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In 2024, the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) undertook research with MartinJenkins to understand the career needs of people in low-paid work. Despite comprising around 1.7 million people in Aotearoa New Zealand, this group has minimal contact with government or careers support, is relatively under‑researched, and could benefit from more tailored career guidance.
The research was conducted in two phases. An initial overview identified key careers audience groups and selected low-paid workers as the focus. This was followed by qualitative and quantitative research to explore their needs and barriers, guided by the question: What are the barriers and enablers to accessing and activating career advice for people in low-paid work in Aotearoa New Zealand? 
An online survey (1,037 responses), interviews with 30 respondents and seven careers professionals, and two focus groups, one with low-paid young Māori and with the other with ‘life navigators’ and career practitioners provided additional depth and context.
Low-paid workers are demographically and geographically diverse, reflecting the wider population. They work across multiple industries, have varied qualification levels, and for 64% their job is their primary activity. While they have diverse career needs, some common themes emerged. Most are satisfied with their work and life overall, intentionally fitting work around their lives rather than prioritising advancement. They often have limited understanding of what career support is or how it might be relevant to them.
They prioritise (80%) wellbeing of their whānau (family) and time with them (social responsibilities) alongside financial security (90%). Time and energy constraints can limit forward planning, although most value independence in decision‑making about work (94%) and are curious and keen to learn (85%). 
Whilst they may not see the importance of career support for themselves, they often support friends and family. Informal channels are their main source of career advice, and with many are not actively seeking change, this makes them harder to reach through traditional career support models, especially as material resources are often a barrier.
To be empowered, individuals need to know the options available and have resources to activate them if they want to. The research identified distinct clusters with varying needs for intensity, flexibility, and personalisation of career support. 
 For career professionals, policymakers, and others, building awareness of career support—its benefits, relevance, and accessibility—is critical, while avoiding assumptions about aspirations or desire for change for low-paid workers. Language focused on “careers”, “ambition”, or “improvement” does not resonate; messaging aligned to non‑work goals, resilience, future preparedness, and supporting friends and family is more effective. Working with employers to help identify transferable skills of low-paid workers will likely also be beneficial. This research will inform how TEC, including through Tahatū, better reaches and supports low-paid workers and provides insights for careers professionals to use more broadly.
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