
You’ve got mail! 

Delivering high quality email 
guidance.

Leigh Fowkes, Lydia Lauder, Lynne Johnson

30 March 2021



2CAREERS AND EMPLOYABILITY SERVICES

Welcome

• Who remembers this film?

• Was it really 1998! (Yikes)

• How prominent was email?

• Hasn't email already been overtaken 
by various social media platforms?

• Do you use email in your guidance 
practice?

• Let's see......

Please head to menti.com and use this 
code to vote: 7244 8727
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Workshop Outline

Exploring your perceptions 
and experience of e-guidance

Our HECSU research & the 
evidence base for e-guidance

Summary of our HECSU 
research findings

What next for our research, 
What next for you.

Advantages, disadvantages 
and challenges of e-guidance

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC.
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Our Higher Education Careers Services Unit 
(HECSU) research.

1. Our professional careers guidance services are all delivered at distance. We 
use various technologies to reach students. Webinars, forums, video, 
telephone and email.

2. Email guidance is a core part of our 1:1 offer. However, the efficacy of careers 
guidance via email (asynchronous) is much less understood (limited 
evidence base)

3. We also needed to better understand the training and quality assurance 
needs to be able to deliver high quality email guidance (e-guidance).

4. So we explored gaps in the evidence base: especially involving practitioner
and client experiences of e-guidance.

5. We did this through student questionnaires, in-depth student interviews and 
a practitioner focus group. We are finalising our draft report right now!
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The evidence base;
some rather large holes......

• Large body of evidence towards 
guidance models and theories for 
guidance.

• Assumptive of face-to-face contact.

• Tends not to assume different sets of 
competencies.

• No recent literature on e-guidance.

• Much more evidence of email 
guidance in a therapeutic context.

• More useful recent evidence of the 
value of writing for career (narrative 
approaches, storytelling, career 
construction).
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Exploring the 
disadvantages and 
advantages of email 
guidance.
What is difficult about careers guidance by email for 
you?
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Challenges of Email Guidance

What practitioners found difficult...

Introduction:  Adapting practice to different 
mediums.  Jumping out of the comfort zone!

1. Contextual concerns and the transference 
of guidance skills to a digital medium.

“The presenting issue isn’t the real issue. With an email,
you're not going to get beyond that, are you? It's really
difficult to get beyond that so, asking those digging,
challenging, those sorts of things are hardest to do by
email, so the presenting issue might not be the real issue.”

2. Contracting was considered particularly 
difficult. 

3. Agreeing the agenda for the interaction.

“If they (student) write a very long email and we can spot so
many different elements to that email, we don’t want to
bombard them with even more stuff by opening things
up…so we have to make choices to say which one are we
going to possibly work on. Whereas if we did it over
telephone, we could say, you know, you brought up a lot of
things here, what's your priority? It's very quick to do that on
telephone …..but sometimes (on email), when you're
opening up a floodgate, that's actually quite difficult to do on
email.”
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Challenges of Email Guidance

What practitioners found difficult...

4. Anxieties over e-guidance delivery 
relating to theory of mind 
considerations.

“Talking on the phone is a lot more what I'm used to. You
do get immediate feedback and you get a feel and a vibe
of what the conversation is like. You feel as though you
can understand better what the student is thinking in
the time that you're having that conversation…”

5. Technical writing skills as well as 
personal cognitive elements posed 
barriers.

“Email actually feels really difficult. The process feels
harder and a lot more effort…I think on the phone, you're
in the moment, you're in the conversation and it feels a lot
more natural. But when I'm emailing them, I really
probably overthink a little bit all of the questions I
ask, because you're writing it down and then you're
sending it off to the student. I think, from my
perspective, it feels like a lot more effort. Sometimes,
I write an email and I think, gosh, if I could have just have
had a conversation, it would have been so much easier."

6. Attitudinal reluctance (including the lack of 
confidence and risk taking) towards email 
guidance.

“I'm less likely I think to risk in email guidance, particularly
in challenging. Sometimes, where a phone consultation you
think, actually, the question I need to ask is this and you do
and it works. There's that brilliant feeling where it just feels
electric and I haven't yet got to the stage where I
confidently do that by email.”

7. E-mail delivery had not often been
classified as a distinct activity within advice
and guidance provision so focus on
additional skills needed is overlooked.

Developing a mindset for adapting practice takes 
time!
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Advantages of Email Guidance

Practitioner Focus Group

1. More space and better pace during email
guidance.

Both practitioners and students spoke about email 
providing a ‘psychological space’.

2. Greater agency for the student and
better engagement with complex LMI.

The visual construction of sophisticated information,
links and resources with an ‘email package’ was
viewed as aiding the assimilation of information and
career learning.

“Complexity of information, so if you're on the phone and
you're mentioning resources, prospects here and such-
and-such or your resource, it can get overwhelming for
the students. Whereas if you set it out in an email, it
still looks complicated, but you can go through it bit
by bit, one at a time. The other day, I was speaking to
someone and going through a potential career plan for
them and I could tell they were quite confused on the
phone, because they were saying, I want to do this
but if that happens, then do that. But when I sent the
email, I set it out as step 1, step 2, step 3, like a kind
of flow chart and it's a lot easier to really.”

3. Therapeutic benefits of writing to support 
students’ career management, development 
and identity.  

4. For students with anxieties, certain 
disabilities (e.g. social anxiety), shift 
workers and international students, email 
guidance was considered more beneficial 
(than telephone).

5. Reflective and professional practice was 
amplified through the delivery of email 
guidance and deemed to be one of its 
greatest benefits for practitioners.
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Advantages of Email Guidance

Student Perceptions (n=12 and n=31)

1. Time and ‘psychological space’ to 
respond.

2. Email provides an aide memoire to 
support on-going career planning 
and management.

3. Greater autonomy and agency.

4. Practical conveniences e.g. the 
asynchronous nature of email 
communication removed the barriers 
of time and space. 

5. Overcomes the barriers of verbal 
communications. Email guidance 
provides a ‘safe space’ for carrying 
out careers interactions.



CAREERS AND EMPLOYABILITY SERVICES

HECSU research findings –
recommendations for 
practice
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Making the case for contracting

• Confidentiality of information

• What are they buying into?

• Student perceptions – cut and paste 
template response (a basket at the 
corner shop) V personalised 
response

• Journey approach using 
coaching/counselling/guidance skills 
(more of a big trolley shop)
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Follow a guidance model

• Map your email guidance against a 
framework/model

• Exploring their situation fully –
helping them tell their story

• Focus on questions, 
clarifying, summarising and 
challenging

• Avoiding misunderstanding –
checking out assumptions

• Not overwhelming with information

• Check the balance of information 
V guidance in your emails
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Incorporating Action Planning

• Helping the client progress

• Build in summary and action points 
at the end of each email

• Use bullet points to summarise what 
you have covered and key action 
points – recognise where necessary 
that they are just your suggestions

• Enabling the student to 
identify/own their actions - 'what will 
you do next?'

• Final email should generally be sent 
by the consultant
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Develop your writing skills

• Write as you would speak –
conversational rather than professional

• Personalise your email – do not use 
templates or copy blocks of text

• Use quotes from the original message to 
create a sense of interaction

• Pay attention to the way people respond 
to your questions

• Check assumptions – what were they 
feeling when they wrote that?

• Use intention statements or 
metacommunications to reveal the 
emotions behind your words
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What next for our research?

What next for you?
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What next for our research?

▪ HECSU research will be completed and to be published in Autumn 2021.

▪ Develop a training resource around e-guidance skills.

86% of the practitioners had changed their perceptions of email guidance as a result of the quality 
standards training.  

We have developed:

‒ E-Guidance Quality Standards Framework.

‒ An e-guidance self-assessment Richter Scale of skills – so practitioners can see where their 
strengths, gaps and development needs are.

‒ An e-guidance checklist to support practitioners with key elements to consider when 
constructing an email response.

‒ Observation standards for email guidance. 

And more to come…!
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Contact us

• Lydia.Lauder@open.ac.uk

• Lynne.Johnson@open.ac.uk

• Leigh.Fowkes@open.ac.uk
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