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Foreword 
 

We know that we face a serious youth unemployment challenge, but we don’t necessarily have a 

detailed picture of youth labour market prospects in the decade leading up to COVID, or how exactly 

COVID impacted youth jobs.  

This research note, released as we recognize our young people in Youth Month, provides that detailed 

picture, and the message is clear: there is much to be done.  

We did not create enough jobs for youth before COVID, and the pandemic disproportionately 

impacted jobs held by young people in South Africa, as it did in many other countries.  

Insights from this Note, together with the high number of unemployed graduates we have observed 

in our own scholarship program, contributed to the decision to launch a Youth Information and 

Opportunities expo, which will take place for the first time on June 28 this year. 

We hope to create a platform for youth to engage with various organisations, give companies a chance 

to unpack what they offer, stimulate discussion on youth entrepreneurship and generate excitement 

amongst youth about opportunities that do exist.  

The Motsepe Foundation Research Unit provides analysis that supports efforts to improve the lives of 

the vulnerable and excluded, and this Note is a further call, for all us, to prioritise actions and 

partnerships that create opportunity for youth.  

 

Dr Precious Moloi-Motsepe 

Co-Founder and CEO 

Motsepe Foundation 
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Executive Summary1 
 

Youth jobs were disproportionately affected by both the global financial crisis (GFC) and Covid crises, 

and the decade between them witnessed a negligible amount of youth jobs being created. 

Only 8% of the 2.8 million job s created between the two crises were youth jobs.  As a result, the 

narrow youth unemployment rate has gone from 36% to 48%, and the expanded rate, which includes 

the discouraged, has gone from around 40% to around 60%. 

There is no industry where youth jobs did not decline as share of total in the period between the 

crises. In some industries, the actual number of youth jobs declined whilst non-youth jobs increased: 

the utilities, wholesale and retail trade, and private households. In the case of manufacturing, both 

youth and non-youth job losses occurred.  

For both public and private sector, job creation has been overwhelmingly concentrated in the cohorts 

35 and older.  The private sector job creation rate for those younger than 35 is especially low in the 

pre-COVID years, at an annual average rate of only 0.2%. 

COVID-related job losses were strongly concentrated amongst younger workers. At the Covid-related 

jobs low-point of September 2021, 2.1 million jobs had been lost over eighteen months: of these, just 

under 60% were jobs held by those aged 34 or younger. 

For those aged 15-24, a distressing 33% of jobs disappeared in the eighteen months to September 

2021. 

Emerging from COVID, South Africa has 7.5 million unemployed youth (on the expanded definition) 

representing 60% of all unemployed South Africans.  

There are roughly the same number of unemployed young men and women. However, the 

unemployment rate for young women is about 7 percentage points higher than for young men. 

Youth with an incomplete or complete secondary education are far more likely to be unemployed than 

youth with a tertiary education, with rates of 66%, 58.9% and 39.2% respectively. However, having a 

tertiary education is no guarantee of finding employment, with a graduate unemployment rate of just 

under 40%, and more than 600 000 unemployed tertiary graduates.  

 
1 Please send comments and questions to Len Verwey: Len.Verwey@motsepefoundation.org 
 

mailto:Len.Verwey@motsepefoundation.org
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For older youth cohorts (25-34) between 50% and 60% of unemployed youth who are looking for work 

have been unemployed for more than three years. 

In the November 2021 local elections, nearly 1.8 million eligible 18–19-year-olds did not register to 

vote, and young people aged 26-35 years were reported to have the least trust of all age groups in 

parliament, local councils and opposition parties when surveyed in 2018. 

Voter apathy amongst the youth cannot be generalised as a complete disinterest in political 

participation. Rather, it reflects a degree of disillusionment with the mainstream model of democracy 

and development, stemming from the failure of that model to deliver meaningful change. 

The impact of social exclusion due to long-term unemployment also has detrimental effects on mental 

wellbeing which perpetuates a vicious exclusionary circle.  

Compounding these generalised feelings of despair, the spread of the coronavirus in 2020 exacerbated 

isolation and distress amongst unemployed youth. Under lockdown, unemployed youth who were 

investing in job seeking were forced into a state of ennui.  

There are reports of growing mental illness in South Africa, with suicide now the leading cause of 

death in South Africans aged 15 to 29. The possibilities of deaths of despair affecting South Africa’s 

unemployed youth could be significant.  

A key dimension of addressing youth unemployment must be to achieve higher and more labour-

intensive growth overall, that is, to increase the demand for youth employment as part of an overall 

increase in demand for jobs associated with a growing economy. 

However, more can and must be done when it comes to youth-specific interventions. 

Youth must be equipped with the relevant general skills and mindset that align with changes in 

economies and the nature of work worldwide. 

The throughput of historically disadvantaged students at universities remains a problem, with 

students dropping out before they have competed their studies or taking substantially longer to 

complete qualifications than they should.  

Many students also lack meaningful psychosocial support during their studies and often received poor 

guidance counselling in the first place, resulting in misalignment between their career paths and their 

actual aptitudes and interests.   

More effective spaces also need to be established to ensure alignment between skills demanded by 

the private sector and those produced by the education system. 
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In the work of the Motsepe Foundation and other organisations and research institutions it has also 

become clear that much can be gained by addressing ‘frictions’ in the existing system which thwart 

the linking of youth with jobs for which they are in fact suited. 

Similarly, many companies have expressed the wish to do more to foster youth employment and to 

offer opportunities such as internships and mentoring, but suffer from informational constraints and 

access to youth, and lack a multi-dimensional sense of the challenges prospective youth face or how 

to best address them through customised support. 

Multi-stakeholder partnerships and more effective platforms aimed at linking youth and opportunities 

are two important dimensions of the way forward. 

In addition, the extent to which hope can build its own self-fulfilling momentum should not be 

underestimated. Smaller, successful initiatives which create opportunity and excitement for youth can 

and must play an important role in the pivot from the current reality.   
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I. Introduction 
 

South Africa continues to face a serious 

unemployment challenge that is in large part a 

youth unemployment challenge.  

Both the global financial crisis (GFC) and the 

COVID pandemic led to large-scale youth job 

losses, with very little youth job creation in the 

decade between the crises. Although more 

than two million jobs were created in this 

period, youth did not share enough in these 

opportunities.  

This Research Note provides a descriptive 

account of the youth labour market before 

COVID, before looking in some detail at the 

impact of COVID on youth jobs and prospects.  

A profile of unemployed youth in early 2022, 

by variables such as educational attainment, 

occupation band and population group, helps 

provide a clearer picture of the nature of 

current youth unemployment.  

The final two sections explore aspects of the 

political and psychological impact of youth 

unemployment and offer some 

recommendations on broad areas that will 

need to be prioritized if the challenge is to be 

effectively addressed.  
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II. Youth Employment and Unemployment Before Covid 
 

2.1 Overview and Formal vs Informal Jobs

A large share of South Africa’s overall 

unemployment challenge is in fact best 

understood as a youth unemployment 

challenge. 

Youth jobs were disproportionately affected by 

both the global financial crisis (GFC) and Covid 

crises, and the decade between them 

witnessed a negligible amount of youth jobs 

being created. 

The structural inability to create jobs for youth 

and the higher vulnerability of youth jobs to 

termination when crises do occur has led to the 

present circumstance, where 60% of the 

unemployed are younger than 34. 2 

As Figure 1 shows, in the years after the GFC 3 

and before Covid, a substantial number of 

overall jobs were created in the South African 

economy: about 2.8 million, for a respectable 

annual job creation rate of 2%. However, a very 

small share (8%) of these jobs were youth jobs.  

 

In addition, the number of jobs created was 

not sufficient for the overall growth of the 

labour force, meaning that both the youth and 

non-youth unemployment rates rose.  

 

Distressingly, at the beginning of 2020, before 

the impact of Covid, there were still less youth 

jobs than in early 2008, twelve years before.    

 

Figure 1: Youth and Non-Youth Jobs (‘000) Q1 2008 – Q4 2021 

 

 

 
2 The years from 2001 to 2008, which were high 
GDP growth rate years, saw the youth 
unemployment rate decrease.  

3 Throughout this Note, we date the ‘end’ of the 
GFC, from South Africa’s perspective, at the third 
quarter of 2010, the post-GFC jobs low-point.  
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The failure to create youth jobs whilst the 

youth labour force continued to grow in size 4 

has meant that the youth unemployment rate 

has increased substantially over these thirteen 

years: the narrow rate has gone from 36% to 

48% and the expanded rate, which includes the 

discouraged, has gone from around 40% to 

around 60%. 

As Figure 2 shows, the difference between the 

youth and non-youth unemployment rate has 

remained quite consistent over this entire 

period: the youth rate is 20 to 25 percentage 

points higher than the non-youth rate. 

 

Figure 2: Unemployment Rate, Expanded, Youth and Non-Youth, Q1 2008 – Q4 2021 

 

 

In terms of jobs created by the formal and the 

informal economy respectively, we should 

firstly note that the bulk of overall job 

creation in these years occurred in the formal 

sector, with jobs going from about 8.6 million 

to about 10.8 million. By contrast, the 

informal sector created only about 400 000 

jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Albeit at slower rates than in the early 2000s and 
at a slower than the growth rate of older cohorts. 
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Figure 3: Informal and Informal 15-64 Jobs, Q3 2010 and Q1 2020 

 

As Table 1 shows, up to Covid: 

• informal job losses occurred for the 15-19 cohort, and both formal and informal job losses 

occurred for the 20-24 cohort. 

• For the 25-29 cohort, informal job losses were offset by some formal job creation. 

• For the entire 15-29 cohort, virtually no formal jobs were created, and roughly 90 000 informal 

jobs were lost. 

• For the oldest youth cohort, 30-34, 230 000 formal jobs were created and 15 000 informal 

jobs; whilst this is better than the younger cohorts, it is still a significantly slower rate than for 

the cohort 35-49. 

• The bulk of job creation took place for age cohorts 35-49, and most of it was in the formal 

sector. 

 

Table 1: Job Creation Rates and Numbers by Age Group and Formal vs Informa Status l, Q3 2010 – 

Q1 2020 

 
Formal Informal Nr Formal Nr Informal 

15-19 0.1 -4.8 322 -26 909 

20-24 -0.7 -1.1 -46 099 -40 554 

25-29 0.4 -0.4 46 245 -23 206 

30-34 1.5 0.2 232 376 15 169 

35-39 2.7 0.7 409 873 52 189 

40-44 3.1 2.3 404 628 135 964 

45-49 4.5 2.7 493 468 141 199 

50-54 3.6 0.8 292 379 32 539 

55-59 5.0 2.2 263 529 62 494 

60-64 4.5 3.5 96 925 36 328 

4477652

8563340

4862864,8

10756984,9

0

2000000

4000000

6000000

8000000

10000000

12000000

Informal Jobs Formal Jobs

Q3 2010 Q1 2020



13 
 

2.2 Overall and Youth Jobs by Industry 

The inability to create youth jobs is distributed 

across all ten main industries of the South 

African economy, albeit to varying degrees.  

In 2010, on average about 40% of jobs in an 

industry were held by youth. The share of jobs 

subsequently created for youth in any industry 

falls far short of this benchmark proportion, 

ranging from 10% in the case of agriculture to 

16% in the case of business services to 23% in 

the case of transport, storage and 

communication.  

Indeed, there is no industry where youth jobs 

did not decline as share of total in the period 

between the crises.  

In some industries, the actual number of youth 

jobs declined whilst non-youth jobs increased: 

the utilities, wholesale and retail trade, and 

private households. In the case of 

manufacturing, both youth and non-youth job 

losses occurred.  

 

Table 2: Job Creation by Industry, Q3 2010 – Q1 2020, Ranked by Share of 15-64 Age Jobs Created 

 
Jobs Created Youth Jobs Created Youth % Share  

of Jobs Created 

Agriculture 190 338 19 482 10.2 

Mining 106 833 6 875 6.4 

Manufacturing -108 814 -155 500 / 

Utilities 14 197 -3 148 / 

Construction 225 610 25 350 11.2 

Wholesale and retail  229 867 -10 799 / 

Transport 183 284 41 463 22.6 

Business Services 829 298 133 396 16.1 

Community, social and 

personal services 

953 855 214 593 22.5 

Private households 100 411 -61 858 / 
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2.3 Youth Jobs by Occupation 

Occupational level and educational attainment 

of the employed are two useful, though not 

perfect, proxies for the nature and quality of 

jobs.  

Considering jobs by occupation firstly, Table 3 

uses broad occupation groups and shows 

overall jobs created by occupation as well as 

the share of youth jobs created or lost by 

occupation.  

It is worth noting that a significant share of 

overall jobs created in these years fell under 

elementary occupations and service workers, 

together comprising 1.7 million jobs. 

It is not the case, in other words, that job 

creation has been concentrated exclusively in 

higher occupation bands in these years. 

For youth, jobs were only really created in 

these two occupational areas, as well as, to a 

lesser degree, in the management and 

leadership band.  

It is of concern that craft and related trades 

workers and technical and associate 

professionals younger than 35 faced job losses 

whilst non-youth jobs in these occupational 

categories increased. 

In no occupational category do we find that 

youth job creation came even close to the 

benchmark share of youth jobs in Q3 2010, 

which constitutes a kind of ‘proportionality 

benchmark.’ 

 

Table 3: Jobs by Occupation, Q3 2010 – Q 2020 

 
Jobs 

Created 

Youth Jobs 

Created 

Youth Share of Jobs 

Created 

Youth Jobs 

Share in Q3 

2010 

(Benchmark) 

Legislators, senior officials and 

managers 

341 757 60 788 17.8 24.4 

Professionals 236 180 -7 514 / 40.2 

Technical and associate 

professionals 

-117 157 -37 578 / 33.6 

Clerks 192 376 4 449 2.3 49.7 

Service workers and shop and 

market sales workers 

800 177 115 298 14.4 52.1 

Skilled agricultural and fishery 

workers 

-14 863 -303 2.0 27.7 

Craft and related trades workers 254 919 -35 790 / 46.0 
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Plant and machine operators 

and assemblers 

133 856 15 276 11.4 38.5 

Elementary Occupation 867 583 164 391 18.9 45.1 

Domestic workers 38 728 -67 071 -/ 27.9 

 

2.4 Youth Jobs and the Public and Private 

Sector 

Youth job creation is emphasized in the 

National Development Plan, the National 

Youth Policy, the Youth Accord as well as 

most other public policy pronouncements 

related to the circumstances of youth.  

One would expect, then, that public sector 

youth job creation would outpace that of 

the private sector, in accordance with this 

policy priority and the broader mandate of 

the public sector to incorporate the public 

interest. 

As Table 4 shows, over these years 

government plus SOEs did create slightly 

more youth jobs than private enterprises 

(about 85 000 compared to about 75 000).  

However, for both public and private 

sector, job creation has been 

overwhelmingly concentrated in the 

cohorts 35 and older.  

The private sector job creation rate for 

those younger than 35 is especially low 

over these years, at an annual average rate 

of only 0.2%. 

Compared to this, the government and SOE 

rates of 1.3% and 1.5% respectively 

suggest some prioritization of youth, 

though here too the rate for youth is 

significantly lower than for non-youth.  

Job creation in NGOs and CBOs was high in 

these years, and this is the only sector 

where youth job growth outpaced non-

youth rates.
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Table 4: Job Creation for Youth and Non-Youth, by Sector, Q3 2010 – Q1 2020 

 
Jobs Created 

for Youth 

Jobs Created 

for Non-

Youth 

Annual Job 

Creation Rate 

for Youth 

Annual Job 

Creation Rate for 

Non-Youth 

Government5 73 023 541 512 1.3 3.6 

SOEs 12 162 70 878 1.5 3.8 

Private enterprise 75 462 1 594 228 0.2 2.7 

NGOs and CBOs 45 179 58 313 7.9 6.3 

Private households -6 103 240 764 -0.2 2.5 

 

2.5 Youth Jobs and Education Level 

In the preceding discussion on job creation by 

occupation level, we noted that a large share 

of jobs was in fact created at elementary 

occupation and service worker levels.  

Similarly, Table 5 shows that a large share of 

jobs created in these years were jobs held by 

people with a completed secondary education 

as their highest educational attainment (1.4 

million), followed by a million for those with a 

tertiary education and 380 000 for those with 

an incomplete secondary education. 

 

What is also clear is the pronounced 

vulnerability of youth with an incomplete 

secondary education to job losses even in the 

pre-Covid time; youth without a completed 

secondary education were far more vulnerable 

than non-youth with a similar attainment. 

For the cohort 15-34 with an incomplete 

secondary education, 226 000 jobs were lost 

whilst job creation occurred for those older 

with a similar education level, suggesting that 

at some point experience trumps education in 

determining job prospects.  

 

  

 
5 National, Provincial and Local Government. 
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Table 5: Job Creation / Job Losses and Broad Educational Attainment, Q3 2010 – Q1 2020 

 
Secondary not 

Completed 

Secondary Completed Tertiary Completed 

15-19 -27 994 4 320 788 

20-24 -55 478 -18 459 7 402 

25-29 -121 922 47 278 110 897 

30-34 -20 278 203 434 91 087 

35-39 111 652 187 687 172 003 

40-44 160 071 288 869 98 472 

45-49 80 311 327 065 251 097 

50-54 34 343 177 163 131 677 

55-59 146 896 120 722 94 664 

60-64 73 379 12 398 53 784 

All Ages 380 980 1 350 477 1 011 870 
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III. The Impact of Covid on Youth Labour Prospects 

The preceding section illustrates the failure of 

the South African economy since the global 

financial crisis to create enough overall jobs, 

and enough youth jobs specifically.  

The public sector did somewhat better than 

the private sector, but for neither sector do we 

see a youth job creation rate that comes close 

to the non-youth job creation rate.  

Youth with only a secondary education 

completed, or an incomplete secondary 

education, and youth in elementary 

occupations were particularly vulnerable to job 

loss in this inter-crisal decade.  

Covid generated significant job losses:6 there 

was an immediate shock, associated with the 

hard lockdowns, and continuing pressures 

associated with an economy under strain for a 

variety of reasons related to Covid and its 

general pre-covid malaise. 

Job losses were strongly concentrated 

amongst younger workers. Indeed, it seems 

fair to say that Covid and public health 

measures to combat it revealed a high lack of 

resilience in South Africa (and elsewhere) 

when it comes to protecting the more 

vulnerable sectors of society. 7 

At the Covid-related jobs low-point of 

September 2021, 2.1 million jobs had been lost 

over eighteen months: of these, just under 

60% were jobs held by those aged 34 or 

younger. By number, losses were particularly 

concentrated in the cohort 25-34, where 

821 000 jobs were lost.  

In the subsequent six months for which data is 

now available, there has been some degree of 

recovery:  up to March 2022, 630 000 jobs have 

been added to the economy, with many of 

these jobs going to youth. However, the 

current number of overall jobs, at 14 914 000, 

is still 1.5 million jobs less than pre-Covid, and 

economic growth prospects remain muted. 

The overall expanded unemployment rate is 

still, at 45.5%, significantly higher than the pre-

covid rate of 39.7%. 

 

 
6 In this Note, we date the period of direct Covid 
impact from March 2020 to September 2021 
(eighteen months); the subsequent six months to 

March 2022 for which data is available saw modest 
job recovery and is treated separately.  
7 Cf. Research Note 2 which looks at the impact of 
Covid and public health measures on women. 
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Figure 4: Job Losses and Job Creation: Covid and After, by Age Group 

 

 

Figure 4 may mask some of the volatility of 

youth jobs, since it does not convey 

proportionate job losses and recovery by age 

group.  Figure 5 uses index values to show the 

% of jobs lost by age group. The number of 

jobs, for each cohort, as this existed in the first 

quarter of 2020, is assigned a value of 100. 

 

Figure 5: Employed by Age Group, Q1 2020 – Q1 2020, Q1 2020 = 100 
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We see especially the pronounced 

vulnerability of those aged 15-24: a distressing 

33% of jobs held by those in this age group 

disappeared in the first lockdown period; to 

date, jobs here are still 20% lower than pre-

Covid. 

We would expect Covid-related job losses to 

follow a similar pattern as was shown in the 

inter-crisal years as regards the kinds of job 

attributes that contribute to vulnerability.  

Looking firstly at occupation, Table 6 shows 

youth job losses over the eighteen Covid 

months.  

Table 6 suggests that three occupation bands 

were particularly vulnerable: that of service 

workers, craft and related trades workers, and 

elementary occupations. This continues the 

inter-crisal trend, though with the addition of 

craft and trades workers which was not as 

vulnerable as elementary and service 

occupations at that time.  

 

Table 6: Youth Job Losses Associated with Covid, by Occupation, Q1 2020 – Q3 2021 
 

Legislators; 

senior 

officials and 

manager 

Professionals Technical and 

associate 

professionals 

Clerks Service 

workers 

and shop 

and 

market 

sales 

workers 

Skilled 

agricultural 

and fishery 

workers 

Craft and 

related 

trades 

workers 

Plant and 

machine 

operators 

and 

assemblers 

Elementary 

Occupation 

Domestic 

workers 

TOTAL 

15-19 3 102 -1 352 -6 504 1 692 -9 781 0 -8 899 -991 -10 116 -2 592 -35 439 

20-24 -13 590 23 019 -14 283 -66 

779 

-82 988 -766 -59 757 -31 047 -119 821 2 885 -363 

128 

25-29 -47 177 -15 426 -22 100 -35 

069 

-104 940 -7 731 -84 331 -29 866 -98 448 2 596 -442 

493 

30-34 -55 241 -400 19 173 -63 

386 

-127 459 -3 209 -96 026 -29 666 -6 849 -14 983 -378 

047 

YOUTH -112 906 5 841 -23 715 -163 

542 

-325 168 -11 707 -249 012 -91 569 -235 234 -12 095 -1 219 

108 
            

Share 9.3 -0.5 1.9 13.4 26.7 1.0 20.4 7.5 19.3 1.0 100.0 

 

In the case of public and private sector trends, 

Table 7 confirms that some degree of youth job 

losses occurred in every sector, but that the 

bulk of job losses (88%) was accounted for by 

the 1 071 363 jobs lost in the private sector, 

which were fairly evenly distributed between 

the 20-24, 25-29 and 30-34 cohorts.  
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Table 7: Youth Job Losses Associated with Covid, Public vs Private Sector, Q1 2020 – Q3 2021 

 

Finally, if we consider job losses and 

educational attainment, the bulk of losses 

occurred amongst youth with secondary 

education not completed (48%), followed by 

youth with secondary completed; a 

comparatively small share (16%) of youth with 

tertiary attainments lost their jobs. 

 

Table 8: Youth Job Losses Associated with Covid, by Educational Attainment, Q1 2020 – Q3 2021 

 
Secondary not completed Secondary 

completed 
Tertiary TOTAL 

15-19 -16668 -16122 -1869 -34659 

20-24 -158622 -188396 -13416 -360434 

25-29 -200366 -124323 -106857 -431546 

30-34 -203900 -95961 -71530 -371392 
     

Youth -579556 -424802 -193672 -1198031 
     

Share 48.4 35.5 16.2 100 

 

 

 

 

  

 
National/ provincial/ 
local government 

Government 
controlled 
business (e.g., 
Eskom; Telkom) 

Private 
enterprise 

Non-profit 
organisation 
(NGO/CBO) 

A private household TOTAL 

15-19 3962 0 -31151 -1527 -6723 -35439 

20-24 -21904 -3654 -326606 -1391 -11274 -364828 

25-29 -29064 -15155 -375916 -11455 -9925 -441515 

30-34 -28354 -12519 -337691 -19508 20723 -377348        

Youth  -75360 -31328 -1071363 -33881 -7198 -1219131 

Share of 
Youth 
Jobs 
Lost (%) 

6 3 88 3 1 100 
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IV.  A Profile of Unemployed Youth, Early 2022 

 

Currently, South Africa has 7.5 million 

unemployed youth on the expanded 

definition, representing 60% of all unemployed 

South Africans.  

The majority of these are in the ages 21 to 31; 

this is to be expected given that at younger 

ages youth are more likely to be economically 

inactive.  

 

Figure 6: Distribution of Unemployed Youth by Age, Q1 2022 

 

There are roughly the same number of 

unemployed young men and women, as Figure 

7 shows. However, the unemployment rate is 

much higher for young women than for young 

men; excluding the 15-19 cohort, the 

unemployment rate for young women is 

typically about 7 percentage points higher than 

for young men. 

 

 

Figure 7: Unemployed Youth by Sex, Q1 2022 
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Figure 8: Expanded Unemployment Rate, Men and Women, Within Youth Cohorts 

 

 

In other words, when a woman does look for 

work or regard herself as wanting to work and 

available to work, the chances of her getting a 

job are smaller at every youth age cohort than 

men. 

 

Figure 9 illustrates that the youth 

unemployment rate remains unequally 

distributed across the population groups, with 

the African / Black rate the highest in each of 

these cohorts and the white rate the lowest; 

the extremely high African/Black and 

Indian/Asian rate for youth aged 15-19 (higher 

than 90%) suggests the almost impossibility of 

acquiring work for those of this age who are 

looking for work or wanting to work.  

On the other side of the youth age spectrum, it 

is important to note that the African/Black 

unemployment rate for 30-34s is still higher 

than 50%. 

 

Figure 9: Expanded Youth Unemployment Rate by Population Group, Q1 2022 
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Table 9 confirms that youth with an incomplete 

or complete secondary education are far more 

likely to be unemployed than youth with a 

tertiary education, with rates of 66%, 58.9% 

and 39.2% respectively. 

The bulk of unemployed youth, furthermore, 

are youth with incomplete or complete 

secondary educations.  

At the same time, having a tertiary education 

is no guarantee of finding employment, with a 

graduate unemployment rate of just under 

40%, and more than 600 000 unemployed 

tertiary graduates.  

 

Table 9: Unemployed Youth by Educational Attainment, Q1 2022 

 
15-34 

  

 
Secondary Not Completed Secondary Completed Tertiary 

Employed 1 851 390 2 249 708 979 226 

Unemployed 3 589 095 3 218 866 631 272 

Not economically active 5 675 955 2 124 250 204 223 

Unemployment Rate (Expanded) 66.0 58.9 39.2 

 

4.1 Length of time trying to find work  

Many unemployed youth have been 

unemployed for considerable periods of time, 

which creates mental distress, loss of hope, 

and loss of employability over time.  

In the cohort 20-24, more than 40% of youth 

who are looking for work have been looking for 

between 1 and 3 years, and 38% have been 

looking for more than three years. 

In both two older cohorts (25-29 and 30-34) 

between 50% and 60% of unemployed youth 

who are looking for work have been 

unemployed for more than three years. 

 

Figure 10: Length of Time Looking for Work (Narrowly Unemployed) 
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V.  Thandi and Andrew in 2008 and 2022 
 

As one would expect given the descriptive 

statistics presented in the preceding sections, 

vulnerability to job loss increases or decreases 

significantly when age interacts with sex, 

population group, educational attainment, and 

similar variables. 

To concretize this a bit, we contrast two 

imaginary people: Thandi, 24-years old, a black 

woman with a secondary education 

completed, and Andrew, a 48-year old white 

man with a completed tertiary education, with 

regards to their labour market prospects 

before the GFC and after both this crisis and 

the Covid crisis. 

The results speak for themselves, in terms of 

the scope of difference in prospects when age, 

population group and educational attainment 

are all factored in.  

Thandi already faced an unemployment rate of 

57% in 2008, but that has now climbed to 70%. 

Andrew was highly likely to get a job in 2008, 

and the probability of him getting a job is even 

higher.  

 

Table 10 

 Q1 2008 Q1 2022 

UR for Thandi  57.1% 70.3% 

UR for Andrew 4.1% 0.0% 
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VI. The Political and Psychological Impact of Youth Unemployment 
 

6.1 The Political  

The share of South Africa’s population that is 

youthful, 36% % of the total population, makes 

them an important force in politics. 

However, in the November 2021 local 

elections, nearly 1.8 million eligible 18–19-

year-olds did not register to vote, and young 

people aged 26-35 years were reported to 

have the least trust of all age groups in 

parliament, local councils and opposition 

parties when surveyed in 2018.8  

Voter apathy amongst the youth cannot be 

generalised as a complete disinterest in 

political participation, because young people 

remain active in protests and community 

engagement initiatives. Rather, it reflects a 

degree of disillusionment with the mainstream 

model of democracy and development, 

stemming from the failure of that model to 

deliver meaningful change. 

The main concerns of South Africa’s youth, 

namely service delivery and unemployment, 

are not adequately addressed at the moment, 

which contributes to declining voter turnout 

and radicalization.  

A survey released by CompariSure, following 

the unrest and looting in KwaZulu-Natal and 

Gauteng in July 2021, found that many young 

people were in support of the protests. 

 
8 https://gga.org/getting-back-the-elusive-youth-
vote/ 

Sparked by desperation, youth unemployment 

and poverty can also be harnessed towards 

xenophobic sentiments.  

Research from Europe9 finds that over the last 

two decades a rise in the long-term 

unemployment rate led to an increase in 

support for radical left parties. Accounting for 

this trajectory are the young people who are 

unable to find work and instead, find comfort 

in new or different political views. A 

combination of slow job creation, minimal 

access to secondary and tertiary education, 

and immigration ignited a radical leftist 

political view in European nations.  

Drawing from the 2021 Afrobarometer survey, 

it was found that only 40.4% of South Africans 

surveyed were in support of democracy, 

compared to 60.1% in 1999. While 90.3% of 

respondents were proud to be a South African 

citizen in 1999, latest results find that 72.8% of 

people believe that South Africa is going in the 

wrong direction. Lastly, in 1999 young people 

between the ages of 26-35 reported not at all 

being affected by worry. By 2021, results show 

that 87.3% of young people aged 26-35 believe 

that they must be careful about who they trust.  

 

9 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14
782804.2021.1992361 
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6.2 The Psychological Impact of Youth 

Unemployment 

The impact of social exclusion due to long-term 

unemployment has detrimental effects on 

mental wellbeing which perpetuates a vicious 

exclusionary circle.  

Reporting lower levels of life satisfaction, 

young unemployed individuals will also 

experience shame from their lack of 

employability, which perpetuates their social 

avoidance. Without a network of supportive 

people, unemployed individuals receive 

limited emotional, financial and material help. 

Without income, young unemployed 

individuals forego shared activities and lose 

out on socialisation and individualisation 

experiences required during a period of 

transition from adolescence to adulthood. 

Termed “scarring effects”, the pessimism, 

discouragement and the loss of social capital 

become long-term consequences of 

unemployment.   

Common findings from experiences of 

unemployed individuals refer to boredom and 

low confidence. In South Africa, similar to 

other country findings, a job represents a 

crucial part of an adult’s personal and social 

identity. The terms of employment determine 

not just how much one can afford to buy, but 

one’s sense of self and the extent to which 

one’s aspirations and potential are fulfilled. 

 
10 http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?pid=S2222-
34362012000300001&script=sci_arttext&tlng=en 
11 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33007892/ 

Low levels of self-esteem resulting from 

unemployment, coupled with a lack of daily 

structure or routine, lead to declining life 

satisfaction.10  

In a high unemployment scenario, the 

psychological impact is greater. This is often 

the case for unemployed individuals who are 

pressured to search for work and are met with 

failure in the labour market. Without adequate 

coping mechanisms and support systems, 

unemployed individuals are at risk of poor 

wellbeing.  

Aside from unemployed people often 

beginning from a state of disadvantage that 

prevents their social inclusion, the effects of 

unemployment are worsened by the gender 

roles or the level of financial responsibility 

individuals have to others.  

Compounding these generalised feelings of 

despair, the spread of the coronavirus in 2020 

exacerbated isolation and distress amongst 

unemployed youth. Under lockdown, 

unemployed youth who were investing in job 

seeking were forced into a state of ennui. 

Presented as a public health concern, the 

pandemic also enhanced mental ill-health 

among unemployed youth, particularly the 

long-term unemployed.11  

There are reports of growing mental illness in 

South Africa, with suicide now the leading 

cause of death in South Africans aged 15 to 

29.12 The possibilities of deaths of despair 

12 
https://www.news24.com/truelove/lifestyle/exper
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affecting South Africa’s unemployed youth 

could be significant. Going beyond financial 

depravation, unemployed young people stand 

to also lose the opportunity to live fulfilling 

lives. 

 

  

 
ts-say-a-growing-number-of-people-who-commit-
suicide-are-black-youth-20220306 
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VII. Themes for the Way Forward 

Youth unemployment is a global phenomenon 

and one that is increasing in urgency. In 

virtually all countries that have some form of 

unemployment challenge, we find that the 

youth rate is significantly higher than the non-

youth rate.  

This should not necessarily be surprising: 

where labour supply exceeds labour demand, 

employers can pick and choose, and would 

prefer candidates with more experience and 

more of a track-record, typically those who are 

older.  

A key dimension of addressing youth 

unemployment, then, must be to achieve 

higher and more labor-intensive growth 

overall, that is, to increase the demand for 

youth employment as part of an overall 

increase in demand for jobs associated with a 

growing economy. 

Even an implausibly high growth effort over 

the next decade will, however, not bring 

unemployment down to levels associated with 

social wellbeing, the aspirations of the 

Constitution or sustainable democracy.  

Table 11 provides a high growth and high 

labour intensity of growth scenario, with some 

plausible related parameters, to give a sense of 

the challenges South Africa is likely to face 

even if this does occur. 

In this scenario, the growth outcome for 2022 

is assumed to be 2%, which then climbs to 3% 

in 2023, and attains and maintains 4.5% until 

2036. This seems, at least from the vantage of 

the present, an optimistic growth scenario 

over a 15-year duration.  

Other parameters were set as follows:  

- The employment coefficient is assumed to 

be 0.7 throughout 13 

- The youth labour force participation rate 

is assumed to remain constant at 60% 

- The youth population is expected to grow 

at 0.5%.14 

  

  

 
13 i.e. 1% real GDP growth is associated with a 0.7% 

increase in jobs; this is aligned with historical norms for 
South Africa for the overall population, but is far higher 
than the youth jobs coefficient has been 

14 The youth population explosion has, essentially, come 
to an end in SA: since 2008, cohorts of 35 and older have 
increased in size at faster rates than the youth cohorts.  
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Table 11: Labour Market Youth Outcomes (Scenario) 

Results After 1 Year After 5 Years After 10 Years After 15 Years 

Total Employed 5 182 554 5 807 340 6 840 762 8 164 005 

Total Unemployed 7 453 311 7 083 144 6 533 026 6 385 868 
 

        

Change Employed 71 554 696 340 1 729 762 3 053 005 

Change Unemployed  -8 689 -378 856 -928 974 -1 076 132 

Unemployment Rate  59.0 54.9 48.8 43.9 

 

After fifteen years, South Africa would have 3 

million more youth jobs than it currently has, 

and about 1 million less unemployed. This 

would be an achievement, measured against 

recent norms. 

However, it is equally important to note that 

the expanded youth unemployment rate at 

this time (say 2036) would still be 44%, and 

there would still be more than six million 

unemployed youth. 

 

There are factors that pertain to the supply of 

youth labour and the functioning of the youth 

‘market,’ where supply and demand meet, that 

can be and need to be addressed immediately 

and that hold potential to generate 

momentum in the right direction.  

First, on the labour supply side, there is the 

need to prioritize equipping youth with the 

relevant general skills and mindset that align 

with changes in economies and the nature of 

work worldwide. 

 
15 
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_docu
ment/202103/nationalyouthpolicy.pdf 

 Technological advances and intricately 

connected global labour markets has resulted 

in work becoming more informalized, flexible 

and non-permanent. There are some 

indications that this is likely to continue. 

The mismatch of skills in South Africa coincides 

with labour market shifts seen in other parts of 

the world. This has resulted in an imbalanced 

demand for a highly skilled labour force, with 

computer literacy and non-specific job skills 

being promoted as interventions that could 

improve employment outcomes in a changing 

landscape.  

It is firstly a problem that the skills in demand 

currently, and that are likely to be in demand 

in the future, are not the skills that are 

available amongst a majority of youth.  

The South African National Youth Policy15 aims 

to empower young people with information, 

knowledge and skills. However, policy and 

public funding alone is not sufficient to 

facilitate this, and multistakeholder 
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partnerships will be required if skills produced 

are effectively aligned with growth areas of the 

economy (which by their nature may be hard 

to predict with any degree of certainty).  

The ILO’s Toward Solutions for Youth 

Employment16 notes that interventions, 

including entrepreneurship promotion, skills 

training and subsidised employment, have 

been effective in improving labour market 

outcomes for young people. Most notable of 

these interventions is training initiatives in 

technical skills and work readiness, which 

promote the ability to learn, adapt, 

communicate effectively, and solve problems 

independently. 

However, as more young people build their 

skills through training interventions, 

apprenticeships and online platforms, 

signalling these newfound skills to potential 

employers remains difficult. This is particularly 

applicable to those not in employment, 

education or training, who are likely involved 

in sports, arts or community service initiatives 

but are unable to implement their well-

rounded skills in the formal labour market. 

The current higher education framework 

needs to be grappled with for a number of 

reasons. The throughput of historically 

disadvantaged students at universities remains 

a problem, with students dropping gout before 

they have competed their studies or taking 

substantially longer to complete qualifications 

 
16 9396_S4YE_Flagship_Report_1604162.indd 
(ilo.org) 

than they should. Many students also lack 

meaningful psychosocial support during their 

studies and often received poor guidance 

counselling in the first place, resulting in 

misalignment between their career paths and 

their actual aptitudes and interests.   

Access to universities through the National 

Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) has been a 

success in the sense that a large share of 

academically deserving students who lack the 

necessary financial means are now able to 

study; but this has also created an 

unsustainable situation with student debt 

causing stress to students, and with the fiscal 

sustainability of the framework being brought 

into question. A decisive, long-term solution is 

required here.  

One part of an overall reform of higher 

education must be to shift interest and 

perceptions from the current focus on 

universities to TVET and community colleges in 

order to generate a more balanced mix of skills 

in the economy that better serve growth. 

Technology, applied science, engineering and 

basic industrial skills are in short supply whilst 

there is growth opportunity in the sectors that 

need these skills. 

More effective spaces also need to be 

established to ensure alignment between skills 

demanded by the private sector and those 

produced by the education system. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_413826.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_413826.pdf
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In the work of the Motsepe Foundation and 

other organisations and research institutions it 

has also become clear that much can be gained 

by addressing ‘frictions’ in the existing system 

which thwart the linking of youth with jobs for 

which they are in fact suited. 

Firstly, many youths adopt ineffective job 

search strategies, rooted in inexperience and 

lack of networks: for example, they apply for 

advertised jobs, competing with 1000s of 

others, because they don’t have access to a 

more effective strategy, recommendation 

from an acquaintance, for example. 

It is estimated that 70% of university entrants 

are first generation university participants, 

who lack networks into the formal labour 

markets once they graduate.  

Similarly, many companies have expressed the 

wish to do more to foster youth employment 

and to offer opportunities such as internships 

and mentoring, but suffer from informational 

constraints and access to youth, and lack a 

multi-dimensional sense of the challenges 

prospective youth face or how to best address 

them through customised support. 

Multi-stakeholder partnerships and more 

effective platforms aimed at linking youth and 

opportunities are two important dimensions of 

the way forward. 

In addition, the extent to which hope can build 

its own self-fulfilling momentum should not be 

underestimated. Smaller, successful initiatives 

which create opportunity and excitement for 

youth can and must play an important role in 

the pivot from the current reality. 
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