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Introduction
Across many countries, youth employment services are delivered through highly centralised welfare and employment systems that often struggle to respond to the realities of local labour markets. While these systems provide essential income support and employment services, they frequently leave a critical gap for young people who are close to employment but require targeted support and employer connections to transition successfully into work.
In Aotearoa New Zealand, the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs (MTFJ) Community Employment Programme provides a place-based practice model that positions local government as a connector between young people, employers, and support services. Established in April 2000, MTFJ has operated for over 26 years as a locally led response to youth unemployment. Since the introduction of its current partnership with the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) in 2020, the programme has supported close to 9,000 young people into employment, training, and work experience. The programme is currently delivered across 36 councils, reflecting a significant national footprint grounded in local practice.

Objectives
This paper presents the MTFJ Community Employment Programme as a professional practice model for youth employment and career development. The objectives are to:
1. Describe how local government can operate as an effective intermediary between young people and employers. 
2. Examine the practical strategies used by employment coordinators to support young people into work. 
3. Reflect on lessons learned from more than two decades of place-based programme delivery across multiple communities. 

Theoretical Basis
The programme aligns with research on place-based career development systems and labour market intermediation, which emphasise the importance of local institutions in supporting employment transitions. Career development scholarship increasingly recognises that successful employment outcomes depend not only on individual guidance but also on the strength of local networks connecting job seekers and employers (Hooley, Sultana, & Thomsen, 2018).
This work is also informed by administrative data insights from the Social Investment Agency, which highlight the long-term social and fiscal impacts of early labour market disengagement. Welfare-to-work research undertaken by the Institute for Democratic and Economic Analysis and other policy institutions similarly demonstrates the value of early employment interventions that prevent young people from becoming entrenched in long-term benefit dependency.

Methodology
This practice-based paper draws on programme documentation, delivery frameworks, and outcome data from the MTFJ Community Employment Programme. Quantitative evidence includes analysis of administrative datasets, including insights from New Zealand’s Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI), which allows longitudinal tracking of employment participation and benefit outcomes.
Qualitative insights are drawn from practitioner experience and programme delivery across multiple councils participating in the MTFJ network. At the time of writing, the programme operates across 36 councils, providing a broad and diverse base of delivery contexts, including rural, provincial, and urban communities.

Results
The practice model demonstrates the value of locally embedded employment coordinators who work directly with both young people and employers. Rather than focusing on intensive case management, coordinators prioritise removing practical barriers to employment such as access to driver licences, short-term training, and direct employer connections.
Since 2020, through its partnership with MSD, the programme has supported close to 9,000 young people into employment, training, and work experience, demonstrating both scale and consistency of delivery across diverse communities.
More recent 2026 programme data indicates that 1,022 young people have transitioned directly into employment, with 681 moving off Jobseeker Support, highlighting the effectiveness of early, locally coordinated interventions for those who are work-ready but disconnected from traditional employment services.
Administrative data further indicates improved labour market participation and reduced reliance on income support among participants, particularly for young people who are engaged early and supported through direct employer pathways.

Policy Context: Social Procurement and Local Labour Market Activation
Recent public sector procurement reforms in Aotearoa New Zealand have strengthened expectations for delivering broader social outcomes through government spending, positioning employment—particularly for young people—as a key measure of public value.
Within this context, the MTFJ model provides a practical mechanism to connect rangatahi to employment opportunities generated through local and central government investment. By working directly with employers and council procurement pipelines, employment coordinators are able to align job opportunities with local young people, ensuring that public investment contributes to community-level employment outcomes.
The next stage of the MTFJ model is to embed these approaches more systematically, aligning local employment pathways with public investment in a way that reflects emerging international practice.

Conclusions
This scale of delivery challenges the assumption that effective employment interventions must be centrally designed, demonstrating instead that locally coordinated systems can operate at scale while maintaining responsiveness to community labour markets.
The MTFJ Community Employment Programme provides a practical example of how this can be achieved through sustained partnerships between local government, employers, and support services.
Recent public sector procurement reforms in Aotearoa New Zealand have strengthened expectations for delivering broader social outcomes through government spending, positioning employment—particularly for young people—as a key measure of public value. The next stage of the MTFJ model is to embed these approaches more systematically, aligning local employment pathways with public investment in a way that reflects emerging international practice.
Early attachment to the labour market is strongly associated with reduced lifetime reliance on income support and increased tax contribution, meaning that even small shifts in youth employment outcomes can generate substantial long-term fiscal savings alongside improved social outcomes.
The findings suggest that stronger integration between local government, employers, and career development practitioners can play a critical role not only in preventing labour market disengagement, but in delivering measurable economic and social returns through sustained employment participation.
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