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INTRODUCTION

How can young people influence 
change when it comes to youth 
unemployment?

Access to information, support, 

and platforms can help you start 

and maintain meaningful peer-to-

peer, intergenerational, and multi-

stakeholder conversations and 

actions that push the government, 

the private sector, and civil society to 

prioritise resources that equip you to 

secure decent work and sustainable 

livelihoods. 

About Youth 
Capital

Youth Capital is a youth-led 
advocacy campaign that brings 
together research and young 
people’s lived experiences to drive 
a holistic agenda (an Action Plan) 
to tackle youth unemployment in 
South Africa. Youth Capital has a 
vision of a society in which all young 
people have the skills, support, and 
opportunity to get their first job.

This guide breaks down the BIG 
issue of youth unemployment into 
specific challenges and obstacles that 
impact on young people’s chances 
of achieving decent work and 
sustainable livelihoods.
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The term ‘capital’ can be defined as resources that have the potential to 
generate value and create more resources – both social and economic. As 
youth, you are South Africa’s capital.

The more than 20 million of you (15-34 years old) are 35% of South Africa’s 
population (Statistics South Africa). You should be the engine driving the 
country’s social and economic reality.

But South Africa is not doing a good job of nurturing and unleashing your 
potential. More than 9.1 million of you are not in employment, education, 
or training (Statistics South Africa) – put differently, you are not gaining 
experience in the labour market, not receiving an income from work, and 
not enhancing your education and skills.

Unemployment – and youth unemployment in particular – has been a major 
issue in South Africa for more than a decade. Despite various government 
plans, policies, programmes, and projects to enable economic growth and 
job creation, South Africa has one of the highest youth unemployment rates 
in the world (Trading Economics).

Recognising that creative thinking and action is needed to tackle youth 
unemployment, the DG Murray Trust – a public innovator committed to 
developing South Africa’s potential – launched Youth Capital in 2018.

Youth Capital, a youth-led advocacy campaign focussed on tackling youth 
unemployment in South Africa, envisions a society in which every young 
person has the skills, support, and opportunity to get their first decent job.
Youth Capital believes that shifting gears on youth unemployment is possible 
if we work together toward a shared vision, guided by a holistic strategy 
that is informed by young people’s lived experiences, insights, and needs.

Youth Capital
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http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1854&PPN=P0302
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=1854&PPN=P0211&SCH=72944
https://tradingeconomics.com/country-list/youth-unemployment-rate
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The Action Plan

OUTREACH

Young people face many obstacles in accessing and navigating through 
education, training, and employment systems. You are not adequately 
supported through school, you get locked out of opportunities, and you struggle 
to leverage your skills and experiences.

Youth Capital believes in the possibility of a South Africa in which all young 
people have the support you need to shift gears, overcome the obstacles, and 
navigate your journey to quality and sustainable work and livelihoods.

In 2020, Youth Capital published Shift: An Action Plan to Tackle Youth 
Unemployment in South Africa. This Action Plan is a map that charts a course 
to achieving change. It connects young people’s realities of looking for 
work with data, research, and policies to form a strategy for tackling youth 
unemployment.

The Action Plan highlights intervention points where individuals, groups, and 
organisations can work together to improve employment outcomes for young 
people: supporting you in completing your educational journey, supporting 
you in your transition from education into the labour market, and 
ensuring that existing employment initiatives and opportunities provide you 
with stepping stones to sustainable livelihoods.

These intervention points are the Action Plan’s focus areas; namely, education, 
transitions, and jobs. Each focus area has calls to action – specific actions that 
individuals, groups, and organisations can take or advocate for to contribute 
towards shifting gears on youth unemployment.

An Action Plan to shift gears on 
youth unemployment

#1
certify

us

#2
catch
us up

#3
make us 

count

#4
support
us#5

make
job-seeking
affordable

#6
grow our
circles

#7
bridge the 

information
gap

#8
all experience
must matter

#9
Unlock Public 

Opportunities 

#10
make public 
employment work
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https://youthcapital.co.za/youth-capital-annual-publication-shift-2020/
https://youthcapital.co.za/youth-capital-annual-publication-shift-2020/
https://youthcapital.co.za/youth-unemployment-action-plan/
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Almost every young person in South Africa starts school. But from the moment 
you start your formal education journey, the odds are stacked against you. 
Only four out of every ten of you who start Grade 1 will reach and pass Grade 
12 (Van Broekhuizen, Van Der Berg, and Hofmeyr).

Having a matric certificate significantly increases the likelihood of getting a 
job, and a tertiary qualification even more so – a tertiary qualification doubles 
your chances of employment (Statistics South Africa). Even though getting a 
tertiary qualification can make a huge difference in your employment journey, 
most of you who enrol in college or university do not get the support you need 
to complete your qualification. Only 60% of university undergraduates finish 
within 6 years (Van Broekhuizen et al.); while college students are far less 
likely to complete their qualification (DNA Economics).

The education system produces below par outcomes. Too often, you are not 
equipped with the academic, material, and social resources and support you 
need to complete your qualifications. Instead, you are pulled out of education 
by family responsibilities, social pressures or other circumstances; or pushed 
out by uncaring or poorly capacitated institutions.

What can be done to shift gears on 
education?
Certify Us
An educational qualification makes a big difference to young people’s chances 
of finding and keeping a job, as well as earning a higher income. However, many 
of you exit school, college, or university before completing your qualification; 
or you complete your qualification but do not receive your certificate.

Leaving school, college, or university before qualifying or without a certificate 
makes it very difficult for you to prove your capabilities and access the labour 
market. This locks you out of learning and earning opportunities.

Educational qualifications are a gateway to decent and sustainable work. This 
is why it is important that you are supported to complete your qualifications, 
and receive your certificates on time.

Catch Us Up
Equipping young people with foundational skills, like literacy and numeracy, is 
one of the main functions of formal education. However, many of you struggle 
to develop these skills in school. As a result, you fall behind academically and 
even drop out. Falling behind and dropping out also happens in post-school 
education and training.

You need support that identifies when you have fallen behind or are at risk 
of dropping out, and helps you catch up. Furthermore, dropping out of 
the education system should not mean that you are locked out of further 
opportunity. A catch up strategy should be in place to re-engage you, and 
offer you support to re-enter the education and training system.

Make Us Count
Tracking young people’s attendance, behaviour, and academic performance, 
in their educational journey, can give parents, caregivers, and educators 
early warning about falling behind and potential drop out; triggering the right 
support at the right time.

However, there is currently no way to track you in real time as you move 
through the education system. This makes it very difficult to spot problems, 
provide you with the right support, or assess whether interventions are 
working.

Your progress should be monitored so that you get targeted support on time.

Support Us Beyond The Classroom
Young people’s ability to complete their education is affected not only by what 
happens in the classroom. The social, family, and economic pressures you 
face are just as important in impacting on your educational success as your 
academic performance or the quality of teaching you receive.

Many of you do not have the financial resources needed to make it through 
school, college, or university. Beyond financial burdens, your home and 
community environments affect your educational success.

Because the factors that make it easier or more difficult for you to succeed 
are multifaceted, you should be provided with holistic psycho-social support 
to help you stay in the education system and complete your qualifications.

EDUCATION

YOUTH CAPITAL TOOLKIT 2021 7

https://resep.sun.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Van-Broekhuizen-et-al.pdf
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=14606
https://resep.sun.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Van-Broekhuizen-et-al.pdf
https://www.gtac.gov.za/perdetail/10.2%20Techical%20report.pdf
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TRANSITIONS
In young people’s journey towards a first decent job, transitions is the period 
between leaving an educational institution (school, college, or university) and 
getting a job. When you leave an educational institution, you can feel uncertain, 
anxious, and unsupported. For many of you this is a difficult period that lasts a 
long time.

Since 2008, the number of you looking for work for more than three years 
has tripled (Statistics South Africa), and twice as many of you have become 
‘discouraged’ – meaning you have given up looking entirely. In 2019, there were 
more than 1.5 million discouraged young job-seekers who had been looking for 
work for more than three years (Department of Higher Education and Training). 
Those of you who do find jobs often battle to hold on to them. Instead, you 
find yourselves moving in and out of training, informal work, and short-term 
positions, unable to translate your experience into stable employment.

Without work, you feel lonely, bored, and uncertain about the future, and 
often experience tension in your family relationships (De Witte, Rothmann, 
and Jackson). Those of you who are female are most likely to get stuck in this 
transition, because you often have to look after children or take care of your 
households (Branson, De Lannoy, and Kahn).

All of these pressures can make you depressed, demotivated, and less likely to 
find work. Many of you lack the emotional and social care you need during the 
job search. Without the right support, job-seeking can impact your mental well-
being, self-confidence, relationships, and physical health.

Make Job-Seeking Affordable
Looking for work is very expensive! Young people spend an average of R938 
per month looking for work: R558 for transport and R380 for internet access, 
printing, and application fees and agent’s fees (Patel and Graham). With many 
of you living in low-income households, this is a significant portion of your 
family’s income.

The longer you go without a job, the more these costs add up; and many of 
you give up looking for work, because the costs are too high. This is why it is 
important that the cost of job-seeking is decreased, and why you should be 
provided with better and more affordable access to information and resources.

Grow Our Circles
Social capital is critical for young people. Using social networks is one of 
the most effective job-seeking strategies (Lam, Leibbrandt, and Mlatsheni). 
Those who get jobs commonly find out about those jobs through people they 
know – both within and outside of their household (Graham, Patel, Chowa, 
Khan, Masa, Mthembu, and Williams).

However, many of you have fewer than three people in your networks you 
could ask for job advice (Department of Planning, Monitoring, and Evaluation); 
and nearly half of you live in households where no one is employed (Graham 
et al.).

One caring adult, one recommendation letter, or one mentor can make all the 
difference in your search for work. You need more connections to the labour 
market, and support to strengthen your social networks.

Bridge The Information Gap
The information gap refers to the mismatch between how employers assess 
skills and experience, and young people’s ability to demonstrate skills and 
experience to employers. Most employers see educational qualifications as 
the only way to assess your skills. However, many of you do not complete 
your formal qualifications or get your certificates, but might still have the 
right skills for the job.

What can be done to shift gears on 
transitions?
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http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/Presentation_QLFS_Q2_2018.pdf
https://www.dhet.gov.za/Planning%20Monitoring%20and%20Evaluation%20Coordination/WED%20Fact%20sheet%20on%20NEETs_Final_Version_29%20Aug%202018.pdf
http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S2222-34362012000300001
http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S2222-34362012000300001
http://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/959/2019_244_Saldruwp.pdf?sequence=1
https://theconversation.com/a-south-african-case-study-how-to-support-young-job-hunters-110511
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/6671273.pdf
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/Siyakha%20Report%20June%202019%20Web%20LowRes.pdf
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/Siyakha%20Report%20June%202019%20Web%20LowRes.pdf
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/2595
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/Siyakha%20Report%20June%202019%20Web%20LowRes.pdf
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/Siyakha%20Report%20June%202019%20Web%20LowRes.pdf
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Furthermore, many employers limit work experience to mean formal work 
experience. Although many of you may not have formal work experience, you 
probably have a lot of volunteer or informal work experience, and you should 
be able to leverage this experience to your advantage.

Employers should recognise skills and competencies beyond the classroom 
and educational certificates, and think differently about how to assess your 
skills, experience, and potential. Meanwhile, you should find creative ways to 
demonstrate your knowledge, competencies, and experience to employers. 
Otherwise, many of you may be needlessly locked out of opportunities. This is 
why it is important to bridge the information gap between employers and young 
job-seekers.

JOBS
Every year, young people join an ever-growing labour force. Between 2008 
and 2019, the number of young people joining the labour force increased 
by more than 500 per day. However, during the same period, the number of 
young people in employment decreased by more than 100 per day (Centre for 
Development and Enterprise).

Part of the reason for this is that South Africa’s economy is not growing fast 
enough, and has not been growing quickly for a long time. Because of this 
lack of growth, not enough jobs are being created to absorb you when you 
enter the labour market. This situation requires creative thinking and action 
to create and maximise work opportunities for you.

All Experience Must Matter
Work opportunities in the economy exist across the public, private, and 
voluntary sectors; and include both the formal economy and the informal 
economy. There are also opportunities in the social economy.

Because of the state of the economy, many young people’s employment 
journey is not linear – straight from school to college or university and then 
to a stable job in the formal economy. Your journey might include temporary 
work, informal employment, volunteering, or work in the social economy or 
public employment programmes.

You should be encouraged to pursue these different opportunities, and 
supported to access them. Even though these opportunities are often short-
term, you gain skills, experience, and networks through these opportunities 
that you should be able to use as a stepping stone to stable work and 
livelihoods.

What can be done to shift gears on jobs?
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https://www.cde.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Jobs-short-2020-Final.pdf
https://www.cde.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Jobs-short-2020-Final.pdf
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Employers, across sectors, should recognise and value the broad range of skills 
and experience you have – whether gained through full-time or part-time, 
formal or informal, paid or volunteer opportunities.

Unlock Public Opportunities
To help make the employment journey a little easier for young people, 
different institutions, programmes, and incentives have been established to 
create opportunities in the labour market. These initiatives aim to expose you 
to the workplace and/or develop your skills in order to enhance your future 
employability. 

Government initiatives like Sector Education and Training Authorities, the 
Employment Tax Incentive, and Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment 
have potential for greater impact for the benefit of young job-seekers. However, 
accessing these initiatives often means that companies must meet strict criteria, 
and complete large amounts of complicated paperwork. Because of this, many 
small and medium-sized businesses are locked out of this opportunity.

Existing institutions, programmes, and incentives that aim to provide you with a 
foot into the world of work should be maximised, across large, medium, small, 
and micro enterprises, to support you to access work opportunities; enabling 
you to gain work experience and easing your transition into the labour market.

Make Public Employment Work
Public employment programmes are a core component of the government’s 
strategy to tackle unemployment. Through public employment programmes, 
the government serves as an “employer of last resort” (National Planning 
Commission) – providing employment at a basic wage for those who might not 
otherwise find work (Wray).

Through public employment programmes, like the Expanded Public Works 
Programme (EPWP), government and state-owned enterprises generate 
temporary labour-intensive employment opportunities through the delivery of 
public infrastructure such as schools, roads, and clinics, as well as the provision 
of socially useful services like home-based care, community security, and the 
cultivation of community gardens.

Hundreds of thousands of young people are already engaged in work 
opportunities through public employment programmes like the EPWP. However, 
these opportunities are often not as meaningful as they could be. Usually, your 
time in a public employment programme does not put you on a path to further 

opportunities – instead you recycle from one public employment programme 
to the next.

Public employment programmes should be meaningful stepping stones to 
stable work and livelihoods by providing short-term opportunities that give 
you work experience, develop your transferable skills, and grow your social 
networks.

https://www.nationalplanningcommission.org.za/assets/Documents/NPC%20Youth%20Labour%20Market%20Transitions%20Report.pdf
https://www.nationalplanningcommission.org.za/assets/Documents/NPC%20Youth%20Labour%20Market%20Transitions%20Report.pdf
http://www2.ilo.org/public/english/employment/download/elm/elm07-5.pdf
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