opposed to those elements that are nonspecific? Is it vocational skills and vocational knowledge that make the greatest contribution to positive outcomes, or do positive outcomes depend more fundamentally on the quality of the relationship (or mentoring) forged between students and change agents, from which those assets (skills and knowledge) are acquired?

As Watts (2005) previously noted in his international review of career guidance policies and practices across 37 countries, the core message that underlies this tension, and many others in the field, is that scholars cannot afford to neglect the abundantly clear requirement that vocational guidance not only represents the individual's problems (i.e., the private good), but also extends its reach into the larger and much more complex landscape of society's problems (i.e., the public good). In his own words, "If individuals want them [career services], they should pay for them. It is because they are also perceived as a public good that governments become interested in them and are prepared to support them financially and in other ways" (Watts, 2005, p. 67). Blustein, McWhirter, and Perry (2005) recently advanced Watts's call for extending vocational guidance into the public sector by articulating an emancipatory-communitarian approach. From this perspective, Watts's three public goals of learning, labor market efficiency, and social equity are inseparable. It is therefore incumbent on scholars to be innovative with and to expand their research designs and methods and to proactively build partnerships with other disciplines, such as education, economics, and social work. Without interprofessional collaboration, such a vision of efficacy research cannot be realized.

Recommendations for Punire. Research

For the moment, the discussion group participants concluded that there is no clear or straightforward resolution to the multiple tensions and problems that the vocational guidance field currently faces regarding best practices for efficacy verification. Although we, as professionals in the field, have a rich array of research tools, the most appropriate procedures for using and integrating them have yet to be discovered. This is not to say that a single paradigm of research can (or should) be applied to all vocational concerns across all nations and communities. To the contrary, it brings us to a defining point of convergence united by a common goal: To the extent that it is possible, how can we learn from one another's efforts and expertise to show that the work we do actually matters? In the spirit of this quest, we close this article with a few potential directions for efficacy verification research.

First, we recommend that researchers apply cost-benefit analysis methods to demonstrate the long-term benefits of vocational guidance programs, similar to what researchers have done for preschool and comprehensive school programs (e.g., Borman & Hewes, 2002; Nores, Belfield, Barnett, & Schweinhart, 2005; Reynolds, Temple, Robertson, 8c Mann, 2002). These methods calculate the net value of a program (e.g., net earnings, tax contributions) and compare it with the net value of another program used in a quasi-experimental design or a control group used in an experimental design. For example, if a program costs $50,000 and the total net benefits are $500,000, that program would repay approximately $10 for every $1 invested; if the costs of remedial services (e.g., special education, welfare expenditures) are greater than those provided as a return through the new program, then a stronger case can be made that such a program is cost effective. Consonant with the suggestions of Conger and Hiebert (2007), a cost-benefit analysis could verify the efficacy of a school-towork program by comparing its benefits (e.g., graduation rates) with those of a program that does not use such services. Situated within a proximal-distal framework (Trusty, 2007), cost-benefit methods would bolster the rationale for short-term gains that are typically found in attitudinal outcomes, such as career planning and career decision making.

Second, we recommend that a social action approach, which uses both quantitative and qualitative methods, be increasingly implemented in the work of efficacy verification as a process situated in a contextual system, particularly during the early stages of program development and refinement as a foundation for sustainability. Drawing from the work of several presenters (Cinamon, 2007; Ingstad et al., 2007; Perry, 2007), we suggest that multiple actors be included in the development, delivery, and even the evaluation of vocational programs to achieve long-lasting change that is in the control of the system or community once the original change agents have left. We submit that the real test of efficacy is not just a matter of objective design, but of respecting different viewpoints and sources of wisdom and thereby inviting space for genuine partnerships to emerge (Kenny, Sparks, & Jackson, 2007). When efficacy research is grounded in authentic relationships among individuals, groups, and institutions, resources are much more likely to be effectively distributed and shared as budgets tighten over time.

Third, and finally, we encourage scholars to follow the advice provided by Lecomte et al. (2007) in terms of linking process variables in vocational programs with their observed outcomes. By gaining insight into how particular ingredients of change (e.g., counselor-client alliance, career exploration, social support, efficacy building) dynamically interact and provide the explanation for the positive effects evidenced through metaanalyses, scholars will be in a much better position to develop and deliver interventions that can augment those very effects. This advancement in empirical knowledge would lead to sophisticated training and supervision methods so that outcomes are influenced at a more powerful level. A combination of single-case studies, ethnographies, and interview methods would all provide researchers with findings that could shed critical light on these processes and, as a result, on the kinds of outcomes produced.

Conclusion

As we have suggested, the future of vocational guidance, including its justification at a public policy level, rests on the interest and desire to conduct evaluations and communicate findings in a language that is fundamentally different from that with which most researchers may have been trained. It also requires that vocational guidance professionals invest substantial time and energy in longitudinal experimental or quasi-experimental designs that can extend beyond their original setting and transform the way in which resources are allocated and systems function - an approach to change that may push many scholars outside their traditional comfort zones. Although the potential exists, such courses of action will ultimately depend on the articulation of a common set of values and a global vision around which the field may unite. We hope that this symposium is a natural step in that direction.
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