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The youth development ecosystem1 in 
South Africa is emerging as a critical locus 
of thought, attention and intervention: 
both the youth bulge (the high proportion 
of youth in the total population) 
and corresponding unemployment, 
underemployment and vulnerability are 
wicked problems of this era. Covid-19 has 
devastated parts of the local and global 
economy and, according to the Youth 
Covid-19 Quick Poll, youth feel insecure and 
uncertain about their futures. 

Organisations in the youth ecosystem have 
historically worked in siloes, perpetuating 
disconnectedness and miscommunication, 
and missing out on collaborations and 
peer-learning opportunities. 

Background

1 The youth development ecosystem is comprised of stakeholders that are directly and indirectly involved in developing youth in SA, including youth 
development organisations, skills development companies, training academies, organisations running SETA learnerships, youth- focussed support 
organisations, corporates funding youth development through BEE or other mechanisms, other local and international funders, government policy 
makers and institutions, including SETAs themselves, other tertiary institutions and of course, the youth themselves. 

Deep, intentional work is required to 
address the current lack of impact on youth 
development, which can be catalysed 
through better transparency of who is 
operating in the ecosystem, what they  
are doing and where the gaps lie. This 
survey has been designed to build on  
some of the background youth ecosystem 
work undertaken by Bertha Centre of  
Social Innovation & Entrepreneurship, 
Lucha Lunako and others: through the  
lens of Covid-19 and its impacts on a 
sample of youth ecosystem stakeholders, 
the idea has been to unpack the 
dimensions of operations, health and 
safety, adaptability, youth-centeredness, 
access, financial sustainability and 
strategy. 
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Data from the survey reveals that the majority 
of respondents share similar focus areas, 
concentrating on the advancement of youth 
skills, development and wellbeing in a future-
focused paradigm. While there is a spread of 
organisation types and categories represented, 
nonprofits and those that identify as youth 
development organisations feature prominently. 
As for respondent reach, their programmes are 
largely unfolding in the economic hubs of South 
Africa (Gauteng, Western Cape and KZN), across 
rural, urban and primarily per-urban areas. Though 
the scale of respondent organisational operations 
varies, the bulk of these organisations have been 
operational for over three years and concentrate on 
the nationally-defined youth age bracket (18-34). 

Executive Summary
Who responded to the survey? 

Click on each takeaway below to view detail

 
Methodology

• The survey was designed in conjunction with the Youth 
Covid-19 Quick Poll and some of the strategic work 
emerging out of the youth ecosystem stream.

• SurveyGizmo was selected as the most appropriate 
delivery platform as the research team has used this for 
other surveys and understands the functionality well. 

• Questions were designed in such a way to glean the 
most information. Those that have allowed for multiple 
responses per respondent are marked with a * . 

• The team agreed that a minimum of 50 responses were 
needed to make the survey a viable sample. Ultimately 
51 responses were recorded. 

• Given the nature of the survey (i.e. that the target 
respondents were high-level directors and managers 
with limited available time), a decision was taken to 
schedule as many tele-interviews (phone-call, Zoom and 
WhatsApp call) as much as possible to drive response 
rates. The link to the survey was also disseminated 
widely, giving potential respondents the opportunity to 
fill out the survey themselves should they prefer. 

• The data was gathered between 30th June and 12th 
August, during which time South Africa was under 
Lockdown Level 3.  
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Profile of the respondents

Data around the reach of respondent organisations 
suggests a concentration in the economic hubs of South 

Africa (i.e. Gauteng - 49.1%, Western Cape - 37.7% and 
KZN - 31.3%), which is unsurprising given the nature of 

Lucha Lunako and Bertha Centre’s networks. A relatively 
high proportion of respondents indicated a national 

reach (26.4%), which may be especially salient in an era of 
remote working and virtual presence. *

Organisations could select more than one entity type: 
60.4% are registered non-profits (including NPCs, trusts, 

foundations and NPOs), while 20.8% hold private entities 
and 18.9% identify as social enterprises. Other categories 
include 5.7% educational institutions and 5.7% other. *

We see representation across the Lucha Lunako Youth 
Ecosystem categories (broadly Funding, Development, 

Support Services and Academic services with sub-
categories in each. The most common category by far has 

emerged as ‘Development - Skills Development’ (71.7%), 
followed by ‘Development - Youth Engagement/Activator’ 

(52.8% - and it is still rather murky about what is meant 
by this) and ‘Support Services - Mentoring’ (35.8%). *

Organisational names feature ‘youth’, ‘africa’, 
‘projects’, ‘skills’, ‘development’, ‘leadership’, ‘academy’, 

‘advancement’, ‘learn’, ‘agency’, ‘accelerator’. 

Organisational profiles feature ‘youth’, ‘people’, ‘skills’, 
access’, work’

They are 
concentrated in 

the non-profit 
space.

The majority 
focus on youth 
development.

They are future-
focused.

They have 
similar focus 

areas.

They are 
concentrated 

in the economic 
hubs of South 

Africa.

The concentration of respondents that have selected 
options in the broad ‘Development’ category is rather 
telling of which organisations identify as being part of 
the youth ecosystem: it is the hope of Lucha Lunako 
and partners that this is the beginning of expanding the 
definition of what it means to work with and for youth.

The 
concept 

of the youth 
ecosystem in 

SA is still 
nascent.

67.9% of respondents operate in peri-urban areas (such as 
townships), 50.9% in urban areas and 43.4 in rural areas. *   
Given the concentration of resources and infrastructure 
in urban and peri-urban areas, it’s unsurprising that rural 
areas have the least presence, however this is far from 
insignificant. 

They work 
across urban, 

peri-urban and 
rural areas.

The overwhelming majority of respondents represent 
organisations that have been operational for over three 
years (75.5%), indicating that the survey has attracted 
more established organisations than those operational for 
between 2 and 3 years (9.4), between 1 and 2 years (11.2%) 
and under a year (1.9%). 

They are well-
established.

Those working with an average of over 300 (34.6%) closely 
matched with those working with 99 or fewer (36.5) 
on a monthly basis. This piece of information suggests 
that there is a fairly even spread of larger and smaller 
organisations. 

They are both 
boutique and 

at-scale.

Most work with people of ages 18-24 (86.8%), followed  
by 25-30 (71.7%), 31-34 (56.6%), under-18s (14%) and 
35+ (5.7). *  These figures are consistent with the South 
African government’s definition of youth (ages 18-34). 

They focus on 
the 18-34 age 

bracket.

67.9%
operate in  
peri-urban 

areas

71.7%
work in Skills 
Development

75.5%
operaterational 
for over 3 years
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Takeaways
Click on each takeaway below to view detail
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Befittingly to the collaborative nature of the 
youth ecosystem work, this survey and report 
process has been made possible through the 
work and input of a number of individuals and 
organisations. The core team would like to express 
thanks to those who contributed towards the 
survey framing, development, dissemination, and 
analysis.

About the core team

Who is Lucha Lunako?

Lucha Lunako (which means “The Youth Have It”) is a youth 
development lab. We aspire to substantially shift the needle 
on youth development in South Africa and beyond. Our 
purpose is to re-imagine youth development – to design, 
implement and inspire innovative and scalable solutions to 
counter the youth unemployment crisis and to measure the 
impact of those solutions. 

Having operated in the youth development space for a 
collective 15+ years, we have observed various assumptions 
and beliefs about youth unemployment and realised we 
needed to rethink the approach to developing young people 
and helping them to prepare for the world. So, we spent 2019 
undertaking extensive research in the sector and interviewed 
youth, experts and others involved in youth development, 
engaged with hundreds of learnerships, conducted desktop 
research and sought the views and opinions of corporate 
South Africa. 

In March 2020, we published a report which discusses the 
current state of youth development in South Africa: the 
statistics, the views of those involved in youth development 
(including the voices of the youth themselves), the various 
theories of change, the solutions being implemented and 
views on what is and isn’t working in the sector.

Based on our extensive research and findings, we 
are advocating for a more holistic approach to youth 
development, with more deliberate efforts to pathway young 
people. As such, we have developed a holistic framework 
to guide youth development policy, investment, and 
interventions. The framework identifies three core constructs 
as imperative to the development process of a young person: 
I have it, You have it, Youth have it, which translates into a 
development focus of “self”, “others” and “work and broader 
life context”. This framework also draws from the 5C model of 
positive youth development (PYD), which positions youth as 
precious assets to society that should be nurtured, and not as 
problems to be addressed 

We have also designed a set of guiding principles for 
organisations implementing youth development and 
provide a number of key programme practices for maximum 
effectiveness. We are also in the process of developing a 
model to measure the impact of [youth interventions]. 

We cannot achieve the impact we want to see in youth 
development on our own. Collaboration and partnerships with 
government, the private sector, civil society and philanthropic 
organisations are critical to success. In this regard, we have 
partnered with the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship, a specialised academic centre which is 
part of the UCT Graduate School of Business. The Bertha 
Centre is one of the top five social innovation centres in the 
world. Together we have launched a collaborative youth 
innovation platform to support young people with education, 
employment, self-development, and training opportunities. 

Acknowledgements

Who is the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship?

The Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
at the UCT Graduate School of Business is a globally ranked 
centre of excellence dedicated to advancing social innovation 
and entrepreneurship. The first academic centre of its kind 
in Africa, its mission is to build capacity and knowledge– 
with partners, practitioners, and students – to advance 
the discourse and systemic impact of social innovation. In 
collaboration with the UCT GSB, the Centre has integrated 
social innovation into the business school curriculum, 
established a wide community of practitioners and awarded 
over R8 million in scholarships to students from across Africa. 
The Bertha Centre’s work covers various sectors including 
innovative finance, systems change, social entrepreneurship, 
education, youth development and healthcare.
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