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State of youth development in South Africa:
Challenges, Vulnerabilities, and Pathways to a Skills-Driven Future
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South Africa’s youth, aged 15 to 34, constitute approximately 49.7% of the working-age
population - around 21 million people out of 42.2 million. This demographic bulge holds
the potential for a significant “demographic dividend” but currently represents a profound
developmental crisis characterised by exclusion, frustration, and wasted human capital.
Structural unemployment, social dislocation, health vulnerabilities, and political alienation
shape the reality for millions. This paper provides an analysis of key facets of youth
development: Unemployment, skills mismatch, crime, substance abuse,
entrepreneurship, health risks, political participation, out-of-school youth, the role of
organised labour, and youth vulnerabilities to exploitation. It concludes with an extensive
examination of future skills and makes pragmatic recommendations for the future.

Youth in struggle for freedom: 1976 legacy and unfulfilled democratic dividend

South Africa owes its freedom to, amongst others, the contribution of the generation of the youth of 1976.
In 2026, South Africa commemorates the 501" anniversary of the 1976 Soweto Uprising, a pivotal youth-led
revolt that accelerated the demise of apartheid. On 16 June 1976, thousands of black students - estimates
range from 3 000 to 20 000 - marched peacefully in Soweto against the apartheid regime’s imposition of
Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in schools, viewing it as the “language of the oppressor”. The protest,
organised by groups such as the Soweto Students’ Representative Council and influenced by the Black
Consciousness Movement, spread nationwide. Police responded with brutal force, killing at least 176
students, including the iconic Hector Pieterson, and injuring over 1 000.

The youth of 1976 were not mere participants but vanguard actors in the liberation struggle. Building on
earlier student activism through organisations such as the South African Students’ Organisation and the
South African Students’ Movement, they injected fresh energy, international visibility, and moral urgency
into the anti-apartheid movement. Their sacrifice galvanised broader resistance, contributed to the eventual
unbanning of liberation movements, and helped pave the way for the democratic transition of 1994. Youth
Day on 16 June stands as a national holiday honouring this courage and the role of young people in shaping
South Africa’s freedom.

Yet, 50 years on, it is a bitter irony that the youth - the very stratum that sacrificed most for liberation -
remain amongst the least beneficiaries of the democratic dividend. Whilst political freedom was won,
socioeconomic emancipation has lagged dramatically. In 2026, youth face systemic exclusion:
Unemployment rates exceeding 45% for the 15 to 34 cohort, Not in Employment, Education or Training
(NEET) rates around 37.6% for 15 to 24-year-olds (affecting millions), persistent skills mismatches, and
deepening inequality.
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The demographic window for a dividend is narrowing, with high youth dependency and low human capital
investment risking a “demographic disaster” rather than prosperity for the black African majority who drove
the struggle.

This lament is not historical romanticism but a call to conscience. The spirit of 1976 - resilience, collective
action, and refusal to accept subjugation - must be reignited to demand accountability from democratic
institutions that have failed to translate political rights into tangible opportunities for the next generation.

Youth unemployment: Structural and persistent crisis

Youth unemployment remains amongst the world’s highest and deeply entrenched. In Q1 2026, the South
African national unemployment rate stood at 32.7%, up from 31.4% in Q4 2025. For youth aged 15 to 24,
the rate reached 60.9%; for those aged 25 to 34, it was 40.6%. Overall, the youth (15 to 34) unemployment
rate was 45.8%. Approximately 5.6 million young people were employed, 4.7 million were unemployed (an
increase of 181 000 from the previous quarter), and 10.6 million were outside the labour force.

The NEET rate for ages 15 to 24 stood at 37.6% in Q1 2026 (affecting roughly 3.9 million out of 10.3
million), with young women at higher risk (around 39.2%). Broader 15 to 34 NEET rates reached
approximately 45.6%. Long-term unemployment affects over 50% of job-seeking youth, with nearly two
million discouraged work-seekers in this cohort. Gender disparities are pronounced owing to caregiving
burdens, whilst spatial inequalities hit township and rural youth hardest.

NEET figures highlight the crisis: Millions aged 15 to 24 disconnected from education, employment, or
training. Many recent matriculants enter this status owing to financial barriers, inadequate career guidance,
and limited post-school opportunities, heightening vulnerability to social ills.

Skills mismatch: Disconnect between education output and economic demand

Yet, a central driver of youth unemployment is the severe skills mismatch - the misalignment between
competencies produced by the education and training system and those demanded by the economy. This
gap spans foundational skills (literacy, numeracy, STEM), technical/vocational abilities, and 4IR/green
competencies.

South Africa produces many school leavers and graduates, yet foundational weaknesses persist. Historical
patterns (still relevant) show only about 50 000 of 140 000 bachelor’s-pass matriculants achieving
Mathematics scores above 50% - a gateway for high-demand fields such as engineering, ICT, and data
analytics. This cascades into post-school outcomes.

Qualification mismatch affects over half the workforce: Roughly 51.5% of employed South Africans are in
roles not aligned with their qualifications (30% underqualified, 21.5% overqualified). Field-of-study
mismatch stands at 31% to 32.6%. For youth, unemployment amongst those with post-school qualifications
hovers around 23.9% for university graduates, 37.3% for vocational/technical holders, and 47.6% for
matriculants. Graduate unemployment has roughly doubled over 15 years, with many “qualified but
unemployable” owing to weak practical, digital, and soft skills.

Humanities and social sciences graduates face employment rates as low as 50% within a year in some
cohorts, versus 80% to 90% for STEM. Employers report shortages in complex problem-solving,
quantitative reasoning, business management, health, teaching, and digital skills (Al, cybersecurity, data
analytics), alongside surpluses in low-level manual and sales roles. In the broader African context, 40 to
60% of firms cite skills shortages as a major obstacle, with many youths under-skilled (28.9%) or under-
educated (56.9%) for available positions.
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Slow curriculum adaptation to digitalisation and green transitions, coupled with low TVET quality and limited
work-integrated learning, perpetuates this cycle, constraining growth in priority sectors and inflating
structural unemployment.

Social ills: Crime and substance abuse

High NEET rates and unemployment correlate strongly with youth involvement in crime as perpetrators
and victims. South Africa’s violent crime statistics remain amongst the world’s highest. Young males from
disadvantaged backgrounds dominate arrest data for contact crimes such as murder, assault, and robbery.
Gang violence in townships and retaliation cycles exacerbate the issue, with criminal records creating
permanent barriers to formal employment and deepening marginalisation.

Substance abuse undermines youth potential on a massive scale. South Africa has high rates of risky
drinking and early initiation. Alcohol remains the most common (lifetime use around 37% in school
samples), followed by tobacco (26%) and cannabis (13%), with rising nyaope, prescription misuse, and
binge drinking. Peer pressure, trauma, unemployment, and easy access drive patterns. Consequences
include academic failure, mental-health deterioration, risky sexual behaviour, higher HIV rates, gender-
based violence, and road accidents.

Youth health challenges are multifaceted. HIV prevalence amongst 15 to 24-year-olds is around 8%
(higher amongst females), contributing significantly to new infections. Mental health issues such as
depression, anxiety, and PTSD are elevated, intersecting with unemployment, substance abuse, and
GBV. Environmental risks in informal settlements, poor nutrition, and healthcare access gaps compound
vulnerabilities, with COVID-19 legacies still felt.

Organised labour: Interventions and challenges

Organised labour has advanced worker rights and advocated for youth pacts, apprenticeships, and skills
accords. However, critics contend that centralised bargaining, high minimum wages, and insider
protections create entry barriers for inexperienced youth, entrenching a two-tier labour market of protected
formal workers versus precarious outsiders. Balancing flexibility for youth absorption with core protections
remains a key policy tension. Meanwhile youth in casual, informal, or gig economy roles face acute risks:
Low or no-contract pay, unsafe conditions, harassment, non-payment, and abuse by unscrupulous
employers. Pyramid schemes, fake job offers, and trafficking prey on desperation, particularly affecting
young women and rural migrants lacking networks and awareness.

Skills of the future: 4IR, Green Economy, and Adaptive Competencies

Entrepreneurship offers an alternative pathway, yet participation is low at around 6% amongst 15 to 34-
year-olds. Barriers include limited finance, poor business education, regulatory hurdles, lack of mentorship,
township-market isolation, and preference for formal jobs. GEM data indicate low innovation levels. Whilst
digital and niche successes exist, scaling remains rare amidst economic volatility.

The economy of tomorrow demands radical alignment with digital transformation, green transitions, and
hybrid skills. Priority areas include Al, data analytics, cybersecurity, cloud computing, renewable energy
technologies, sustainable agriculture, circular economy models, and transversal competencies such as
critical thinking, creativity, emotional intelligence, digital literacy, and lifelong learning.

Projections indicate digital and green sectors could generate hundreds of thousands of jobs by 2030 (e.g.,
85000 to 275 000 in green-economy areas). South Africa’s REIPPPP has already created tens of
thousands of opportunities. However, infrastructure deficits, unequal education, and curriculum lag hinder
readiness. Youth equipped with strong foundations in Maths, Science, and English, plus specialised
training in Coding, Robotics, green tech, Al ethics, and digital entrepreneurship, will be best positioned for
high-value roles in a just transition.

PSA@ ’



Pragmatic proposals for youth development initiatives

Addressing these interconnected challenges requires coordinated, evidence-based, and scalable
interventions. The PSA proposes pragmatic initiatives to address the plight and the needs of South
African youth. Sustainable interventions should not only be focused on the present but must be geared
towards preparing the youth for the future.

e  Skills and education reform: Overhaul curricula to close mismatches from early grades. Massively
expand TVET colleges, dual apprenticeship models, and work-integrated learning in digital, green,
and care sectors. Target 500 000+ annual placements through SETAs, National Skills Fund, and
public-private partnerships with outcome-based funding.

e Labour-market entry support: Implement targeted youth-wage subsidies or tax incentives for first-
time hires, with safeguards against abuse. Pilot flexible entry-level contracts in priority sectors. Engage
industry and organised labour in co-designing inclusive bargaining frameworks.

e Entrepreneurship ecosystem: Develop township-based incubation hubs offering micro-finance,
mentorship, digital market access, and regulatory simplification. Integrate entrepreneurship education
into schooling and support innovation funds.

o Holistic health and social services: Embed mental-health screening, substance abuse prevention,
comprehensive sexuality education, and HIV services in schools and youth centres. Scale community
resilience and GBV-prevention programmes.

¢ Public engagement: Deploy digital voter education campaigns, introduce youth forums in community
structures, and create issue-based platforms focused on jobs, climate, and skills.

o Protection against exploitation: Strengthen labour inspections for casual and gig work, launch public
awareness drives on scams, and expand legal aid and rights education for young workers.

e Governance and monitoring: Establish a National Youth Development Dashboard for real-time data
tracking. Prioritise inclusion of young women, rural youth, and persons with disabilities. Leverage
NYDA, EPWP reforms, and blended financing for sustainability.

o NSFAS: The complete overall of the funding model to ensure more students are eligible for funding.

e Withholding of certificates of students: Government must urgently intervene in this crisis whereby
students’ certificates are being withheld because of non-payment of fees. This can lead to a crisis and
contribute extensively to unemployment.

A focused “just-transition” strategy linking green and digital job pipelines to youth skilling could also offer
substantial returns if executed with urgency and accountability.

Political disengagement amongst the youth is evident. The 2024 elections recorded an overall turnout of
58% to 59%, with youth (18 to 34) participation often below 50%. Many expressed disillusionment regarding
unfulfilled job promises. Youth comprise a large share of the voters’ roll but show lower actual voting, with
higher support for change-oriented parties. Low engagement risks policy neglect and weakens democracy.
The lack of enthusiasm by the youth to actively participate in electoral processes must be construed as a
vote of no confidence and a protest against the failure of the democratic government to address their plight.
The question the youth are asking is loud and clear: Where is our democratic opportunities?

South Africa’s youth crisis arises not from demographic inevitability but from policy coordination failures,
structural rigidities, and insufficient adaptation to economic realities. By confronting skills mismatches head-
on, fostering inclusive labour markets, addressing social vulnerabilities, and investing boldly in future-
oriented competencies, the Country can transform pressure into a virtuous cycle of growth, equity, and
stability. Success demands cross-sector collaboration - government, organised labour, business, and civil
society - grounded in rigorous data and measurable outcomes. Equipping today’s youth represents the
single most impactful investment in a prosperous, cohesive South Africa of tomorrow.

PR )



Glossary of acronyms

4IR 4t Industrial Revolution

Al Artificial Intelligence

GBV Gender-based violence

GEM Growth Entrepreneur Monitor

EPWP Expanded Public Works Programme

HIV Human Immune Virus

ICT Information Communications Technology

NEET Not in Employment, Education or Training

NYDA National Youth Development Agency

PSA Public Servants Association

PTSD Post-Traumatic Stress and Disorder

REIPPP Renewable Energy Independent Power Producer Procurement Programme
SETA Sector Education and Training Authority

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics
TVET Technical Vocational Education and Training
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