Breaking or Building? Reimagining Public Employment Services Through a Career Development Approach
Conference Theme Alignment
This workshop aligns with Tupuānuku (Best Practice) by presenting evidence-informed, practice-based approaches that strengthen public employment service systems and with Matariki (Well-being) through its focus on the relationship between career development, mental health, and resilience.
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Abstract
Introduction
Public employment services (PES) systems in many countries have increasingly adopted “jobs-first” approaches that prioritise rapid labour market attachment over sustainable solutions that addresses real readiness issues, breaks cycles of recidivism, and creates lasting solutions to labour market imbalances. While efficient in intent, jobs-first approaches often fail to address the complex realities faced by individuals, particularly those experiencing multiple barriers to employment. Emerging evidence suggests that such models may inadvertently reinforce cycles of instability, inequity, and repeat service use. This session examines how decades of policy, economic thinking, and system design have shaped current PES models and explores how career development can be a foundational for a system that is both humane and outcomes driven. This work reflects a growing recognition that career development can produce both the employment outcomes governments strive to achieve, but also attend to critical issues of wellbeing, identity, and access to opportunity. 
Objectives
This workshop will enable participants to:
1. Critically examine how policy and system design shape the public employment system 
2. Explore evidence on the limitations of “jobs-first” employment service models 
3. Understand the role of career development in supporting wellbeing, resilience, and sustainable employment outcomes
4. Apply insights from the IM&M+ model to reimagine more effective and equitable service approaches 
Theoretical Basis
The workshop is grounded in socio-political theories of career development, including the work of Tony Watts, which positions career development at the intersection of individual aspiration and structural opportunity. It also draws on systems thinking and equity-oriented frameworks that highlight how policy choices influence the distribution of opportunity and life chances. The session incorporates evidence from longitudinal studies and a randomized controlled trial of the IM&M+ model, demonstrating the impact of IM&M+, a participant-centred, strengths-based career development approach, on employment outcomes, emotional wellbeing, and sustained labour market engagement. 
Methodology
This interactive workshop combines presentation, facilitated dialogue, and structured reflection. Participants will:
· examine key data and system trends related to PES effectiveness 
· engage in guided reflection on how current systems define and measure success 
· participate in small-group exercises exploring alternative approaches across three domains: practice, policy/funding, and evaluation 
· identify actionable strategies to shift systems toward more holistic, equitable and evidence-based approaches
The session is designed to foster critical dialogue while supporting practical application across diverse national contexts.
Results
Evidence from multiple implementation phases of the IM&M+ model demonstrates significant positive impacts on both employment and wellbeing outcomes. Participants showed improvements in employment hope, emotional intelligence, and mental health, while comparison groups receiving standard PES services experienced stagnation or decline in these areas. Employment outcomes were also stronger over time among those who participated in IM&M+, with significantly higher rates of sustained employment observed beyond program completion. In addition, system-level impacts included reduced social assistance reliance and improved service effectiveness. These findings suggest that approaches integrating career development and wellbeing can produce more sustainable and equitable outcomes than traditional employment-focused models, resulting in not only better outcomes for individuals, but also significant cost savings for governments. 
Conclusions
The findings challenge prevailing assumptions about the effectiveness of current employment service models and highlight the need for a reorientation toward approaches that integrate career development, wellbeing, and systems-level thinking. The workshop will demonstrate how shifting from a “jobs-first” to a “people-first” paradigm can strengthen both individual outcomes and system performance. It also provides practical insights into how policy, funding, and evaluation frameworks can be redesigned to support more holistic and sustainable approaches.
Target Audience and Format
This interactive workshop is designed for career practitioners, policy makers, system leaders, and researchers interested in employment services reform, equity, and wellbeing. The format combines evidence-informed presentation with facilitated dialogue and applied exercises to support learning transfer across different policy and practice contexts.
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