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Abstract

This paper offers a critical reading of the International Labour Organization's Handbook for Career
Development (2024), which sets out a career development framework for low- and middle-income
countries. It first acknowledges the framework's genuine strengths: its serious treatment of the
informal economy as a legitimate site of career development, and its well-grounded recognition that
career choices are shaped by family, gender, geography and access to capital. The central argument
is that the framework nonetheless commits a category error. It presents contestable ethical and
political commitments, such as solidarity and mutual aid, critical consciousness, the challenging of
gendered and ethnic structures, and environmental stewardship, as career management competencies
with the same epistemic status as more directly career-relevant instrumental skills such as labour-
market research, planning or budgeting. Drawing a structural parallel with older conduct and moral-
instruction manuals, the paper argues that this move builds a portrait of the ideal citizen rather than
an inventory of career-relevant skills, and that folding such values into the definition of career
competency withdraws them from open debate by presenting a contestable ethico-political
programme as neutral, evidence-based content. The paper proposes a narrower three-part architecture
distinguishing career-management capabilities, contextual literacy, and personal and relational
resources, while arguing that ethical-civic commitments and structural transformation belong to
politics and civic education rather than career guidance.
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Author's note: This piece examines the ILO's Handbook for Career Development. Introduction to
the ILO Framework for Career Development in Low- and Middle-Income Countries (2024),
authored by Tristram Hooley, Hannah Blake, and Pedro Moreno da Fonseca.

1. What the Handbook Says

The ILO Handbook proposes a Career Development (CD) framework intended to guide career
guidance policy and practice in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). It builds on the ILO’s
earlier Career Guidance: A Resource Handbook for Low- and Middle-Income Countries (Hansen,
2006), moving from general guidance on the development of career guidance systems to a more
detailed account of what people should learn in order to develop and manage their careers.

The framework rests on three components: sixteen "capabilities" organised into four "learning
areas", a "learning model" describing how career learning unfolds (a cyclical spiral of awareness,
motivation, information-seeking, exploration, reflection, theorising, planning, and "careering"), and
a set of "learning contexts" (schools, technical and vocational education and training, youth and



employment programmes, the informal economy, the formal economy) in which this learning takes
place.

The four learning areas are:

1. Context and culture, covering capabilities such as living in spaces and places, being part of
a family, being part of a community, and recognising and respecting culture.

2. Structures and opportunities, covering understanding the rules of the "career game",
engaging in formal and informal learning, understanding possibilities for decent work and
entrepreneurship, and dealing with gendered expectations and inequalities.

3. Power and strategy, covering exercising agency and mobility, being resilient and flexible,
building relationships and networks, and acting entrepreneurially.

4. Capability and reflection, covering recognising one's right to a career, building a self-
concept, reflecting on one's position in society, and asking for help.

Each capability is further specified through a set of "key skills" (e.g. "critical consciousness",
"solidarity and mutual aid", "challenging structures", "cultural awareness") and, in Chapter 8,
through detailed learning outcomes phrased in the first person ("I recognise how gender structures
the labour market and am able to challenge this where necessary", Handbook, p. 42) across the five

learning contexts.

The document explicitly grounds career development in an ethic of "shared responsibility": career is
"something that we do together, in families and communities as well as with support from
employers, trade unions and community organisations and the state", and the state is assigned "an
active role in advancing social justice by promoting equal career opportunities" (Handbook, p. 10).
The informal economy, where many workers-and in some countries most workers-build their
livelihoods, is treated as a legitimate and permanent site of career development in its own right, not
merely a waystation to formal employment.

2. What Is Genuinely Valuable Here

Before turning to criticism, it is worth being fair to the document's real contributions. Two things
distinguish it favourably from earlier, high-income-country career management frameworks that it
explicitly declines to import wholesale.

First, it takes seriously the fact that for many people in LMICs, careers are built substantially or
entirely within the informal economy, through family enterprises, apprenticeship-like arrangements,
and community-embedded work rather than through linear progression inside formal organisations.
A framework imported unreflectively from the OECD world, built around CVs, job interviews, and
organisational career ladders, would simply not describe the reality many of the world's workers
live in. The Handbook's insistence on this point is empirically grounded and represents genuine
added value.

There is, however, an important omission in the Handbook's treatment of informality. Although the
informal economy is presented as one of the five principal contexts of career learning, the
Handbook never provides a clear definition of what counts as informal employment, self-
employment or enterprise. It describes the informal economy as a major site of work, learning and
career development, but does not clarify the relationships and boundaries between informal,
unregistered, irregular and illegal economic activity. A more explicit definition appears only in the
background paper, which characterises informality in terms of employment and self-employment
operating with limited or no effective state regulation (Hooley, Blake, Moreno da Fonseca, &



Ribeiro, 2024, p. 12). For a practical handbook intended for practitioners and non-specialists,
leaving such a central and heterogeneous category undefined is a significant conceptual weakness.

Second, its recognition that career choices are constrained by family obligation, gender norms,
geography, and access to capital is not an ideological add-on but a well-established finding in the
sociology of work and in decades of career guidance research (Bourdieu's account of habitus and
cultural capital, Blustein's psychology-of-working framework, and constructivist career theory more
broadly all point in this direction). Acknowledging structural constraint is not, by itself, a political
move; it is simply accurate.

The criticism that follows is not a criticism of these two points. It is a criticism of what the
Handbook does with them.

3. The Central Problem: A Category Error Dressed as a Skills
Framework

The Handbook presents all sixteen capabilities, and all of their constituent "key skills", under a
single undifferentiated heading: things a person needs to learn "to have the best chance of building a
fulfilling, productive and successful career" (Handbook, p. 14). This framing implicitly claims that
every item in the list has the same epistemic status, namely that it is instrumentally useful to the
individual's career outcomes. That claim does not survive scrutiny.

The background paper shows that the framework was constructed from a deliberately broad pool of
inputs. The authors distinguish career management skills, employability skills, and broader skills
that underpin participation in social and economic life, while noting that the boundaries between
these categories are porous and that all three informed the synthesis of the framework (Hooley,
Blake, Moreno da Fonseca, & Ribeiro, 2024, p. 23). This does not amount to an acknowledgement
that skills and values were conflated. It does, however, show that the framework was not derived
solely from conventionally defined career-management competencies, but incorporated a wider and
conceptually diverse set of capacities. These included items as different as collective action to
access opportunities and decent work, classified by the authors as a career management skill, and
environmental awareness, classified as an underpinning skill. The argument developed below is
that, in the final framework, this broad synthesis sometimes crosses a further boundary: from
career-related capability to ethical-political disposition.

Consider the list of "key skills" invoked across the framework: labour market awareness, career
planning, budgeting, negotiation, and language skills sit alongside solidarity and mutual aid,
challenging structures, critical consciousness, cultural awareness, and reflexivity on gendered and
ethnic hierarchies. The first group has a plausible causal path to employment outcomes: knowing
how to read a labour market, plan a transition, or manage a budget measurably affects whether
someone finds and keeps decent work. The second group does not have the same kind of
evidentiary support connecting it to individual career outcomes. It is, rather, a set of political and
ethical commitments, namely that individuals ought to be in solidarity with others, ought to
challenge existing power structures, ought to develop a critical consciousness of their social
position, and ought to work to dismantle gendered and ethnic inequalities. These are substantive,
contestable positions about how a person should relate to society. They are not empirical findings
about what helps someone get a job.

The term "critical consciousness" is not generic. It is strongly associated with the Freirean tradition
of critical pedagogy and political conscientisation, rather than with vocational guidance. Embedding



it as a "key skill" for career development, alongside labour-market awareness and career planning,
does not neutralise its political content; it presents a specific pedagogical-political tradition as if it
were a technical competency with the same status as budgeting.

This is not an incidental drafting choice. It runs through the entire document. The "Structures and
opportunities" area asks learners to develop the capability of "dealing with gendered expectations
and inequalities", explicitly including the skill of "challenging structures" (Handbook, p. 20). The
"Power and strategy" area frames agency partly in terms of the capacity to "change... the structures
around them" (Handbook, p. 21). The "Capability and reflection" area asks learners to recognise
"social, economic, ethnic, and linguistic hierarchies" and to consider "what can be done about them
both individually and collectively" (Handbook, p. 23). None of this is about how to get or keep a
job. It is about what kind of political subject a person should become.

4. "Universal Core SKkills" That Are Anything But

The problem is not confined to the "soft", values-laden capabilities like solidarity or cultural

respect. It extends into material presented as though it were straightforwardly technical. The ILO's
global core skills framework, on which the Handbook draws, lists "basic skills for green jobs"
(environmental awareness, waste reduction and management, energy and water efficiency) as one of
four foundational categories of core skills for al/l workers, not as an optional module for those
entering environmental occupations specifically (Handbook, p. 12).

This is worth pausing on. Environmental awareness, waste reduction and energy and water
efficiency may be relevant to employability and productivity in particular sectors, including
agriculture and small-scale manufacturing. But their relevance is not self-evidently universal and
should be demonstrated sector by sector, especially in LMIC labour markets dominated by informal
work and highly diverse livelihood activities. Presenting environmental awareness as a core,
universal competency, on a par with literacy or labour-market awareness, therefore requires more
justification than the Handbook provides. Its inclusion reflects not only an empirical claim about
employability but also a values commitment, namely that environmental stewardship should be part
of everyone's professional formation.

The point generalises: whether the value in question is currently fashionable and widely shared
(environmental sustainability) or more contested (gender-structure critique, "challenging" existing
power arrangements), its status as a value rather than a competency does not change. A framework
should not place either kind of claim under the label of career management skill. That some of these
values happen to command broad contemporary consensus does not make them any less normative,
nor does it make their inclusion in a "skills" framework any less a category error.

S. A Catechism of Virtues, Not a Manual of Employability

Put together, the effect of the framework is to construct not a set of career management
competencies but a portrait of the ideal person: someone reflexive, community-minded, gender-
egalitarian, environmentally conscious, critically aware of social hierarchy, entrepreneurial,
resilient, and inclined toward collective action against unjust structures. This is a coherent and, in
contemporary terms, admirable moral portrait. It is also, unmistakably, a portrait, a catalogue of
virtues, in the older sense of that word: a specification of what a good person should be and do,
applied to the domain of work.



This is why the comparison to older moral or religious instructional manuals is worth taking
seriously, though it needs a more precise formulation than a simple analogy. The interesting parallel
is not that the Handbook is "religious" in content. It is that both genres share a structural move:
prescribing not a technique for achieving a stated, narrow goal, but a whole way of being a person,
under the cover of instruction for something narrower (piety, in the old case; employability, in this
one). The nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century conduct manuals that prescribed "correct"
behaviour for young men and women did not present themselves as moral treatises either; they
often presented themselves as practical guides to getting on in life, while incorporating a
comprehensive vision of virtuous personhood. The mechanism here is the same, even though the
specific virtues promoted, solidarity and critical consciousness rather than deference and piety,
could not be more different in political valence.

6. Why This Matters: Confusing Agency-for-the-Individual
with Politics-for-the-World

There is a defensible reason career guidance must engage with structural constraint: the whole point
of the discipline, arguably, is to help individuals, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds,
exercise agency and build satisfying, sustainable careers despite the constraints of family wealth,
cultural capital, gender norms, or geography they were born into. A career guidance practice that
ignored these constraints, or treated career outcomes as purely the product of individual merit and
effort, would be naively individualistic and would fail precisely the populations most in need of
support. On this the Handbook is right to insist that context, culture, and structure matter.

But there is a difference between two distinct moves:

1. Helping an individual understand the constraints they face, and develop the agency, skills,
and strategies to navigate and where possible overcome them in pursuit of their own goals;
and

2. Instructing the individual that part of their personal development, as a matter of career
competency, should consist in adopting a critical, activist stance toward those structures on
behalf of society at large, and in internalising a specific set of egalitarian and communitarian
values as constitutive of being a "capable" career-builder.

The first is squarely within the remit of career guidance, however conceived. The second belongs to
civic education, political education, or a general ethics of citizenship, not to a discipline whose
object is helping individuals build careers. Correcting the deep causes of economic and cultural
inequality is a legitimate and important social goal, but it is the proper business of politics,
economic policy, and sociology, not of career guidance manuals, which have neither the mandate
nor the tools to pursue structural transformation and which risk, by claiming to, both overreaching
their competence and under-delivering on their actual job (helping people find and manage decent
work).

By folding "solidarity," "challenging structures," and "critical consciousness of gendered and ethnic
hierarchies" into the definition of career competency itself, the Handbook does something more
troubling than simply expressing a political preference. It removes these positions from the space of
open debate by presenting them as technical, consensus, evidence-based content, equivalent in
status to labour-market awareness or career planning. A teacher, careers adviser, or public
employment service using this framework as a curriculum is not merely teaching young people how
to plan a career; they are, without disclosure or debate, inducting them into a specific and
contestable political-ethical worldview, one that happens to sit closer to a post-neoliberal, social-



justice, capability-approach tradition (echoes of Freire, Sen, and critical pedagogy run throughout)
than to any consensus position. Whatever one thinks of that worldview's merits, presenting it as a
set of "skills" needed for career success rather than as a value position to be argued for is a
methodological failure, not merely a political one.

A clearer architecture would distinguish three domains: career-management capabilities, such as
planning, information use, networking and transition management; contextual literacy concerning
labour markets, institutions, culture, inequality and power; and personal and relational resources
that directly support career agency, such as self-efficacy, reflexivity, resilience and cooperation.
Ethical and civic commitments such as solidarity, environmental stewardship, collective action and
social transformation should not constitute a further layer of the career development framework.
They belong to civic, ethical and political education, where their normative character can be made
explicit and alternative positions can remain open to debate.

The issue also raises a broader institutional question. The ILO’s mandate is broad, but it remains
centred on the world of work. The issue arises when a technical career-guidance document moves
from supporting rights, decent work and career development to prescribing the civic and political
outlook that individuals should develop. ILO conventions and recommendations derive their
normative authority from tripartite deliberation and, in the case of conventions, national ratification;
a technical handbook does not undergo the same process. Yet the ILO imprimatur may give its
pedagogical prescriptions an authority that exceeds their evidential and deliberative basis, allowing
contestable academic and political concepts to circulate as universal professional standards. When
expertise concerning work and employment expands into the formation of civic and political
attitudes, this risks becoming a form of supranational norm-setting without equivalent democratic
accountability. The problem is therefore not the ILO’s normative mission as such, but the extension
of negotiated work-related principles into broader prescriptions about civic and political formation,
presented as career-guidance content.

7. Conclusion

The ILO Handbook is right that career development in low- and middle-income countries cannot be
modelled on high-income, formal-sector assumptions, and right that family, community, gender, and
informality structure the opportunities available to any given individual. These are genuine
contributions. But the framework does not stop at describing these constraints; it prescribes, as a
matter of career "capability," that individuals adopt a specific set of values, including solidarity,
critical consciousness, structural challenge, gender and ethnic egalitarianism, and environmental
stewardship, whose relationship with individual career outcomes is neither of the same kind nor
supported by the same form of evidence as labour-market knowledge, planning or transition-
management skills, and which instead constitute a particular vision of the good citizen. This is a
category error with real consequences: it launders a contestable ethical-political programme through
the authority of a technical, UN-endorsed skills framework, foreclosing the very debate that such a
programme, on its own terms, ought to invite. Career guidance, as a discipline, would be better
served by a framework that clearly separates what helps a person build the career they want from
contestable political and ethical views about what society ought to do-through political decision-
making, economic policy and civic education-to make that pursuit fairer for everyone.
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