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Globally, career development systems are often fragmented, inconsistent, and uneven in quality, contributing to inequities in access to effective career support. National strategies are increasingly proposed as solutions, with interest in how such strategies are designed, governed and implemented within complex and politically dynamic systems. 
In this context, Aotearoa New Zealand offers a distinctive example. It is one of the few countries to release a comprehensive National Careers System Strategy (NCSS 2023), which sets out a long-term vision for a coherent and equitable system to enable people to navigate learning and work across their lives. 
The NCSS was developed using a mixed-method, participatory, and theory-informed approach, with over 700 stakeholders involved, including government agencies, iwi and Māori organisations, educators, career practitioners, employers, community groups, and young people. This was supported through workshops, interviews, and iterative feedback loops, reflecting principles of co-design and Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 
However, designing a system strategy is one thing; implementing it within a complex, evolving policy environment is another. Careers systems intersect with education, employment, social services, communities, and whānau (family). System change requires collaboration across agencies, who traditionally operate in siloes, and wider stakeholders - and it must remain resilient through political, economic and institutional shifts.
This paper critically reflects on both the design and early implementation of the NCSS, offering a case study analysis of how strategic intent has translated into practice. It explores the drivers and barriers to system reform, including cross-agency collaboration, leadership, political change, and the tensions between national and regional responsiveness. 
Despite the complexity of system reform, early results demonstrate progress. System leadership and visibility have strengthened, with clearer coordination across agencies. Foundations for quality have been established through a national Careers Quality Framework. Cross-agency alignment has improved, particularly between education and employment services, and new tools and resources are extending into frontline contexts. The NCSS has also guided delivery of core career products including Tahatū Career Navigator (the new government careers website) and its Career Practice Hub (resources to support practitioners and communities); and the expansion of Inspiring the Future into secondary schools. However, gaps remain and progress remains contingent on sustained institutional and relational commitment. 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s experience demonstrates that career system reform is possible, even in complex and changing environments. For international audiences, this paper offers practical insights into designing and implementing national careers strategies that are coherent, adaptive, and centred on the needs of learners, workers, and communities, while critically examining the constraints and enablers of system reform. 
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