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FOREWORD BY THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL  

The supply of appropriate skills is a necessary condition and central instrument 

for promoting long-term growth and development of the economy. 

Sustainable development of a skilled and capable workforce, therefore, 

provides one of the fundamental channels through which our country can deal 

with the triple socioeconomic challenges of unemployment, poverty and 

inequality, as well as correcting historical discriminatory labour practices and 

injustices inherited from the apartheid epoch.  

 
 

Consistent with the country’s National Development Plan, South Africa’s democratic government strongly 

commits to developing a skilled and capable workforce to support inclusive growth in our country. The White 

Paper for Post-School Education and Training endorses the need for the education and training system to 

respond appropriately to the skills needs of the labour market and economy, and promote collaboration 

between employers in both private and public sectors towards the creation of a skilled labour force. The 

Department of Higher Education and Training identified the provision of credible information, analysis and 

signals on demand for and supply of skills as central to the establishment of an institutional mechanism for skills 

planning in South Africa.  

 
It is my pleasure to present to you the second issue of the report on Skills Supply and Demand in South Africa. 

The report provides as a crucial resource to inform the planning and provisioning of education and training, as 

well as to assist individuals in making appropriate career and educational choices. The report is expected to 

contribute to the improvement of the responsiveness of the post-school education and training system to the 

skills needs of the economy and society by supporting decision-making on matters pertaining to skills planning.  

 
In addition, the report is expected to be used as a strategic resource to inform supply-side planning in post-

school education and training with regards to the allocation of funds and development of strategies for ensuring 

an improvement in educational outcomes through the development and review of qualifications and 

programmes that are relevant to the needs of the labour market and information for career development.  

  
The Department will strive to improve the accuracy of this report and be more responsive to stakeholders’ 

needs. Your feedback and suggestions for improvement, can be emailed to khuluvhe.m@dhet.gov.za. 

 

 

Mr GF Qonde 
Director-General: Department of Higher Education and Training 
Pretoria, South Africa 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

This report provides a holistic understanding of the current supply of and demand for skills in South Africa. The 

report provides as a second attempt to analyse how demand for and supply of skills interact to inform future 

skills policy to support an inclusive economic growth path. The analytical approach used in this report follows 

the same approach used in the first report, which represents a departure from manpower forecasting in 

attempting to derive an in-depth understanding of the interactions between skills supply and demand, and 

corresponding implications for labour market reform.    

 

Since the dawn of democratic government in 1994, 

several efforts have been pursued towards planning 

for skills needs in South Africa. Nonetheless, the 

efforts were fragmented and performance of the 

skills planning mechanism has not been effective as 

evidenced by persistent skills shortages. Following 

realization of the need for a more coordinated, 

coherent and responsive skills planning system, the 

democratic government of South Africa prioritised 

skills planning through government priority Output 

5.1 to “establish a credible institutional mechanism 

for skills planning” derived from Delivery 

Agreement 1 Outcome 5 which aims to attain “a 

skilled and capable workforce to support an 

inclusive growth path”. 

 

In 2017, South Africa had an estimated population 

of 56.5 million, out of which about 51% (28.9 

million) of the population are females. The 

population comprised 80.8% Black/Africans, 8.6% 

Coloureds, 8% Whites and 2.6% Indians/Asians. The 

country is a youthful nation, with two-thirds of the 

population under the age of 35 years, and about 

one third (29.6%) aged younger than 15 years. 

Among South Africans who were 20 years and 

older, 13.9% had some post-school education or 

tertiary qualifications in 2017, while 43.6% had 

Grade 12, and 13.7% were regarded as illiterate.  

High unemployment remains the key challenge for 

South Africa, and the country struggles to generate 

adequate jobs in the economy. South Africa’s 

official unemployment rate is on the rise. In 2018: 

Q4, the working age population figure stood at 38.1 

million, from which 16.5 million were employed, 6.1 

million were unemployed and 2.8 million were 

discouraged. More than 75% of the working age 

population are Black/African and approximately 

90% of unemployed persons are Black/African. 

Between 2008: Q4 and 2018: Q4, unemployment 

rate increased by 5.6 percentage points from 21.5% 

in 2008: Q4 to 27.1% in 2018: Q4.  

 

The labour market remains characterised by 

shortage of job opportunities due to slow economic 

growth, while racial and gender disparities also 

remain predominant. Population group still affects 

the probability of finding a job, as well wages 

earned upon employment, while females face more 

challenges to find a job compared to males. 

Although education has a strong influence on the 

probability of participation in the labour market, 

skilled labour can be difficult to find in most skilled 

and professional segments largely due to the poor 

state of the public education system.  

 

In South Africa, under-qualification is more 

substantial than over-qualification. About 32% 
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share of workers in South Africa are mismatched by 

field-of-study. The filed-of-study mismatch was 

found to be higher than qualification mismatch in 

the country.   

 

The major setback lies with those persons who have 

been unemployed for longer periods and still do not 

find any form of employment. The long-term 

unemployment rate remains on the increase. In 

2018: Q4, about 6.1 million South Africans were 

unemployed and 4.4 million of them were 

unemployed for a year or longer. Between 2008: Q4 

to 2018: Q4, the proportion of those in long-term 

unemployment increased by 9.3 percentage points 

from 61.8% in 2008: Q4 to 71.1% in 2018: Q4.  

 

The cohort of persons not in employment, 

education and training (NEET) increased 

substantially. In 2018: Q4, nearly 3.2 million (31.1%) 

out of 10.3 million young people aged 15-24 years 

were NEET. Between 2017: Q4 and 2018: Q4, the 

overall NEET rate for the 15-24-year olds increased 

by 1.4 percentage points from 29.7% to 31.1%. The 

NEET rates for both males and females increased, 

with the rate for females remaining higher than 

that of males during both periods. The NEET rates 

for females remained higher at 33.3% and 33.4% in 

2017: Q4 and 2018: Q3; respectively, relative to 

NEET rates for males which were 26.2% and 28.8% 

during 2017: Q4 and 2018: Q4; respectively.   

 

During 2018: Q4, about 7.9 million (38.9%) out of 

20.3 million young people aged 15-34 years were in 

the NEET category. The overall NEET rate for this 

age group increased by 0.5 of a percentage point 

year-on-year from 38.4% in 2017: Q4 to 38.9% in 

2018: Q4. Though having remained higher, the 

NEET rate for females slightly declined by 0.4 of a 

percentage point from 43.3% in 2017: Q4 to 42.9% 

in 2018: Q4. For the same age group, the NEET rate 

for males increased by 1.4 percentage points from 

33.5% in 2017: Q4 to 34.9% in 2018: Q4.  

         

The incidence of long-term unemployment in the 

country is largely among women relative to males. 

In 2018 quarter 3, unemployment among women 

was 29.4% relative to 25.9% unemployment rate 

among males. The Black/African population group 

experiences a highest incidence of unemployment 

compared to other population groups.  

 

In 2018 quarter 3, unemployment rate was highest 

among the Black/African population group at 

31.1%, followed by 21.8% among Coloured, 10.1% 

among Indian/Asian and 7.1% among Whites. 

Between 2010 and 2017, the share of employed 

males ranged between 56.0% in 2017 and 56.8% in 

2010, while the share of employed females ranged 

between 43.2% in 2010 and 44% in 2013 and 2017. 

The proportion of the employed Black/African 

population group increased by 4.4 percentage 

points from 70.1% in 2010 to 74.5% in 2017.  

 

The share of the employed among White declined 

by 3.1 percentage points from 15.0% in 2010 to 

11.9% in 2017, and the share of the employed 

among Coloured declined by 1 percentage point 

from 11.2% in 2010 to 10.2% in 2017. The share of 

the employed Indian/Asian decreased by 0.4 of a 

percentage point from 3.7% in 2010 to 3.3% in 

2017. Trends in unemployment by gender over the 

period 2010 and 2017 were characterised by lowest 

share of unemployed females at 51.3%, while the 

highest proportion stood at 52.8% in 2011. The 

share of unemployed males was lowest at 47.2% in 

2011, while the highest share was 48.7% in 2014.  
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Between 2010 and 2017, the lowest proportion of 

the unemployed Black/African stood at 88.7% in 

2014, while the highest share stood at 89.6% in 

2016. The proportion of unemployed among 

Coloured was lowest at 7.1% in 2016 and highest at 

7.6% in 2012, 2013 and 2014. The shares of the 

unemployed among White varied between 2.0% in 

2017 and 2.4% in 2014, while the Indian/Asian had 

lowest shares of the unemployed which ranged 

between a low of 0.9% in 2010 and a high of 1.3% 

in 2013 and 2015.  

 

The population groups aged 15 to 24 years and 25 

to 34 years had the largest shares of unemployed 

people. The share of unemployed among people 

aged 15 to 24 years steadily decreased by 5 

percentage points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 

2017, while the share of the unemployed aged 25 

to 34 years varied between 37.8% in 2016 and 

37.9% in 2010 and 2017.  

 

The outlook remains as a major concern in South 

Africa since the country’s population largely 

comprises the youth, hence the need to boost 

employment opportunities for youth. The high level 

of unemployment for the youth group presents a 

major social and skills challenge for the country. 

Although nearly two thirds of the unemployed are 

aged 15 to 34 years (the youth), the share of the 

unemployed people aged 15 to 34 years decreased 

by 5 percentage points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% 

in 2017. 

 

Most of the employed people were adults in the age 

groups 25 to 34 years, and 35 to 44 years. The share 

of the employed people aged 25 to 34 years 

decreased by 2.2 percentage points from 32.4% in 

2010 to 30.2% 2017. However, the proportion of 

employed young people aged 34 years and less 

decreased by 3.4 percentage points from 41.6% in 

2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of employed 

adults aged 35 to 64 years grew by 3.5 percentage 

points from 58.4% in 2010 to 61.9% in 2017.  

 

The shares of the employed with a matriculation 

certificate or higher increased by 3.9 percentage 

points from 49.9% in 2010 to 53.8% in 2017. The 

share of the employed with a tertiary education 

increased by 2 percentage points from 19.3% in 

2010 to 21.3% in 2017. The number and the 

proportion of the employed with ‘primary 

completed or lower’ education, though decreasing, 

was about 2 million workers in 2017. This group 

constituted 16.6% in 2010 and 12.5% in 2017.  

 

The level of tertiary education and degree of 

graduate attainment of the population is an 

important indicator for any emerging industrialized 

country. In absolute numbers, the employed 

population with a tertiary education increased from 

just over 3 million in 2010 to about 3.4 million in 

2017. The proportion of the employed with higher 

education qualifications increased by 24.5 percent 

from about 1.2 million in 2010 to about 1.5 million 

in 2017. Concurrently, the proportion of employed 

people with diploma and certificate qualifications 

increased slightly by 3.9 percent from about 1.8 

million in 2010 to nearly 1.9 million in 2017.  

 

Between 2010 and 2017, the largest proportion of 

youth employed had at least a matriculation 

certification, whose share increased by 2.4 

percentage points from 55.1% in 2010 to 57.5% in 

2017. At disaggregated level, the share of the 

employed youth with a matriculation certificate as 

the highest qualification decreased by 0.5 of a 



xiv 
 

percentage point between 2010 and 2017 from 

38.7% in 2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of 

employed youth with a tertiary education 

qualification improved by 2.9 percentage points 

from 16.4% in 2010 to 19.3% in 2017. There was a 

decline in the share of employed youth with less 

than a matriculation certification by 2.3 percentage 

points from 44.8% in 2010 to 42.5% in 2017.     

 

During 2017, 59.9% of employed youth with less 

than a matriculation certificate were young people 

aged 15 to 19 years, followed by 42.9% aged 20 to 

24 years. The analogous shares of those with less 

than a matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 

to 29 years and 30 to 34 years stood at 41.1% and 

42.6%; respectively. The highest proportion of 

58.9% employed youth with at least a matriculation 

certificate were aged 25 to 29-years, followed by 

57.4% aged 30 to 34-years and 57.1% aged 20 to 24-

years. The shares of employed youth with tertiary 

qualification were highest at 21.5% among those 

aged 25 to 29 years, and 21.3% among those aged 

30 to 34 years. 

 

In 2017, 64.4% of unemployed youth with less than 

a matriculation certificate were young people aged 

15 to 19 years, followed by 62.6% aged 30 to 34 

years. The proportions of those with less than a 

matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 to 29 

years and 30 to 34 years stood at 57% and 53.7%; 

respectively. About 46.3% unemployed youth with 

at least a matriculation certificate were aged 20 to 

24-years, followed by 43% aged 30 to 34-years and 

37.4% aged 30 to 34-years. The shares of the 

unemployed youth with tertiary educational 

qualification were highest at 46.3% among those 

aged 20 to 25 years, and 43.0%% among those aged 

25 to 29 years. Across all the age groups, those with 

less than a grade 12 certificate are most vulnerable 

in the labour market. 

 

Migration patterns are a signal of the skills injection 

into and leakages from the country. The number of 

work permits and business permits issued by DHA 

between 2011 and 2015 increased by 45% (10 978 

permits) but declined on a year-to-year basis to 

28 266 permits in 2013, 21 456 permits in 2014 and 

17 969 permits in 2015. Temporary and permanent 

work permits issued were higher than temporary 

and permanent business permits awarded between 

2011 and 2015. In 2015, most temporary residence 

permits were given to nationals from Nigeria 

(13.8%), Zimbabwe (13.1%), India (9.5%), 

Bangladesh (6.8%) and Pakistan (6.8%). However, 

the analysis of the number of work permits seems 

low in relation to the number of immigrants living 

in South Africa.  

 

Enrolments in both Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs) and colleges increased from 2010 to 2016. 

Enrolments in public HEIs increased by 9.3% from 

892 936 in 2010 to 975 837 in 2016. There has been 

a decline of 13.4 percentage points in university 

enrolments from 71.4% in 2010 to 58.0% in 2016. 

The share of Technical and Vocational Educational 

and Training (TVET) college student enrolments 

increased by 13.4 percentage points from 28.6% in 

2010 to 42.0% in 2016. The increased share of the 

TVET sector reflects the state’s investment in 

education and training at the intermediate and 

technical levels.  

 

TVET enrolments for Nated 1-6 courses increased 

by 189.8% between 2010 and 2016 from 169 774 

learners in 2010 to 492 026 learners in 2016. 

Enrolments in occupational qualifications 
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decreased by 41.1%, while enrolments in Report 

550/NSC & Other decreased by 41.1% over the 

same period. Most of the students in TVET colleges 

were registered for Nated 1-6 courses (69.8%) in 

2016. When looking at private colleges, the largest 

share of students was enrolled for Nated 1-6 

courses (43.0%), followed by Report 550/NSC & 

Other (36.2%) in 2016. Private colleges enrolments 

for Nated 1-6 increased by about 986.9% from 2010 

to 2016. The number of students enrolled for 

occupational qualifications in both TVET and private 

colleges fluctuated between 2011 and 2016. About 

93% of total students registered in both TVET and 

private colleges in 2016 wrote examinations.   

 

The shares of enrolments for the Classification of 

Educational Subject Matter (CESM) category 

Science, Engineering and Technology increased 

from 28.1% in 2010 to 30.3% in 2016; while the 

Humanities increased from 40.6% to 42.6%. The 

shares of enrolments for the Business, Economics 

and Management, on the other side, decreased 

from 31.2% to 27.1% over the same period. Within 

broad category Science, Engineering and 

Technology, enrolments in Science increased by 

22 209 from 129 547 in 2010 to 151 700 in 2016. 

Enrolments in Engineering grew by 5 016 learners 

from 14 514 in 2010 to 19 530 learners in 2016.  

 

In terms of the broad category Humanities, the 

increase in enrolments in Education is notable. 

Enrolments in Education increased by 8 301 

students from 22 044 learners in 2010 to 30 345 

learners in 2016. The shift towards higher numbers 

and shares in the SET subject areas is a move in the 

right direction, as these skills are key to supporting 

economic growth.   

 

 In the Sector Education and Training Authorities 

(SETAs), the total number of learnership 

registrations increased by 105.7% from 49 309 in 

2010 to 101 447 in 2016. The participants in 

learnerships programmes were both workers and 

the unemployed, and higher proportions of 

learnerships were awarded to the unemployed. The 

number of skills programme registrations recorded 

a 105.8% increase from 63 659 in 2010 to 131 017 

in 2016, and the majority participants were 

workers. The number of those in artisanal 

programmes tripled by from about 9 316 in 2010 to 

about 30 817 in 2016.   

 

The certification rates in learnerships were 

constantly higher than certifications in artisanal 

learning programme over the period 2010 to 2012. 

Conversely, certification rates in artisanal learning 

programme remained higher than certifications in 

learnerships over the remaining period 2013 to 

2016. Completion rates for learnerships increased 

from 69% in 2010 to 73% in 2012 and decreased to 

a lowest completion rate of 46% in 2015. The 

completion rate for learnerships rebounded to 57% 

in 2016, while the completion rate for artisanal 

learning programmes improved by 32 percentage 

points from 37% in 2010 to 69 % in 2016.   

 

In 2017, the sectors that employed the largest share 

of people in South Africa include the Community, 

Social and Personal services (22,3%); followed by 

the Wholesale and Retail Trade sector (20.1%); and 

the Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business sector (14.9%). The people employed 

in the Community, Social and Personal Services 

sector increased by 734 105 from 2010 to 2017, 

while those in the Financial Intermediation, 

Insurance, Real Estate and Business and the 
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Construction sector increased by 654 258 and 

305 006; respectively. However, the number of 

people employed in the Manufacturing sector 

decreased slightly by 3.1% (56 809 workers), while 

the Mining and Quarrying (2.7%) and the Electricity, 

Gas and Water Supply (0.9%) employed the least 

number of people. 

 

Sectors that experienced the highest relative 

employment changes from 2010 to 2017 were 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply (3.3%) and 

Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business (2.2%). The sectors with the lowest 

relative employment change for the same period 

were Manufacturing with a negative relative 

change of 0.2% and Wholesale and Retail Trade, 

and Private households each with 0.3%. However, 

some sectors which include Private Households; 

Community, Social and Personal Services; and 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sectors appear to 

present higher likelihoods of being vulnerable to 

retirement by workers in the sector.  

 

In the Private Households sector, 29.7% were aged 

45 to 54 years and 13.0% were aged 55 to 64 years 

in 2017. About 26.2% of workers in the Community, 

Social and Personal Services sector were aged 45 to 

54 years, while 11.6% were aged 55 to 64 years. In 

the Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sector, 20.1% 

were aged 45 to 54 years, and 14.7% were aged 55 

to 64 years.  

 

The greatest absolute changes between 2014 and 

2016 were the increases in numbers of workers in 

elementary occupations (386 000), and service and 

sales workers (155 000), and craft and related trade 

workers (114 000). These changes suggest the 

possibility of a longer-term structural shift trend 

towards a service-orientated economy and low- 

skilled workers. Conversely, the largest drops in 

absolute terms were recorded for the technicians (-

82 000), clerks (-11 000) and skilled agricultural 

workers (-8 000). The largest percentage changes in 

the number of jobs were recorded for elementary 

occupations (11.7%), sales and service workers 

(6.7%), and craft and related trade workers (6.3%).  

 

Similarly, highest relative employment shifts were 

recorded for elementary occupations (2.8), sales 

and service workers (1.6), and craft and related 

trade workers (1.5). Between 2014 and 206, skilled 

agricultural workers, and technicians had drops of 

10.5%, and 5.3%; respectively. These occupations 

had adverse relative employment shifts of -2.5, and 

-1.3; respectively.  

 

Comparative to educational skills levels in 2010, 

occupational categories which revealed substantial 

improvements in possession of high educational 

skills include managers, professionals, technicians 

and associate professionals, and clerical support 

workers. High-skilled workers increased by 13 

percentage points from 29.2% in 2010 to 42.2% in 

2017 for managers, and by 26.3 percentage points 

from 61.2% in 2010 to 87.5% in 2017 for 

professionals. Correspondingly, the proportion of 

technicians and associate professionals with high 

educational skills improved by 13.8 percentage 

points from 31.2% in 2010 to 45% in 2017; while the 

share of clerical support workers with high skills 

increased by 2.4 percentage points from 18.2% in 

2010 to 20.6% in 2017.Occupational shortages per 

skill level in South Africa are slightly concentrated 

more in low-skilled occupations relative to 

medium-skilled and high-skilled occupations.  
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Most managerial jobs are in shortage, and more 

than 50% of professionals, technicians and clerical 

support workers are employed in shortage 

occupations. Shortages are relatively less common 

among elementary occupations; plant and machine 

operators and assemblies; skilled agricultural, 

forestry, fishery, craft and related trades workers; 

and service and sales workers. With regards to the 

intensity of shortages, the shortage occupations in 

the group of ‘professionals’ have the strongest 

shortage intensity. The intensity of surpluses is 

strongest among managerial occupations that are 

in surplus, despite very few management 

occupations in surplus. 

 

From an industrial sector standpoint, more than 

80% of employment is in shortage occupations in 

the safety and security sector, agricultural sector, 

and mining sector. However, the intensity of 

shortages differs strongly among the respective 

sectors. The average intensity of shortages in the 

mining sector is more than three times as large as 

in the agriculture sector, and more than twice as 

large as in the safety and security sector.  

 

On the other end of the spectrum, in the local 

government sector, wholesale and retail sector, 

construction sector, and culture, arts, tourism, 

hospitality and sports sector, less than 30% of 

employment is in shortage occupations, and hence 

more than 70% is in surplus occupations. However, 

the intensities of shortages and surpluses differ 

widely among these sectors. While these sectors all 

employ relatively few workers in shortage 

occupations, the shortages in these occupations are 

much stronger in the culture, arts, tourism, 

hospitality and sports sector than in the local 

government sector. Similarly, the intensity of the 

surpluses in the surplus occupations is much larger 

in the construction sector than in the culture, arts, 

tourism, hospitality and sports sector.   

 

The skill profile of employment in shortage 

occupations for South Africa found that the skills in 

strongest shortage include complex problem and 

solving skills, followed by social skills. The largest 

skills shortages are found for active learning, 

reading comprehension, learning strategies and 

writing. Knowledge shortages are strongest for 

computers and electronics, administration and 

management, and clerical knowledge.  

 

At the end of the spectrum, shortages are smallest 

for more technical and manual skills such as 

installation, operation and control, quality control 

analysis, and technology design. With regards to 

the knowledge dimension, the knowledge of 

building and construction was found to be in 

surplus. Although, shortages in knowledge were 

found to be stronger in computers and electronics, 

administration and management, clerical tasks, and 

personnel and human resources.  

 

The qualification and field-of-study mismatch 

outlook for South Africa revealed that under-

qualification is more substantial than over-

qualification in the country. The proportion of 

workers who are under-qualifies in South Africa is 

above the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) average share of the 

under-qualified workers. The 2018 OECD Skills for 

Jobs database report indicate that during 2018, 28% 

of workers in South Africa were under-qualified 

relative to the corresponding 18% OECD average. 

Even when compared to other OECD countries with 

a similar picture such as Denmark and Finland in 
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which the share of under-qualified workers stood at 

20% in both nations, South Africa’s analogous figure 

remains higher. In addition, a considerable share of 

32% of workers in South Africa are mismatched by 

field-of-study. Comparatively, the filed-of-study 

mismatch was found to be higher than qualification 

mismatch in the country.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORT ON SKILLS 

SUPPLY AND DEMAND IN SOUTH AFRICA 

 

Skills planning remains predominantly complex due 

to the continued existence of intricate multiple 

dynamic interrelationships between the education 

system and the economic system in which skills are 

utilised as a central input into production and 

supporting inclusive economic growth.  

 

Since the advent of democratic government in 

1994, considerable efforts have been pursued 

towards planning for skills needs in South Africa. 

However, such efforts were fragmented and 

performance of the skills planning mechanism has 

not been effective as evidenced by sustained skills 

shortages; which reflects the great need for a more 

coordinated, coherent and responsive skills 

planning system.  

 

In 2009, the government of South Africa prioritised 

skills planning through the government priority 

Output 5.1 to “establish a credible institutional 

mechanism for skills planning” (DHET, 2010a) 

derived from Delivery Agreement 1 Outcome 5; 

namely “a skilled and capable workforce to support 

an inclusive growth path”. To meet Output 5.1 

objectives, the Department of Higher Education 

and Training (DHET) in 2012 initiated an HSRC-led 

(Human Sciences Research Council) consortium 

which included University of Cape Town (UCT) and 

University of Witwatersrand to establish the Labour 

Market Intelligence Partnership (LMIP) project.  

 

In 2012, the Minister of Higher Education and 

Training, Dr Bonginkosi Emmanuel Nzimande, 

launched the LMIP to provide a scientific basis to 

                                                           
1 See lmip.org.za. 

“set up systems for reliable data indicating skills 

needs, skills supply and demand in our labour 

market in a manner that enables our country, 

including government and businesses, to plan 

better for the human resources development needs 

of our country”. This sentiment is endorsed in the 

White Paper for Post- School Education and 

Training (PSET) approved by Cabinet in 2013 which 

indicates that, “although South Africa has put in 

place ambitious measures to improve skills 

planning, the system has however neither 

produced good information about skills needs, nor 

increased the quality of provision in areas needed 

by the economy”.  

 

The LMIP has conducted several research studies 

and produced research reports to inform skills 

planning in South Africa. One of the research 

projects1 of the LMIP was to propose a framework 

and set of indicators for skills planning2 which 

informed the Government Gazette, No. 39319, 23 

October 2015. The framework for the Annual 

Report on Skills Supply and Demand in South Africa 

formed the basis for the report on Skills Supply and 

Demand in South Africa. This report is a second 

edition, and attempts to provide holistic 

understanding of the recent supply of - and demand 

2 See Reddy and Powell (2015) A Framework for Skills Planning 
Indicators. LMIP Publication. 
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for skills in South Africa, and analyse how skills 

supply and demand interact to inform skills 

planning to support inclusive growth. The analytical 

approach applied in this report donates a departure 

stride from manpower forecasting since it attempts 

to understand how skills supply and demand 

interact and inferences for reform.  

 

The structure of this report mirrors the first report 

published in 2016, which is used as a prototype 

since LMIP was tasked with producing a skills 

planning conceptual framework that is relevant to 

South African realities and priorities formulated 

within the precincts of available data. The section 

of this report on skill mismatches used information 

derived from OECD 2018 Skills for Jobs database. 

 

The information provided in this report is thus 

intended to inform skills policy and skills planning. 

Using the prototype report, engagements from this 

report shall inform refinement of the report 

structure and methodologies for future analyses to 

produce ensuing reports on skills supply and 

demand in South Africa. 

 

SOUTH AFRICA’S CURRENT SOCIOECONOMIC 

CONTEXT 

Countries that have explicitly embarked on skills 

planning have conducted such exercises based on 

realities and challenges facing their economies. In 

2017, South Africa had an estimated population of 

56.5 million, out of which about 51% (28.9 million) 

of the population are females3. The population 

comprised 80.8% Black/Africans, 8.6% Coloureds, 

8% Whites and 2.6% Indians/Asians4.  

 

The country is a youthful nation, with two-thirds of 

the population under the age of 35 years, and about 

one third (29.6%) of the population aged younger 

than 15 years. In terms of highest level of education 

amongst South Africans who are 20 years and older, 

13.9% had some post-school education or tertiary 

qualifications in 2017, while 43.6% had Grade 12, 

and 13.7% were regarded as functionally illiterate5. 

                                                           
3 Statistics South Africa (2017). Mid-year population estimates 
2016. Statistical release P0302.  
4 Statistics South Africa (2017). Mid-year population estimates 
2016. Statistical release P0302. 
5 Statistics South Africa (2017). General Household Survey. 
Statistical Release P0318. 

Despite improving educational qualification levels, 

South Africa’s socioeconomic situation is largely 

described as characterised by the “triple challenge 

of inequality, poverty and unemployment”. These 

challenges are interdependent socio-economic 

phenomena that require attention from 

policymakers, government and businesses across 

the South African society.  

 

“High unemployment remains the key challenge for 

South Africa and the country struggles to create 

sufficient jobs”6. South Africa’s official 

unemployment rate is on the rise. In 2018: Q4, the 

working age population figure stood at 38.1 million, 

from which 16.5 million were employed, 6.1 million 

were unemployed and 2.8 million were 

discouraged7. More than 75% of the working age 

population are Black/African and approximately 

90% of unemployed persons are Black/African.  

 

6 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The 
World Bank. (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 
South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 
Opportunities.  
7 Statistics South Africa (2019). Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 
Quarter 4: 2018.  
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From the 16.5 million employed people, 62.5% 

reside in provinces of economic powerhouses; 

namely Gauteng, Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. 

Between 2008: Q4 and 2018: Q4, unemployment 

rate increased by 5.6 percentage points from 21.5% 

in 2008: Q4 to 27.1% in 2018: Q4.  

 

The labour market thus remains characterised by 

shortage of job opportunities due to slow economic 

growth, while racial and gender disparities also 

remain predominant. Race still affects the prospect 

of finding a job, as well as wages earned upon 

employment, and females face more challenges to 

find a job compared to males. 

  

There are structural mismatches between labour 

demand and labour supply of unskilled workers in 

the South African labour market. Although 

education has a strong influence on the chance of 

labour market participation, skilled labour can be 

difficult to find in most skilled and professional 

segments largely due to the poor state of the public 

education system8.  

 

The OECD 2018 Skills for Jobs report shows that in 

South Africa, under- qualification is somewhat 

more substantial than over-qualification. About 

32% of workers in South Africa are mismatched by 

field-of-study. The filed-of-study mismatch was 

found to be higher than the qualification mismatch 

in the country.   

 

Location of job seekers also has great influence on 

labour market outcomes. Urban areas residents 

have better prospects of getting a job and a higher 

                                                           
8 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The 
World Bank. (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 
South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 
Opportunities. 

chance of getting a formal job, while there are no 

large differences across provinces. Labour market 

institutions and a rigid regulatory environment are 

causing high unemployment levels and wage 

disparities.  

 

The major setback lies with those persons who have 

largely been unemployed for longer periods and 

still do not find any form of employment. The long-

term unemployment rate, which shows the 

proportion of persons in long-term unemployment 

among all unemployed persons, also remains on the 

increase.  

 

During 2018: Q4, about 6.1 million South Africans 

were unemployed, and 4.4 million of them have 

been unemployed for a year or longer9. Over the 

period 2008: Q4 to 2018: Q4, the proportion of 

those in long-term unemployment increased by 9.3 

percentage points from 61.8% in 2008: Q4 to 71.1% 

in 2018: Q4. During the same sample period, the 

proportion of those in short-term unemployment 

rate declined by 10.3 percentage points from 39.2% 

in 2008: Q4 to 28.9% in 2018: Q4.    

 

The cohort of persons not in employment, 

education and training (NEET) increased greatly. In 

2018: Q4, nearly 3.2 million (31.1%) out of 10.3 

million young people aged 15-24 years were NEET. 

Between 2017: Q4 and 2018: Q4, the overall NEET 

rate for the 15-24-year olds increased by 1.4 

percentage points from 29.7% to 31.1%. The NEET 

rates for both males and females increased, with 

the rate for females remaining higher than that of 

males during both periods. The NEET rates for 

9 Statistics South Africa (2019). Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 
Q4: 2018. 
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females remained higher at 33.3% and 33.4% in 

2017: Q4 and 2018: Q3; respectively, relative to 

NEET rates for males which were 26.2% and 28.8% 

during 2017: Q4 and 2018: Q4; respectively10.   

 

During 2018: Q4, about 7.9 million (38.9%) out of 

20.3 million young people aged 15-34 years were 

not in employment, education or training. The 

overall NEET rate for this age group increased by 0.5 

of a percentage point year-on-year from 38.4% in 

2017: Q4 to 38.9% in 2018: Q4. Though having 

remained higher, the NEET rate for females 

marginally declined by 0.4 of a percentage point 

from 43.3% in 2017: Q4 to 42.9% in 2018: Q4. For 

the same age group, the NEET rate for males grew 

by 1.4 percentage points from 33.5% in 2017: Q4 to 

34.9% in 2018: Q4.  

         

Poverty levels in South Africa continuously remain 

chronic. Although poverty levels reduced since 

1994, there is still a high number of South Africans 

living in poverty. In 1994, government focused 

more on eradicating poverty and less on addressing 

the problem of inequality as evidenced by the RDP 

launched in 1994, which focused on reducing 

poverty and deprivation to ensure that South 

Africans develop their full potential for 

development.   

 

Despite efforts made to reduce poverty since 1994, 

South Africa continues to face high poverty levels. 

In 2015, proportion of the population living in 

poverty stood at 55.5% (30.4 million). Half of the 

population is generally considered chronically poor 

at the upper-bound national poverty line of ZAR 992 

                                                           
10 Statistics South Africa (2019). Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 
Q4: 2018.  
11 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / 
The World Bank. (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 

per person per month based on 2015 prices11. This 

segment of the population is characterized by high 

poverty persistence.  

 

The second population segment has an above 

average probability of falling into poverty, while the 

third segment (nonpoor but vulnerable) face above 

average risks of sliding into poverty though their 

basic needs are currently being met. The latter two 

groups make up 27% of the population. Combining 

the last two groups with the chronic poor suggests 

that for about 76% of the population, poverty 

remains as a significant threat in their daily lives. 

 

Regarding inequality, consumption expenditure 

patterns in South Africa show that the country is 

one of the most unequal nations in the world, 

showing that inequality has increased since the end 

of the apartheid in 1994. South Africa’s income 

inequality between 2011 and 2015, as measured by 

the Gini coefficient based on income per capita and 

expenditure per capita, ranges between 0.68 and 

0.69, making it one of the most unequal countries 

in the world12. 

 

The distribution of consumption expenditure per 

capita in the recent Living Conditions Survey 

2014/15 found that the country had a Gini 

coefficient of 0.63 in 2015, the highest in the world 

and an increase since 1994. Labour market 

incomes, education, population group and gender 

are major drivers of inequality in South Africa.  

 

“Persistence of high wage gaps is associated with 

skills premiums and differences between unskilled, 

South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 
Opportunities. 
12 Statistics South Africa (2017). Poverty trends in South Africa: 
An examination of absolute poverty between 2006 and 2015.  
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semi-skilled, and high-skilled workers”13. Wages for 

skilled workers usually continue to rise, while wages 

for semi-skilled and unskilled workers largely 

remain unchanged in real terms, thus fuelling the 

rise in wage inequality.   

 

Inequality in wealth remains high and has been 

increasing over time. Net wealth inequality is higher 

than consumption inequality in South Africa, 

despite strong correlation between levels of 

inequality in consumption and wealth, with wealth 

remaining as a key source of long-run inequality14.  

Analysis of wealth inequality based on data from 

four rounds of wealth surveys conducted by 

University of South Africa (UNISA) between 2008 

and 2015 suggests that the top percentile of 

households had 70.9 percent of the wealth and the 

bottom 60% had 7.0%, reflecting that richer 

households are almost 10 times wealthier than 

poor households. Many segments of the population 

are also prevented from asset accumulation and 

wealth building.   

 

POLICY IMPERATIVES FOR SKILLS PLANNING  

Since 1994, there have been several policy 

initiatives on skills development that have been 

pursued by the democratic government. These 

policies are described below.   

 

The Reconstruction and Development 

Programme  

The Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) is a socio-economic policy predominantly 

conceptualised by the African National Congress 

(ANC) to steer South Africa through the 1994 

transition into a democratic society. The policy 

identified development of human resources as one 

of its five main policy programmes. In terms of skills 

development, the policy proposed attainment of an 

integrated system of education and training that 

can ensure development of knowledge and skills 

which can be used to produce high-quality goods 

and services in such a way that enables country and 

its citizens to develop their cultures, society and the 

economy.  

                                                           
13 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / 
The World Bank. (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 
South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 
Opportunities. 

With regards to comprehensive implementation of 

a skills development strategy, the RDP policy 

proposed formation of an individual national 

ministry responsible for education and training to 

set national policies, norms and standards 

throughout the system; undertake planning and 

provide budgetary resources for all aspects of 

education and training; and manage development 

of higher education and training system.  

 

In 1995, the Labour Relations Act (LRA) was enacted 

to protect labour rights; while the South African 

Qualifications Authority Act 58 of 1995 (SAQA Act) 

was enacted in order to develop the National 

Qualifications Framework (NQF).  

 

The Growth, Employment and Redistribution 

strategy  

Given the backdrop of inheritance of a segmented 

labour market from the apartheid era in which a 

significant part of black workers was either 

unskilled or low skilled; the Growth, Employment 

14 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / 
The World Bank. (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 
South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 
Opportunities. 
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and Redistribution macroeconomic strategy was 

enacted by the democratic government in 1996. 

 

 In terms of skills development, reform was aimed 

at improving productivity by encouraging upgrading 

of skills in both the formal and informal sectors. 

Political controversy was created by the attempt to 

achieve a balance between the long-term strategy 

for skills development and creation of short-term 

labour-intensive employment prospects for the 

unemployed and expansion of low-skills formal 

economy to absorb unemployed workers. The 

major concern raised was that the black workers 

segment could become trapped in the low-skills 

segment without viable routes out of such work.  

 

Government then committed to instituting 

programmes that aimed at enhancing skills 

development within government departments and 

agencies. To encourage private investment into 

skills development, the Skills Development Act, 

1998 (SDA) and Skills Development Levies Act 9 of 

1999 (SDLA) were enacted.  

 

The SDA introduced three new entities primarily 

responsible for the development of skills and 

training; namely the National Skills Fund (NSF), 

National Skills Authority (NSA) and Sector Education 

and Training Authorities (SETAs). On the other side, 

the SDLA obligates employers, with an annual 

payroll exceeding R500 000, to pay 1% of the total 

amount of remuneration paid to employees as a 

skills development levy to the South African 

Revenue Service (SARS). Income received from skills 

development levies is distributed to SETAs and the 

NSF.  

 

The NSF is mandated to enable the country to drive 

major skills strategies and enhance skills 

development and training of the unemployed who 

are excluded from the realm of the SETA system. 

The fund receives its income from 20% of levies 

paid by employers in terms of the SDLA. 

Concomitantly, the NSA plays an advisory role to 

the Minister of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET) based on national priorities, Human 

Resource Development (HRD) Strategy for South 

Africa and objectives of the DHET.  

 

SETAs were established for each economic sector as 

part of the implementation of the broad National 

Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) to help achieve 

the goals of the NSDS III and develop the skills 

needed by employers. Each SETA has the mandate 

to coordinate skills development in its own specific 

sector, ensure that employees acquire the skills 

needed by employers, enhance the skills of those 

already employed, and ensure that training takes 

place in accordance with standards within the 

national framework. In this process, SETAs develop 

and implement five-year Sector Skills Plans (SSPs) 

derived from Workplace Skills Plans (WSPs) 

submitted by firms in each sector. The respective 

SSPs provide a framework from which decisions on 

priorities for skills development are made in line 

with the objectives of the NSDS.  

 

The SDA incentives employers to engage with SETAs 

in developing training within the workplace. 

Employers who would have submitted their WSPs 

and annual training reports (ATRs) can claim back 

20% of their levies paid as mandatory grants. 

Employers can qualify for additional discretionary 

grants if they implement training programmes that 

advance relevant SETAs’ SSPs or national priorities.  
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However, since employers are not legally obligated 

to engage with SETAs or provide training according 

to the requirements set by the SETAs, some 

employers who are obligated to pay the levy also 

choose to forgo the grants if they opt not to comply 

with SETA requirements. Resultantly, the benefits 

of SETA accredited training are therefore limited to 

those who are employed at employers which 

engage and comply with SETAs requirements.  

 

Accelerated Shared Growth Initiative of South 

Africa (AsgiSA) and Joint Initiative on Priority 

Skills Acquisition  

In 2005, the Accelerated and Shared Growth 

Initiative of South Africa (AsgiSA) identified a 

shortage of suitably skilled labour as one of the six 

major constraints on accelerated and shared 

growth. Several medium and long-term 

interventions were then identified to address skills 

shortage, which included strengthening the 

educational foundation provided in public 

schooling, increasing the number of black 

graduates, expanding tertiary institutions that 

produce specialist skills such as engineering, and 

improving work-based training programmes, 

especially for scarce skills.  

 

Provision was made for the establishment of a new 

institution called Joint Initiative on Priority Skills 

Acquisition (JIPSA) launched in 2006 with a joint 

task team comprising representatives from 

government, organised business and union leaders.  

 

JIPSA identified primary skills shortages, regarded 

as priority skills, and provided advice on alignment 

of the training and skills development efforts of 

both public and private sectors to efficiently 

address the shortage of suitably skilled labour 

constraining economic growth. In 2010, the JIPSA 

secretariat was incorporated into Human Resource 

Development Support Unit hosted by DHET, after a 

period of parallel operation with the second Human 

Resources Development Strategy (HRDS) for South 

Africa which was launched in 2009. 

 

The Human Resources Development Strategy for 

South Africa  

The Human Resources Development Strategy for 

South Africa (“HRD-SA”) aims to align and 

coordinate human resource development 

strategies of government, civil society sectors, 

organised business, labour, professional bodies and 

research communities. The first HRD-SA (“HRD-SA 

I”) was launched in 2001 with the title “Human 

Resources Development Strategy for South Africa: 

A nation at work for a better life for all”. The second 

HRD-SA, “Human Resources Strategy for South 

Africa 2010-2030” (HRD-SA II), was approved in 

2009.   

 

HRD-SA I contained five strategic objectives; from 

which the first two objectives related to education 

provision; the third objective related to private 

sector investment in training; the fourth objective 

focused on promotion of employment growth 

within emerging economic sectors; and the fifth 

objective addressed issues related to data 

capturing and analysis. HRD-SA II notes that a lack 

of stakeholder input was a significant flaw in the 

drafting of HRD-SA I. The respective concern was 

addressed by engaging in consultation with 

business and labour through the National Economic 

Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) and 

JIPSA during drafting of HRD-SA II.  
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The National Skills Development Strategy  

The NSDS serves as a subordinate strategy to the 

HRD-SA and an overarching strategic instrument for 

skills development which provides the basis from 

which the NSF discharges its responsibilities and 

SETAs develop SSPs.The NSDS broadly aims to equip 

our nation with skills needed for economic growth, 

social development and sustainable employment 

growth.  

 

The NSDS was released in three phases. The NSDS I 

for the period 2001-2005 focused on equality and 

the need to cultivate lifelong learning in the 

workplace setting. The NSDS II covered the period 

2005-2010 with a focus on equity, quality training 

and skills development in the workplace. The NSDS 

III which covers the period 2011-2016 was released 

with the primary driving force being to improve 

effectiveness and efficiency of skills development 

system. The NSDS III together with the SETA 

landscape system were due to expire on 31 March 

2016 but were extended to March 2020. 

 

The NSSD III asserts that currently there is no 

credible institutional mechanism that provides 

credible information and analysis with regards to 

supply of and demand for skills. It states that while 

there are several disparate information databases 

and research initiatives, no standardised 

framework exists to monitor skills supply, shortages 

and vacancies, and there is no integrated 

information system for skills supply and demand 

across government.  

 

The NSSD III further asserts that information and 

data analysis about skills supply and demand is 

essential in planning to meet the country’s needs 

and guiding investment in provision of education 

and training.       

 

The New Growth Path  

The 2010 New Growth Path (NGP) strategy stresses 

the importance of the coordination of micro- and 

macroeconomic policies in maximising creation of 

decent work opportunities and support more 

labour-absorbing activities through improvement 

of skills in every job. The strategy sets quantitative 

targets to meet skill shortfalls in important 

economic sectors and emphasizes the central role 

of SETAs in the successful implementation of 

effective skills development initiatives.  

 

Since most labour-absorbing jobs are low-skilled in 

nature, while a substantial section of the South 

African labour force is low skilled, the strategy 

asserts that an increase in labour-absorbing jobs 

can serve as an effective tool to alleviate 

unemployment.  

 

National Development Plan   

The National Development Plan (NDP) 2030 

launched in 2012 provides as a long-term strategic 

development plan for South Africa drafted by the 

National Planning Commission (NPC). The plan was 

launched after two decades of national skills 

development policies aimed at improving the skills 

of the South African labour force considering the 

significant skills shortages that are still being faced 

in the country. The strategy identifies the 

improvement of the quality of skills as critical to the 

achievement of its objectives. 

 

The plan sets out South Africa’s economic priorities 

and identifies actions that must collaboratively be 

taken by government, private sector and labour to 
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address job and economic challenges. The key 

sectors which include agriculture, mining, tourism, 

manufacturing and high level services have been 

identified by the plan as key drivers of employment 

and indicates that the highest employment growth 

has substantially been through the services sector.  

 

This key finding provides the basis for the rationale 

to align skills development to the plans for 

investment in industrial sector strategies and 

address challenges faced by SETAs in conducting 

work on skills planning. Emphasis was put on 

understanding the supply of and demand for skills. 

 

The White Paper on Post-School Education and 

Training (“the White Paper”)15  

The White Paper observes that “although South 

Africa has put in place a range of ambitious 

measures to improve skills planning, the system 

neither produced good information about skills 

needs, nor increased the quality of provision in 

areas needed in the economy”. The White Paper 

concludes that the limited credibility and impact of 

the current sector skills planning system is due to 

inadequate research capacity; lack of economics, 

labour market and industry expertise; poor data 

management and lack of planning.  

 

To address challenges identified, establishment of a 

Skills Planning Unit is envisaged to address the 

problems in identifying and analysing skills supply 

and demand and promote responsiveness to 

identified skills needs. The White Paper therefore 

commits the Department to establish a “central 

                                                           
15 DHET (2013). White Paper on Post-School Education and 
Training, Pretoria. Department of Higher Education and 
Training. 

unit for skills planning” as part of the vision of 

“building an expanded, effective and integrated 

post-school system” for the country. The unit will 

conduct its work within a broad framework of the 

Human Resources Development Strategy16 and 

National Development Plan17.  

 

It is expected that the unit will promote social 

dialogue and engagement around current and 

future skills needs, and trends and developments 

on skills supply and demand. The White states that 

“the Unit will work with institutions such as 

universities and other research institutions to 

develop an institutional mechanism for skills 

planning, which will become a repository of labour 

market information, develop skills demand 

forecasting models, and promote and build labour 

market research and analyses skills for the 

country”.   

 

RATIONALE FOR SKILLS PLANNING 

The pursuance of efforts around skills planning 

mechanism remains crucial towards providing an 

understanding of labour market demand signals to 

strategize the skills supply response approach. The 

“establishment of a credible institutional 

mechanism for skills planning” therefore remains 

integral to ensuring attainment of the goal of “a 

skilled and capable workforce to support an 

inclusive growth path” in South Africa.  

 

A fully integrated institutional skills planning 

mechanism which provides reliable signals on the 

present and probable future skills supply and 

16 Human Resources Development Council of South Africa 
(2010). Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 
(2010-2030). HRDCSA: Pretoria. 
17 The National Planning Commission (2011). National 
Development Plan Vision for 2030, the Presidency, Pretoria.  
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demand developments helps in directing the efforts 

of the education and training sector and skills 

development system towards producing a 

workforce with required skills and knowledge that 

meet the present and future needs of the economy.   

 

In South Africa, most of the challenges pertaining to 

education and skills deficit were substantially 

inherited from the apartheid system. The majority 

young people leave the education system without 

much opportunity to access post school education 

and training, hence the assertion that skills 

shortage in South Africa is one of the factors 

contributing to the plight of unemployment. The 

relationship between the state of development and 

the kinds of skills needed for economic production 

strongly suggest the importance of harmonization 

of economic growth and development policies18 

and policies for the education and training system 

within which skills development begins and 

substantially occurs.  

 

Therefore, the types of skills requirements in an 

economy vary depending on the country’s state of 

development, which can be either factor-driven, 

efficiency-driven or innovation-driven19. An 

economy that is factor-driven economy 

experiences growth that attributed to the 

dominance in both agriculture and extraction 

businesses, coupled with large reliance on use of 

unskilled labour and natural resources.  

 

Moreover, an efficiency-driven economy is 

characterised by a high degree of competitiveness, 

                                                           
18 Poliduts, A. and Kapkaev, Y. (2015). Economic Growth: Types 
and Factors. International Conference on Eurasian Economies, 
62-66. Chelyabinsk State University, Russia.  
19 World Economic Forum (2018). The Global Competitiveness 
Report 2017–2018.   

more efficient production processes and improved 

product quality, and economic growth is largely 

driven by use of skilled labour. In an economy that 

is innovation-driven, growth that is greatly 

attributed to businesses that are knowledge-

intensive and expansion in the service sectors.  

 

In 2018, the South African economy was globally 

ranked as efficiency driven20, suggesting that 

production processes in the economy are largely 

anchored on use of skilled labour. However, some 

sectors such as the tertiary sector employ mainly 

skilled labour while other sectors such the primary 

and construction sectors employ unskilled labour21.  

 

Such characteristics have important implications 

for skills planning in the medium to long-term 

periods. It is crucial that in developing a mechanism 

for skills planning, exploration of skills formation 

systems must be accompanied by an assessment of 

factors that influence skills formation in a broader 

context. 

  

In the post-apartheid era, South Africa inherited a 

weak industrial structure which emerged from past 

political, economic and historical processes which 

influenced industrialization. The weakness of the 

nation’s industrial structure was largely attributed 

to enormous changes in corporate structures that 

were influenced by developments in international 

markets.  

 

There is growing consensus regarding the skills 

problems facing South Africa. Key strategy 

20 Global Entrepreneurship Research Association (2018). Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (2018-19) Report.  
21 Magubu, R. and Mohamed, A. (2008). The Economic Impacts 
of Government Financing of the 2010 
FIFA World Cup. Stellenbosch Economic Working Papers: 08/08. 
Bureau for Economic Research.  



11 
 

documents like the Human Resource Development 

Strategy for South Africa, National Skills 

Development Strategy III, National Development 

Plan and White Paper for Post-School Education and 

Training all draw attention to the risks related with 

the poor supply of skills from the education and 

training system and misalignment between skills 

supply and demand for implementation of 

economic growth strategies (HRDC, 2009; DHET, 

2010b; NPC, 2011; DHET, 2013).  

 

In response to these concerns, South African 

government decided to follow a more structured 

and coordinated approach to skills planning. The 

South African approach to skills planning has 

evolved over time. During the apartheid era, the 

then government adopted manpower planning 

models for skills planning. Post 1994, this was 

replaced by more flexible approaches to skills 

planning.  

 

The current idea underpinning a credible skills 

planning mechanism in South Africa is that the 

state, as opposed to the market, will take a key role 

to directing economic development, facilitating 

employment and determining the type of skills that 

people require to obtain decent and productive 

employment.  

 

This developmental approach acts as a point of 

departure from reliance on the market. Attempts 

are now being made by the state to track skills 

changes and demands in the labour market and the 

society and respond accordingly with changes in 

supply. In addition, the state will help to ensure that 

alignment is achieved between government’s trade 

and investment strategies and economic growth 

initiatives, and those for education and training. 

Such an approach helps in ensuring a more strategic 

approach to developing the country’s human 

resources.  

 

Post 1994, there were attempts to understand the 

demand for skills. The first attempt involved a basic 

analysis of the supply and demand of skills and the 

publishing of scarce and critical skills lists by the 

Department of Labour (DoL, 2003). Recently, the 

DHET published the Lists of Occupations in High 

Demand for the years 2014, 2015 and 2018, and the 

Department of Home Affairs (DHA) published the 

Critical Skills List (DHA, 2014; DHET, 2014a, 2015a).  

 

Internationally, debates around the responses and 

policy reform for skills development have tended to 

focus on one of two approaches: matching 

transitions of economic growth with types of skills 

or moving towards a higher growth trajectory 

characterised by increased investment in higher- 

level skills. The matching transitions debate tends 

to draw on lessons from East Asian economies and 

how the transitions in growth stages from 

agriculture to the manufacturing and services 

sector should be accompanied by corresponding 

changes in the types of skills developed as the 

country moves up the value chain.  

 

Debates surrounding the high-skill trajectory have 

come from European countries, especially Britain 

and other English- speaking countries where 

discourse has focused on how to maintain a high-

skilled path to development, considering 

competition from other middle-income countries. 

 

The matching transitions and high skill debates 

mainly apply to countries that have a defined 

development pathway, and these countries have 
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located their competitive development strategy in 

the global economy. South Africa’s population is 

characterised by low levels of numeracy and 

literacy, and skills development, focuses on a small 

section of the labour force and the skills required in 

response to change or competition.  

 

Developing an appropriate skills strategy for South 

Africa involves assessing the relationship between 

the changing structure of the economy and the type 

of skills required to support that economy. With the 

high level of unemployment there is also a need to 

consider both the structure of the economy and the 

skills of the unemployed to achieve inclusive 

growth. 

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE REPORT ON 

SKILLS DEMAND AND SUPPLY IN SOUTH 

AFRICA 

The primary aim of the report on Skills Demand and 

Supply in South Africa is to inform planning and 

provisioning of education and training, as well as to 

assist individuals in making appropriate career and 

educational choices.  

 

The report is thus expected to contribute to the 

responsiveness of the post-school education and 

training system to meet the skills needs of the 

economy and society. It is also intended to be used 

as a strategic resource to inform supply-side 

planning in post-school education and training 

institutions, funding norms, and development of 

qualifications and programmes that are relevant to 

the needs of the labour market and information for 

career development. 

                                                           
22 While the intention was to include future demand, we were 
unable to include this information in this report. It will be 
included for subsequent reports. 

The key objective of the report is to analyse the 

current and future demand of skills22, as well as the 

skills supply from the schooling system, post-school 

institutions, and the workplace, in order to propose 

a set of recommendations for skills development in 

post-school institutions and in the workplace. The 

approach in this report is to bring together the 

different signals for the demand for skills and 

examine the responses from the skills supply 

system to provide guidance for planners, managers, 

and several stakeholders in the skills arena. 

 

The investment to establish a credible skills 

planning mechanism for South Africa is important 

for the following key reasons:   

• To provide an improved or better 

understanding of skills supply and demand, 

especially for skilled and semi-skilled 

occupations. The information can be used to 

plan the size and shape of the post-school 

education and training system around 

enrolment planning, new learning programmes 

and the infrastructure investment needed; 

• To provide improved or better understanding 

of the skills set of the unemployed people and 

this information can be used to plan suitable 

training programmes for the unemployed 

people; 

• To support the government’s economic growth 

and development strategy and target 

resources to education and skills areas most in 

need, thus tackling skills shortages; 

• To provide adequate credible information to 

direct government resources at those skill 
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areas where people are most likely to gain 

employment, reducing unemployment; and  

• To improve South Africa’s economic 

competitiveness and further contribute to 

poverty alleviation. 

 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODOLOGICAL 

ISSUES 

The over-arching methodological approach guiding 

the analysis is shown in Figure 1. The approach 

interprets the signals for current and future 

demand for skilled, semi-skilled and low-skilled 

occupations23. The understanding of skills demand 

involves four inter-related areas, namely the state 

of the economy, current and future skills demand, 

current and future skills supply, and current and 

future skills imbalances. Correspondingly, the 

signals of skills supply from school and post-school 

institutions are interpreted. The interaction 

between supply and demand provides signals of 

skills shortages and mismatches. 

 

The methodological issues considered in producing 

this second report include the definition and 

measurement of skill, time periods of the analysis 

and data availability as adapted from the first 

prototype report. Pragmatic decisions were taken 

in writing this report to focus on high-level 

arguments, analysing available data to provide 

signals for skills planning and not to be paralysed by 

the range of definitional terms. The approach 

followed is outlined below. 

 

                                                           
23 Skilled refers to professionals, managers, and technician and 

associate professional occupations; semi-skilled refers to clerical 
support workers and sales and services workers, skilled 

DEFINING SKILL 

The National Strategic Skills Audit for England, 

2010, indicates that “skills can be difficult to define 

and measure at an aggregate level since they are 

socially constructed, intangible and unobservable. 

Research uses a number of different measures to 

assess the quantity, level and content of skills 

possessed and deployed in the workplace” (UKCES, 

2010:9).  

 

In practical terms, skills can often be measured 

based on qualifications or occupations. In this 

report, educational qualifications are used as a 

proxy for skill. Low skills refer to those qualified at 

pre-matriculation National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF) levels (1 to 3) or no schooling 

(less than level 1), while intermediate skill levels are 

those qualified at NQF levels 4 to 5, and high skills 

refer to those qualified at NQF levels 6 to 10.  

 

UNDERSTANDING SKILLS DEMAND  

Estimates of skills demand involve analysis of four 

inter-related areas; namely the state of the 

economy, the profile of the labour force, current 

demand, and future demand.  

 

This report analysed the economy by describing 

economic performance, savings and investments, 

export growth and diversification, and the related 

impact on employment and unemployment levels. 

The South African labour force (both employed and 

unemployed) is described based on race, gender, 

age, and level of education, with special reference 

given to youth unemployment. 

 

agricultural, craft and trade workers and plant and machine 
operators; and low-skilled refers to elementary and domestic 
workers. 



14 
 

The analysis of current skills demand focuses on 

sectoral growth and the age profile of workers 

within the given sector, occupational changes and 

changes of skills within an occupation. In addition, 

an analysis of the occupations in high demand, skills 

needed to support government growth initiatives, 

and perceptions of employers of skill needs has 

been included. It is important to recall that this 

report does not include an analysis of future 

demand. Subsequent reports shall provide an 

analysis of projections on skills demand, including 

supply forecasted through the linked macro 

education model developed as part of the LMIP 

project24. 

 

Figure 1: Framework for the analysis of skills supply, demand and mismatches 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The key data source for this analysis was the 

Quarterly Labour Force Survey and Labour Market 

Dynamics from Statistics South Africa. 

 

UNDERSTANDING SKILLS SUPPLY 

Analysis has been conducted on skills supply and 

potential skills supply from the schooling sector, 

Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 

sector and University sector. Focus has been made 

on trends in enrolment and completion rates for 

each of the three educational levels. In keeping 

                                                           
24 The Real Centre at the University of Witwatersrand has 
worked with Applied Development Research Solutions to create 
a Linked Macro- Education Model for South Africa. 

pace with the transformational agenda, analysis 

highlights race and gender profiles. The key data 

sources were from the examinations databases of 

Department of Basic Education (DBE) and Higher 

Education and Training Management Information 

System (HETMIS) database from the DHET. 

 

UNDERSTANDING SKILLS MISMATCHES 

Due to the large number of unpredictable variables 

which affect demand, the process of identifying 

skills shortages and skills mismatches is neither a 

2. Current and Future Skills Supply 3. Current and Future Skills Demand 

1. Economy, Demography 

and Labour Force 

4. Current and Future Skills Imbalances 

5. Skills Policy and Planning Responses 
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formulaic nor an algorithmic science in that it is not 

possible to calculate the exact numbers of people 

needed in the different occupations or sectors. 

Instead, it is only possible to provide signals on 

where demand outstrips the supply for specific 

occupations at certain points in time.  

 

The major approach used to understand skills 

mismatches was taken from methodologies used in 

several other studies, significantly being the 

methods used for The National Strategic Skills Audit 

for England 2010 (UKCES, 2010). However, there 

was a need to adjust to South African conditions 

and to conduct analyses with available data. At the 

time of writing this report there was no available 

survey data from enterprises to understand the 

extent or nature of skill gaps faced by employers.  

 

Despite this limitation, several other data sources 

were available to help build a picture of mismatches 

in South Africa. Following the analysis of skills 

supply and demand conducted, three types of 

mismatches were identified; namely demand 

mismatch, education supply mismatch, and 

qualification-job mismatch.  

 

LIMITATIONS FOR THE APPROACH 

This is the second report analysing skills supply and 

demand at a national level, and there are several 

conceptual and methodological limits. At a 

conceptual level it is important to understand that 

matching supply and demand is not a perfect 

science. There are many unpredictable factors that 

can influence this process, making it difficult to 

anticipate exact future imbalances or mismatches. 

At best, it is possible to gather evidence on different 

signals and to understand occupational areas 

where skills imbalances or mismatches may occur. 

Using this evidence, it is possible to provide 

guidance to planners and managers on what 

interventions are available over the immediate, or 

short- to medium-term to tackle skills mismatches. 

However, it is not possible with any degree of 

accuracy to recommend what can be done over the 

longer term, as deliberate estimates of exact 

numbers of skills required over the long-run are 

rarely correct or useful to policy makers. 

 

In South Africa there have been several changes in 

definitions of broad occupational categories, and 

the use of surveys has changed. This makes it 

difficult to track trends over time and to see how 

demand changed. A further limitation is that the 

sample size is not large, making it difficult to get 

accurate occupational data beyond two-digit levels, 

which prevents us from providing details about 

demand for specific occupations beyond two digits.  

 

The sample period which this report was planned to 

cover was the period 2010 to 2016. However, for 

some variables which had for the years earlier than 

2010, sample periods were extended backwards to 

cover possible longer periods to compare progress 

made since the end of apartheid in 1994. Similarly, 

some data largely from StatsSA were available for 

the recent quarters after 2016. For such data. 

sample periods were also extended to assess 

progress made up to the earliest period for which 

such data were available.          

 

Despite these limitations mentioned, attempts 

have been made to make the best use of available 

data. Where possible, analysis in this report draws 

on several different data sources to triangulate 

findings and add to validity of findings and basis for 

recommendations made in this report. 
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STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT ON SKILLS 

DEMAND AND SUPPLY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

This is the second report on skills supply and 

demand in South Africa produced by the DHET. The 

structure of this report follows the structure of the 

first report on skills supply and demand in South 

Africa produced by DHET in partnership with the 

HSRC, as part of the LMIP. The structure of this 

report is described by the diagram below as follows: 

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

   

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

  

 

CHAPTER 2 

CHAPTER 3 

CHAPTER 4 

CHAPTER 5 

CHAPTER 6 

CHAPTER 7 

This chapter briefly discusses “economic growth and 

employment in the South African economy”. The 

chapter describes South Africa’s economic 

performance over the period 1994 to 2016, and 

explores the structural and policy constraints that 

continue to impede the country’s growth path. 

towards inclusive growth. 

Examines the changes in the structure of 

employment and skills from 2010 to 2016 in the 

standard industrial sectors and occupational 

categories. The chapter also analyses the skills needed 

to support the government growth projects, 

employers’ perceptions of skills needed in their firms, 

and outline the analysis to identify the list of 

occupations in high demand. Together, this data helps 

to build a picture of the demand for occupations and 

skills and provides a signal to the education and 

training system on areas of supply to be prioritised. 

The chapter provides an overview of the South 

African labour force (the employed and unemployed) 

for the 2010 to 2016 period through an analysis of the 

demographics (spatial location, gender, racial group, 

age, and education level) for both groups. Given the 

high levels of youth unemployment, we highlight this 

group, giving special attention to its education levels. 

Extends the analysis of the demand for skills and 

provides an understanding of the mismatches that 

exist in the labour market. Skills mismatches is an 

encompassing term which refers to the various types 

of imbalances between skills offered and skills needed 

in the workplace and how the jobs respond to present 

skill levels. This analysis provides policy makers with 

signals for interventions to tackle skills mismatches. 

Describes the supply and potential supply of skills 

from the schooling sector, the TVET sector, and the 

university sector. This provides the basis for 

identifying the types of skills that people acquire when 

they move through the education system and enter 

the labour market. This chapter focuses on trends in 

enrolment and completion rates for each educational 

level. 

Provides the key findings from the analyses. The 

findings are rooted in contextually appropriate skills 

planning models that consider the challenges of 

economic growth and inclusive development and the 

structural inequalities in the society. 
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CHAPTER 2: ECONOMIC GROWTH AND EMPLOYMENT IN 

THE SOUTH AFRICAN ECONOMY: A BRIEF OVERVIEW 
 
This chapter provides the context for skills planning 

by outlining South Africa’s economic performance 

between 1994 and 2016 for some data and 2017 for 

some other data. The chapter further explores 

structural and policy constraints that continue to 

impede the country’s path towards inclusive 

growth. The review of the country’s economic 

performance in largely hinges on four selected 

macroeconomic pillars; namely economic growth, 

fixed investment and savings, export growth and 

diversification, and trends in unemployment. Given 

the triple challenge of high levels of unemployment, 

poverty and inequality in South Africa, the central 

objectives of the South African government’s 

development policies and programmes since 1994 

have been the creation of jobs, elimination of 

poverty and reduction of inequality. The National 

Development Plan (NDP) Vision 2030 notes that 

accelerated inclusive economic growth remains as 

the key lever for job creation25.   

 
ECONOMIC GROWTH 

Since 1994, the South African economy has been 

characterised by positive but low levels of economic 

growth, coupled with incessantly high levels of (pre-

1994 driven) unemployment and rising household 

income inequality. Following the end of apartheid 

in 1994, the South African government made 

several major adjustments in the economy that 

helped to support economic growth.  

 

Against the backdrop of labour expansion and 

capital reallocation, the economy grew by an 

average of 2.9% between 1994 and 2000. Economic 

growth accelerated by an average of 4.2% between 

2001 and 2008 due to support of buoyant 

commodity prices of exports, increased investment, 

household borrowing and growing wages which 

stimulated private consumption. In ascription to 

the 2008 global financial crisis, South African 

economic progress declined to an average growth 

                                                           
25 The Presidency (2012). National Development Plan 2030. Our 
Future – Make it Work. Republic of South Africa.   
26 World Bank (2018). Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in 
South Africa. An Assessment of Drivers, Constraints and 

of 1.6% between 2009 and 201626. The sustained 

depressed economic growth trajectory facing South 

Africa has constrained the country’s capacity to 

generate jobs that are adequate to significantly 

reduce unemployment. Figure 2 presents trends in 

currency-based absolute values and growth (%) 

terms of South Africa’s real gross domestic product 

(GDP) relative to real GDP growth of the Sub-

Saharan Africa region over the period 1994 to 2016.      

 

Figure 2 below shows that between 1994 and 2016, 

South Africa’s real GDP growth averaged at 3%.  The 

sharp declines in growth to 0.5% in 1998 and -1.5% 

2009 reflect the aftermath of the East Asian 

financial crisis and the global financial crisis, 

respectively. Despite consistent increase in real 

GDP in currency-based absolute terms, South Africa 

economy sustained positive low growth until 2016. 

Real GDP growth of 0.6% in 2016 was attributed to 

improved economic activity in the tertiary sector.  

Opportunities. International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development / The World Bank, Washington DC.  
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Figure 2: Trends in absolute value of GDP and real GDP growth, 1994 to 2016 

Source: Statistics South Africa, Gross Domestic Product (2015 & 2018); World Bank (2018) 

 

The primary industry, which comprises mining and 

quarrying and agriculture, forestry and fishing 

industries recorded negative growth which 

ultimately contributed to the low economic growth. 

Sub-Saharan Africa’s average real GDP growth, on 

the other hand, stood at about 4.4% between 1994 

and 2016. The region recorded robust growth of 

11.7% in 2004 from 3% growth in 2002.  

 

Following the 2008 global financial crisis, growth 

declined from 3.2% in 2008 to -1.5% in 2009 and 

improved to 3.0% in 2010. Between 2013 and 2016, 

economic growth in the Sub-Saharan African region 

has consistently been declining from 2.5% in 2013 

to 1.6% in 2014, 1.3% in 2015 and 0.6% in 2016.  

Although the Sub-Saharan Africa’s real GDP growth 

was slightly higher than that of South Africa, the 

region recorded a similar trend as South Africa 

where the growth has largely been positive, low 

and decreasing over time.  

 

Despite depressed and negative output growth in a 

few sectors in South Africa, the country’s economy 

generally recorded positive output growth rates in 

most sectors over the period 1994 to 2017.  

 

Figure 3 shows trends in sectoral average output 

growth rates between 1994 to 2017 at eight-year 

intervals.  
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Figure 3: Trends in sectoral average GDP growth rates, 1994 to 2017 

Source: Statistics South Africa, Gross Domestic Product (2015 & 2018) 

 

Figure 3 reflects that the South African economy 

sustained positive economic growth between 1994 

and 2009 across all the industries, except for the 

mining sector. The mining sector recorded average 

growth rates of -0.5% between 1994 and -0.6% 

between 2002 and 2009, and positive low average 

growth of 0.9% between 2010 and 2017. The 

construction sector recorded the highest average 

growth rate of 9.9% between 2002 and 2009 due to 

the preparations of the 2010 Football World Cup.  

 

Output in the financial services sector also grew by 

average rate of 5.9% between 2002 to 2009, 

followed by the transport sector and retail trade 

sectors whose outputs grew by average rates of 

5.2% and 3.7%; respectively between 2002 and 

2009. Between 2010 and 2017, all the industries 

recorded positive average growth rates, except for 

the utilities sector recorded a negative average 

growth of -0.2%.  

 

In terms of contribution to national output, half of 

the sectors’ contributions to GDP in 2017 were 

higher than their respective contributions to output 

during 1994. On the other side, some sectors’ 

contributions to GDP in 1994 and 2017 have 

remained constant, while other sectors contributed 

less to GDP during 2017 relative to 1994. Figure 4 

shows sectoral contributions to GDP during the 

years 1994 and 2017.     
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Figure 4: Sectoral contribution to GDP, 1994 and 2017 

 
Source: Statistics South Africa, Gross Domestic Product (2015 & 2018) 

 

Figure 4 shows that in 1994, the Government 

services sector recorded the largest contribution of 

20% to GDP, followed by the manufacturing, 

financial and business services, and mining sectors 

which each contributed 16% to national output. In 

2017, the financial and business services sector 

made the largest contribution of 22%, followed by 

Government services, and wholesale and retail 

trade sectors which contributed 17% and 15%; 

respectively. The lowest contributions to GDP in 

2017 were recorded in the utilities sector (2%), 

agricultural sector (3%), construction sector (4%), 

personal services sector (6%) and mining sector 

(8%). The share of the mining sector decreased 

significantly by 8 percentage points from 16% in 

1994 to 8% in 2017. 

 

FIXED INVESTMENT AND SAVINGS 

High levels of investment and savings remain as key 

drivers of economic growth, especially in the 

developing and emerging market economies. Gross 

fixed capital formation by both private business 

enterprises and public corporations is an essential 

determinant of long-term economic growth27. The 

NDP 2030 highlights that for South Africa to create 

a target of 11 million jobs by 2030, the nation would 

need to accelerate growth through increasing 

investment in labour intensive areas, supported by 

                                                           
27 South African Reserve Bank (2017). The evolution of gross 
fixed capital formation. Republic of South Africa.  
28 The Presidency (2012). National Development Plan 2030. Our 
Future – Make it Work. National Planning Commission, Republic 
of South Africa.   

improved public infrastructure and skills28. 

Investment spending in South Africa declined from 

an average of about 30% of GDP in the early 1980s 

to nearly 16% of GDP by the early 2000s. In efforts 

to improve the country’s investment position, the 

Presidency announced in early 2018 an ambitious 

investment drive aimed at raising fixed investment 

level in the economy by US$100 billion over the 

next five years to boost overall economic growth 

and employment levels in the country29.  

29 Industrial Development Corporation (2018). Economic 
Overview: Recent developments in the global and South African 
economies. May 2018, Department of Research and 
Information.    
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The low levels of public infrastructure spending by 

historical standards show that South Africa has not 

meaningful capital investment progress in roads, 

rail, ports, electricity, water, sanitation, public 

transport and housing. To reverse the trajectory of 

low investment towards an accelerated inclusive 

growth path, South Africa needs to increase its 

capital spending levels with a gross fixed capital 

formation of about 30% of GDP by 203030.   

 

To stimulate investment, the country needs high 

levels of savings. Due to low levels of savings, South 

Africa relies largely on foreign capital to finance 

investments in the economy. However, sustained 

dependence on external capital inflows increases 

the economy’s exposure to the risk of volatility in 

the domestic economy.  

 

Comparative to other emerging market economies, 

China stands out with investment and savings rates 

well above 30% over the last two decades (World 

Bank, 2016). In contrast, South Africa’s investment 

and savings rates have been relatively low. Between 

1994 and 2016, gross savings and gross fixed capital 

investment averaged 16.5% and 18.3%; 

respectively.  Figure 5 shows the ratios of average 

investment and savings rates of middle-income 

countries relative to South Africa.      

 

Figure 5: Ratio of savings and investment relative to South Africa, 1994 to 2016 

Source: World Bank (2018) and DHET calculations 
 

Figure 5 shows that over the period 1994 to 2016, 

Brazil’s savings and investment rates have been low 

and not been significantly different from South 

Africa. China’s average savings and investment 

rates between 1994 and 2016 were 2.8 times and 

2.1 times higher than South Africa; respectively. 

Similarly, savings and investment rates in other 

                                                           
30 The Presidency (2012). National Development Plan 2030. Our 
Future – Make it Work. National Planning Commission, Republic 
of South Africa.   

fast-growing emerging market economies in Asia 

ranged between 1.3 times and 2.1 times higher 

than South Africa over the period under review. 

Despite slower growth in gross fixed capital 

formation, as a ratio of GDP, South Africa’s gross 

fixed investment ratio remained above its long-run 

average of 18.3% (1990 to 2016) since 200631.  

31 South African Reserve Bank (2017). The evolution of gross 
fixed capital formation. Republic of South Africa. 
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Low domestic savings rates in South Africa are 

largely attributed to low economic growth, high 

unemployment, low per capita income growth and 

low public savings. The levels of gross savings in an 

economy have a direct positive impact on levels of 

gross fixed capital formation, which serve as a 

component of the prerequisites for stimulation of 

economic growth. The low savings rates in South 

Africa therefore partly contributed to the low fixed 

investment in the country. Limited competition in 

highly concentrated industries, and scarcity of skills 

in the labour market are additional constraints that 

have hindered investment in the country.        

 

EXPORT GROWTH AND DIVERSIFICATION 

South Africa’s National Industrial Policy Framework 

(NIPF) and Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP) are 

central mechanisms of the country’s broad national 

development strategy that aims to accelerate 

growth, create decent jobs and stimulate value-

added labour-absorbing industrial production32. 

Maintenance and strengthening of regional and 

global integration in trade and investment remains 

crucial towards stimulating export growth and 

diversification. In terms export performance, South 

Africa recorded a sizable R80.6 billion trade surplus 

in 2017 due to a substantial 23.5% improvement in 

mining and mineral exports33.   

 

Trade ties in the global economy continue to 

deepen, and global trade openness (measured as 

the ratio of global exports plus imports to GDP) rose 

to 48.5% in 2017, from an average ratio of 47.3% of 

GDP between 2010 to 201734. However, although a 

country’s trade openness indicator provides as a 

useful measure of the extent of an economy’s 

integration in the global economy, it conceals the 

relative proportions and/or imbalance claimed by 

exports and imports.  

 

From an international trade policy empirical 

standpoint, any given economy’s vulnerability to 

exogenous economic shocks is substantially 

determined by its magnitude of exposure to the 

global economy35. Countries that are highly 

dependent on certain strategic imports are likely to 

be vulnerable to both availability and cost of such 

imports, while countries that are highly dependent 

on exports face extreme vulnerability to external 

economic shocks due to highly unpredictable 

fluctuations in global market conditions.      

 

Fast-growing middle-income nations have 

generated sustained high growth and employment 

rates by growing export capacity, boosting 

international competitiveness, and diversifying 

their baskets of export goods and services. Figure 6 

compares South Africa’s average export and import 

capacity versus selected middle-income countries 

over the period 1994 to 2016.    

 

 

                                                           
32 Department of Trade and Industry (2016). Update on South 
Africa’s Trade Agreements. Presentation to the Parliamentary 
Portfolio Committee on Trade and Industry. Republic of South 
Africa.  
33 Industrial Development Corporation (2018). Economic 
Overview: Recent developments in the global and South African 
economies. May 2018, Department of Research and 
Information.    

34 Industrial Development Corporation (2018). Economic 
Overview: Recent developments in the global and South African 
economies. May 2018, Department of Research and 
Information.    
 
35 World Bank, 2010, Global Economic Prospects 2010, World 
Bank, Washington, DC. 
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Figure 6: Export and import capacity (as % of GDP), 1994 to 2016 

Source: World Bank (2018) and DHET calculations 
 

Figure 6 shows that South Africa’s GDP share of exports averaged 28.0% compared to its GDP share of imports 

which averaged 27.4% over the period 1994 to 2016. Malaysia, Indonesia and China also recorded GDP shares 

of their exports higher than GDP shares of their respective imports over the same period under review.  

Conversely, the GDP shares of imports for Philippines, Turkey, India and Brazil were higher than their respective 

GDP shares of exports. Countries with production structures largely oriented towards export-led growth are 

likely to face a higher degree of exposure to external shocks more than countries with production structures 

largely reliant on domestic demand36. 

                                                           
36 Foxley, A. (2009). Recovery: The Global Financial Crisis and Middle-income Countries. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 
Washington, DC. 
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Table 1: Comparison of basket of export goods and services, 2005 to 2016 

Country 
High-technology exports 

(% of manufactured 
exports) 

Insurance and financial 
services (% of 

commercial service 
exports) 

Manufacturing 
exports (% of 
merchandise 

exports) 

Food exports (% of 
merchandise 

exports) 

Ores and metals 
exports (% of 

merchandise exports) 

Agricultural raw 
materials exports (% 

of merchandise 
exports) 

South Africa 5.6 7.0 49.9 9.5 27.4 1.9 

Brazil 11.6 6.7 40.9 31.4 13.3 3.9 

China 27.0 2.3 93.4 2.8 1.5 0.5 

India 7.2 5.3 66.0 9.8 5.1 1.7 

Indonesia 9.7 2.0 41.1 17.1 7.8 5.8 

Malaysia 46.0 1.8 66.1 10.8 2.4 2.3 

Philippines 58.0 1.2 79.7 8.0 4.8 0.8 

Turkey 1.8 3.6 79.7 10.5 3.8 0.5 

Average 20.9 3.7 64.6 12.5 8.3 2.2 

Source: World Bank (2018) and DHET calculations 

 

Based on Table 1, South Africa’s merchandise export base has remained largely 

dominated by manufacturing exports and mineral resources exports, while 

commercial service exports comprise insurance and financial services. Between 

2005 and 2016, manufacturing exports made up an average of 49.9% of 

merchandise exports, while ores and metals exports on average made up 27.4% of 

merchandise exports. Agricultural raw materials exports made the least 

contribution of 1.9% as a share of merchandise exports. Comparative to other 

countries sampled, South Africa’s insurance and financial services exports had the 

largest contribution of 7.0% to commercial service exports, followed by Brazil with 

6.7% and India with 5.3%. South Africa’s merchandise export concentration in 

manufacturing exports and, ores and metals resources suggest the need for the 

country to ensure diversification of its export base in order to minimise the degree 

of exposure to volatility in global market conditions.   
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Furthermore, South Africa manufacturing exports 

which on average comprised 49.9% of merchandise 

exports ranked among the lowest in the sample of 

middle-income countries relative to China’s 

average of 93.4%, as well as the sample average of 

64.6%. South Africa’s high-technology exports 

which averaged 5.6% as a share of manufacturing 

exports were also extremely low compared to other 

middle-income countries. Philippines’ and 

Malaysia’s high technology exports as shares of 

manufactured exports averaged 58.0% and 46.0%; 

respectively while the average for the sampled 

countries stood at 20.9%.  

 

MIDDLE INCOME COUNTRY COMPARISON 
 
When compared with other middle-income 

countries, South Africa’s economic performance 

adds weight to the argument that the country may 

be trapped in a vicious cycle of low, single-digit 

growth. Based on comparison of GDP per capita 

growth rates, South Africa struggles to converge the 

high growth levels experienced by several other 

middle-income countries. 

 

Figure 7: Comparison of average annual growth rates of GDP per capita, 1994 to 2016 

 
Source: World Bank (2018) and DHET calculations 

 

Figure 7 shows that South Africa and Brazil 

recorded the lowest average GDP per capita of 1.4% 

and 1.3%; respectively over the period 1994 to 

2016 compared to the other middle-income 

countries. Indonesia, Turkey and Malaysia achieved 

average GDP per capita growth rates ranging 

between 3.0% and 3.2%. China and India recorded 

highest average GDP per capita growth rates of 

8.8% and 5.3%; respectively between 1994 to 2016.  

A cross-country comparison of sectoral growth 

rates between 1994 and 2016 also show that South 

Africa’s productive sectors was behind growth rates 

of fast-growing Asian countries. 
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Figure 8: Comparison of average annual growth in value added by sector, 1994 to 2016 

 
Source: World Bank (2018) and DHET calculations 

 

Figure 8 shows that manufacturing sector output 

grew at an annual average rate of merely 2.3% in 

South Africa between 1994 and 2016, compared to 

7.8% in India, 5.8% in Malaysia and 5.2% in Turkey. 

Brazil and South Africa recorded the lowest average 

annual growth rates in manufacturing of 0.6% and 

2.3%; respectively. Output growth in industry and 

services outputs in Brazil and South Africa also was 

behind other middle-income countries despite 

these two sectors being the drivers for growth, 

albeit at modest levels in South Africa.

 

Figure 9: Middle-income country comparison of unemployment rates, 1994, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: World Bank (2018)  
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Following the low growth rates, South Africa’s 

unemployment was the highest compared to the 

other middle-income countries over the period 

1994 and 2017 as shown in Figure 9. South Africa 

unemployment rate consistently increased from 

20.0% in 1994 to about 27.7% in 2017, followed by 

Brazil whose unemployment rate rose from 6.7% in 

2014 to 12.9% in 2017. Even when compared to 

similarly slow-growing countries such as Brazil 

which is characterised by an even poorer-

performing manufacturing sector, South Africa’s 

unemployment rate remains extra-ordinarily high. 

Between 1994 and 2017, unemployment rates 

remained quite low in the single-digit territory in 

Malaysia, Philippines, Indonesia, India and China.   

 
EMPLOYMENT TRENDS 

In 1994, there were 1,8 million skilled; 4,2 million 

semi-skilled; and 2,9 million low-skilled workers in 

South Africa. In 2014, the number of skilled workers 

increased by 108% to 3,8 million, while semi-skilled 

workers increased by 66% to 7 million and low-

skilled workers increased by 49% to 4,3 million since 

199437. Since 1994, there has been a large shift in 

the skilled employment relative to semi-skilled and 

low-skilled categories of workers

.  

                                                           
37 Statistics South Africa (2018). Employment, unemployment, 
skills and economic growth. An exploration of household survey 

evidence on skills development and unemployment between 
1994 and 2014. 
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Table 2: Trends in employment, unemployment and labour market participation, 1995 to 2017 

Category 
1995 Oct 

('000) 
2005 Sept 

('000) 
2014 Sept 

('000) 
2016 Sept 

('000) 
2017 Sept 

('000) 

Change (1995 -2017) Target Growth 
Rate (1995 -2017) 

Employment 
Absorption Rate 

(1995 - 2017) 

Absolute ('000) Percent (%) 

Broad Definition Estimates 

Employment 9 515 12 301 15 117 15 833 16 192 6 677 70.2 

124.6 56.3 Unemployment 4 239 7 800 8 436 9 016 9 422 5 183 122.3 

Labour Force 13 754 20 100 23 552 24 849 25 614 11 860 86.2 

Narrow Definition Estimates 

Employment 9 515 12 301 15 117 15 833 16 192 6 677 70.2 

114.1 61.5 Unemployment 2 032 4 487 5 151 5 873 6 210 4 178 205.6 

Labour Force 11 547 16 788 20 268 21 706 22 402 10 855 94.0 

Source: OHS (1995), LFS (2005: Q3), QLFS (2014: Q3, 2016: Q3 and 2017: Q3) and DHET calculations 

 

Table 2 shows that employment increased from about 9,5 million in October 1995 to about 16,2 million people in September 2017. This translates to about 6,7 million jobs 

between 1995 and 2017. The labour force, on the other hand, increased from about 13,8 million people to about 25,6 million people in the same period. This resulted to 

about 11,9 million new entrants in the labour market. A consequence of the labour force growth in excess of employment growth, over the period, was a large expansion in 

the number of unemployed individuals, as well as an increasing number of discouraged job seekers. Based on broad definition38 of unemployment, unemployment increased 

sharply from 4,2 million people in 1995 to 9,4 million people in 2017. The number of discouraged job seekers increased from 2.2 million in 1995 to 3,2 million in 2017. 

                                                           
38 Two standard definitions of unemployment are used herein, namely the narrow definition (official definition by Stats SA) and the broad (or expanded) definition of unemployment. According to Statistics South Africa 
(2016a), individuals are narrowly unemployed if they “(a) did not work during the seven days prior to the interview, (b) want to work and are available  to start work within a week of the interview, and (c) have taken 
active steps to look for work or to start some form of self-employment in the four weeks prior to the interview”. The broad (or expanded) definition of unemployment does not include criterion (c), and therefore 
includes discouraged workers.  
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Table 2 above shows that employment increased 

from about 9.5 million in October 1995 to about 

16.2 million people in September 2017. This 

translates to about 6.7 million jobs between 1995 

and 2017. The labour force on the other hand 

increased from about 13.8 million people to about 

25.6 million people in the same period. This 

resulted to about 11.9 million new entrants in the 

labour market. A consequence of the labour force 

growth in excess of employment growth, over the 

period, was a large expansion in the number of 

unemployed individuals, as well as an increasing 

number of discouraged job seekers. When looking 

at the broad definition39 of unemployment, 

unemployment increased sharply from 4.2 million 

people in 1995 to 9.4 million people in 2017. The 

number of discouraged job seekers increased from 

2.2 million in 1995 to 3.2 million in 2017.  

 

The labour market trends can be analysed using two 

simple performance indicators, namely the target 

growth rate and the employment absorption rate 

(Bhorat, 2006). The target growth rate measures 

how fast employment would have had to expand in 

order to provide work for all new entrants to the 

labour market over a given period40, and the 

employment absorption rate (which is the ratio of 

actual employment growth and the target 

employment growth rate) indicates the proportion 

of the net increase in the labour force that finds 

employment. An absorption rate equal to 100 

denotes a situation where the increase in labour 

                                                           
39 Two standard definitions of unemployment are used in this 
section, namely the narrow definition (used as the official 
definition by Stats SA) and the broad (or expanded) definition of 
unemployment. According to Statistics South Africa (2016a), 
individuals are narrowly unemployed if they “(a) did not work 
during the seven days prior to the interview, (b) want to work 
and are available to start work within a week of the interview, 
and (c) have taken active steps to look for work or to start some 
form of self-employment in the four weeks prior to the 

force is fully accounted for by an increase in 

employment; and an absorption rate of greater 

than 100 shows a situation in which unemployment 

falls in absolute terms. The closer the absorption 

rate is to 100, the better the actual employment 

performance is, relative to desired performance.  

 

Table 2 statistics show that although employment 

increased by 70.2% between 1995 and 2017, 

employment would have had to grow by 124.6% to 

ensure that all new entrants into the labour market 

(by the broad definition) were able to find 

employment. Moreover, absorption rate indicates 

that by the broad definition, the economy was only 

able to generate 56 jobs for every 100 economically 

active individuals that entered the labour market 

between 1995 and 2017. Even by the narrow 

definition, the number of jobs created for every 100 

new entrants in the labour market increased 

marginally to 62 jobs per 100 economically active 

individuals available in the labour force. 

 

These statistics indicate that South Africa’s dire 

labour market performance is in many ways a 

consequence of a rapidly growing labour force, or 

at least an opening up of the labour market to 

individuals who, during the apartheid epoch, were 

previously restricted from fully participating in the 

economy (Bhorat, 2006). Furthermore, the racial 

discrimination and segregation policies of the 

apartheid era, which are reflected in poor 

educational attainment and skills levels, as well as 

interview”. The broad (or expanded) definition of 
unemployment does not include criterion (c), and therefore 
includes discouraged workers.  
40 The target growth rate captures the growth required to 
provide employment to only new entrants and is independent of 
the rate or level unemployment in the base year (e.g. 1995). 
Employment growth at the target rate would result in a 
reduction in the overall unemployment rate, Bhorat (2006).  
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spatial disparities between housing and economic 

activity for predominantly disadvantaged 

population groups, perpetuate the barriers to 

employment. This respective labour market 

outcome, characterised by a rapid influx of low 

skilled workers, combined with economic growth 

that has not been able to generate enough low-skill, 

low-wage jobs at the same pace, has resulted in 

persistently high rates of unemployment.  
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Figure 10: Trends in unemployment rate, 2000 to 2017 

 
Source: Statistics South Africa QLFS (2000: Q3 – 2007: Q3) and QLFS (2008: Q3 – 2017: Q3) 

 
Figure 10 shows the number of discouraged workers consistently increased from about 1,9 million 2008 to about 2,5 million in 2014. Since 2008 until 2017, there has been 

consistently a general increase in unemployment rate from 22.8% in 2008 to 27.7% in 2017 based on the narrow definition of unemployment, and from 2.95% in 2008 to 

36.8% in 2017 based on the broad definition of unemployment. Over the entire sample period 2000 to 2017, unemployment rate continuously remained above 22% based 

on the narrow definition.

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

No. of discouraged workers ('000s) 2,218 2,294 3,194 3,773 3,948 3,312 3,217 3,443 1,093 1,646 2,079 2,213 2,214 2,297 2,514 2,226 2,291 2,436

Narrow unemployment rate (%) 25.4 29.4 30.4 28.0 26.2 26.7 25.5 22.7 22.8 24.5 25.4 25.0 25.2 24.5 25.4 25.5 27.1 27.7

Expanded unemployment rate(%) 34.3 40.6 39.6 39.5 39.7 38.9 37.3 35.6 29.5 33.8 36.1 35.5 35.6 34.9 35.8 34.4 36.3 36.8
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SKILLS PLANNING  

 
This chapter provided an overview of South Africa’s 

post-apartheid economic performance and 

highlighted some of the key constraints to rapid and 

inclusive growth, as well as employment in the 

economy. Since the end of apartheid in 1994, the 

South African economy has been characterised by 

low and largely volatile growth rates, extremely 

high unemployment and increasing inequality and 

poverty levels. Despite South Africa being one of 

the strongest economies in the African continent, 

the South African economy has not yet merely 

performed poorly relative to its continental peers 

but has significantly was behind other fast-growing 

middle-income countries in the global economy. 

 

Following the advent of democracy in 1994, South 

Africa realised an opportunity for re-entry into the 

global economy, which however resulted in a 

domestic economy that has become increasingly 

vulnerable to external shocks due to a high degree 

of dependency on natural resource exports and a 

globally competitive financial sector for growth. 

The continued unpredictable fluctuations in the 

global market conditions and volatile state of the 

economy, coupled with high growth, have had dire 

effects in South Africa’s labour market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Employment growth has not been adequate to 

absorb a rapidly growing labour force, thus 

resulting in consistently rising unemployment rate. 

Based on economic trends presented in this 

chapter, the major constraint to sustainable job 

creation in South Africa is the structural mismatch 

between labour demand and labour supply. 

Economic growth has largely remained anchored on 

large-capital intensive industries and a rapidly 

growing financial services sector. High-skilled 

workers are highly favoured and preferred in the 

labour market, although most of the unemployed 

population is low skilled.        
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CHAPTER 3: THE SOUTH AFRICAN LABOUR FORCE 
 

This chapter analyses the South African labour 

force41 (the employed and unemployed) for 2010 to 

2017 through an analysis of demographic variables 

(spatial location, gender, population group, age and 

education level), and examine the trend over the 

respective period. The analysis provides signals to 

both post-school education and training, and 

workplace training programmes on how they 

organise education and training programmes.  

SOUTH AFRICAN LABOUR FORCE: OVERVIEW 

The labour force participation rate (LFPR) in South 

Africa increased to 59.5% percent in the third 

quarter of 2018 from 59.1% in the second quarter 

of 2018. Labour force participation rate in South 

Africa averaged 57.1% from 2001 until 2018, 

reaching an all-time high of 60.8% in the first 

quarter of 2001, and a record low of 53.6% in the 

fourth quarter of 2010. 

 
Figure 11: Jobs deficit: Gap between working-age population and employed population (million), 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on Labour Market Dynamics data (2017)  

 

Figure 11 shows that the South African employed 

population increased from 13.8 million in 2010 to 

16.2 million in 2017. This means that an additional 

2.4 million jobs were created since 2010. The 

official number of unemployed persons increased 

by 1.5 million from 4.6 million in 2010 to 6.1 million 

in 2017. The discouraged job seekers increased 

slightly from 2.0 million persons in 2010 to 2.3 

million persons in 201142. The discouraged job 

                                                           
41 The labour force is defined as the number of people aged 15 to 
64 years in the population who are either employed or 
unemployed (StatsSA). It does not include those who are unable 
or those not seeking to work (e.g., persons in institutions, 
retirees, full-time students). 

seekers have remained relatively stable between 

2011 and 2017 at about 2.4 million people.    

 

The following sections provide an analysis of the 

employed and unemployed by spatial location, 

race, gender, age group, and highest level of 

educational qualification. Information about 

unemployment in the following sections is based on 

the expanded definition on unemployment.  

42 There are two unemployment measures: the unemployed 
looking for jobs (official) and the unemployed not looking for jobs 
(expanded). 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Employed 13.8 14.1 14.4 14.9 15.1 15.7 15.8 16.2

Unemployed 4.6 4.6 4.8 4.9 5.1 5.3 5.8 6.1

Discouraged job seeker 2.0 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.4 2.3 2.4 2.4

Labour force 20.4 21.0 21.5 22.1 22.6 23.4 23.9 24.7
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WHO ARE THE EMPLOYED AND THE UNEMPLOYED? 

 

SPATIAL LOCATION OF THE EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED 

 

Figure 12: Provincial GDP, employment and unemployment, 2016 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey and Gross Domestic Product, StatsSA (2016) 

 

Figure 12 depicts that the largest percentage shares 

in output were largely concentrated in Gauteng, 

KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape during 2016. 

Gauteng province had the highest GDP share of 

34.6%, followed by KwaZulu-Natal and Western 

cape which contributed 15.9% and 13.7%; 

respectively. In contrast, the economically poorer-

performing provinces are the Northern Cape, Free 

State, North West, Limpopo, Mpumalanga and 

Eastern Cape. 

 

 Such an outlook suggests the need to address 

regional disparities in terms of economic 

performance to at least minimise migration by job 

seekers across regions, though such can be difficult 

due to lack of economic and employment 

opportunities in the poorer-performing provinces. 

In 2016, Gauteng province contributed just over 

one third (35%) to South Africa’s GDP, followed by 

KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape which 

contributed close to one third of the GDP. The other 

six provinces Eastern Cape, Free State, Limpopo, 

Mpumalanga, North West, and Northern Cape 

contributed a combined total of just over one third 

of the GDP. The shares of the unemployed 

population by province mirrored the GDP shares by 

the respective provinces. One third of the 

employed reside in Gauteng, with close to one sixth 

each residing in the Western Cape and KwaZulu- 

Natal. The other one third of the employed reside 

in the other six provinces combined.  

All provinces experiment unemployment, and the 

shares of the unemployed are lower than the shares 

of the employed in only Western Cape and 

Gauteng. In all the other provinces, the shares of 

the unemployed are higher than the shares of the 

unemployed. This presents challenges to provinces 

in terms of how new jobs will be created to absorb 

the unemployed.  
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GENDER AND POPULATION GROUP OF THE 

EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED 

Given the past discrimination policies, both by 

population groups and gender, it is important to 

track the changes for these variables. The shares of 

the employed population by gender and population 

group is shown in Figures 13 and 14 from 2010 to 

2017.  The incidence of long-term unemployment in 

South Africa is generally high among women 

relative to males. During 2018 quarter 3, 

unemployment among women stood at 29.4% 

compared to 25.9% unemployment rate among 

males. With regards to population groups, the 

Black/African population experiences high 

incidence of unemployment compared to other 

population groups. In 2018 quarter 3, 

unemployment rate was highest among the 

Black/African population group at 31.1%, followed 

by 21.8% among Coloured, 10.1% among Asian and 

7.1% among White counterparts43.  

 
Figure 13: Employed population by gender, 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
 
 

Figure 13 shows that the shares of employed males 

generally remain higher than the shares of 

employed female counterparts. Between 2010 and 

2017, the share of employed males ranged 

between 56.0% in 2017 and 56.8% in 2010. The 

share of employed females ranged between 43.2% 

in 2010 and 44% in 2013 and 2017. Statistics 

suggest that there are fewer women than males 

who are participating in the labour market.    

Figure 14: Employed population by population group, 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

                                                           
43 Statistics South Africa. Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 
Quarter 3: 2018.  

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Female 43.2 43.4 43.4 44.0 43.8 43.7 43.6 44.0

Male 56.8 56.6 56.6 56.0 56.2 56.3 56.4 56.0
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Figure 14 shows that the share of employed 

Black/African population group increased by 4.4 

percentage points from 70.1% in 2010 to 74.5% in 

2017. The shares of the employed in other racial 

groups declined over the period 2010 to 2017.  The 

share of the employed among White fell by 3.1 

percentage points from 15.0% in 2010 to 11.9% in 

2017. The share of the employed among Coloured 

fell   by 1 percentage point from 11.2% in 2010 to 

10.2% in 2017, while the share of the employed 

Indian/Asian fell by 0.4 of a percentage point from 

3.7% in 2010 to 3.3% in 2017.   

Figure 15: Unemployed population by gender, 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 
In terms of unemployment by gender, Figure 15 

depicts that over the period 2010 and 2017, the 

lowest share of unemployed females stood at 

51.3%, while the highest proportion stood at 52.8% 

in 2011. The proportion of unemployed males was 

lowest at 47.2% in 2011, while the highest share 

stood at 48.7% in 2014. The proportion of the 

unemployed among females consistently remained 

above the share of the unemployed among males 

during the period 2010 to 2017.     

 
Figure 16: Unemployed population by population group, 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 

The trajectories of unemployment by population 

group presented in Figure 16 show that between 

2010 and 2017, the lowest proportion of the 

unemployed Black/African stood at 88.7% in 2014, 

while the highest share stood at 89.6% in 2016. The 

proportion of unemployed among Coloured was 

lowest at 7.1% in 2016 and highest at 7.6% in 2012, 

2013 and 2014. The shares of unemployed among 

White varied between 2.0% in 2017 and 2.4% in 

2014, while the Indian/Asian had lowest shares of 

unemployed which ranged between a low of 0.9% 

in 2010 and a high of 1.3% in 2013 and 2015.  

         

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Female 52.6 52.8 52.4 51.8 51.3 52.3 51.8 51.7

Male 47.4 47.2 47.6 48.2 48.7 47.7 48.2 48.3

0.0

20.0

40.0

60.0

80.0

100.0

Sh
ar

e 
(%

)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

White 2.3 2.3 2.1 2.3 2.4 2.2 2.1 2.0

Indian/Asian 0.9 1.0 1.1 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.1 1.1

Coloured 7.3 7.4 7.6 7.6 7.6 7.5 7.1 7.4

African/Black 89.4 89.3 89.2 88.9 88.7 89.1 89.6 89.4

0.0
20.0
40.0
60.0
80.0

100.0

Sh
ar

e 
(%

)



37 
 

AGE DISTRIBUTION OF THE EMPLOYED AND 

UNEMPLOYED POPULATION 

The South African population largely comprises 

young people. About two thirds of the South African 

population is under the age of 35 years. This 

important demographic picture poses substantial 

social, skills and employment challenges. The age 

pattern of the employed provides some signals 

about which people are likely to secure jobs, and in 

the pipeline of skills, to meet replacement demand; 

that is who could be able to take over jobs as others 

retire. The age pattern of the unemployed points to 

vulnerable groups in the labour force, and signals 

where to direct training efforts. Age distributions of 

the employed and unemployed are presented in 

Figures 17 and 18; respectively. 

 
Figure 17: Age distribution of the employed population, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 
Figure 17 shows that between 2010 and 2017, most 

of the employed people were adults in the age 

groups 25 to 34 years, and 35 to 44 years. The share 

of the employed people aged 25 to 34 years 

decreased by 2.2 percentage points from 32.4% in 

2010 to 30.2% 2017. However, the proportion of 

employed young people aged 34 years and less 

decreased by 3.4 percentage points from 41.6% in 

2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of employed 

adults aged 35 to 64 years grew by 3.5 percentage 

points from 58.4% in 2010 to 61.9% in 2017. 

 

Figure 18: Age distribution of the unemployed population, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
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Figure 18 shows that between 2010 and 2017, the 

population groups aged 25 to 34 years, and 15 to 24 

years had the largest shares of unemployed people. 

The share of unemployed among people aged 25 to 

34 years varied between 37.8% in 2016 and 37.9% 

in 2010 and 2017, while the share of unemployed 

people aged 15 to 24 years steadily decreased by 5 

percentage points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 

2017. This outlook remains as a major concern in 

South Africa since the country’s population largely 

comprise youth, hence the need to boost 

employment opportunities for youth. The depicted 

high level of unemployment for the youth group 

presents a major social and skills challenge for the 

country. Although nearly two thirds of the 

unemployed are aged 15 to 34 years (the youth), 

the share of the unemployed people aged 15 to 34 

years has decreased by 5 percentage points from 

69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 2017. 

 
EDUCATION LEVEL OF THE EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED POPULATION 

It is universally recognised that higher levels of 

educational attainment are associated with better 

health and well-being, higher employment rates, 

better labour market opportunities and higher 

earnings. In this report, educational qualifications 

of the labour force are used as the only indicator or 

measure of skills. As South Africa aspires to improve 

its level of skills, it is important to benchmark our 

education and skills level against other countries. 

The comparative statistics for tertiary education for 

25-64-year olds in several countries is shown in 

Figure 19, where South Africa is amongst the lowest 

ranking countries. 

 

 
Figure 19: Highest education level of the employed population, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 

Figure 19 depicts that the education level of the 

employed increased between 2010 and 2017. The 

shares of the employed with a matriculation 

certificate or higher increased by 3.9 percentage 

points from 49.9% in 2010 to 53.8% in 2017. The 

share of the employed with a tertiary education 

increased by 2 percentage points from 19.3% in 

2010 to 21.3% in 2017. The number and the 

proportion of the employed with ‘primary 

completed or lower’ education, though decreasing, 

was about 2 million workers in 2017. This group 

constituted 16.6% in 2010 and 12.5% in 2017. 
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Figure 20: Highest education level of the unemployed population, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 

Figure 20 reveals that between 2010 and 2017, the 

share of people with a matriculation certificate and 

higher continuously increased by 3.9 percentage 

points from 33.6% in 2010 to 37.5% in 2017. On the 

other side, there has been an increase in the 

proportion of the people with tertiary education by 

2.3 percentage points from 4.7% in 2010 to 7.0% in 

2017. However, over 60% of the unemployed 

population have an education level of less than a 

matriculation certificate. The share of people in the 

respective group marginally declined by 3.9 

percentage points from 66.4% in 2010 to 62.5% in 

2017. The outlook shown in this analysis is 

consistent findings from other studies on returns to 

the educational investment that people with less 

than a grade 12 certificate are extremely vulnerable 

in the labour market (Bhorat et al, 2015). 

 

Figure 21: Trends in tertiary and degree graduate qualifications among the employed, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 
2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
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The level of tertiary education44 and degree of 

graduate attainment of the population is an 

important indicator for any emerging industrialised 

country. Figure 21 demonstrates that the employed 

population with a tertiary education increased from 

just over 3 million in 2010 to about 3.4 million in 

2017. The share of the employed with higher 

education (HE) qualifications increased by 24.5 

percent from about 1.2 million in 2010 to 

approximately 1.5 million in 2017. Concurrently, 

the proportion of employed people with diploma 

and certificate qualifications grew slightly by 3.9 

percent from about 1.8 million in 2010 to nearly 1.9 

million in 2017.  

 

Figure 22 below shows comparative diagrammatic 

exposition of the statistics for tertiary educational 

qualifications of people aged 25 to 64 years in 

several countries during 2015.      

 
Figure 22: Percentage of 25-64 year-olds with tertiary education by level of tertiary education, 2015 

 
1. Some levels of education are included in other.  
2. Reference year differs from 2015.  
Countries are ranked in descending order of the percentage of 25-64 year-olds with tertiary education, regardless of the level of tertiary 
attainment. 
Source: OECD. Table A1.1. See Annex 3 for notes (www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance-19991487.htm). 

 

                                                           
44 OECD defines tertiary education as an ISCED 5A programme 
which provides access to research-based programmes and 

professions with high skills requirements. This is different from 
the definition used by Stats SA.  
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Figure 22 shows that among countries compared, 

South Africa has one of the lowest levels of tertiary 

education in its population. The graph shows that 

merely 15% of the South Africa’s 25 to 64-year-old 

population had attained a Bachelor’s or equivalent 

tertiary educational qualification in 2015, 

compared to Russian Federation where 54% of the 

same population age group had attained the 

educational qualification in 2015. While it is 

acknowledged that South Africa started off in 1994 

from low levels of tertiary education, it is crucial 

that the tertiary education level of the population 

and labour force should be increased to support 

growth and productivity of the country’s economy.        

 

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT vs. UNEMPLOYMENT 

South Africa largely comprises young population 

with about two thirds of the population under the 

age of 35 years. A total of 36% of the South African 

population is categorised as youth (15-34 years of 

age). The profile of youth in terms of working-age 

population, and the official unemployment rates 

are provided in Table 3 below.  

 
Table 3: Youth by employment status 2011, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

Category 
2011 2014 2016 2017 

Number % Number % Number % Number % 

Youth  18 908 974  19 582 969  19 955 394  20 112 834  

Labour force (15 to 34 years) 10 499 797  10 982 462  11 456 649  11 633 693  

Employed (15 to 34 years) of 
working age population 

5 771 360 55.0 6 021 178 54.8 6 174 189 53.9 6 175 319 53.1 

▪ 15 to 24 years 1 271 608  1 263 226  1 270 773  1 291 816  

▪ 25 to 34 years 4 499 752  4 757 952  4 903 415  4 883 502  

Youth neither in education, 
employment or training 
(official unemployment) 

3 205 253 30.5 3 376 843 30.7 3 725 308 32.5 3 891 375 33.4 

▪ 15 to 24 years 1 286 015  1 330 181  1 453 194  1 479 959  

▪ 25 to 34 years 1 919 238  2 046 662  2 272 114  2 411 416  

Discouraged youth job 
seekers 

1 523 185 14.5 1 584 441 14.4 1 557 153 13.6 1 566 999 13.5 

Source: StatsSA Quarterly Labour Force Surveys (2011 - 2017) 

 

Unemployment, particularly youth unemployment, 

is a major concern in South Africa. Table 3 shows 

that the number of youth who are neither in 

employment, education nor training according to 

the official definition of unemployment increased 

from 3.2 million in 2011 to about 3.9 million in 

2017. By age group, the number of youth who are 

neither in employment, education nor training aged 

25 to 34 years remained constantly higher at about 

1.9 million 2011 and 2.4 million in 2017 compared 

to about 1.3 million in 2011 and 1.5 million for those 

aged 15 to 24 years. Moreover, the number of 

youth who are discouraged job seekers increased 

marginally from about 1.5 million in 2011 to about 

1.6 million during 2017. 

 

AGE PROFILE OF THE YOUTH 

The proportions of the employed and unemployed youth by age group for 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 are shown 

in Figure 23 and Figure 24; respectively. Over 78% of the employed youth were in the age group 25-34 years.  
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Figure 23: Share of age groups of employed youth, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET’s calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
 

Figure 23 shows that the share of the employed in 

the age group 25 to 34 years constantly remained 

above 77% between 2010 and 2017.  The share of 

the employed population aged 25 to 34 years grew 

increased by 1.1 percentage points from 77.9% in 

2010 to 79% in 2017. Like trends observed in the 

previous years, the shares of employed youth in 

2017 stood 2.0% for those aged 15 to 19 years, 

19.0% for those aged 20 to 24 years, 36.1% for 

those aged 25 to 29 years, and 42.9% for those aged 

30 to 34 years. This outlook reveals that 

employment participation among the youth greatly 

increases with age. Relatively, Figure 24 shows 

shares of unemployed youth by same age groups.

Figure 24: Share of groups of unemployed youth, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
 

Figure 24. shows that the shares of unemployed 

youth in the 20 to 24-years age group remained 

relatively highest relative to shares of unemployed 

youth in other age groups. Although relatively 

higher, the share of unemployed youth aged 20 to 

25 years steadily declined between 2010 to 2017 by 

2 percentage points from 35.3% in 2010 to 33.3% in 

2017. Conversely, the share of unemployed youth 

aged 25 to 29 years increased by 1.6 percentage 

points from 32.2% in 2010 to 33.8% in 2017. The 

share of unemployed youth aged 30 to 34 years 

grew by 2.7 percentage points from 22.7% in 2010 

to 25.4% in 2017. The share of unemployed youth 

aged 25 to 34 years increased by 4.3 percentage 

points from 54.9% in 2010 to 59.2% in 2017.
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THE EDUCATION LEVEL OF YOUTH 

The education levels among youth provide as an important indicator regarding the degree to which youth can 

compete for job opportunities and get absorbed in the labour market. Figure 25 shows the distribution of the 

youth labour force by highest level of education.  

  

Figure 25: Distribution of youth by highest level of education for 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 

Figure 25 depicts that the education level among 

the youth labour force increased over the period 

2010 to 2017. The share of tertiary qualifications 

increased by 2.4 percentage points from 11% in 

2010 to 13.4% in 2017. Although the share of the 

youth with less than a Grade 12 qualification is still 

very high, it has declined by 2.9 percentage points 

from 52.9% in 2010 to 50% in 2017. The general 

conception is that youth are unemployed due to 

low levels of educational attainment.  

 

Figures 26 and 27 present the distributions of the employed and unemployed youth by highest level of education 

for the years 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017.  

 
Figure 26: Share of education levels of employed youth, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
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Figure 26 shows that between 2010 and 2017, the 

largest proportion of youth employed had at least a 

matriculation certification, whose share increased 

by 2.4 percentage points from 55.1% in 2010 to 

57.5% in 2017. At disaggregated level, the share of 

the employed youth with a matriculation certificate 

as the highest qualification decreased by 0.5 of a 

percentage point between 2010 and 2017 from 

38.7% in 2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of 

employed youth with a tertiary education 

qualification, on the other side, improved by 2.9 

percentage points from 16.4% in 2010 to 19.3% in 

2017. Though still very high, there was a decline in 

the share of employed youth with less than a 

matriculation certification by 2.3 percentage points 

from 44.8% in 2010 to 42.5% in 2017.     

   
Figure 27: Share of education levels of unemployed youth, 2010, 2014, 2016 and 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the QLFS, StatsSA (2018) 
 

Figure 27 shows that most of the unemployed 

youth had less than a matriculation certificate 

between 2010 and 2017. Though still very high, the 

share of unemployed youth with less than Grade 12 

qualification slightly decreased by 4 percentage 

points from 61.8% in 2010 to 57.8% in 2017.  

 

At disaggregated level, the proportion of the 

unemployed who did not complete secondary 

schooling steadily decreased by 1.5 percentage 

points from 50.2% in 2014 to 48.7% in 2017, while 

the share of those who completed primary 

schooling or lower declined by 3.3 percentage 

points from 12.4% in 2010 to 9.1% in 2017.  

 

On the other side, the share of unemployed youth 

with at least a matriculation certificate increased by 

3.9 percentage points from 38.2% in 2010 to 42.1% 

in 2017. The share of those holding a matriculation 

certification as the highest qualification increased 

by 1.6 percentage points from 33.2% in 2010 to 

34.8% in 2017. Also, the share of unemployed youth 

with a tertiary qualification improved by 2.3 

percentage points from 5.0% in 2010 to 7.3% in 

2017. From a general standpoint, the employed 

youth have relatively higher levels of educational 

attainment than the unemployed youth. 
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The shares of education levels of the employed and unemployed youth by age groups for 2017 is shown in Figure 

28 and Figure 29, respectively.  

 
Figure 28: Share of education levels of employed youth by age group, 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 
Figure 28 shows that during 2017, 59.9% of 

employed youth with less than a matriculation 

certificate were young people aged 15 to 19 years, 

and 42.9% aged 20 to 24 years. The corresponding 

proportions of those with less than a matriculation 

certificate in the age groups 25 to 29 years and 30 

to 34 years stood at 41.1% and 42.6%; respectively. 

The highest proportion of 58.9% employed youth 

with at least a matriculation certificate were aged 

25 to 29-years, followed by 57.4% aged 30 to 34-

years and 57.1% aged 20 to 24-years. The shares of 

employed youth with tertiary qualification were 

highest at 21.5% among those aged 25 to 29 years, 

and 21.3% among those aged 30 to 34 years.  

 
Figure 29: Share of education levels of unemployed youth by age group, 2017 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
 
Figure 29 shows that in 2017, 64.4% of unemployed 

youth with less than a matriculation certificate 

were young people aged 15 to 19 years, and 62.6% 

aged 30 to 34 years. The shares of those with less 

than a matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 

to 29 years and 30 to 34 years stood at 57% and 

53.7%; respectively. The highest share of 46.3% 

unemployed youth with at least a matriculation 

certificate were aged 20 to 24-years, followed by 

43% aged 30 to 34-years and 37.4% aged 30 to 34-

years. The shares of the unemployed youth with 

tertiary educational qualification were highest at 

46.3% among those aged 20 to 25 years, and 

43.0%% among those aged 25 to 29 years.  
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IMMIGRANTS IN THE LABOUR FORCE 

An analysis of educational levels of the immigrants 

in the labour force can provide a signal of skills 

demand and shortages. Immigrants entering the 

country to work must apply for a work permit at the 

Department of Home Affairs (DHA). South Africa 

does not have a credible dataset on immigrants to 

South Africa to provide credible information for 

skills planning. This report therefore knits together 

the Census 2011 data, information from Stats SA, 

and an analysis of the Quarterly Labour Force 

Survey (QLFS) data by Migrating for Work Research 

Consortium (MiWORC) to form a picture of 

immigrants and foreign workers in the labour force 

(Budlender, 2014). Due to lack of recent data, the 

information presented in this section has been 

adapted from the previous report on skills supply 

and demand.  Stats SA produces reports on 

documented immigrants in South Africa. 

Information was extracted from these reports to 

quantify the number of permits allocated by the 

DHA for each preceding year (Table 4). Stats SA 

used the data generated by DHA for temporary and 

permanent work permits45 applications and 

renewals to describe relevant characteristics of 

South Africa’s immigrants. Unfortunately, data on 

educational levels and occupations of immigrants 

who receive work permits was not collected, hence 

this data does not accurately signify skills demand. 

 
Table 4: : Number of work and business permits awarded by Department of Home Affairs, 2011 to 2015 

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Temporary Residence           

Work permits 20 673 33 253 24 027 18 184 12 354 

Business permits 1 346 1 585 1 911 2 003 905 

Permanent Residence      

Work permits 2 060 441 2 152 1 228 4 354 

Business permits 316 94 176 41 356 

Total 24 395 35 373 28 266 21 456 17 969 

Source: Documented Immigrants in South Africa, StatsSA (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015) 

 

Table 4 summarises the number of work permits, 

and business permits issued by DHA.  The total 

number of permits issued between 2011 and 2015 

grew by 45% (10 978 permits) but declined on a 

year-to-year basis to 28 266 permits in 2013, 

21 456 permits in 2014 and 17 969 permits in 2015. 

Temporary and permanent work permits issued 

were higher than temporary, while permanent 

business permits were awarded between 2011 and 

2015. In 2015, most temporary residence permits 

were given to nationals from Nigeria (13.8%), 

Zimbabwe (13.1%), India (9.5%), Bangladesh (6.8%) 

and Pakistan (6.8%). However, analysis of the 

number of work permits seems low in relation to 

the number of immigrants living in South Africa. The 

challenge of limited data provides a very weak 

signal of skills demand in the country. Sound skills 

planning needs up-to-date information about work 

permits allocated to immigrants, and should also 

include data about educational levels, employment 

sectors, and occupations of recipients of the work 

permits.  

                                                           
45 Work and business permit constituted 25% of all permits 
issued by DHA. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS AND IMPLICATIONS 

FOR SKILLS PLANNING 

 

The labour force participation rate in South Africa 

increased to 59.5% percent in the third quarter of 

2018 from 59.1% in the second quarter of 2018. 

Between 2001 and 2018, labour force participation 

rate in the country averaged 57.1%, reaching an all-

time high of 60.8% in the first quarter of 2001, and 

a low record of 53.6% in the fourth quarter of 2010. 

 

The employed population in the country increased 

from 13.8 million in 2010 to 16.2 million in 2017, 

implying that an additional 2.4 million jobs were 

created between 2010 and 2017. The official 

number of unemployed persons increased by 1.5 

million from 4.6 million in 2010 to 6.1 million in 

2017. Discouraged job seekers increased slightly 

from 2.0 million persons in 2010 to 2.3 million 

persons in 2011.  

 

The incidence of long-term unemployment in South 

Africa is generally high among women relative to 

males. During 2018 quarter 3, unemployment 

among women was 29.4% compared to 25.9% 

unemployment rate for males. The Black/African 

population group experiences a relatively highest 

incidence of unemployment compared to other 

population groups.  

 

In 2018 quarter 3, unemployment rate was highest 

among Black/Africans at 31.1%, followed by 21.8% 

among Coloureds, 10.1% among Indians/Asians and 

7.1% among White counterparts. Between 2010 

and 2017, the share of employed males ranged 

between 56.0% in 2017 and 56.8% in 2010, while 

the share of employed females ranged between 

43.2% in 2010 and 44% in 2013 and 2017. The 

proportion of the employed Black/African 

population group increased by 4.4 percentage 

points from 70.1% in 2010 to 74.5% in 2017.  

 

The share of the employed among White declined 

by 3.1 percentage points from 15.0% in 2010 to 

11.9% in 2017, and the share of the employed 

among Coloured declined by 1 percentage point 

from 11.2% in 2010 to 10.2% in 2017, while the 

proportion of the employed Indian/Asian 

decreased by 0.4 percentage points from 3.7% in 

2010 to 3.3% in 2017. Trends in unemployment by 

gender over the period 2010 and 2017 were 

characterised by lowest share of unemployed 

females at 51.3%, while the highest proportion 

stood at 52.8% in 2011. The share of unemployed 

males was lowest at 47.2% in 2011, while the 

highest share was 48.7% in 2014.  

 

Between 2010 and 2017, the lowest proportion of 

the unemployed Black/African stood at 88.7% in 

2014, while the highest share was 89.6% in 2016. 

The share of unemployed among Coloured was 

lowest at 7.1% in 2016 and highest at 7.6% in 2012, 

2013 and 2014. The shares of unemployed among 

White varied between 2.0% in 2017 and 2.4% in 

2014, while the Indian/Asian had lowest shares of 

unemployed which ranged between a low of 0.9% 

in 2010 and a high of 1.3% in 2013 and 2015.  

 

 

The population groups aged 15 to 24 years and 25 

to 34 years had the largest shares of unemployed 

people. The share of unemployed among people 

aged 15 to 24 years steadily decreased by 5 

percentage points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 

2017, while the share of the unemployed aged 25 
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to 34 years varied between 37.8% in 2016 and 

37.9% in 2010 and 2017.  

 

The outlook remains as a major concern in South 

Africa since the country’s population largely 

comprise youth, hence the need to boost 

employment opportunities for youth. The high level 

of unemployment for the youth group presents a 

major social and skills challenge for the country. 

Although nearly two thirds of the unemployed are 

aged 15 to 34 years, the share of the unemployed 

people aged 15 to 34 years fell by 5 percentage 

points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 2017. 

 

Most of the employed people were adults in the age 

groups 25 to 34 years, and 35 to 44 years. The share 

of the employed people aged 25 to 34 years 

decreased by 2.2 percentage points from 32.4% in 

2010 to 30.2% 2017. However, the proportion of 

employed young people aged 34 years and less 

decreased by 3.4 percentage points from 41.6% in 

2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of employed 

adults aged 35 to 64 years grew by 3.5 percentage 

points from 58.4% in 2010 to 61.9% in 2017. 

 

The shares of the employed with a matriculation 

certificate or higher increased by 3.9 percentage 

points from 49.9% in 2010 to 53.8% in 2017. The 

share of the employed with a tertiary education 

increased by 2 percentage points from 19.3% in 

2010 to 21.3% in 2017. The number and the share 

of the employed with ‘primary completed or lower’ 

education, though decreasing, was about 2 million 

workers in 2017. This group constituted 16.6% in 

2010 and 12.5% in 2017.  

 

Between 2010 and 2017, the share of people with a 

matriculation certificate and higher continually 

increased by 3.9 percentage points from 33.6% in 

2010 to 37.5% in 2017. On the other side, there was 

an increase in the proportion of the people with 

tertiary education by 2.3 percentage points from 

4.7% in 2010 to 7.0% in 2017.  

 

The level of tertiary education and degree of 

graduate attainment of the population is an 

important indicator for any emerging industrialized 

country. The employed population with a tertiary 

education increased from just over 3 million in 2010 

to about 3.4 million in 2017. The proportion of the 

employed with higher education qualifications 

increased by 24.5 percent from about 1.2 million in 

2010 to about 1.5 million in 2017. Concurrently, the 

proportion of employed people with diploma and 

certificate qualifications increased slightly by 3.9 

percent from about 1.8 million in 2010 to nearly 1.9 

million in 2017.  

 

Between 2010 and 2017, the largest proportion of 

youth employed had at least a matriculation 

certification, whose share increased by 2.4 

percentage points from 55.1% in 2010 to 57.5% in 

2017. At disaggregated level, the share of the 

employed youth with a matriculation certificate as 

the highest qualification decreased by 0.5 of a 

percentage point between 2010 and 2017 from 

38.7% in 2010 to 38.2% in 2017. The share of 

employed youth with a tertiary education 

qualification improved by 2.9 percentage points 

from 16.4% in 2010 to 19.3% in 2017. There was a 

decline in the share of employed youth with less 

than a matriculation certification by 2.3 percentage 

points from 44.8% in 2010 to 42.5% in 2017.     

 

During 2017, 59.9% of employed youth with less 

than a matriculation certificate were young people 
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aged 15 to 19 years, followed by 42.9% aged 20 to 

24 years. The analogous shares of those with less 

than a matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 

to 29 years and 30 to 34 years stood at 41.1% and 

42.6%; respectively. About 58.9% employed youth 

with at least a matriculation certificate were aged 

25 to 29-years, followed by 57.4% aged 30 to 34-

years and 57.1% aged 20 to 24-years. The shares of 

employed youth with tertiary qualification were 

highest at 21.5% among those aged 25 to 29 years, 

and 21.3% among those aged 30 to 34 years. 

 

In 2017, 64.4% of unemployed youth with less than 

a matriculation certificate were young people aged 

15 to 19 years, followed by 62.6% aged 30 to 34 

years. The proportions of those with less than a 

matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 to 29 

years and 30 to 34 years stood at 57% and 53.7%; 

respectively. The highest proportion of 46.3% 

unemployed youth with at least a matriculation 

certificate were aged 20 to 24-years, followed by 

43% aged 30 to 34-years and 37.4% aged 30 to 34-

years. The shares of the unemployed youth with 

tertiary educational qualification were highest at 

46.3% among those aged 20 to 25 years, and 

43.0%% among those aged 25 to 29 years. Across all 

age groups, those with less than a grade 12 

certificate are most vulnerable in the job market. 

 

Migration patterns are a signal of the skills injection 

into and leakages from the country. The number of 

work permits and business permits issued by DHA 

between 2011 and 2015 increased by 45% (10 978 

permits) but declined on a year-to-year basis to 

28 266 permits in 2013, 21 456 permits in 2014 and 

17 969 permits in 2015. Temporary and permanent 

work permits issued were higher than temporary 

and permanent business permits awarded between 

2011 and 2015. In 2015, most temporary residence 

permits were given to nationals from Nigeria 

(13.8%), Zimbabwe (13.1%), India (9.5%), 

Bangladesh (6.8%) and Pakistan (6.8%). However, 

the analysis of the number of work permits seems 

low in relation to the number of immigrants living 

in South Africa.  



50 
 

CHAPTER 4: SKILLS SUPPLY IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 

This chapter describes the supply and potential 

supply of skills from the formal schooling, TVET and 

university sectors. This provides the basis for 

identifying the types of skills that people acquire 

when they move through the education system and 

enter the labour market. The topic that this report 

tackle, is whether South Africa is producing the 

appropriate skills and qualifications at each level 

and the extent to which this facilitates inclusive 

employment. At a general level, this chapter 

focuses on trends in enrolment and completion 

rates for each of the three broad educational levels. 

More detailed analysis is undertaken on pertinent 

labour market issues at these three institutional 

stages of human capital accumulation.  

 

In the schooling sector, Mathematics performance 

and the number of bachelor passes are analysed, as 

well as how these have changed over time. 

Understanding such trends is crucial as such skills 

provide the basis for entry into the next level of the 

education system. At the TVET level, patterns of 

enrolment levels by the fields of study of 

Engineering, Services and Business are analysed. At 

the higher education level, the analysis is focused 

on enrolment and completion rates for Business; 

Science, Engineering, and Technology; and 

Humanities study fields. Together, this evidence 

provides the basis for identifying whether South 

Africa is developing the knowledge base to tackle 

current and future skills demand, as well as help 

solve growing skills shortages and mismatches 

being experienced. 

   

THE SCHOOLING SYSTEM 

An outcome of the apartheid government’s policy is 

a low-quality and unequal education system, 

leading to a post-school education system that is 

not accessible to those with poor levels of 

schooling. Education is a key priority, and the 

country has invested enormous resources to 

improve the schooling system. The state has 

improved access to schooling, notably at the 

primary level, but positive outcomes remarkably in 

Mathematics and Science subjects remain elusive. 

This poor foundation impacts negatively on the 

types and quality of skills entering the labour 

market. The quality of the matriculation (Grade 12) 

pass rates, particularly the indicator of the number 

of bachelor’s passes46, provides an indication of the 

potential pool available to enter post-school 

education and training institutions, especially in 

technical areas. Figure 30 shows the trend for the 

period 2010 to 2017.  

 

 

                                                           
46 Minimum requirement to register for a qualification at 
a university. 
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Figure 30: Number and percentage of learners achieving matriculation with bachelor’s pass and Mathematics 
passes at higher than 50% from 2010 to 2017 

 
Source: Department of Basic Education (2010 – 2017)  

 

Figure 30 shows that 31% of learners achieved 

matriculation with a bachelor’s pass in 2013; while 

the largest proportion of learners who passed 

Mathematics with more than 50% mark stood at 

26% in 2013. Between 2010 and 2017, the 

proportion of learners achieving matriculation with 

bachelor’s pass increased by five percentage points 

from 24% in 2010 to 29% in 2017. 

 

Concomitantly, 171 755 learners who achieved 

matriculation with a bachelor’s pass and 63 151 

learners who passed Mathematics with higher than 

50% mark were recorded in 2013. In absolute 

terms, the number of learners who successfully 

completed matriculation with a bachelor’s pass 

improved by 27 239 learners (21.6%) from 126 371 

learners in 2010 to 153 610 learners in 2017. The 

total number of learners who passed Mathematics 

with more than 50% mark improved by 4 164 

learners (8.3%) from 50 195 learners in 2010 to 

54 359 learners in 2017.   

      

The low quality of Mathematics performance 

throughout the education system results in a low 

number of high-quality Mathematics passes in the 

matriculation examination. While the country has 

boasted an average of 148 500 bachelor’s passes in 

the 2010 to 2017 period, the average number of 

students who passed with Mathematics scores 

greater than 50% for the same period stands at 

52 600. This is the pool of school leavers who can 

access the Science, Engineering, and Technology 

and Health-related tertiary level courses. 

 
 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

N Bachelor Pass 126,371 120,767 136,047 171,755 150,752 166,263 162,374 153,610

N Math>50% 50,195 41,586 51,231 63,151 50,365 53,588 56,555 54,359

% Bachelor Pass 24% 24% 27% 31% 28% 26% 27% 29%

% Math>50% 19% 19% 23% 26% 22% 20% 21% 22%
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Table 5: Comparative country performance education statistics , 2015 

Source: World Bank (2018), OECD (2018), DBE (2016) 

 
Table 5 shows that in 2015, South African gross 

enrolment rates of 79.4 in pre-primary and 102.8 in 

primary schools is comparable with the selected 

emerging economies. The gross enrolment rate of 

102.8 at secondary schools for South Africa was 

higher than that of Malaysia (85.0) and Brazil (99.7) 

but lower than 120.6 in Thailand. The education 

expenditure as a proportion of GDP for South Africa 

stood at 6.0% and was highest relative to other 

middle-income countries. Nonetheless, the 

achievement in Mathematics is lower than other 

countries, suggesting diminishing return with 

regards to South African education spending. 

 
PROFILE OF THE UNIVERSITY, TVET AND CET 

SECTORS 

The post-school education and training (PSET) 

comprises the following main institutions; Higher 

Education institutions (HEIs) (private and public)47, 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training 

(TVET) colleges, and private colleges. A major 

challenge for the PSET sector is to find ways to 

include students with poor schooling outcomes, 

especially poor performance in secondary school 

Mathematics, Languages and Science. In 2016, 

there were 26 public HEIs, 123 private HEIs, 50 TVET 

colleges and 279 private colleges (DHET, 2018).  

 

The DHET draws data for public HEIs from the 

Higher Education Management Information System 

(HEMIS). In 2016, data for TVET colleges was drawn 

from the Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training System (TVETMIS). Data from private 

colleges is drawn from annual surveys submitted to 

the DHET (DHET, 2016). Data quality on both public 

HEIs and TVET colleges is being improved endlessly 

to ensure validity and reliability of the data (DHET, 

2016). The data on private colleges fluctuates due 

to the response rates that differ from one year to 

another. Enrolments at HEIs (public and private) 

and Colleges (TVET and private) for 2010 to 2016 

period are presented in Table 6. 

                                                           
47 These are differentiated into traditional, comprehensive and 

Universities of Technology (UoTs). 

  

Gross enrolment ratio 2015 
Mathematics Achievement 
Scores 

Education 
Expenditure   Country 

  
  Pre-primary Primary Secondary PISA 2015 TIMSS  2015 % GDP 

Brazil 92.2 115.3 99.7 377 
Did not 

participate 
5.8 

Malaysia 93.9 103.3 85.0 
Did not 

participate 
465 5.5 

South 
Africa 

79.4 102.8 102.8 
Did not 

participate 
372 6.0 

Thailand 67.9 100.6 120.6 415 431 4.1 

Vietnam 83.0 108.7 No data 495 
Did not 

participate 
5.7 
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Table 6: Enrolments at public and private universities and TVET colleges, 2010 to 2016 

Year Public HEIs Private HEIs HEIs Total 
TVET 

colleges 
Private 

Colleges 
Colleges 

Total 

2010 892 936 90 767 983 703 358 393 46 882 405 275 

2011 938 201 103 036 1 041 237 400 273 134 446 534 719 

2012 953 373 97 478 1 050 851 657 690 115 586 773 276 

2013 983 698 119 941 1 103 639 639 618 154 632 794 250 

2014 969 155 142 557 1 111 712 702 383 79 085 781 468 

2015 985 212 147 210 1 132 422 737 880 88 203 826 083 

2016 975 837 167 408 1 143 245 705 397 168 911 874 308 

Source: Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa, DHET (2010 – 2016) 

 
Table 6 shows that enrolments in both HEIs and 

colleges increased from 2010 to 2016. Enrolments 

in public HEIs increased by 9.3% from 892 936 in 

2010 to 975 837 in 2016. The National development 

plan (NDP) envisioned that enrolments in public 

HEIs should increase to about 1.62 million students 

enrolled by 2030. This target is on track to be met. 

The TVET sector on the other hand has increased 

sharply by about 96.8% from 358 393 in 2010 to 

705 397 in 2016. The target for TVET enrolments 

stands at 2.5 million enrolments by 203048. 

 

Figure 31: Changing enrolment patterns in public Universities and TVET sector, 2010 to 2016 

Source: Author’s own calculations from DHET (Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa 2016) 

 

Figure 31 compares enrolment patterns in public 

HEIs and TVET sector for the period 2010 to 2016. 

The share of TVET college student enrolments 

increased by 13.4 percentage points from 28.6% in 

2010 to 42.0% in 2016. The increased share of the 

TVET sector reflects the state’s investment in 

education and training at the intermediate and 

technical levels. From the other side, there has 

                                                           
48 Department of Higher Education and Training (2013). 
White Paper for Post-School Education and Training. 

been a decline of 13.4 percentage points in 

university enrolments from 71.4% in 2010 to 58.0% 

in 2016. A key indicator to track transformation in 

the post-school education and training system is 

enrolment by gender and population group. Table 7 

shows proportions of enrolments in universities 

and TVET colleges by gender and population group 

for the period 2010 to 2016.  

Building an Expanded, Effective and Integrated Post-
School System. Republic of South Africa.  

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
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Universities 71.4 70.1 59.2 60.6 58.0 57.2 58.0

0.0

20.0

40.0

60.0

80.0

100.0

(%
)



54 
 

Table 7: Shares in enrolment in public universities and TVET colleges by gender and population group, 2010 to 2016 

  Enrolment 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

By Gender 

University 
Female 57.4 57.9 58.2 58.3 58.3 58.3 58.1 

Male 42.6 42.1 41.8 41.7 41.7 41.7 41.9 

TVET 

Female 45.4 48.0 50 51.1 51.0 54.6 56.8 

Male 51.0 51.0 50 48.9 43.4 45.4 43.2 

Unknown 3.6 1.0  - 5.7 - - 

By population group 

University 

African 66.7 68.3 69.4 70.1 70.1 70.7 71.9 

Coloured 6.5 6.3 6.2 6.2 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Indian 6.1 5.8 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.4 5.2 

White 20.0 18.9 18.1 17.5 17.1 16.4 15.6 

Unknown 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 1.2 1.0 

TVET 

African 74.4 77.7 86.9 86.5 83.8 88.1 92.1 

Coloured 8.8 8.3 8.1 6.5 6.3 5.4 6.5 

Indian 1.1 1.0 1.3 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.3 

White 4.4 3.7 3.5 2.1 1.7 1.4 1.1 

Unknown 11.3 9.4 0.2 4.3 7.8 4.8 0.0 

Source: Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa, DHET (2010 – 2016) and TVET College Annual Survey (2010 to 2015) 

 
Table 7 shows that between 2010 and 2016, annual enrolments by females at 

universities consistently remained higher than enrolments by males. Female 

enrolment in universities fluctuated between 57.4% in 2010 and 58.3% in 2013, 

2014 and 2015; while male enrolments varied between 41.7% in 2013, 2014 and 

2015, and 42.6% in 2010. In the TVET sub-system, male enrolments fluctuated 

between 43.2% in 2016 and 51.0% in 2010 and 2011; while female enrolments 

fluctuated between 45.4% in 2010 and 56.8% in 2016. Based on race, more than 

two thirds of enrolments in both university and TVET sub-systems were 

enrolments by Black/African students. Trends in university enrolments by Whites 

occupy the second position after enrolments by Black/Africans, while in the TVET 

sub-system, Coloureds occupy the second position after Black/African 

counterparts.             
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CET COLLEGES: ACCESS, EQUITY AND SUCCESS 

 
The existence of Community Education and 

Training (CET) colleges represents an emphasis on 

equity. These colleges constitute an effort to 

support those with lower levels of education and to 

add to their skills, both in terms of the labour 

market and broader functioning in society. These 

are called second-chance institutions, offering 

education and training opportunities to those 

youths and adults who did not, for whatever 

reason, have access to adequate education and 

training earlier in their life. In 2016 there were 

273 431 persons enrolled in CET colleges, lower 

than the 2010 enrolment of 297 491 in adult basic 

education. About 45% of these were enrolled in 

ABET level 3 (equivalent to NQF level 1 or Grade 9) 

programmes and 31% were enrolled in grade 12. 

These learners were accommodated in 2 795 public 

adult learning centres staffed by a total of 14 259 

lecturers (DHET, 2016). The White Paper envisaged 

enrolment of one million in CET colleges by 2030.  

 
Figure 32: Gross enrolment ratio in Community Education and Training colleges (students enrolled as 
percentage of 15-35-year-olds), 2010-2016 

 
Sources: DHET (2018e) (Own Calculations); Statistics South Africa (2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016). Note: Sprague 
multipliers applied on the mid-year estimates to obtain single years. 

 

Figure 32 shows the GER for CET colleges from 2010 to 2016. In this instance, GER is measured as the ratio of 

the headcount enrolment over the population aged 15 to 35 years, since CET colleges primarily target an older 

demographic. There has been a slight decline in GER from 1.5% to 1.3% over this period.  

 

Figure 33: Enrolment in Community Education and Training colleges by gender, 2010-2016 

 
Sources: DHET (2018e) calculations  
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Figure 33 shows that females have consistently 

outnumbered males in CET colleges and maintained 

a proportion of 70% or higher throughout the 2010 

to 2016 period. This reflects the pattern exhibited 

in other subsectors of the PSET system considered 

above and indicates reduced participation by males 

in higher education generally. 

 
Figure 34: Enrolment in Community Education and Training colleges as a percentage of 15-35-year-olds by 
gender, 2010-2016 

 
Sources: DHET (2018e) (Own Calculations); Statistics South Africa (2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016).  

 

Figure 34 shows that the gender breakdown of GER 

again reflects different participation rates between 

males and female in CET colleges. In 2016 female 

GER was 1.8 while male GER was 0.7. The reduction 

in overall participation between 2010 and 2016 is 

explained by reduced female participation.   

 

In terms of success trends, the General Education 

and Training Certificate: Adult Basic Education and 

Training Level 4 (GETC: ABET) qualification is the 

lowest qualification level within the CET subsector 

that has a registered NQF rating (NQF level 1, which 

is equivalent to Grade 9). It is the qualification level 

which has thus far attracted the highest enrolment 

within the CET system, accounting for 45% of total 

enrolment in 2016 (DHET, 2018).  

 

The repositioning of the CET sector will probably 

lead to enrolment in this qualification becoming 

relatively smaller, though there is still a clear need 

for it, as the discussion of literacy in the 

introductory sections indicated. The almost 80 000 

individuals who completed this qualification in 

2016, though below the peak of more than 100 000 

in 2014, is further illustration of the need for such 

second-chance education.  

 

Figure 35: Number of students in CET colleges who wrote and completed the GETC: ABET level 4 qualification, 
2010-2016 

 
Source: DHET (2013a and 2018b) 
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Figure 35 shows that completion rates are 

measured by taking the ratio of the number of 

students who passed the exit assessment, to the 

number of students who wrote the assessment. The 

GETC: ABET completion rates were below 50% for 

the period 2010-2016. The completion rate peaked 

in 2012 at 41.8% and by 2016 had dropped to 

35.9%. Completion rates are generally higher 

among females relative to males.  

 

TVET COLLEGES: COURSES, QUALIFICATIONS AND 

SKILLS  

TVET and private colleges offer several qualification 

types which include certificates, diplomas and short 

courses. The qualification types that lead to a 

certificate are National Certificate Vocational (NCV) 

and Nated Report 191 N1-3 courses49.  It is difficult 

to provide definitive headcount figures for all 

courses and programmes offered at TVET colleges 

as there are many types of programmes, short 

courses, qualifications and routes to qualifications, 

as well as part-time and full-time students. The 

TVET information systems are being consolidated, 

and as the data improves, more nuanced and detail 

to this curriculum information could be provided. 

Table 8 depicts the enrolments by different 

vocational qualification types for TVET and private 

colleges for the period 2010 to 2016.  

 

 

                                                           
49 The minimum requirement for admission to the NCV and N1 
programmes is a grade 9, and for N4-6 grade 12, NCV courses are 
offered in the Engineering, Business and Services subject areas. 
The Nated 1 to 6 courses are offered in Engineering studies areas 
only. At the end of N3, a student completes with certificate in 
Engineering (NQF level 4). They could then progress to N4 

courses, N4 to N6 courses are largely in Business and Services 
subject areas, with a few Engineering programmes offered. 
Upon completion of the N6 programme, which includes work 
place-based learning, a student qualifies with a diploma (NQF 
level 5). 
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Table 8: Enrolment by Vocational qualification type for TVET and Private colleges, 2010 to 2016 

Qualification type 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
% change 2010 to 

2016 

TVET colleges 

NC(V) 130 039 124 658 140 575 154 960 166 433 165 459 177 261 36.3 

Report 191 (N1-N6) 169 774 222 754 359 624 442 287 486 933 519 464 492 026 189.8 

Occupational Qualifications 23 160 20 799 62 359 19 000 19 825 20 533 13 642 -41.1 

Report 550/NSC & Other 35 420 32 062 95 132 23 371 29 192 32 424 22 468 -36.6 

Total 358 393 400 273 657 690 639 618 702 383 737 880 705 397 96.8 

Private colleges 

NC(V) 2 615 1 816 4 181 5 012 3 928 2 880 2 857 9.3 

Report 191 (N1-N6) 6 685 19 524 16 127 19 467 29 700 35 147 72 657 986.9 

Occupational Qualifications 37 582 63 394 47 156 58 400 23 128 17 136 32 279 -14.1 

Report 550/NSC & Other  49 712 48 122 71 753 22 329 33 040 61 118  

Total 46 882 134 446 115 586 154 632 79 085 88 203 168 911 260.3 

Source: Calculations based on Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa, DHET (2010 – 2016)  

 

The TVET enrolments for Nated 1-6 courses increased by 189.8% between 2010 

and 2016 from 169 774 learners in 2010 to 492 026 learners in 2016. Enrolments 

in occupational qualifications decreased by 41.1%, while enrolments in Report 

550/NSC & Other decreased by 41.1% over the same period. Most of the students 

in TVET colleges were registered for Nated 1-6 courses (69.8%) in 2016. When 

looking at private colleges, the largest share of students was enrolled for Nated 1-

6 courses (43.0%), followed by Report 550/NSC & Other (36.2%) in 2016. The 

private colleges enrolments for Nated 1-6 increased by about 986.9% from 2010 

to 2016. The number of students enrolled for occupational qualifications in both 

TVET and private colleges fluctuated between 2011 and 2016. About 93% of total 

students registered in both TVET and private colleges in 2016 wrote examinations 

(DHET, 2017). This is an encouraging signal that there is high retention of students 

in the college system.  Of those who wrote certificate examinations, 62.2% of 

those in TVET colleges and 50.4% of those in private colleges complete their 

qualifications (DHET, 2017).  
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The examination enrolments and completions in NCV4 and Nated programmes in TVET colleges for the period 2010, 2014, 2015 and 2016 is presented in Table 9. The NCV4 

and Nated programmes lead to a certificate and diploma respectively. The programmes have been categorised into the following disciplines: Engineering, Services and 

Business50.  

 
Table 9: Examination Enrolments and Completions in NCV4 and NATED 6 programmes in TVET Colleges (2010, 2014, 2015, and 2016) 

Programmes  
Number Wrote Number Completed % Completed 

2010 2014 2015 2016 2010 2014 2015 2016 2010 2014 2015 2016 

NC(V) Level 4 Programmes: NQF level 4 

Engineering 4 207  7 559  8 073  9 011  1 060  1 628  2 166  2 645  25.2  21.5  26.8  29.4  

Services 1 285  4 107  5 397  5 733  662  1 953  2 747  2 945  51.5  47.6  50.9  51.4  

Business 4 084  9 799  11 470  12 592  1 894  3 824  5 134  5 807  46.4  39.0  44.8  46.1  

N6 Programmes: NQF Level 6 

Engineering   15 928  17 086  21 069    7 925  10 277  12 848    49.8  60.1  61.0  

Services   4 628  6 781  7 798    2 367  4 713  6 108    51.1  69.5  78.3  

Business   36 053  51 858  62 172    13 886  31 185  41 136    38.5  60.1  66.2  

Source: Calculations based on Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa, DHET (2010 – 2016), Statistics on Technical and Vocational Education and Training, Community 
Education and Training and Private Colleges Examinations in South Africa: 2015  
 

There have been significant improvements in the completion rates of all the three disciplines of Nated programmes from 2010 to 2016. Statistics on NCV4 programmes show 

that the engineering completion rate increased from 25.2% in 2010 to 29.4% in 2016, whereas the services and business completion rates remained stable at around 51.4% 

and 46.1% respectively. With regards to N6 programmes, the largest proportion of 68.5% of learners enrolled for business programmes, followed by 21.4% who enrolled for 

engineering.  

 

                                                           
50 See Appendices 1 and 2 for the details relating to specific courses. 
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PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS: 

ENROLMENTS, QUALIFICATIONS AND SKILLS 

The national plan for Higher Education and Training 

(2001) recommended that enrolments in the field 

of study at public HEIs should comprise 40% 

Humanities, 30% Business and Commerce, and 30% 

Science, Technology and Engineering (SET)51. The 

potential skills gain for the labour market from 

public HEIs enrolments and completers is best 

understood through analysis of the Classification of 

Educational Subject Matter (CESM) field of 

occupation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
51 Pre-2001, the university enrolments were 49% in the field of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, 26% in Business and 
Commerce, and 25% in SET. 

The traditional classification of CESM fields is 

Business, Science, Engineering and Technology, and 

Humanities. For the purposes of skills planning, the 

SET field has been categorised into Science and 

Technology, Engineering, and Health Services. The 

Humanities field has been disaggregated into Arts, 

Education, and Other Humanities and Social 

Sciences. The enrolment patterns by CESM fields of 

study for 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016 are provided 

in Table 1052. 

52 See Appendix 3 for the details relating to specific courses. 
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Table 10: Total enrolment in universities by type of CESM field of study, 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016 

CESM Fields 
Numbers Shares 

2010 2012 2014 2016 2010 2012 2014 2016 

BUSINESS, ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT STUDIES 278 843  282 299  272 408  264 934  31.2  29.6  28.1  27.1  

SCIENCE, ENGINEERING AND TECHNOLOGY 251 334  273 282  287 221  295 383  28.1  28.7  29.6  30.3  

Science 129 547  140 519  148 741  151 756  14.5  14.7  15.3  15.6  

Engineering 14 514  18 110  18 787  19 530  8.0  8.2  8.5  8.5  

Health Professions and Related Clinical Sciences 11 624  11 022  11 262  12 519  5.7  5.7  5.8  6.2  

HUMANITIES 38 075  39 369  40 613  41 158  40.6  28.7  42.3  42.6  

Visual and Performing Arts 2 641  3 120  3 390  3 525  1.4  1.4  1.4  1.4  

Education 22 044  24 701  27 683  30 345  16.3  17.7  17.1  18.1  

Other Humanities & Social Sciences 24 771  27 848  30 165  30 486  22.9  9.6  23.7  23.0  

Total 15 835  16 331  16 839  14 188  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  
Source: DHET calculations based on HEMIS (2010 to 2016) 

 
Table 10 statistics show that the shares of enrolments for the CESM category 

Science, Engineering and Technology increased from 28.1% in 2010 to 30.3% in 

2016; while the Humanities increased from 40.6% to 42.6%. The shares of 

enrolments for the Business, Economics and Management, on the other side, 

decreased from 31.2% to 27.1% over the same period.   

 

Within broad category Science, Engineering and Technology, enrolments in 

Science increased by 22 209 from 129 547 in 2010 to 151 700 in 2016. Enrolments 

in Engineering increased by 5 016 learners from 14 514 in 2010 to 19 530 learners 

in 2016. In terms of the broad category Humanities, the increase in enrolments in 

Education is notable. Enrolments in Education increased by 8 301 students from 

22 044 learners in 2010 to 30 345 learners in 2016.   The shift towards higher 

numbers and shares in the SET subject areas is a move in the right direction, as 

these skills are key to supporting economic growth.   
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Table 11 shows trends of students who fulfilled requirements for degree or diploma according to CESM field of study between 2010 and 201653.  
 
  
Table 11: Number and shares of students who fulfilled requirements for a degree or diploma according to CESM field of study, 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016 

CESM Fields 
Numbers Shares 

2010 2012 2014 2016 2010 2012 2014 2016 

BUSINESS, ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT STUDIES 41 657 46 044 50 380 56 364 27.2 27.7 27.2 27.8 

SCIENCE, ENGINEERING AND TECHNOLOGY 42 760 48 849 55 574 59 125 27.9 29.4 30.0 29.1 

Science 21 357 25 195 28 930 30 757 13.9 15.2 15.6 15.1 

Engineering 10 201 11 696 14 077 14 420 6.7 7.0 7.6 7.1 

Health Professions and Related Clinical Sciences 11 202 11 958 12 567 13 948 7.3 7.2 6.8 6.9 

HUMANITIES 68 908 71 096 79 418 87 587 44.9 42.8 42.8 43.1 

Visual and Performing Arts 2 867 3 154 3 098 3 098 1.9 1.9 1.7 1.5 

Education 37 892 35 478 37 076 42 107 24.7 21.4 20.0 20.7 

Other Humanities & Social Sciences 28 150 32 464 39 245 42 382 18.4 19.6 21.2 20.9 

Unknown - 7 - - - 0.0 - - 

Total 153 325 165 995 185 373 203 076 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: DHET calculations based on HEMIS (2013 to 2016) 
 

Table 11 shows that the total number of students graduating with a degree or 

diploma from public HEIs increased by 49 751 from 153 325 students in 2010 to 

203 076 students in 2016.  The largest increase in the number of degree and 

diploma graduates between 2010 and 2016 was among the Humanities graduates, 

which increased by 18 679 graduates from 68 908 graduates in 2010 to 87 587 

graduates in 2016.  Though relatively higher than other CESM fields, the share of 

graduates in the Humanities field decreased by 1 percentage point from 44.9% in 

2010 to 43.1% in 2016. Graduates in the SET studies increased by 16 365 graduates 

                                                           
53 See Appendix 4 for the details relating to specific courses.  

from 42 760 graduates in 2010 to 59 125 graduates in 2016. Similarly, the share of 

graduates in the SET studies grew by 1.2 percentage points from 27.9% in 2010 to 

29.1% in 2016. Graduates in Business, Economics and Management studies grew 

by 14 704 graduates from 41 657 graduates in 2010 to 56 364 graduates in 2016; 

while the share of graduates in the same field of studies increased merely by 0.6 

of a percentage point from 272% in 2010 to 27.8% in 2016. 
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Figure 36: University completers in 2010, 2014 and 2016 by CESM category 

Source: DHET calculations based on HEMIS (2010, 2014 and 2016) 

 
Figure 36 shows numbers of university completers 

at national level and per Classification of 

Educational Subject Matter (CESM) category for the 

years 2010, 2014 and 2016. There have been 

consistent increases in the number of university 

completers in all three CET categories. Nationally, 

the number of completers increased by 32.4% 

(49 751 completers) from 153 325 completers in 

2010 to 2003 076 completers in 2016. Humanities 

had the largest increase of 27.1% (18 679) in 

completers from 68 908 completers in 2010 to 

87 587 completers in 2016. Science, Engineering 

and Technology recorded a 38.3% (16 365) increase 

in completers from 42 760 completers in 2010 to 

59 125 completers in 2016. Completers in Business, 

Economic and Management Studies increased by 

35.3% (14 707 completers) from 41 657 completers 

in 2010 to 56 364 completers in 2016.  

      

ENROLMENTS AND PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS COMPLETION BY GENDER AND RACE 
 
This section shows enrolment and completion rates by gender. Figure 37 shows differences between female 

enrolment and completion rates versus those of male counterparts in 2016.    
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Figure 37: Gender differences in university enrolment and completions by type of CESM Field of study, 2016 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on HEMIS data (2016) 

 

In the 20 CESM categories, Figure 37 shows that 

male enrolment and graduation rates in 2016 were 

higher in Military Sciences; Engineering; Computer 

and Information Sciences; Mathematics and 

Statistics; Architecture and Built Environment; and 

Philosophy, Religion and Theology. The rates of 

male enrolments and graduates in Military Sciences 

were higher than those of females by 73.9 

percentage points and 69.2 percentage points; 

respectively. In the Engineering study field, male 

enrolment and graduation rates were higher than 

those of females by 47 percentage points and 42 

percentage points; respectively.  Female enrolment 

and graduation rates were higher in Psychology; 

Family Ecology and Consumer Sciences; Health 

Professions and Related Clinical Sciences; 

Education; Social Sciences; Communication, 

Journalism and Related Studies; Language, 

Linguistics and Literature; Life Sciences; Visual and 

Performing Arts; Public Management and Services; 

Business, Economics and Management Studies; 

Law; Physical Sciences; and Agriculture, Agricultural 

Operations and Related Services.  
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The Psychology study field had the highest 

enrolment and qualification difference where 

female enrolment and graduation rates were 

exceeded those of males by 56.3 percentage points 

and 59.3 percentage points; respectively. Female 

enrolment and graduation rates were higher than 

those of males by 16.2 percentage points and 22.4 

percentage points; respectively. One of the key 

findings from this analysis is that qualification 

differences characterises gender stereotypes in 

that males are likely to study for Technical, Science, 

Technology and Engineering-based subjects, 

whereas females are focused on humanities 

subjects such as Psychology, Family Ecology and 

Consumer Sciences, Health, Education, and Social 

Sciences. Thus, a reformed skills policy must focus 

on re-ordering and rectifying this gender bias in 

relation to Higher Education outcomes.  

 

Figure 38 examines enrolment and graduation rates 

by race categories in 2016. Each of the racial groups 

are enrolled in different CESM categories.  

 
Figure 38: University enrolment and completions by CESM categories and population group, 2016 

Source: DHET calculations based on HEMIS data (2016) 
 

Figure 38 shows that the CESM group with highest 

enrolments in 2016 was the Business, Economics 

and Management Studies; followed by Other 

Humanities and Social Sciences; Education; Science; 

Engineering; Health Related Professions and Arts.  

The numbers of students who graduated across all 

CESM categories were lower relative to enrolment 

numbers. Relative to the size of each racial group, 

enrolments and completion levels were higher for 

the White and Indian/Asian population groups.  

 

SETA-SUPPORTED LEARNING PROGRAMMES 

Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) have the mandate to provide workplace training to those who 

are in employment and offer training to the unemployed. This section uses the data collated by DHET and 

number of workers and unemployed persons who are registered in SETA supported learning programmes. Table 

12 reports learnerships54, artisanal learning programmes55, and skills programmes56 between 2011 and 2016.  

                                                           
54 Learnerships refers to a learning programme that leads to an occupational qualification or semi-qualification and includes apprenticeships 
and cadetships. 
55 An artisanal learning programme includes apprenticeships, learnerships, internships, cadetships or other programmes undertaken at the 
workplace in preparation of an occupation that is on the official list of artisan occupations.  
56 Skills programmes refer to a semi-qualification as defined in the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) Act, 2008 (Act No 67 of 2008). 
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Table 12: Number of workers and unemployed persons registered for and certificated in SETA-supported learning programmes, by programme type, from 2011 to 2016 

YEAR 

REGISTERED CERTIFICATED 

Learnerships 
Artisanal Learning 

Programme 
Skills 

Programme 
Learnerships 

Artisanal Learning 
Programme 

Skills 
programme57 

2010/11 49 309 9 316 63 659 32 979 (69%) 3 432 (37%) 78 285 

2010/11 Workers  19 192  53 839 9 621  67 654 

2010/11 Unemployed 30 117  9 820 23 358  10 631 

2011/12 44 050 24 415 87 906 29 170 (66%) 14 023 (57%) 87 527 

2011/12 Workers  16 371  71 656 9 646  71 417 

2011/12 Unemployed 27 679  16 250 19 524  16 110 

2012/13 50 885 21 849 74 587 37 158 (73%) 15 277 (70%) 86 491 

2012/13 Workers  20 678  64 105 14 399  68 173 

2012/13 Unemployed 30 207  10 482 22 759  18 318 

2013/14 75 356 27 670 92 470 38 746 (51%) 18 110 (65%) 109 481 

2013/14 Workers 29 614  74 107 14 923  90 694 

2013/14 Unemployed 45 742  18 363 23 823  18 787 

2014/15 77 931 28 302 137 880 40 891 (52%) 14 389 (51%) 106 459 

2014/15Workers 29 100  105 305 18 685  82 536 

2014/15 Unemployed 48 831  32 575 22 206  23 923 

2015/16 94 369 28 640 123 593 43 322 (46%) 16 114 (56%) 127 144 

2015/16 Workers 27 340  84 971 14 957  91 469 

2015/16 Unemployed 67 029  38 622 28 365  35 675 

2016/17 101 447 30 817 131 017 58 080 (57%) 21 198 (69%) 116 141 

2016/17 Workers 37 428  84 692 23 688  79 146 

2016/17 Unemployed 64 019  46 325 34 392  36 995 
Source: Statistics on Post School Education and Training in South Africa, DHET (2010 – 2016)

                                                           
57 Completion numbers are higher than registrations, probably because some programmes continue to the subsequent year, and are only counted in the year of completion.  
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Table 12 shows that the total number of learnership 

registrations increased by 105.7% from 49 309 in 

2010 to 101 447 in 2016. The participants in 

learnerships programmes were both workers and 

the unemployed, and higher proportions of 

learnerships were awarded to the unemployed. The 

number of skills programme registrations recorded 

a 105.8% increase from 63 659 in 2010 to 131 017 

in 2016, and most participants were workers.  

 

The number of those in artisanal programmes 

tripled by from about 9 316 in 2010 to about 30 817 

in 2016. Certification rates in learnerships were 

constantly higher than certifications in artisanal 

learning programme over the period 2010 to 2012.  

 

Conversely, certification rates in artisanal learning 

programme remained higher than certifications in 

learnerships over the remaining period 2013 to 

2016. Completion rates for learnerships increased 

from 69% in 2010 to 73% in 2012 and decreased to 

a lowest completion rate of 46% in 2015. The 

completion rate for learnerships rebounded to 57% 

in 2016, while the completion rate for artisanal 

learning programmes improved by 32 percentage 

points from 37% in 2010 to 69 % in 2016.   

 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS AND 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SKILLS PLANNING 

An outcome of the apartheid government’s policy is 

a low-quality and unequal education system, 

leading to a post-school education system that is 

not accessible to those with poor levels of 

schooling. Education is a key priority, and the 

country has invested enormous resources to 

improve the schooling system. The state has 

improved access to schooling, notably at the 

primary level, but positive outcomes remarkably in 

Mathematics and Science subjects remain elusive. 

This poor foundation impacts negatively on the 

types and quality of skills entering the labour 

market, and ultimately, skills planning.   

 

The quality of the matriculation (Grade 12) pass 

rates, particularly the indicator of the number of 

bachelor’s passes, provides an indication of the 

potential pool available to enter post-school 

education and training institutions, especially in 

technical areas. About 31% of learners achieved 

matriculation with a bachelor’s pass in 2013; while 

the largest proportion of learners who passed 

Mathematics with more than 50% mark stood at 

26% in 2013. Between 2010 and 2017, the 

proportion of learners achieving matriculation with 

bachelor’s pass increased by 5 percentage points 

from 24% in 2010 to 29% in 2017. 

 

Concomitantly, 171 755 learners who achieved 

matriculation with a bachelor’s pass and 63 151 

learners who passed Mathematics with higher than 

50% mark were recorded in 2013. In absolute 

terms, the number of learners who successfully 

completed matriculation with a bachelor’s pass 

improved by 27 239 learners (21.6%) from 126 371 

learners in 2010 to 153 610 learners in 2017. The 

total number of learners who passed Mathematics 

with more than 50% mark improved by 4 164 

learners (8.3%) from 50 195 learners in 2010 to 

54 359 learners in 2017.   

      

The low quality of Mathematics performance 

throughout the education system results in a low 

number of high-quality Mathematics passes in the 

matriculation examination. While the country has 
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boasted an average of 148 500 bachelor’s passes in 

the 2010 to 2017 period, the average number of 

students who passed with Mathematics scores 

greater than 50% for the same period stands at 

52 600. This is the pool of school leavers who can 

access the Science, Engineering, and Technology 

and Health-related tertiary level courses. 

 

Enrolments in both HEIs and colleges increased 

from 2010 to 2016. Enrolments in public HEIs 

increased by 9.3% from 892 936 in 2010 to 975 837 

in 2016. There has been a decline of 13.4 

percentage points in university enrolments from 

71.4% in 2010 to 58.0% in 2016. The share of TVET 

college student enrolments increased by 13.4 

percentage points from 28.6% in 2010 to 42.0% in 

2016. The increased share of the TVET sector 

reflects the state’s investment in education and 

training at the intermediate and technical levels.  

 

 The TVET enrolments for Nated 1-6 courses 

increased by 189.8% between 2010 and 2016 from 

169 774 learners in 2010 to 492 026 learners in 

2016. Enrolments in occupational qualifications 

decreased by 41.1%, while enrolments in Report 

550/NSC and Other decreased by 41.1% over the 

same period. Most of the students in TVET colleges 

were registered for Nated 1-6 courses (69.8%) in 

2016. When looking at private colleges, the largest 

share of students was enrolled for Nated 1-6 

courses (43.0%), followed by Report 550/NSC & 

Other (36.2%) in 2016.  

 

The private colleges enrolments for Nated 1-6 

increased by about 986.9% from 2010 to 2016. The 

number of students enrolled for occupational 

qualifications in both TVET and private colleges 

fluctuated between 2011 and 2016. About 93% of 

total students registered in both TVET and private 

colleges in 2016 wrote examinations.   

 

The shares of enrolments for the CESM category 

Science, Engineering and Technology increased 

from 28.1% in 2010 to 30.3% in 2016; while the 

Humanities increased from 40.6% to 42.6%. The 

shares of enrolments for the Business, Economics 

and Management, on the other side, decreased 

from 31.2% to 27.1% over the same period. Within 

broad category Science, Engineering and 

Technology, enrolments in Science increased by 

22 209 from 129 547 in 2010 to 151 700 in 2016.  

 

Enrolments in Engineering increased by 5 016 

learners from 14 514 in 2010 to 19 530 learners in 

2016. In terms of the broad category Humanities, 

the increase in enrolments in Education is notable. 

Enrolments in Education increased by 8 301 

students from 22 044 learners in 2010 to 30 345 

learners in 2016. The shift towards higher numbers 

and shares in the SET subject areas is a move in the 

right direction, as these skills are key to supporting 

economic growth.   

  

There have been steady increases in the number of 

university completers in all three CET categories. 

Nationally, the number of completers increased by 

32.4% (49 751 completers) from 153 325 

completers in 2010 to 2003 076 completers in 2016. 

Humanities had the largest increase of 27.1% 

(18 679) in completers from 68 908 completers in 

2010 to 87 587 completers in 2016. Science, 

Engineering and Technology recorded a 38.3% 

(16 365) increase in completers from 42 760 

completers in 2010 to 59 125 completers in 2016. 

Completers in Business, Economic and 

Management Studies increased by 35.3% (14 707 
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completers) from 41 657 completers in 2010 to 

56 364 completers in 2016.  

 

In SEATs, the total number of learnership 

registrations increased by 105.7% from 49 309 in 

2010 to 101 447 in 2016. The participants in 

learnerships programmes were both workers and 

the unemployed, and higher proportions of 

learnerships were awarded to the unemployed. The 

number of skills programme registrations recorded 

a 105.8% increase from 63 659 in 2010 to 131 017 

in 2016, and the majority participants were 

workers. The number of those in artisanal 

programmes tripled by from about 9 316 in 2010 to 

about 30 817 in 2016.   

The certification rates in learnerships were 

constantly higher than certifications in artisanal 

learning programme over the period 2010 to 2012. 

Conversely, certification rates in artisanal learning 

programme remained generally higher than 

certifications in learnerships over the period 2013 

to 2016. Completion rates for learnerships grew 

from 69% in 2010 to 73% in 2012 and decreased to 

a lowest completion rate of 46% in 2015. The 

completion rate for learnerships rebounded to 57% 

in 2016, while the completion rate for artisanal 

learning programmes improved by 32 percentage 

points from 37% in 2010 to 69 % in 2016.   
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CHAPTER 5: UNDERSTANDING DEMAND THROUGH 

CHANGES IN THE STRUCTURE OF EMPLOYMENT 

 

This chapter analyses changes occurring in the 

structure of the economy and provide signals of 

demand for skills. The first section of the chapter 

examines the employment and the skills changes 

from 2010 to 2017 in the standard industrial sectors 

and occupations. The second section explores the 

Centres of Specialisation project initiated by the 

Department as an innovative action to address the 

demand for priority trades, while the last section 

provides an analysis to identify the list of 

occupations in high demand. Together, this helps to 

build a picture of demand for occupations and skills 

and provides a signal to the education and training 

system on areas of supply which need to be 

prioritised.  

 

EMPLOYMENT DISTRIBUTION BY INDUSTRIAL 

SECTOR 

To understand demand, it is necessary to look at 

changes within individual industrial sectors of the 

economy. Table 13 presents an overview of the 

structure and trends of employment in different 

industrial sectors between 2010 to 2017.  

 

Table 13: Changes in employment by sector between 2010 and 2017 

Sector 

Shares of 

employment 

in 2010 (%) 

Absolute 

Changes: 2010 

to 2017 

Percentage 

change 

Relative 

Employment 

shift58 

Shares of 

employment 

in 2017 (%) 

Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry 

and Fishing 4.8 177 267 26.6 1.5 5.2 

Mining and Quarrying  2.4 107 820 33.0 1.9 2.7 

Manufacturing 13.3 -56 809 -3.1 -0.2 11.0 

Electricity, Gas and Water 

Supply 0.7 54 267 57.4 3.3 0.9 

Construction 8.0 305 006 27.5 1.6 8.7 

Wholesale and Retail Trade 22.3 176 411 5.7 0.3 20.1 

Transport, Storage and 

Communication 5.9 160 984 19.7 1.1 6.0 

Financial Intermediation, 

Insurance, Real Estate and 

Business 12.7 654 258 37.4 2.2 14.9 

Community, Social and 

Personal services 20.9 734 105 25.5 1.5 22.3 

Private households 9.0 65 757 5.3 0.3 8.1 

National 100.0 2 380 687 17.3  100.0 

Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

                                                           
58 This refers to how each sector shifts relative to the average and is calculated by percentage change of each sector divided by percentage 
change nationally. 
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The sectors that employed the largest share of 

people in South Africa in 2017 were the following: 

Community, Social and Personal services (22,3%); 

followed by the Wholesale and Retail Trade sector 

(20.1%); and the Financial Intermediation, 

Insurance, Real Estate and Business sector (14.9%). 

The people employed in the Community, Social and 

Personal Services sector increased by 734 105 from 

2010 to 2017, while those in the Financial 

Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate and Business 

and the Construction sector increased by 654 258 

and 305 006; respectively. However, the number of 

people employed in the Manufacturing sector 

decreased slightly by 3.1% (56 809 workers), while 

the Mining and Quarrying (2.7%) and the Electricity, 

Gas and Water Supply (0.9%) employed the least 

number of people. 

 

The sectors that experienced the highest relative 

employment changes from 2010 to 2017 were 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply (3.3%) and 

Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business (2.2%). The sectors with the lowest 

relative employment change for the same period 

were Manufacturing with a negative relative 

change of 0.2% and Wholesale and Retail Trade, 

and Private households each with 0.3%.  

 

Manufacturing is the fourth largest sector of 

employment, and thus needs to support 

employment creation of new jobs to absorb new 

entrants in the labour market. The analysis of 

workforce employed in different sectors based on 

age categories provides key insights into planning 

for the skills that would be required in future. Figure 

39 provides an analysis of the age profile of workers 

in each of the sectors.  
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Figure 39: Shares of employment by age and sector, 2017 

Source: DHET calculations based on the Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 

 

Figure 39 shows that most of the workforce is aged between 25 and 44 years. 

Analysis of the age profiles provides an understanding of sectors with higher 

ageing populations, and further suggests a signal of workers with specific skills 

required to replace those who will be retiring in future.  The sectors that appear 

to present relatively higher likelihoods of being vulnerable to retirement by 

workers in the sector include Private Households; Community, Social and Personal 

Services; and Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sectors. In the Private Households 

sector, 29.7% were aged 45 to 54 years and 13.0% were aged 55 to 64 years in 

2017. About 26.2% of workers in the Community, Social and Personal Services 

sector were aged 45 to 54 years, while 11.6% were aged 55 to 64 years. In the 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sector, 20.1% were aged 45 to 54 years, and 

14.7% were aged 55 to 64 years.
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AGRICULTURE, HUNTING, FORESTRY AND FISHING 

While the number of workers has increased by 

177 267 between 2010 and 2017, the contribution 

to the total employment has remained virtually 

unchanged at around 5%. The decline in the share 

of employment in this sector has serious 

implications for South Africa’s status as a net food 

producer as well as employment opportunities for 

low-wage earners. 

 

MINING AND QUARRYING 

The Mining and Quarrying sector contributes a 

significant amount to the country’s GDP, while its 

role in supporting employment is negligible. This 

sector is predominantly semi-skilled, and 

professionals and managers make up only 10% of 

those employed in the sector. Employment 

numbers for the 1990 to 2012 period show that the 

number of workers in the gold sector declined by 

350 000 from 490 000 employees in 1990 to 

145 000 employees in 201159. The number of 

workers employed in the Mining and Quarrying 

sector however increased by 107 820 workers 

between 2010 and 2017.   

 
MANUFACTURING 

The number of workers in the manufacturing sector 

declined slightly by 56 809 workers between 2010 

and 2017. The share of employment in this sector 

declined by 2.3 percentage points from 13.3% in 

2010 to 11% in 2017. The manufacturing sector also 

contributes directly to employment, exports and 

human capital development. The sector contributes 

about 14% to GDP and the relative changes in the 

numbers are relatively small, reflecting the capital-

intensive nature of certain sub-sectors.  

 

The most capital-intensive sub-sectors are those 

which convert primary resources into semi-

processed products such as steel, chemical and 

aluminium products. Due to technological 

economies of scale of such products, there are a 

few incentives to expand employment. In contrast, 

potential employment opportunities can be found 

in the Clothing and Footwear sub-sectors. However, 

the respective sub-sectors are not likely to expand 

                                                           
59 Development Policy Research Unit (2013). Employment in the 
Mining and Quarrying Industry in South Africa. Fact Sheet 10. 
Monitoring the Performance of the South African Labour 
Market.  

due to completion from lower cost producers in the 

Far East (Zalk, 2014).  

 
The sub-sector has been given momentum by the 

government Automotive Production Development 

Programme which aims to boost employment and 

expand automotive production to 1.2 million 

vehicles by 2020 (DTI, 2015). It is hoped that this 

will be achieved by a combination of inward 

investment and expansion in component suppliers. 

The DTI (2015) indicates that about 30 000 workers 

are employed directly in the sector, and a further 

80 000 workers are employed by suppliers.  

 

The key striking feature pertaining to the structure 

of this sector is concentration on six subsectors, 

namely Food-processing; Coke and Petroleum 

Products; Other Chemicals; Basic Iron and Steel; 

Metal Products; and Automotives60. Thus, the flat-

lining of the Manufacturing sector is part of a 

broader structural growth problem for the South 

60 Department of Trade and Industry (2017). Briefing to Portfolio 
Committee on Trade and Industry State of Manufacturing – 
2017. Republic of South Africa. 
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African economy.  In 1994 and 2015, these six 

subsectors accounted for about 37% and 50%; 

respectively of total manufacturing value-added. 

Such developments have raised South Africa’s 

vulnerability to both internal and external shocks61.

  

ELECTRICITY, GAS AND WATER SUPPLY 

Employment levels in the Electricity, Gas and Water 

Supply sector represent a small share of about 1% 

of the country’s total employment, while numbers 

employed increased by about 57.4% over the 2010 

to 2017 period. The total number of persons 

employed in the electricity, gas and water supply 

industry at the end of June 2010 stood at 51 497 

workers. In terms of employment by type of service 

in the electricity, gas and water supply industry, 

“generation, transmission and distribution of 

electricity” employed 77% (39 756 workers), 

“collection, purification and distribution of water” 

employed 22% (11 326 workers) and 

“manufacturing and distribution of gaseous fuels 

through mains” employed only 1% (415 workers)62.  

 

As at June 2016, the share of persons employed in 

the total number of persons employed in the 

electricity, gas and water supply industry increased 

to 59 029 workers. “Generation, transmission and 

distribution of electricity” employed the largest 

proportion of 78.4% (46 287 persons), followed by 

“collection, purification and distribution of water” 

which employed 20.9% (12 319 persons) and 

“manufacturing and distribution of gaseous fuels 

through mains” which employed merely 0.7% (423 

persons)63. Despite the small numbers employed in 

this sector, it makes significant impact due to its 

importance to other sectors.  

 

There are two main employment issues effecting 

the sector, namely the lack of technical skills and 

experience amongst those employed in the sector 

and the move towards greener forms of energy. The 

Green Economy Accord signed in 2011 promised to 

create a minimum of 300 000 jobs in activities that 

contribute to greening the economy by 2020 (DED, 

2011).  

 
CONSTRUCTION 

The construction industry is an important player in 

job creation, not only in the construction sector but 

in other sectors of the economy. This industry uses 

a wide range of inputs such as construction 

materials from many other industries to produce 

goods and services, hence this industry contributes 

indirectly also to the jobs that are created across 

several sectors. Sectors that benefit from 

                                                           
61 Department of Trade and Industry (2017). Briefing to 
Portfolio Committee on Trade and Industry State of 
Manufacturing – 2017. Republic of South Africa.  
62 Statistics South Africa (2012). Electricity, gas and water 
supply industry, 2010.   

construction output include manufacturing, mining, 

transportation, real estate and business services64. 

The direct job creation multiplier in the 

construction industry currently stands at around 

2,4 jobs in the formal sector per R1 million invested; 

and 1,1 jobs in the informal sector per R1 million of 

investment; that is around 3,5 jobs in total per R1 

million of investment65. The number of people 

employed in the Construction sector increased by 

63 Statistics South Africa (2018). Electricity, gas and water 
supply industry, 2016.   
64 Construction Industry Development Board (2017). CIDB 
Construction Monitor - Employment Q3:2017.  
65 Construction Industry Development Board (2017). CIDB 
Construction Monitor - Employment Q3:2017.  
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305 000 over the 2010 to 2017 period. Statistics 

South Africa notes that the increase of 2015 000 

created in the construction industry between 2009 

and 2016 made the construction industry as one of 

the eight industries that contributed to the increase 

in total employment in South Africa from 14,2 

million to 16 million between 2009 to 201666.  

 
WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADE 

The South African trade industry accounts for 15% 

of the country’s economic production. The industry 

is made up of five divisions; namely wholesale, 

motor, accommodation, food and beverages 

(restaurants and catering), and retail.  The trade 

industry’s contribution to GDP has grown slightly 

over the years from 14.2% in 2005 to 15.0% in 

201567. Furthermore, the Wholesale and Retail 

Trade sector emerged as the second-largest 

employer at about 20% in 2017, reflecting a slight 

decrease of about 2 percentage points compared to 

the share of people employed in this sector in 2010.  

 

Although the share decreased between 2010 and 

2017, the numbers increased by about 176 000 

over the same period.  From the five divisions of the 

trade industry, the Retail division is the largest 

employer in the trade industry. In 2015, the Retail 

division accounted for 44% (812 104 people) of 

employees in the industry, followed by the 

Wholesale division which contributed 26% (490 037 

people)68. Comparatively, the motor; food and 

beverages; and accommodation all contributed 

15% (270 440 people), 9% (174 601 people), and 6% 

(109 196 people); respectively to total 

employment. About 66% of employees in the 

Wholesale division were males and 34% were 

females, while the Retail division had 57% of female 

employees and 43% male employees. 

 

 Although the numbers employed in this sector are 

high, future growth prospects remain uncertain 

partly due to declining business confidence in the 

sector. Nonetheless, the potential for employment 

in the sector is driven by several key retail chains 

which have established networks and branches in 

neighbouring countries. Prospects for future 

growth in the Retail sector across the African 

continent are encouraging in that this will 

contribute towards the expansion of employment 

in the sector (AEO, 2015).   

 
TRANSPORT, STORAGE AND COMMUNICATION 

The transport, storage and communication sector is 

the seventh largest sector for employment in South 

Africa. The total number of persons employed in 

the transport and storage industry at the end of 

June 2016 increased by 6.7% to 332 000 persons 

from 311 068 persons employed as at the end of 

June 2010. At the end of June 2016, “Freight 

transport by road” employed the largest number of 

persons (126 248 employees or 38,0%), followed by 

“railway transport” with 54 748 persons employed 

(16,5%) and “activities of other transport agencies” 

with (34 832 or 10,5%)69.  

 

                                                           
66 Statistics South Africa (2016). Labour Market Dynamics in 
South Africa, 2015. 
67 Statistics South Africa (2017).  The South African trade 
industry: An overview 2012 – 2015.  

68 Statistics South Africa (2017).  The South African trade 
industry: An overview 2012 – 2015.   
69 Statistics South Africa (2016). Transport and storage industry, 
2016. Transport and storage industry, Report No 71-02-01 
(2016).    
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The number of people employed in the transport, 

storage and communication sector increased by 

about 161 000 people from 2010 to 2017. Formal 

employment in the transport and storage industry 

increased from 311 068 in 2010 to 332 000 in 2016. 

The highest growth in employment between 2010 

and 2016 was in “freight transport by road” which 

added 23 994 new jobs, followed by “railway 

transport” which employed 6 553 additional 

persons and “activities of other transport agencies” 

employed 5 627 more persons. The biggest loss in 

employment during the same period 2010 to 2016 

was in “other supporting transport activities” in 

which 13 298 persons lost their jobs70. 

 
FINANCIAL INTERMEDIATION, INSURANCE, REAL 

ESTATE AND BUSINESS 

The Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business sector is the third largest source of 

employment in South Africa. The sector reported an 

annual increase of 16 000 employees (0,7%) in 

March 2018 compared with March 201771. There 

was a quarterly increase of 4 000 employees (0,2%) 

in March 2018 compared with December 2017. This 

was mainly due to increases in business activities 

not classified; insurance and pension funding; legal, 

accounting, bookkeeping and auditing activities and 

activities auxiliary to financial intermediation.  

 

In terms of size, the Financial, Intermediation, 

Insurance, Real Estate and Business sector is the 

largest sector in the South African economy and 

contributed 20.2% to nominal output in 2016 and 

29.4% to the output of the tertiary sector72. In 2016, 

the business subsector contributed 68.6% to the 

nominal gross domestic product (GDP) while the 

finance and insurance subsector accounted for just 

less than half of the nominal output of finance, 

insurance, real estate and business services. 

Commercial banks contributed most to the output 

of the finance and insurance subsector, with 

financial intermediation services indirectly 

measured constituting the largest portion of the 

total output of commercial banks. Growth in real 

economic activity in the finance, insurance, real 

estate and business services sector accelerated 

from -1.2% in first quarter of 2017 to 2.5% in second 

quarter, adding 0.5 of a percentage point to overall 

growth in GDP. The finance, insurance, real estate 

and business services sector contributed 19.8% to 

real GDP in 2015, of which 10.3% came from the 

real estate and business services subsector and 

9.5% from the finance and insurance subsector. Of 

the 9.5%, commercial banks contributed 4% and 

insurance around 2%. 

 
COMMUNITY, SOCIAL AND PERSONAL SERVICES 

The community, social and personal services 

industry employs the highest number of people 

than any other sector. The number of people 

employed in this industry increased by 734 000 

from 2010 to 2017. This industry reported an 

                                                           
70 Statistics South Africa (2018). Transport and storage industry, 
2016. Report No 71-02-01 (2016).  
71 Statistics South Africa (2018). Quarterly employment 
statistics, March 2018. 

annual increase of 78 000 employees (3,0%) in 

March 2018 compared with March 2017. There was 

a quarterly increase of 67 000 employees (2,6%) in 

March 2018 compared with December 2017, 

mainly due to increases in employment in extra 

Budgetary institutions; universities and technikons 

72 Botes, E. and Kuhn, K. (2017). Note on the output of the 
finance, insurance, real estate and business services sector. 
South African Reserve Bank  
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and local government73. Furthermore, this sector 

has recorded the highest growth numbers between 

the two years. The community, social and personal 

services sector comprises several sub-sectors, 

including Public Administration, Defence, 

Compulsory Social Services, Education, Human 

Health, and Social Work. This Public sector-led 

employment creation is a concerning trend as it will 

not contribute to economic growth in the country. 

 

TRENDS IN THE OCCUPATIONAL STRUCTURE 

IN THE LABOUR MARKET 

One of the key policy issues to understand is the 

way in which demand is impacting the occupational 

structure of the labour market, and what types of 

skills are needed. Changes in the occupational 

structure of the South African labour market 

between 2014 and 2016 are shown in Table 14. 

 

Table 14: Changes in the occupational structure of the employed labour force between 2014 and 2016 

Main occupation (OFO 1-
digit) 

2014 2016 
Absolute 
change 

Percentage 
change 

Relative 
employment shift 

Managers  1 331 000 1 356 000 25 000 1,9 0,5 

Professional 842 000 866 000 24 000 2,9 0,7 

Technician 1 552 000 1 470 000 -82 000 -5,3 -1,3 

Clerk 1 653 000 1 642 000 -11 000 -0,7 -0,2 

Sales and services 2 326 000 2 481 000 155 000 6,7 1,6 

Skilled agriculture 76 000 68 000 -8 000 -10,5 -2,5 

Craft and related trade 1 813 000 1 927 000 114 000 6,3 1,5 
Plant and machine 
operator 1 277 000 1 284 000 7 000 0,5 0,1 

Elementary 3 295 000 3 681 000 386 000 11,7 2,8 

Domestic worker 981 000 1 005 000 24 000 2,4 0,6 

Total  15 146 000 15 780 000 634 000 4,2   
Source: StatsSA Labour Market Dynamics in South Africa, 2016   
 

The greatest absolute changes between 2014 and 

2016 were the increases in numbers of workers in 

elementary occupations (386 000), and service and 

sales workers (155 000), and craft and related trade 

workers (114 000). These changes suggest the 

possibility of a longer-term structural shift trend 

towards a service-orientated economy and low- 

skilled workers. Conversely, the largest drops in 

absolute terms were recorded for the technicians (-

82 000), clerks (-11 000) and skilled agricultural 

workers (-8 000). The largest percentage changes in 

the number of jobs were recorded for elementary 

occupations (11.7%), sales and service workers 

(6.7%), and craft and related trade workers (6.3%). 

Similarly, highest relative employment shifts were 

recorded for elementary occupations (2.8), sales 

and service workers (1.6), and craft and related 

trade workers (1.5). Between 2014 and 2016, skilled 

agricultural workers, and technicians had drops of 

10.5%, and 5.3%; respectively. These occupations 

had adverse relative employment shifts of -2.5, and 

-1.3; respectively. The question to ask would be 

whether slow growth and drops in some 

occupations were due to a lack of jobs or workers. 

                                                           
73 Statistics South Africa (2018). Quarterly employment 
statistics, March 2018. 
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THE EMPLOYED BY SECTOR AND OCCUPATION 
 
The overall structure of employment in South Africa by sector and occupation is shown in Figure 40. 
 
Figure 40: : Employed population by main industry sector and occupation (000s), 2017 

Source: Quarterly Labour Force Survey, StatsSA (2018) 
 

The sector which employs the largest number of people is the Community, Social 

and personal services (22% of jobs), followed by the wholesale and retail sector 

(20% of jobs), financial sector (15% of jobs), manufacturing (11% of jobs) and 

construction sector (9% of jobs). When looking at the occupations, the low-skilled 

elementary occupation with 23% of jobs employed the largest number of people 

in the labour force. The three higher-skilled occupational groups (managers, 

                                                           
74 The comparative share in England is 44% (UKCES, 2010). 

professionals, and associate professionals), all account for 23%74. The occupational 

profile for each sector is different, with over 42% of all jobs in the Community, 

social and personal services sector in the three higher-skilled occupations. In the 

financial sector, 38% of all jobs are higher-skilled occupations. About 60% of jobs 

in wholesale and retail sector are elementary, and service and sales occupations.  
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CHANGES IN THE EDUCATIONAL LEVELS OF 

OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS 

Significant trends in the labour market can be 

observed by examining differences in educational 

levels between occupational groupings over the 

2010 to 2017 period. The changes in educational 

skill levels in occupations between the years 2010 

and 2017 are shown in Figure 41 and Figure 4275. 

 

Figure 41: Occupational structure and educational skill level in 2010 

 
Source: DHET calculations based on Quarterly Labour Force Surveys, StatsSA (2010) 
 
 

Figure 42: Occupational structure and educational skill level in 2017 

 
Source:  DHET calculations based on Quarterly Labour Force Surveys, StatsSA (2017) 
 

                                                           
75 “Educational skill level” is defined in relation to qualification. 
Low educational skills refer to those qualified at pre-
matriculation NQF levels 1 to 3 or no schooling (less than level 

1). Intermediate educational skill levels are those qualified at 
NQF levels 4 to 5, and high educational skills level refer to those 
qualified at NQF levels 6 to 10. 
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Substantial changes in labour market trends can be 

observed by analysing differences in educational 

levels between occupational groupings over the 

2010 to 2017 period. The changes in the 

educational skill levels in occupations between the 

years 2010 and 2017 are shown in Figures 5.3 and 

5.476. Comparative to educational skills levels in 

2010, occupational categories which demonstrated 

substantial improvements in possession of high 

educational skills include managers, professionals, 

technicians and associate professionals, and clerical 

support workers. High-skilled workers increased by 

13 percentage points from 29.2% in 2010 to 42.2% 

in 2017 for managers, and by 26.3 percentage 

points from 61.2% in 2010 to 87.5% in 2017 for 

professionals. Similarly, the proportion of 

technicians and associate professionals with high 

educational skills improved by 13.8 percentage 

points from 31.2% in 2010 to 45% in 2017; while the 

share of clerical support workers with high skills 

increased by 2.4 percentage points from 18.2% in 

2010 to 20.6% in 2017.  

 

STRATEGIC INTEGRATED PROJECTS 

The Department has initiated the Centre of 

Specialisation project to ensure that the PSET 

system provides the skills required to roll out 

Government’s Strategic Integrated Projects (SIPs). 

More specifically, the Department has identified 

thirteen priority trades required to successfully 

implement Government’s infrastructure 

programmes, namely Bricklaying, Electrician, 

Millwright, Boilermaker, Automotive Mechanic, 

Diesel Mechanic, Carpenter and Joiner, Welder, 

Rigger, Fitter and Turner, Mechanical Fitter and 

Pipe Fitter disciplines.  

 

The Department has entered into Service Level 

Agreements (SLAs) with several major industry 

partners and associations specialising in these 

trades such as the Steel and Engineering Industries 

Federation of Southern Africa, the Retail Motor 

Industries, the Institute of Plumbers of South Africa 

and the South African Institute of Welding to assist 

in enhancing the capacity of 26 targeted TVET 

Colleges across the country. These TVET Colleges 

are expected to play a major role in this process 

focused on the development of artisans required 

for large- scale projects such as SIPs, Operation 

Phakisa for the Ocean Economy, War on Leaks and 

other strategic interventions aimed at increasing 

economic activity of the country. Together, these 

associations and government have identified 26 

colleges. Two for each of the priority trades will be 

capacitated to provide outstanding training of the 

priority trades with updated curricula, lecturer 

development, facility enhancement and most 

importantly partnerships with industry for every 

apprentice (helped by the SETAs).  

 

OCCUPATIONS IN HIGH DEMAND 

As part of its responsibility to identify skills needs in 

South Africa, the Department of Higher Education 

                                                           
76 We defined “educational skill level” in relation to qualification. 
Low educational skills refer to those qualified at pre-
matriculation NQF levels 1 to 3 or no schooling (less than level 

and Training, has developed a list of occupations 

that are in high demand. This list of occupations, 

1). Intermediate educational skill levels are those qualified at 
NQF levels 4 to 5, and high educational skills level refer to those 
qualified at NQF levels 6 to 10. 
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which number approximately 370, has been 

developed for a wide range of reasons. Primarily, it 

supports enrolment planning at Universities and 

TVET Colleges, as well as macro-planning at national 

level. More specifically, the list helps our young 

people to use the list to make informed decisions 

regarding their subject choices in grade 10 and 

subsequently to make informed choices regarding 

fields of study for further and higher education. The 

list also assists the National Skills Fund (NSF), Sector 

Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) and 

other organisations that provide bursaries and 

scholarships, to allocate resources directed to 

occupations that are in high demand. 

 

Occupations in High Demand are defined as those 

occupations that show relatively strong 

employment growth and/or are experiencing 

shortages in the labour market or which are 

expected to be in demand in future.  

 

The 2018 list of OIHD has identified occupations in 

the ICT field such as ICT project manager, data 

management manager, application development 

manager, information technology manager, 

information systems director, ICT systems analyst, 

software developer, ICT risk specialist, programmer 

analyst, developer programmer, applications 

programmer, etc. Their demand is expected to 

grow dramatically in the near future as a result of 

fourth industrial revolution.  

 

The 2018 OIHD list also includes occupations 

requiring higher level of skills and they include 

Managers in a wide range of areas, for example, 

senior government manager, human resources 

manager, finance manager, construction manager, 

manufactory manager, etc. Some occupations fall 

within the professional category such as nurses, 

teachers, and occupations in the engineering 

profession, namely, industrial engineer, 

environmental engineer, mechanical engineer, 

chemical engineer, building architect, etc.  The list 

of OIHD also identified occupations requiring 

intermediate level of skills as being in demand such 

as carpenter, plumber and pipe fitter, welder and 

sheet metal worker, etc. 

 

The 2018 list includes occupations in the following 

categories: 

• Managers. 

• Professionals.    

• Technicians and Associate Professionals. 

• Clerical Support workers. 

• Service and Sales workers. 

• Skilled Agricultural, Forestry, Fishery, Craft 

and related trade workers, and 

• Plant and Machine Operators and 

Assemblers. 

 

This year, the occupations on the list are grouped in 

three levels of demand, namely, those that are at 

the highest level of demand, and those at higher 

and high levels of demand. All the occupations in 

the list are in high demand, however, there is some 

variation among them in terms of their strength of 

demand. The public should note that the 

occupations are ordered by their OFO codes and are 

not in order of priority. This means that the 

Occupations on top of the list (in a group) are not in 

any way higher in demand as compared to those at 

the bottom of the list.  

 

Additionally, since it is impossible to predict the 

future precisely, and given constant changes in the 

economy, the Department warns that the list of 
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OIHD should be used as a guide, rather than a 

prescript.   

 

The methodology used to compile the list of OIHD 

draws on a range of data, and national and 

international information sources. It has been 

informed by lessons learnt from other countries, 

such as the United Kingdom’s Migration Advisory 

Committee (MAC), and the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 

Skills for Jobs Indicators methodology.  

 

The DHET list of OIHD is based on a complex 

methodology which combines both quantitative 

and qualitative methods. The quantitative involves 

the development of a statistical index based on five 

domains, namely, changes in wages, vacancies, 

occupational growth and anticipated demand 

based on government strategies. The qualitative 

methodology drew on a review of the national and 

international literature on occupational shortages 

and growth; a Call for Evidence made to key 

stakeholders; interviews held with key stakeholders 

and a scan of government strategies and policies for 

economic growth and development. The 

methodology used for the development of the 2018 

List of OIHD is described in detail in a technical 

report titled: Occupations in High Demand in South 

Africa.  

 

The gazetted List of OIHD and the technical report 

can be found on the following website: 

• Department’s website: www.dhet.gov.za  

• Career Development website: 

www.careerhelp.org,za 

• LMIP website: www.lmip.org.za  

 

The 2018 List of Occupations in High Demand was 

developed by the Department of Higher Education 

and Training in collaboration with the Human 

Sciences Research Council through the Labour 

Market Intelligence Partnership project. Table 15 

below provides the occupations in demand at two-

digit level of the OFO classifications.  
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Table 15: List of occupations in high demand at OFO digit level 2, 2018 

OFO Code at digit level 2 Name of Occupation 

1.Managers 

11 Chief executives, senior officials and legislators 

12 Administrative & commercial managers 

13 Production & specialised services managers 

14 Hospitality, Retail & other services managers 

2. Professionals 

21 Physical, mathematical & engineering science professionals 

22 Health professionals 

23 Teaching professionals 

24 Business & administration 

25 Information & communication technology professionals 

26 Legal, social and cultural professionals 

3. Technicians and Associate Professionals 

31 Science & Engineering associates professionals 

32 Health Associates professionals 

33 Business and administration associate professional 

34 Legal, Social, Cultural and Related Associate Professionals 

35 Information & Communication technicians 

4. Clerical Support Workers 

41 General and Keyboard Clerks 

42 Customer service clerks 

43 Numerical & material recording clerks 

44 Other Clerical Support Workers 

5. Service and Sales workers 

51 Personal Service Workers 

52 Sales Workers 

53 Personal care workers 

54 Protective service workers 

6. Skilled Agricultural, Forestry, Fishery, Craft and Related Trades workers 

62 Forestry and Related Workers 

64 Building & related trade workers 

65 Metal Machinery & related trade workers 

66 Handicraft & printing workers 

67 Electrical & Electronics trade workers 

68 Food processing, wood working, garment & other craft related trade workers 

7. Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers 

71 Stationary plant & machine operators 

72 Assemblers 

73 Drivers & mobile plant operators 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS AND SKILLS 

IMPLICATIONS 

The demand for skills is derived demand 

determined by structural changes in the economy. 

Through analysis of different data sources, changes 

in employment and education skill levels were 

signalled. The data reflects that the country 

continues to experience slow economic growth, 

thus impacting on employment and not having a 

large influence on unemployment reduction. The 

South African economy is characterised by 

shortages for high-skilled jobs and high levels of 

unemployment for those with lower levels of 

education and training. Many of government-

supported growth initiatives have prioritised 

creation of low-skill jobs and the development of 

high-level skills, especially in the SET areas. The 

sectors in which people work and the types of jobs 

available are consistently changing.  

 

At national level, the data shows that there is a 

structural shift towards a service economy. This 

changing structure of the economy suggests the 

absence of low-wage jobs in the manufacturing 

sector and a high dependence on the high-skilled 

financial services. Into this breach has stepped a 

public sector, with the unintended consequence 

that it, along with labour brokers, have become key 

nodes of employment generation in the South 

African economy. This pattern of growth and 

employment outcomes are not sustainable.  
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CHAPTER 6: UNDERSTANDING SKILLS MISMATCHES   

This chapter presents insights and information 

derived substantially from the 2018 OECD report 

prepared using data from the Skills for Jobs report. 

The chapter addresses the rationale for 

understanding skills imbalances, forms of skills 

imbalances, indicators of skills imbalances, and 

presents information on the outlook of skills needs, 

and qualification and field-of-study mismatches.    

 

RATIONALE FOR UNDERSTANDING SKILLS 

IMBALANCES  

Global mega trends in technological innovation, 

shifts in demographic structures, and changes in 

ways firms are organised and conducting business 

have substantially led to continuous changes in the 

types of skills demanded by employers in the 

workplace. Rapid improvements in technological 

innovations seem to continue providing employers 

with cost-effective and efficient methods of 

production that have huge potential of replacing 

humans in several middle-skilled activities such as 

accounting and repetitive production tasks.  

 

Due to advances in technological innovation trends, 

new jobs are emerging while other jobs are 

dwindling, thus leading to changes in the skill 

requirements employers need in the workplace. 

The tasks performed and skills needed to carry out 

such tasks within the existing occupations are 

undergoing significant changes due to technological 

innovation, coupled with global improvements in 

the quality of education, migration flows, labour 

force participation and retirement behaviour. Skills 

planning authorities thus need to understand the 

dynamics of skill demand and supply in order to 

develop and maintain a capable workforce in the 

country. It is largely through understanding of 

labour market dynamics from demand and supply 

standpoints that students, job-seekers, workers, 

employers and training institutions can be kept 

well-informed about skill requirements in short-, 

medium- and long-term periods in the economy.  

 

Considering the time lags between enrolments in 

education versus the point in time when the 

acquired skills get used in the workplace, 

understanding of skills imbalances can help provide 

credible information that can assist job seekers and 

workers avoid making under-estimations or over-

estimations of employment prospects, which can 

help to minimise skills shortages, surpluses, as well 

as mismatches. Measurement of skill mismatches 

thus provides useful information that makes 

government develop and implement education and 

skills development policies and strategies that 

properly respond to labour market imperfections.  

 

FORMS OF SKILLS IMBALANCES  

Skills imbalances occur in three forms; namely 

shortages, surpluses and mismatches. A skill 

shortage arises when demand for a certain skill 

exceeds its prevailing supply, and employers face 

difficulties in hiring workers with the required skill. 

A skill surplus occurs when supply of a certain skill 

exceeds its prevailing demand, and individuals with 

that skill might face difficulties to find a job that 

uses the skill they have. A mismatch occurs when 

individuals are employed in a job that does not 

match their skills profiles. Skills imbalances are thus 
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driven by both supply- and demand-side factors. 

Supply-side factors relate to issues that encompass 

provision of labour with the skills required by 

employers in the workplace. For example, the 

education and training system should produce 

graduates with skills that correspond to the needs 

of employers. On the other side, demand-side 

factors largely occur due changes in skills demand 

which may be difficult for the skills supply-side 

system to respond correctly with an equal speed of 

adjustment. For instance, technological progress 

has resulted in automation of routine-intensive 

tasks, leading to reduced demand for labour 

specialised in such tasks. Concomitantly, the 

demand for high-level non-routine cognitive skills 

and social intelligence skills has increased due to 

technological innovation, and new jobs that require 

such set of skills have emerged.   

 

INDICATORS OF SKILLS IMBALANCES   

Skills imbalances are measured by two key sets of 

indicators; namely skill needs indicators and 

mismatch indicators. Skill needs indicators consist 

of shortage or surplus of occupations and shortage 

or surplus of skill, while mismatch indicators consist 

of qualification and field-of-study mismatch. 

Occupational shortage occurs when there are 

scarce professionals to fill up existing job vacancies, 

while surplus arises when there are more than 

enough professionals for existing job vacancies.  

 

Qualification mismatch arises when workers have 

an educational attainment that is higher or lower 

than that required by their job. If the education 

level of workers is higher than that required by their 

job, such workers are classified as over-qualified; 

and vice-versa. Field-of-study mismatch arises 

when workers are not employed in a different field 

from what they have specialised in.  

 

Skill needs indicators measure skills shortages and 

surpluses using a set of five sub-indicators that are 

calculated at occupational level and compared to 

the country-wide values of the same indicators to 

extract signals of occupational pressure. The five 

sub-indicators are employment growth, hours 

worked growth, unemployment rate, hourly wage 

growth, and change in under- qualification.  

 

▪ Employment growth occurs when 

employment in an occupation grows faster 

than economy-wide employment, which 

signals strong demand for that occupation 

that results in skill shortages. Conversely, 

when employment in an occupation grows 

slower than economy-wide employment, 

it signals weak demand for the occupation, 

which could result into skill surplus.  

 

▪ Hours worked growth occurs when 

employers have difficulties hiring 

individuals with the skills required for the 

job, hence employers might increase the 

working time of employees. Therefore, if 

growth of hours worked in an occupation 

is stronger than economy-wide growth of 

hours worked, it signals skill shortages. 

When hours worked in an occupation grow 

slower than economy-wide hours worked, 

it signals skill surpluses. 

 

▪ Unemployment rate characterises a 

situation where unemployment rate in an 

occupation is high, thus showing 
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availability a large pool of labour. Average 

unemployment rates can be a signal of 

occupational surpluses, while below 

average unemployment rates could signal 

surpluses in certain occupations. 

 

▪ Hourly wage growth occurs when 

employers who are facing hiring problems 

increase hourly wages to attract workers 

with the right skills. Thus, if the growth of 

hourly wages in an occupation exceeds the 

economy-wide wage growth, it signals skill 

shortages. When hourly wage growth in an 

occupation is lower than economy-wide 

wage growth, it signals skill surpluses.  

 

▪ Change in under-qualification arises when 

employers who face difficulties finding 

workers with the right skills resort to hiring 

workers who are underqualified for the 

job, that is workers’ qualification level is 

lower than what is required. Occupations 

in which the share of underqualified 

workers increases faster than economy-

wide share signal skill shortages, while 

occupations in which a change in the share 

of underqualified workers is lower than 

across the economy signal surpluses.  

 

SKILL NEEDS INDICATORS  

This section presents shortages and surpluses at the occupational-level, industry-level and skill-level. The 

occupational shortage per skill level for South Africa is compared with selected countries, while the rest of the 

indicators provide the outlook of shortages and surpluses specifically restricted to the South African context.   
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OCCUPATIONAL-LEVEL SHORTAGES AND SURPLUSES  

 

Figure 43: Occupational shortages per skill level  across selected OECD nations, latest available year 

 
Source: OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

 

Figure 43 indicates that in South Africa, shortages 

are moderately concentrated more in low-skilled 

occupations relative to medium-skilled occupations 

and high-skilled occupations. In most of the 

selected OECD countries such as Finland, 

Netherlands, Iceland and others, shortages are 

concentrated in high-skilled occupations, while only 

small fractions of employment in shortage 

occupations are in low-skilled occupations. 

However, countries such as Argentina, Chile and 

Brazil have shortages concentrated in medium-

skilled occupations.    
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Figure 44: Shortages (+) and surpluses (-) per occupational group, 201677 

 
Source: OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018)    

 

The information on shortages and surpluses at the 

occupational level was generated by applying the 

Skills for Jobs methodology to the South African 

labour force survey (LFS) data.  For each 

occupation, the occupational shortage index 

indicates whether the occupation is in shortage 

(positive values) or surplus (negative values), and 

how strong the shortage or surplus is, where larger 

absolute values indicate larger shortages or 

surpluses. Figure 44 shows for each large group of 

occupations the share of employment that is in 

shortage occupations (occupations with a positive 

occupational shortage index), and the intensity of 

shortages and surpluses across all occupations in 

that group (value of the occupational shortage 

index for occupations in shortage or surplus 

respectively). The share of employment in shortage 

occupations shows the ratio of jobs that are in 

shortage and surplus, the intensity of shortages or 

surpluses provides an idea of how strong such 

shortages and surpluses are. In some occupational 

groups, several jobs might be in shortage, but the 

intensity of the shortages might be small. In other 

occupational groups, a few jobs might be in 

shortage while the shortages are very intensive.  

  

Figure 44 shows that almost all managerial jobs are 

in shortage, and more than 50% of professionals, 

technicians and clerical support workers are 

employed in shortage occupations. Shortages are 

                                                           
77 The average shortage intensity is the average of the occupational shortage index among shortage occupations. The average surplus 

intensity is the average of the absolute value of the occupational shortage index among surplus occupations. 
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sales workers. With regards to the intensity of 

shortages, the shortage occupations in the group of 

‘professionals’ have the strongest shortage 

intensity. On the other side, the intensity of 

surpluses is strongest among managerial 

occupations that are in surplus, even though there 

are very few management occupations in surplus. 

 

INDUSTRY-LEVEL OCCUPATIONAL SHORTAGES AND SURPLUSES 

This section shows the industry-level shortages index or surplus index computed by aggregating the occupational 

shortage index or surplus index at the industry level; respectively.  

 
Figure 45: Shortage index by industry, 2016 

 
Source: Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

 

Figure 45 shows the ranking of industries, where positive (+) values indicate shortages while negative (-) values 

indicate surpluses. The sector which faces the strongest shortages is the mining sector, followed by the 

education and training sector, and the safety and security sector. On the other side, the local government sector 

and the construction sector both face the strongest surpluses, while the wholesale and retail sector, food and 

beverages sector, and culture, arts, tourism, hospitality and sport sector face moderate surpluses.  
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Figure 46: Shortages and surpluses per industry, 201678 

 
Source: Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

 

Figure 46 shows cross-industry differences results 

computed from the aggregation of the occupational 

shortage and surplus indices at the industry level. In 

the safety and security sector, agricultural sector, 

and mining sector, more than 80% of employment 

is in shortage occupations. However, the intensity 

of shortages differs strongly among the respective 

sectors. The average intensity of shortages in the 

mining sector is more than three times as large as 

in the agriculture sector, and more than twice as 

large as in the safety and security sector. On the 

other end of the spectrum, in the local government 

sector, wholesale and retail sector, construction 

sector, and culture, arts, tourism, hospitality and 

sports sector, less than 30% of employment is in 

shortage occupations, and hence more than 70% is 

in surplus occupations. However, the intensities of 

shortages and surpluses differ widely among these 

sectors. While these sectors all employ relatively 

few workers in shortage occupations, the shortages 

in these occupations are much stronger in the 

culture, arts, tourism, hospitality and sports sector 

than in the local government sector. Similarly, the 

intensity of the surpluses in the surplus occupations 

is much larger in the construction sector than in the 

culture, arts, tourism, hospitality and sports sector.   

 
 

                                                           
78 The average shortage intensity is the average of the occupational shortage index among shortage occupations. The average surplus 

intensity is the average of the absolute value of the occupational shortage index among surplus occupations. 
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SKILL-LEVEL SHORTAGES AND SURPLUSES 

The skill profile of employment in shortage 

occupations for South Africa is compared with 

selected OECD nations, while the rest of the 

indicators of skill shortages and surpluses are 

restricted to the South African context.   

   

Figure 47: Skills needs indicator for selected skill groups, latest year available79 

 
Source: Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

 

Figure 47 shows that in South Africa, the skills in 

strongest shortage are complex problem and 

solving skills, followed by social skills. In most OECD 

countries, social skills and complex problem-solving 

skills are in shortage. The OECD average show that 

the largest shortages are observed for complex 

problem-solving skills. The picture for technical 

skills is mixed, but most OECD countries have 

surpluses or very small shortages of technical skills.  

 
Figure 48: Skill shortage index for skills and knowledge types in South Africa, 2016 [shortage (+); surplus (-)] 

 
Source: Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

                                                           
79 Results are presented on a scale that ranges from -1 to +1. The maximum value represents the strongest shortage observed across OECD 

(33) countries and skills. 
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In this report, the term “skill” refers to all types and 

facets of competences needed by workers to 

perform their jobs; while the term “knowledge” 

refers to familiarity with factual information and 

theoretical concepts acquired through learning. 

Figure 48 shows that the largest skills shortages are 

found for active learning, reading comprehension, 

learning strategies and writing. Knowledge 

shortages are strongest for computers and 

electronics, administration and management, and 

clerical knowledge. At the end of the spectrum, 

shortages are smallest for more technical and 

manual skills such as installation, operation and 

control, quality control analysis, and technology 

design. With regards to the knowledge dimension, 

the knowledge of building and construction was 

found to be in surplus. However, shortages in 

knowledge were found to be stronger in computers 

and electronics, administration and management, 

clerical tasks, and personnel and human resources. 

An analogous picture emerges for abilities as shown 

by Figure 49 below.  

 

Figure 49: Skill shortage index for abilities in South Africa , 2016 [Shortages (+) and surpluses (-)] 

 
Source: OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018) 
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Figure 49 indicates that the shortages in abilities are 

stronger for written expression, written 

comprehension, problem sensitivity, oral 

expression and deductive reasoning. On the other 

side of the spectrum, surpluses are found to be 

stronger for extent flexibility, trunk strength, static 

strength, stamina and manual dexterity. The largest 

shortages in skills, knowledge and abilities across 

industries are provided in Table 16 below.  

 

Table 16: Largest shortages in skills, knowledge and abilities by industry 
  Skills Knowledge Abilities 

AGRI SETA Administration and Management Coordination Multilimb Coordination 
BANK SETA Administration and Management Management of Financial Resources Deductive Reasoning 
CATHS SETA .. Operations Analysis Explosive Strength 
CETA .. Programming .. 
CHIETA Economics and Accounting Management of Financial Resources Mathematical Reasoning 
ETDP SETA Education and Training Learning Strategies Oral Expression 
EWSETA Computers and Electronics Critical Thinking Deductive Reasoning 
FASSET Administration and Management Reading Comprehension Oral Expression 
FOODBEV .. Installation .. 
FP&M SETA Biology Science .. 
HWSETA Economics and Accounting Management of Financial Resources .. 
INSETA Administration and Management Reading Comprehension Oral Comprehension 
LG SETA .. .. .. 
MERSETA Mechanical Repairing Written Comprehension 
MICT Computers and Electronics Monitoring Problem Sensitivity 
MQA Mechanical Operation Monitoring Multilimb Coordination 
PSETA Administration and Management Critical Thinking Oral Expression 
SASSETA Public Safety and Security Active Listening Problem Sensitivity 
SERVICES SETA Customer and Personal Service Active Listening Problem Sensitivity 
TETA Computers and Electronics Operations Analysis Written Expression 
W&R SETA Personnel and Human Resources Management of Financial Resources Explosive Strength 

Source: OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018) 
 

Table 16 shows the skills, knowledge types and 

abilities most in shortage in each industry. The 

summary table masks large differences in shortage 

intensity between industries. For instance, the 

shortage of education and training knowledge for 

the education, training and development practices 

sector is much stronger than the shortage of 

economics and accounting knowledge in the health 

and welfare sector. 
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MISMATCH INDICATORS 

This section shows qualification and field-of-study mismatch outlook for South Africa and selected OECD nations. 

   
Figure 50: Incidence of qualification and field-of-study mismatch by country, Europe and South Africa 

 
Source: OECD Skills for Jobs database (2018) 

 

Individuals can be mismatched to their respective 

jobs in terms of qualification level and field of study. 

Figure 50 indicates that in South Africa, under-

qualification is more substantial than over-

qualification. The proportion of workers who are 

under-qualified in South Africa is above the OECD 

average share of the under-qualified workers. 

Latest data in the OECD Skills for Jobs database 

during 2018 shows that 28% of workers in South 

Africa were found to be under-qualified relative to 

the corresponding 18% OECD average. Even when 

compared to other OECD countries with a similar 

picture such as Denmark and Finland in which the 

share of under-qualified workers stood at 20% in 

both nations, South Africa’s analogous figure 

remains higher. In addition, a considerable share of 

32% of workers in South Africa are mismatched by 

field-of-study. Comparatively, the filed-of-study 

mismatch was found to be higher than qualification 

mismatch in the country.   

 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS AND 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SKILLS PLANNING 

Occupational shortages per skill level in South 

Africa are moderately concentrated more in low-

skilled occupations relative to medium-skilled 

occupations and high-skilled occupations. Most 

managerial jobs are in shortage, and more than 50% 

of professionals, technicians and clerical support 

workers are employed in shortage occupations. 

Shortages are relatively less common among 

elementary occupations; plant and machine 

operators and assemblies; skilled agricultural, 

forestry, fishery, craft and related trades workers; 

and service and sales workers. With regards to the 

intensity of shortages, the shortage occupations in 

the group of professionals have the strongest 

shortage intensity. The intensity of surpluses is 

strongest among managerial occupations that are 

in surplus. 
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From an industrial sector standpoint, more than 

80% of employment is in shortage occupations in 

the safety and security sector, agricultural sector, 

and mining sector. However, the intensity of 

shortages differs strongly among sectors. The 

average intensity of shortages in the mining sector 

is more than three times as large as in the 

agriculture sector, and more than twice as large as 

in the safety and security sector. On the other side, 

in the local government sector, wholesale and retail 

sector, construction sector, and culture, arts, 

tourism, hospitality and sports sector, less than 30% 

of employment is in shortage occupations, hence 

more than 70% is in surplus occupations.  

 

However, the intensities of shortages and surpluses 

differ widely among these sectors. While these 

sectors all employ relatively few workers in 

shortage occupations, the shortages in these 

occupations are much stronger in the culture, arts, 

tourism, hospitality and sports sector than in the 

local government sector. Similarly, the intensity of 

the surpluses in the surplus occupations is much 

larger in the construction sector than in the culture, 

arts, tourism, hospitality and sports sector.   

 

The skill profile of employment in shortage 

occupations for South Africa found that the skills in 

strongest shortage include complex problem and 

solving skills, followed by social skills. The largest 

skills shortages are found for active learning, 

reading comprehension, learning strategies and 

writing. Knowledge shortages are strongest for 

computers and electronics, administration and 

management, and clerical knowledge.  

 

At the end of the spectrum, shortages are smallest 

for more technical and manual skills such as 

installation, operation and control, quality control 

analysis, and technology design. With regards to 

knowledge, knowledge of building and construction 

was found to be in surplus. Although, shortages in 

knowledge were found to be stronger in computers 

and electronics, administration and management, 

clerical tasks, and personnel and human resources.  

 

The qualification and field-of-study mismatch 

outlook for South Africa indicated that under-

qualification is more considerable than over-

qualification in the country. The proportion of 

workers who are under-qualified in South Africa is 

above the OECD average share of the under-

qualified workers. The 2018 OECD Skills for Jobs 

database report indicate that during 2018, 28% of 

workers in South Africa were under-qualified 

relative to the corresponding 18% OECD average.  

 

Comparative to other OECD countries with a similar 

picture such as Denmark and Finland in which the 

share of under-qualified workers stood at 20% in 

both nations, South Africa’s corresponding figure 

remains higher. In addition, a considerable share of 

32% of workers in South Africa are mismatched by 

field-of-study. Comparatively, the filed-of-study 

mismatch was found to be higher than qualification 

mismatch in the country.   
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CHAPTER 7: SKILLS SUPPLY AND DEMAND: KEY FINDINGS  

This chapter provides a summary of key findings on 

skills supply and demand issues facing South Africa. 

Findings from the analysis of skills supply and 

demand and the interaction of demand and supply 

signals provide fundamental insights for credible 

skills planning. In order to develop suitable models 

for skills planning, challenges of inclusive growth 

and inclusive development in South Africa need to 

be greatly considered. Given the multiple 

development pathways confronting South Africa, 

skills planning should not focus merely on matching 

supply and demand in the formal private and public 

sector more effectively, but also considers past 

structural inequalities based on race, gender and 

spatial location. The scope of skills planning 

therefore focuses not only on a small number of 

skilled people in the workplace, but also on the 

unemployed, the youth, low- skilled people, the 

marginalised, and those in vulnerable forms of 

employment, and the self-employed. At the centre 

of the response is the need to deliver skills that 

respond to the current and future economic 

trajectory being followed and expected to be 

followed by South Africa.  

 

Since the dawn of democratic government in 1994, 

several efforts have been pursued towards planning 

for skills needs in South Africa. However, the efforts 

were fragmented and performance of the skills 

planning mechanism has not been effective as 

evidenced by persistent skills shortages. Following 

recognition of the need for a coordinated, coherent 

and responsive skills planning system, government 

prioritized skills planning through the government 

priority Output 5.1 to “establish a credible 

institutional mechanism for skills planning” derived 

from Delivery Agreement 1 Outcome 5 which aims 

on attaining a “a skilled and capable workforce to 

support an inclusive growth path”.  

 

High unemployment remains the key challenge for 

South Africa and the country struggles to generate 

adequate jobs. The official unemployment rate is 

on the rise. In 2017, South Africa had an estimated 

population of 56.5 million, out of which about 51% 

(28.9 million) of the population are females. The 

population comprised 80.8% Black/Africans, 8.6% 

Coloureds, 8% Whites and 2.6% Indians/Asians. Out 

of the 38.1 million working age population as at 

2018: Q1, 16.5 million were employed, 6.1 million 

were unemployed and 2.8 million were 

discouraged. The labour market remains 

characterised by shortage of job prospects due to 

slow economic growth, while racial and gender 

disparities also remain predominant.  

 

The country is a youthful nation, with two-thirds 

of the population under the age of 35 years, and 

about one third (29.6%) aged younger than 15 

years. The population groups aged 15 to 24 years 

and 25 to 34 years had the largest shares of 

unemployed people. The share of unemployed 

among people aged 15 to 24 years steadily declined 

by 5 percentage points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% 

in 2017, while the share of the unemployed aged 25 

to 34 years varied between 37.8% in 2016 and 

37.9% in 2010 and 2017. Most of the employed 

people were adults in the age groups 25 to 34 years, 

and 35 to 44 years. The share of the employed 

people aged 25 to 34 years fell by 2.2 percentage 

points from 32.4% in 2010 to 30.2% 2017. 
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Between 2010 and 2017, the share of employed 

young people aged 34 years and less decreased by 

3.4 percentage points from 41.6% in 2010 to 38.2% 

in 2017. The share of employed adults aged 35 to 

64 years increased by 3.5 percentage points from 

58.4% in 2010 to 61.9% in 2017. The outlook 

remains as a major concern in South Africa since the 

country’s population largely comprises the youth, 

hence the need to boost employment opportunities 

for youth. The high level of unemployment for the 

youth group presents a major social and skills 

challenge for the country. Although nearly two 

thirds of the unemployed are aged 15 to 34 years 

(the youth), the share of the unemployed people 

aged 15 to 34 years decreased by 5 percentage 

points from 69.1% in 2010 to 64.1% in 2017.  

 

The major setback lies with those persons who 

have been unemployed for longer periods and still 

do not find any form of employment. The long-

term unemployment rate remains on the increase. 

In 2018: Q4, about 6.1 million South Africans were 

unemployed and 4.4 million of them were 

unemployed for a year or longer. Between 2008: Q4 

to 2018: Q4, the proportion of those in long-term 

unemployment increased by 9.3 percentage points 

from 61.8% in 2008: Q4 to 71.1% in 2018: Q4. 

 

Education has a strong influence on the probability 

of participation in the labour market. The level of 

tertiary education and degree of graduate 

attainment of the population is an important 

indicator for any emerging industrialized country. 

The employed population with a tertiary education 

increased from just over 3 million in 2010 to about 

3.4 million in 2017. The proportion of the employed 

with higher education qualifications increased by 

24.5 percent from about 1.2 million in 2010 to 

about 1.5 million in 2017. The share of employed 

youth with a tertiary education qualification 

improved by 2.9 percentage points from 16.4% in 

2010 to 19.3% in 2017. The proportion of employed 

people with diploma and certificate qualifications 

increased slightly by 3.9 percent from about 1.8 

million in 2010 to nearly 1.9 million in 2017.  

 

Between 2010 and 2017, the largest proportion of 

youth employed had at least a matriculation 

certification, whose share increased by 2.4 

percentage points from 55.1% in 2010 to 57.5% in 

2017. However, the share of the employed youth 

with a matriculation certificate as the highest 

qualification decreased by 0.5 of a percentage point 

between 2010 and 2017 from 38.7% in 2010 to 

38.2% in 2017. There was a decline in the share of 

employed youth with less than a matriculation 

certification by 2.3 percentage points from 44.8% in 

2010 to 42.5% in 2017. During 2017, 59.9% of 

employed youth with less than a matriculation 

certificate were young people aged 15 to 19 years, 

followed by 42.9% aged 20 to 24 years.  

 

The analogous shares of those with less than a 

matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 to 29 

years and 30 to 34 years stood at 41.1% and 42.6%; 

respectively. The highest proportion of 58.9% 

employed youth with at least a matriculation 

certificate were aged 25 to 29-years, followed by 

57.4% aged 30 to 34-years and 57.1% aged 20 to 24-

years. The shares of employed youth with tertiary 

qualification were highest at 21.5% among those 

aged 25 to 29 years, and 21.3% among those aged 

30 to 34 years. In 2017, 64.4% of unemployed youth 

with less than a matriculation certificate were 

young people aged 15 to 19 years, followed by 

62.6% aged 30 to 34 years.  
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The proportions of those with less than a 

matriculation certificate in the age groups 25 to 29 

years and 30 to 34 years stood at 57% and 53.7%; 

respectively. Nearly 46.3% unemployed youth with 

at least a matriculation certificate were aged 20 to 

24-years, followed by 43% aged 30 to 34-years and 

3.4% aged 30 to 34-years. The shares of the 

unemployed youth with tertiary educational 

qualification were highest at 46.3% among those 

aged 20 to 25 years, and 43.0%% among those aged 

25 to 29 years. Across all the age groups, those with 

less than a grade 12 certificate are most vulnerable 

in the labour market.  

 

Enrolments into and educational outcomes from 

different sub-systems of the post-school 

education and training system is an important 

indicator of skills supply in the economy. 

Enrolments in both HEIs and colleges increased 

from 2010 to 2016. Enrolments in public HEIs 

increased by 9.3% from 892 936 in 2010 to 975 837 

in 2016. There has been a decline of 13.4 

percentage points in university enrolments from 

71.4% in 2010 to 58.0% in 2016. The share of TVET 

college student enrolments increased by 13.4 

percentage points from 28.6% in 2010 to 42.0% in 

2016. The increased share of the TVET sector 

reflects the state’s investment in education and 

training at the intermediate and technical levels. 

 

 The TVET enrolments for Nated 1-6 courses 

increased by 189.8% between 2010 and 2016 from 

169 774 learners in 2010 to 492 026 learners in 

2016. Enrolments in occupational qualifications 

decreased by 41.1%, while enrolments in Report 

550/NSC & Other decreased by 41.1% over the 

same period. Most of the students in TVET colleges 

were registered for Nated 1-6 courses (69.8%) in 

2016. When looking at private colleges, the largest 

share of students was enrolled for Nated 1-6 

courses (43.0%), followed by Report 550/NSC & 

Other (36.2%) in 2016. Private colleges enrolments 

for Nated 1-6 increased by about 986.9% from 2010 

to 2016. The number of students enrolled for 

occupational qualifications in both TVET and private 

colleges fluctuated between 2011 and 2016. About 

93% of total students registered in both TVET and 

private colleges in 2016 wrote examinations.  

 

The shares of enrolments for the CESM category 

Science, Engineering and Technology increased 

from 28.1% in 2010 to 30.3% in 2016; while the 

Humanities increased from 40.6% to 42.6%. The 

shares of enrolments for the Business, Economics 

and Management, on the other side, decreased 

from 31.2% to 27.1% over the same period. Within 

broad category Science, Engineering and 

Technology, enrolments in Science increased by 

22 209 from 129 547 in 2010 to 151 700 in 2016.  

 

Enrolments in Engineering increased by 5 016 

learners from 14 514 in 2010 to 19 530 learners in 

2016. In terms of the broad category Humanities, 

the increase in enrolments in Education is notable. 

Enrolments in Education increased by 8 301 

students from 22 044 learners in 2010 to 30 345 

learners in 2016. The shift towards higher numbers 

and shares in the SET subject areas is a move in the 

right direction, as these skills are key to supporting 

economic growth. In SEATs, the total number of 

learnership registrations increased by 105.7% from 

49 309 in 2010 to 101 447 in 2016.  
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The participants in learnerships programmes were 

both workers and the unemployed, and higher 

proportions of learnerships were awarded to the 

unemployed. The number of skills programme 

registrations recorded a 105.8% increase from 63 

659 in 2010 to 131 017 in 2016, and the majority 

participants were workers. The number of those in 

artisanal programmes tripled by from about 9 316 

in 2010 to about 30 817 in 2016. The certification 

rates in learnerships were constantly higher than 

certifications in artisanal learning programme over 

the period 2010 to 2012.  

 

Conversely, certification rates in artisanal learning 

programme remained generally higher than 

certifications in learnerships between 2013 and 

2016. Completion rates for learnerships increased 

from 69% in 2010 to 73% in 2012 and decreased to 

a lowest completion rate of 46% in 2015. The 

completion rate for learnerships rebounded to 57% 

in 2016, while the completion rate for artisanal 

learning programmes improved by 32 percentage 

points from 37% in 2010 to 69 % in 2016.  

 

Population group also affects the probability of 

finding a job. The Black/African population group 

experiences a highest incidence of unemployment 

compared to other population groups. In 2018 

quarter 3, unemployment rate was highest among 

the Black/African population group at 31.1%, 

followed by 21.8% among Coloured, 10.1% among 

Asian and 7.1% among White counterparts. More 

than 75% of the working age population are 

Black/African and 90% of unemployed persons are 

Black/African. Between 2008: Q4 and 2018: Q4, 

unemployment rate increased by 5.6 percentage 

points from 21.5% in 2008: Q4 to 27.1% in 2018: Q4. 

Between 2010 and 2017, the lowest proportion of 

the unemployed Black/African stood at 88.7% in 

2014, while the highest share stood at 89.6% in 

2016. The proportion of unemployed among 

Coloured was lowest at 7.1% in 2016 and highest at 

7.6% in 2012, 2013 and 2014. The shares of 

unemployed among White varied between 2.0% in 

2017 and 2.4% in 2014, while the Indian/Asian had 

lowest shares of unemployed which ranged 

between a low of 0.9% in 2010 and a high of 1.3% 

in 2013 and 2015.  

 

Gender has also been found to have substantial 

influence on employability. Females face more 

challenges to find a job compared to male 

counterparts. The incidence of long-term 

unemployment in the country is generally high 

among women relative to males. Trends in 

unemployment by gender over the period 2010 and 

2017 were characterised by lowest share of 

unemployed females at 51.3%, while the highest 

proportion stood at 52.8% in 2011. The share of 

unemployed males was lowest at 47.2% in 2011, 

while the highest share was 48.7% in 2014. During 

2018 quarter 3, unemployment among women 

stood at 29.4% compared to 25.9% unemployment 

rate among males.  

 

Migration patterns are a signal of the skills 

injection into and leakages from the country. The 

number of work permits and business permits 

issued by DHA between 2011 and 2015 increased 

by 45% (10 978 permits) but declined on a year-to-

year basis to 28 266 permits in 2013, 21 456 

permits in 2014 and 17 969 permits in 2015. 

Temporary and permanent work permits issued 

were higher than temporary and permanent 

business permits awarded between 2011 and 2015.  



101 
 

In 2015, most temporary residence permits were 

given to nationals from Nigeria (13.8%), Zimbabwe 

(13.1%), India (9.5%), Bangladesh (6.8%) and 

Pakistan (6.8%). However, the analysis of the 

number of work permits seems low in relation to 

the number of immigrants living in South Africa.  

 

Growth in productivity across different sectors of 

the economy has strong influence on absorption of 

labour in different occupations. In 2017, the 

sectors that employed the largest share of people 

in South Africa include the Community, Social and 

Personal services (22,3%); followed by the 

Wholesale and Retail Trade sector (20.1%); and the 

Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business sector (14.9%). The people employed 

in the Community, Social and Personal Services 

sector increased by 734 105 from 2010 to 2017, 

while those in the Financial Intermediation, 

Insurance, Real Estate and Business and the 

Construction sector increased by 654 258 and 

305 006; respectively.  

 

However, the number of people employed in the 

Manufacturing sector decreased slightly by 3.1% 

(56 809 workers), while the Mining and Quarrying 

(2.7%) and the Electricity, Gas and Water Supply 

(0.9%) employed the least number of people. The 

sectors that experienced the highest relative 

employment changes from 2010 to 2017 were 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply (3.3%) and 

Financial Intermediation, Insurance, Real Estate 

and Business (2.2%). The sectors with the lowest 

relative employment change for the same period 

were Manufacturing with a negative relative 

change of 0.2% and Wholesale and Retail Trade, 

and Private households each with 0.3%. However, 

some sectors which include Private Households; 

Community, Social and Personal Services; and 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sectors appear to 

present higher likelihoods of being vulnerable to 

retirement by workers in the sector. In the Private 

Households sector, 29.7% were aged 45 to 54 years 

and 13.0% were aged 55 to 64 years in 2017. About 

26.2% of workers in the Community, Social and 

Personal Services sector were aged 45 to 54 years, 

while 11.6% were aged 55 to 64 years. In the 

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply sector, 20.1% 

were aged 45 to 54 years, and 14.7% were aged 55 

to 64 years.  

 

Employment profiles based on occupation show 

interesting findings. The greatest absolute changes 

between 2014 and 2016 were the increases in 

numbers of workers in elementary occupations 

(386 000), and service and sales workers (155 000), 

and craft and related trade workers (114 000). 

These changes suggest the possibility of a longer-

term structural shift trend towards a service-

orientated economy and low- skilled workers.  

 

Conversely, the largest drops in absolute terms 

were recorded for the technicians (-82 000), clerks 

(-11 000) and skilled agricultural workers (-8 000). 

The largest percentage changes in the number of 

jobs were recorded for elementary occupations 

(11.7%), sales and service workers (6.7%), and craft 

and related trade workers (6.3%). Similarly, highest 

relative employment shifts were recorded for 

elementary occupations (2.8), sales and service 

workers (1.6), and craft and related trade workers 

(1.5). Between 2014 and 206, skilled agricultural 

workers, and technicians had drops of 10.5%, and 

5.3%; respectively. These occupations had adverse 

relative employment shifts of -2.5, and -1.3; 

respectively.  
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Comparative to educational skills levels in 2010, 

occupational categories which demonstrated 

substantial improvements in possession of high 

educational skills include managers, professionals, 

technicians and associate professionals, and clerical 

support workers. High-skilled workers increased by 

13 percentage points from 29.2% in 2010 to 42.2% 

in 2017 for managers, and by 26.3 percentage 

points from 61.2% in 2010 to 87.5% in 2017 for 

professionals. The proportion of technicians and 

associate professionals with high educational skills 

grew by 13.8 percentage points from 31.2% in 2010 

to 45% in 2017; while the share of clerical support 

workers with high skills grew by 2.4 percentage 

points from 18.2% in 2010 to 20.6% in 2017.  

 

Occupational shortages per skill level in South 

Africa are moderately concentrated more in low-

skilled occupations relative to medium-skilled 

occupations and high-skilled occupations. Most 

managerial jobs are in shortage, and more than 50% 

of professionals, technicians and clerical support 

workers are employed in shortage occupations. 

Shortages are relatively less common among 

elementary occupations; plant and machine 

operators and assemblies; skilled agricultural, 

forestry, fishery, craft and related trades workers; 

and service and sales workers.  

 

With regards to the intensity of shortages, the 

shortage occupations in the group of ‘professionals’ 

have the strongest shortage intensity. The intensity 

of surpluses is strongest among managerial 

occupations that are in surplus, despite very few 

management occupations in surplus. From an 

industrial sector standpoint, more than 80% of 

employment is in shortage occupations in the 

safety and security sector, agricultural sector, and 

mining sector. However, the intensity of shortages 

differs strongly among the respective sectors. The 

average intensity of shortages in the mining sector 

is more than three times as large as in the 

agriculture sector, and more than twice as large as 

in the safety and security sector.  

 

In the local government sector, wholesale and retail 

sector, construction sector, and culture, arts, 

tourism, hospitality and sports sector, less than 30% 

of employment is in shortage occupations, and 

hence more than 70% is in surplus occupations. 

However, the intensities of shortages and surpluses 

differ widely among these sectors. While these 

sectors all employ relatively few workers in 

shortage occupations, the shortages in these 

occupations are much stronger in the culture, arts, 

tourism, hospitality and sports sector than in the 

local government sector. Similarly, the intensity of 

the surpluses in the surplus occupations is much 

larger in the construction sector than in the culture, 

arts, tourism, hospitality and sports sector.   

 

Skilled labour has proved difficult to find in most 

skilled and professional segments largely due to 

skill mismatches arising from the poor state of the 

public education system. In South Africa, under-

qualification is more substantial than over-

qualification. About 32% share of workers in South 

Africa are mismatched by field-of-study, and the 

filed-of-study mismatch was found to be 

significantly higher than qualification mismatch in 

the South Africa. The shares of the employed with 

a matriculation certificate or higher increased by 

3.9 percentage points from 49.9% in 2010 to 53.8% 

in 2017. The share of the employed with a tertiary 

education increased by 2 percentage points from 

19.3% in 2010 to 21.3% in 2017.  
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The number and the proportion of the employed 

with ‘primary completed or lower’ education, 

though decreasing, was about 2 million workers in 

2017. This group constituted 16.6% in 2010 and 

12.5% in 2017. The skill profile of employment in 

shortage occupations for South Africa found that 

the skills in strongest shortage include complex 

problem and solving skills, followed by social skills. 

The largest skills shortages are found for active 

learning, reading comprehension, learning 

strategies and writing. Knowledge shortages are 

strongest for computers and electronics, 

administration and management, and clerical 

knowledge. At the end of the spectrum, shortages 

are smallest for more technical and manual skills 

such as installation, operation and control, quality 

control analysis, and technology design.  

 

With regards to the knowledge dimension, the 

knowledge of building and construction was found 

to be in surplus. Although, shortages in knowledge 

were found to be stronger in computers and 

electronics, administration and management, 

clerical tasks, and personnel and human resources. 

The qualification and field-of-study mismatch 

outlook for South Africa revealed that under-

qualification is more substantial than over-

qualification in the country.  

 

The proportion of workers who are under-qualifies 

in South Africa is above the OECD average share of 

the under-qualified workers. The 2018 OECD Skills 

for Jobs database report indicate that during 2018, 

28% of workers in South Africa were under-

qualified relative to the corresponding 18% OECD 

average. Even when compared to other OECD 

countries with a similar picture such as Denmark 

and Finland in which the share of under-qualified 

workers stood at 20% in both nations, South Africa’s 

analogous figure remains higher. In addition, a 

considerable share of 32% of workers in South 

Africa are mismatched by field-of-study. 

Comparatively, the filed-of-study mismatch was 

found to be higher than qualification mismatch in 

the country.   
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