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The rise and rise  
of unemployment

Unemployment in South Africa continues to rise  
and reached record highs at the end of 2019. 29%  
of the population are unemployed. For those aged 
between 15 and 24, the picture is even bleaker:  
their unemployment rate sits at a staggering 58.2%.  
One in three young people in this age bracket  
find themselves not in employment, education or 
training (NEET), and this group also keeps growing. 

Key drivers of this situation are the poor state of the 
country’s primary and secondary education system  
and sluggish economic growth. In 2019, 
the economy grew at 1.5%, compared 
to the 5% required to achieve National 
Development Plan employment targets. 

Instead of reaping the benefits of a 
demographic dividend5, South Africa 
is faced with youth unable to find 
employment, increasingly frustrated, 
and an ever growing threat of social  
and political instability.
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South Africa
HIGHEST  

UNEMPLOYMENT  
RATE  

IN THE WORLD  
AT 29%

Money for nothing

Signalling their understanding of youth 
development and employment as a critical 
national concern, government, private sector, 
civil society and philanthropic actors are 
allocating significant resources to this area. 
Estimates indicate that national and provincial 
government spending is approaching  
R20 billion annually on programmes that 
include apprenticeships, learnerships, 
internships, public works programmes,  
service programmes, skills training, soft skills 
training and “combination” programmes.  
In addition to this, the government expects  
to spend R15 billion on technical and 
vocational colleges, R31 billion on the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) and 
around R5 billion on various public works 
employment programmes. The private sector 
is channelling approximately R400 million 
per annum, outside of any compliance 
requirements, towards youth labour market 
programmes focused specifically on school-
based initiatives, placement programmes,  
and work-readiness programmes.

Yet, despite these investments, the impact 
of youth interventions remain limited as 
evidenced by rising youth unemployment.

5  The economic growth that ensues when there are more working-age 
people (15 to 64) than non-working people. It is anticipated that a 
country with a youth bulge can expect a decrease in their dependency 
ratio as the youth enter working age. If these individuals can find 
employment, the youth provide a “dividend” that, all things being 
equal, could lead to economic benefits such as an increase in income 
per capita.
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Shifting the needle  
on youth development

The 2020 State of the Nation Address included 
the announcement of the Presidential 
Youth Employment Intervention, a five-step 
plan to reduce youth unemployment. As 
stakeholders across the different spheres of 
government, private sector and civil society 
double down their efforts and investments in 
youth development in line with this vision, it is 
critical to pause and reflect on what it takes to 
create meaningful impact. 

Meaningful impact, in our view, is that the 
long term outcome of youth development 
efforts should be youth that develop their 
agency and their skills to access sustainable 
and decent income generating opportunities, 
with the ability to build aspirational futures.

This report outlines our perspective on 
how meaningful impact can best be 
achieved, along three dimensions:

1. More active consideration of proven best 
practices to inform programme design and 
implementation.

2. Adoption of a new framework to guide 
youth development policy, investment and 
interventions.

3. Integration of a more holistic approach to 
youth development with more deliberate 
efforts to pathway young people.

Best practices

Our review of past and current efforts, 
together with the latest global and local data 
and thinking on youth development, proved 
instructive and revealed a number of success 
factors:

• Approaches to youth development that 
work well are holistic, intentional and 
high quality. Long term impact comes 
about as a result of adopting a holistic 
approach to developing individuals with 
a focus on life-long development, rather 
than just a journey to a job. Meaningful 
interventions help young people to 
understand their purpose and become 
agents of change for themselves, leading 
to positive and constructive growth. The 
quality of execution matters: useful, relevant 
content that is delivered by experienced and 
talented facilitators is key, and programmes 
that include various elements (in-depth on-
boarding and family involvement; camps or 
breakaways; journey mapping; mentors, life 
coaches and/ or check-ins; on-site support) 
have more effect.

• Foundations take time to develop. 
Intentional, stepwise programmes that are 
longer in duration support young people 
through the challenges they encounter 
while participating, deepening the 
development impact of the programme. 
Development cycles of 12- to 24-months 
work well, including programmes that 
encourage participants to stay involved or 
connected after completion. 

• Young people need practical, hands-
on, and often, face-to-face support 
with managed expectations. Psycho-
social development is key and best done 
in person. The emotional support that 
young people need requires extensive 
personal interaction from mentors, 
coaches, classroom specialists and other 

experts. Accessible role models provide 
another powerful touch point. Successful 
programmes leverage community-based 
associations and infrastructure to facilitate 
contact, and invest in setting expectations 
at the start to manage the experience of 
programme participants.

• Programmes can close the loop by 
focusing on specific industries, linking 
youth to actual work opportunities and 
managing expectations in the workplace. 
Demand-driven industry-specific skills 
programmes with dynamic recruitment and 
matching practices can show significant 
success. The best programmes extend their 
efforts to prepare businesses for what entry 
level employees can realistically produce. 

• Successful organisations measure 
outcomes and impact, and focus on 
continual improvement. Reflection, 
learning and iteration aid programmatic 
success. Feedback loops that incorporate 
participant input shape the learning 
journey for young people in relevant ways. 
Monitoring and evaluation must evolve 
beyond outcomes to consider impact.

A new framework

To shape youth development policy, 
investment and future interventions, we 
propose a new holistic youth development 
and support framework that can yield both 
an immediate benefit to the individual, but 
importantly also influence and affect the 
individual’s long term trajectory towards 
a successful and fulfilled life. We argue 
that a greater emphasis on foundational 
development, including deliberately dealing 

encompasses 
Character and 
Confidence;

“I have it”

encompasses 
Connection and 
Caring; and 

“You have it” 

encompasses 
Competence. 

“Youth have it”

with trauma, will pave the way for other youth 
intervention components (technical and 
work readiness training, work experience and 
exposure, matching and placement) to have 
more significant and longer lasting impact.

The framework identifies three core 
constructs as imperative to the development 
process. We refer to these constructs  
“I have it”, “You have it” and “Youth have it” 
which translates into a development focus 
of “self”, “others”, and “work and broader life 
context”. Within each of these constructs, we 
draw from the 5C model of positive youth 
development (PYD) (see appendix for detail) 
to enable us to categorise concepts, skills, and 
attributes for development. We have grouped 
the categories of the PYD 5C model according 
to their relevance within our framework as 
follows: 
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Character

Confidence

Connection

Caring

Competence

“Youth have it”  
The context of the youth  

at work and in the  
world in general

“You have it”  
A mindset shift to the 

community within 
which we live, work, 

play and learn.

“I have it”  
The development  

of Self

There is increasing recognition that socio-
emotional skills are as critical for employment 
as cognitive skills. As a result, some youth 
development initiatives now include content 
that focus on character and identity formation, 
positive self-concept and awareness, positive 
mindset and attitude, emotional maturity and 
personal wellness. We propose character and 
confidence building should form part of all 
efforts involving young people.

“I” builds on “You” by extending mindsets 
to the community within which we live, 
work, play and learn. The legacy of South 
Africa’s past and the enduring poverty and 
deprivation in many communities require 
restorative efforts to rebuild relationships 
and connections. We similarly argue that 
youth development work should emphasise 
healthy relationships with self and others, 
understanding and appreciating others’ 
feelings, understanding and appreciating 
others’ experiences within their frame of 
reference, civic contribution and awareness, 
and having and leveraging social capital.

“Youth” centers on the actual skills necessary 
to navigate our lives through economic 
participation. We have sub-categorised 
the competencies into Basic, Functional, 
Technical, Workplace Readiness skills, and 
Career Building skills, and hold the view 
that the majority of youth development 
interventions aim to specifically build  
these skills.

While it may not be possible for all youth 
programmes to integrate all aspects of  
the proposed framework, we advocate  
for a more thoughtful ecosystem approach,  
where different actors collaborate to deliver 
more integrated and holistic interventions. 
Young people that are well-rounded 
emotionally, psycho-socially and intellectually, 
and able to leverage opportunities should 
be as much a target outcome as technical 
certifications, job placements and a lower 
overall youth unemployment rate.
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Lucha Lunako’s “I have it, You have it, Youth have it” 
Youth Development Framework

• Positive self-concept  
and awareness

• Character and identity 
formation

• Positive mindset and 
attitude

• Emotional maturity

• Personal wellness 
(Physical, mental, spiritual 
and mental)

• Healthy relationships with 
self and others

• Understanding and 
appreciating other’s 
feelings 

• Understanding and 
appreciating other’s 
experiences within their 
frame of reference 

• Civic contribution and 
awareness

• Having and leveraging 
social capital

Character

Developing a clear sense of who you are, what you 
believe in and what you stand for. This includes 
forming attitudes and habits that understand and 
respect societal and cultural rules.

Connection

Forming and strengthening positive bonds 
and relationships with people in: families and 
communities, governments, places of learning, 
workplaces; and successfully participating  
in these environments.

The development of Self. A mindset shift to the community within 
which we live, work, play and learn.

Confidence

Believing enough in yourself to: take ownership of 
your own life, take action and achieve your own goal, 
and to direct your life for the better.

Caring

Feeling concerned about being interested in 
helping others fulfill their needs, and playing  
an active role in society.

I have it You have it

BUCKETS FOR DEVELOPMENT BUCKETS FOR DEVELOPMENT

OBJECTIVE/OUTCOMES
OBJECTIVE/OUTCOMES

FOCUS AREAS FOCUS AREAS

• Individual (self) • Others (Community)

• Identity

• Purpose

• Talents and 
Strengths

• EQ and emotional 
awareness

• Values

• Leadership

• Physical wellbeing

• Mental wellbeing

• Spiritual wellbeing

• Emotional wellbeing

• Visioning

• Resilience

• Adaptability

• Beliefs

• Financial savviness

• Proactive/self-
motivation/takes 
action

• Assertive

• Positive self-concept

• Self-awareness

• Self-control and self-
regulation

• Personal goal setting

• Personal hygiene and 
wellness

• Personal branding

• Boundaries with self

• Self-Belief

• Networking

• Relationship building

• Sense of belonging

• Social awareness

• Cultural awareness

• Family concept

• Boundaries with 
others

• Servant leadership 

• Active citizenry

• Pay it forward

• Empathy

• Community service

• Kindness

ACTUAL SKILLS NEEDED

ACTUAL SKILLS NEEDED
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• Work competence

• Relevant skills to apply

• Ability to translate skills 
into all life situations

Competence

Having the necessary skills, abilities and behaviours: 
to secure and perform in a job, and develop a career. 
This includes having basic, functional, technical and 
workplace readiness skills; and ability to successfully 
apply them.

1. Basic – Core skills required to become a functional 
adult.

2. Functional – Skills that can be productively applied  
to achieve results.

3. Work readiness – Non-technical and non-functional 
skills required to operate in the workplace and do 
your job.

4. Technical skills – Knowledge-based skills needed 
to perform specific tasks, including industry or job 
specific tasks.

5. Career building skills – The skills required to adapt  
to the world and build sustainable livelihoods  
and a future.

The contribution of the youth in the context 
of work and the world in general.

Youth have it

BUCKETS FOR DEVELOPMENT

OBJECTIVE/OUTCOMES

FOCUS AREAS

• Work 

• World (Global Economy)
1. Basic
• English literacy 
• Maths literacy
• Numeracy literacy
• Technology literacy
• Computer literacy
• Financial literacy
• Entrepreneurial literacy
• Social media, social media awareness  

and etiquette
• How the world works/‘The world and 

money’ (Political awareness, economic 
awareness)

2. Functional
• Resourcefulness (Information gathering, 

filtering, analysing, scrutinizing)
• Time management skills
• Communication skills (body language, 

verbal, written)
• Decision making
• Active learning
• Dealing with conflict
• Creative thinking (lead into problem 

solving)
• Assessment of information
• Questioning, curiosity, thinking for yourself

3. Work readiness
• Team work and collaboration
• Presentation and public speaking

• Planning
• Organising

• Prioritising
• Career goal setting
• Getting things done (executing)
• CV writing
• Cover letter
• Interview preparation
• Navigating workplace dynamics
• Engaging with feedback
• Working with people
• Communication in the workplace
• Values and ethics in the workplace

4. Technical skills
• Critical thinking
• Analytical thinking
• Complex problem solving, reasoning  

and propensity to simplify.

5. Career building skills
• Management, strategy, execution
• Leadership and influence
• Persuasion and negotiation
• Ideation
• Innovation
• Global awareness
• Conflict resolution

• Responsible business practices

ACTUAL SKILLS NEEDED

Lucha Lunako’s “I have it, You have it, Youth have it” 
Youth Development Framework
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The key guiding principles that we developed from our 
research, findings and experience are:

All people have innate value,  
are talented, and have a purpose  
to discover and enjoy.

Key guiding principles for  
youth development
Through iteration and debate, based on 
internal expertise and the analysis of 
what seems to make key programmes 
successful, the team formulated 
twelve core principles that underpins 
our opinion, attitude and approach to 
youth development. We believe these 
philosophies should act as the guiding 
principles for behaviour and engagement 
with any youth development framework, 
across all stakeholders, for maximum 
impact to be achieved.

At its core, it is our principal belief that 
“the youth are not a problem to be 
solved”; they already have what it takes, 
and therefore development programmes 
merely unlock potential. All people have 
innate value, are talented, and have a 
purpose to discover and enjoy. We believe 
that individual and collective purpose 
must be pursued, discovered and valued. 
Development in general, therefore, 
must speak to a holistic approach to an 
individual across all facets of self, namely, 
spiritual, emotional, intellectual (mental), 
physical, and communal. 

 
 

We also hold the view that words, and the 
framing of a situation through language 
and thought, has a direct impact on the 
outcome of a situation. The tone and 
content of the message that individuals 
speak over themselves, over situations 
and over others, both consciously and 
unconsciously, establish the parameters 
within which an outcome can be achieved. 
We therefore maintain that “words 
matter”.

In line with this, we reject the terminology 
of “soft skills”. Soft skills generally include 
communication, personal habits, social 
skills, cognitive and emotional empathy, 
time management, teamwork, etc. 
Inputs into human development are 
often framed as secondary, with “hard” 
skills (the specific knowledge and 
abilities required for success in a job) 
being seen as the real need, without the 
acknowledgement that these cannot 
be learnt and developed without a 
foundation in place. In our view, there is 
nothing “soft” about being resilient, or 
mentally well, which leads us to conclude 
that developing this cannot be secondary 
either. It is essential that we reframe and 
rename the very concept of “soft skills” if 
we are to address the youth challenges 
which we face.

Key guiding 
principles

People have 
purpose

Community 
matters

People are 
talented

Words  
matter

We need to  
work together

Solid  
Foundations  

build sustainable  
futures

The world around 
 us impacts us

Develop the  
whole person

Skills develop  
when practiced

People need 
support

Make your  
own decisions

Learning is  
life-long
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Call to action

Although it is our position that dealing with  
trauma and building more solid foundations  
in South African youth who have been less 
able to do so during childhood is critically 
needed, this is not automatically going to 
resolve the youth unemployment challenge. 
The global and local economic outlooks 
are poor, South Africa already has one of 
the highest unemployment rates in the 
world7, and youth unemployment is a 
particularly concerning challenge on the 
continent and around the world. The youth 
development ecosystem as a whole requires 
deep, intentional work, as well as targeted 
interventions focused on job linkages,  
self-employment, SMME funding and 
development, and entrepreneurship,  
if we are to make the necessary impact.

We do however believe that there are steps  
we can take today, as an ecosystem collective 
and as individual actors, to make a difference. 

Our call to action is for:

01

Youth organisations and funders  
to collaborate, open source and share  
and implement best practices

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
social enterprises, like commercial businesses, 
tend to work in silos, hold intellectual property 
(IP) and knowledge to themselves, create 
their own content, compete for funding and 
compete for impact and recognition. For 
greater impact, best practices need to be 
implemented, tested and refined, and shared 
with others. Open sourcing of information,  
IP and programmes needs to become the 
norm, not the exception.

02

Youth organisations and funders  
to find solutions to the issue of how  
to scale high touch interventions

It is critical that we are able to find the correct 
blend of solutions and find ways to do deep, 
intentional work as well as deliver at scale.

03

Youth organisations and funders  
to coordinate interventions based  
on best skills and capacity

Convene the ecosystem to share knowledge, 
co-create practical solutions to real  
challenges and encourage coordination  
and collaboration. 

7 https://tradingeconomics.com/country-list/unemployment-rate

Deliberate pathways

More integrated, holistic youth development 
interventions must be coupled with deliberate 
efforts to pathway young people. We make 
three recommendations:

• Define clear and practical pathways to 
Matric and further education that enable 
decent work in the long term. This should 
include both direct pathways to sustainable 
employment with the potential to build 
technical skills on the job, and indirect, 
longer term pathways through a return 
to learning, with support to promote 
throughputs.

• Expose youth to career guidance and 
possibilities beyond their frame of 
reference, in innovative ways that leverage 
technology. Many young people, when 
asked what their career aspirations are, 
oftentimes have difficulty conceptualizing 
what they want to pursue, often because 
of misconceptions they may have about 
particular career paths or a lack of exposure 
to broader possibilities. This is an area 
ready for technological disruption, with 
several innovative social enterprises already 
entering the marketplace.

• Consider and map out the demand for jobs 
in South Africa by applying different lenses 
to the problem compared to traditional 
methodologies. Here, particular attention 
should be paid to:

ݕ  The scope for small, medium and micro 
enterprise (SMME) start-ups, early 
stage and growth businesses, and the 
policy shifts required from government 
to promote SMME growth and 
development.

ݕ  Sectors and value chains within the 
economy that have not been properly 
considered for job creation but, with 
a focused ecosystem approach aimed 
at bridging the divide between formal 
and informal economies, could create 
substantial jobs, mostly in the informal 
and township economies6. 

ݕ  How the NGO and social enterprise 
sectors can provide much needed 
support work in rural, peri-urban and 
township areas, and how this could 
create entry level jobs supported through 
internal or external funding, including 
BEE interventions, done in a way that 
actually adds economic and social value.

6 Simanye thematic paper publication to ILO. (2018). Funding and 
Financing the Social Economy SWOT analysis.
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04

Youth organisations and funders  
to support a standardised approach to 
measuring impact and use this to inform 
iterations to youth interventions

Create a framework for youth development 
measurement and reporting with a few key 
measures that are agreed and adopted across 
the ecosystem. This will foster benchmarking, 
best practice sharing and provide consistent 
data and comparable results.

05

Youth organisations and funders  
to stop building new infrastructure  
and instead leverage existing assets  
in townships and rural areas

In order to increase capacity for impact, 
programmes and initiatives can leverage 
existing informal economies, as well 
as promote the creation of alternative 
economies. 

06

Youth organisations to ask critical 
questions, shift mindsets and interrogate 
motivations 

Check if the problem being solved is youth 
development – or if the aim is for policy 
compliance that generates profits for astute 
shareholders and investors. Guard against 
the mindset that any one organisation has 
all the answers. Be prepared to explore if 
interventions are achieving value-for-money 
impact.

07

Funders to support and learn from 
pragmatic research 

Invest in more research into youth 
development in South Africa, and encourage 
collaboration in different areas of research. 
Focus on exploring and understanding what 
works on the ground. 

08

The sector to support an impartial 
ecosystem convenor that can lobby 
Government to streamline youth 
development policies, amend harmful  
BEE policies and review incentives

Sustainable solutions require full government 
backing and intervention. In addition to the 
steps that the government has already taken 
to start addressing youth unemployment, 
consistent and urgent policy reform and 
intervention must be prioritised. This includes 
a review of BEE practices that are harmful 
to, or disincentivise, the objective of assisting 
youth to leverage opportunities that provide 
decent jobs and sustainable careers. 

09

The sector to create transparency  
and visibility on what is working and 
what isn’t, enabling funders to support 
innovations and impact in youth  
and skills development

Build a transparent view of the current state 
of success and failure to encourage innovation 
and learning.


