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Abstract 
Introduction
Examining workforce data and industry perspectives can provide valuable insights for career practitioners seeking to understand how careers develop within changing labour markets. Industry workforce information offers a practical perspective on how sectors evolve over time and how these shifts shape entry points, progression pathways, and ongoing learning across the lifespan. While this paper draws on evidence from Aotearoa New Zealand’s water sector, the themes explored are relevant to many industries experiencing technological change, demographic shifts, and evolving workforce expectations.
The water infrastructure sector provides a useful case study. It encompasses a highly diverse workforce spanning construction trades, technical specialists, engineers, environmental scientists, policy professionals, and executive leadership. At the same time, the sector is undergoing significant transformation, including skill shortages, an ageing workforce, increasing automation, and major regulatory and infrastructure reform.
Using insights from the Water New Zealand Workforce Survey, this presentation uses workforce data to capture a sector in transition and explore what these changes mean for career guidance professionals. Analysed through a career development lens, the presentation highlights implications for practitioners supporting diverse entry points into the workforce, career progression, and ongoing reskilling across the lifespan.

Objectives
The paper has three primary objectives:
1. To analyse workforce trends in Aotearoa/New Zealand’s water sector using data from the Water New Zealand Workforce Survey.
2. To identify key career development challenges and opportunities within a complex, multidisciplinary industry.
3. To draw practical insights for career practitioners supporting workforce entry, progression, reskilling, and lifelong career development.

Theoretical Basis
The analysis draws on lifespan and systems approaches to career development (Patton & McMahon, 2021), which emphasise the dynamic interaction between individuals, learning systems, labour markets, and broader socio-economic contexts. It also engages with theories of career adaptability and lifelong learning in changing labour markets. These frameworks support examination of how workers navigate career pathways in sectors experiencing technological change, infrastructure renewal, and policy reform.
Methodology
The study uses secondary analysis of data from the Water New Zealand Workforce Survey, which captures workforce demographics, skill needs, occupational diversity, and future workforce projections across the water sector. The survey data are examined qualitatively and descriptively to identify patterns relevant to career development, including workforce diversity, skill gaps, recruitment challenges, and professional mobility across roles.
The findings are interpreted through a career development framework to explore how sector characteristics shape career pathways, training needs, and career decision-making.
Results 
As the Water New Zealand Workforce Survey will be conducted between May and July 2026, final results will not yet be available at the time of proposal submission. The presentation will report on the survey findings once data analysis is complete.
The analysis will examine workforce characteristics and trends within the water sector, including workforce composition, occupational diversity, recruitment challenges, and emerging skill needs. Particular attention will be given to how these patterns influence career pathways within the sector.
The presentation will explore themes relevant to career development practice, including how complex industries communicate career pathways, how sectors respond to workforce shortages and demographic change, and how ongoing professional learning supports adaptation to technological and regulatory change. The analysis will also consider how workforce data may inform strategies to support greater diversity and inclusion within infrastructure careers.
Conclusions
The water sector illustrates how infrastructure industries operate as microcosms of broader career development challenges in modern labour markets. For career practitioners, the findings emphasise the importance of supporting lifelong career development, recognising non-linear pathways, and engaging with industry data to better understand evolving workforce needs.
Industry-informed insights can strengthen career guidance practice by connecting individual career development with sector-level workforce dynamics. The presentation therefore highlights the value of collaboration between career practitioners, industry organisations, and workforce research to support sustainable and inclusive career development.
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